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PREFACE 

It is the purpose of the author of this thesis to 

survey the criticism of the seventeenth-century dramatist 

William Congreve, with special attention to the evaluations 

of twentieth-century critics. The first chapter is devoted 

to a summary of Congreve's life, stressing facts that have 

been brought to light in t he present century. The remaining 

chapters trace the changes of opinion which occurred during 

the years following Congreve's death, the special topics 

being Congreve the man, Congreve the writer of literature, 

and Congreve the dramatist . 

The writer of this thesis wishes to express her 

sincere gratitude to Dr . Autrey Nell Wiley, not only for 

her gracious help in the preparation of this thesis, but 

also for having rema ined an inspiration and an ideal through 

the years since she first taught a devoted sophomore. 
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CHAPTER I 

THE LIFE OF CONGREVE 

A study of William Congreve in the twentieth-century 

must necessarily begin with a study of William Congreve, the 

man. Few literary figures of his distinction have been so 

little known, so enigmatic, as he. Flashing full grown upon 

the Restoration stage with four comedies which placed him 

securely in the position of master of the Comedy of Manners, 

he preserved a personal reticence which may have been, in a 

measure, r esponsible for the decline of interest in both 

himself and his works. Not until the twentieth century have 

the basic details of his life come to light. During the 

eighteenth and nineteenth centuries even the very facts of 

his birth were hidden under the obscurity of imputed false

hood. 

During the eighteenth century the year 1672 was 

generally accepted as the date of Congreve's birth, despite 

the fact that this date was first mentioned in print the 

year after his death. At the end of the eighteenth century 

a registry showing the birth-date as 1670 was discovered by 

Malone and used as proof that Congreve had not been entirely 

honest in the matter of his birth-date. Johnson bemoaned the 

fact that a "man of eminence" should be "deficient in candour."l 

lsamuel Johnson, Lives of the English Pgets, ed. 
G. B. Hill (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1905), II , 213. 

1 



Even Sir Edmund Gosse, who gave Congreve credit for being 

correct in the matter of his birthplace, accused him of 

vanity in the matter of his age: "Like other writers of 

2 

his time--like Gay, for instance, and Steele--he lost count 

of his years, and thought, or affected to think, that he was 

younger than we know him to have been • 11 2 

The fallacy of believing Congreve to have advanced 

his birth by two years persisted until 1941 when Professor 

John Hodges showed that on the one occasion when Congreve 

was on record as mentioning age, he gave ~his correct age.3 

It is a pity that the mistaken date of 1672, which an appar-

ently grief-crazed friend, the Duchess of Marlborough, had 

inscribed on Congreve's tomb, and the same false date which 

the scurrilous editor, Curl, used in his Memoirs of the Life, 

Writings, and Amours of William Congreve, Esg., issued the 

year after Congreve's death, should have become the basis of 

a belief so detrimental to him. This one belief in Congreve's 

misrepresentation of his age seems to have had undue influence 

in lowering his personal reputation in the two centuries after 

his death . 

Th~ controversy over Congreve's birth-date continued 

even after Malone's discovery of the record of baptism, which 

showed that Congreve was baptised in February, 1670, by the 

2sir Edmund Gosse, The Life of William Congreve 
(London: William Hinemann, Ltd::-reV: ed., 1924), p. 1. 

3william Congreve, the Man (London: Oxford University 
Press, 1941), Preface, p. xv:----
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Reverend John Fentiman.4 Nineteenth-century biographers~ 

not satisfied that the baptism indicated the approximate 

time of the birth, held that the birth occurred in 1669 1 the 

year before the baptism. The exact date was not known until 

Professor Hodges discovered the date of Sunday, 24 January 

1670, painted by the artist Clarea at the lower left corner 

of the portrait of Congreve at the age of twelve.5 This date 

is now accepted as the true date of Congreve's birth~ the 

date he himself used in r eference to his age. 

Not only has Congreve's birth-date long held under 

the cloud of error 1 but his birthplace as well was long 

believed to have been misrepresented. Throughout the eight

eenth century it was believed that Congreve had been born in 

Ireland 1 though he himself had claimed to have been born in 

England. Johnson again questioned the veracity of Congreve 

in -his statement that 11 it was said by himself that he owed 

his nativity to England, and by everybody else that he was 

born in Ireland. u6 Johnson quoted Southern as mentioning 

Congreve with "sharp censure, as a man that meanly disowned 

his native country. 117 

Congreve's honor was again triumphant when the registry 

of his baptism proved him to have been born at Bardsey in 

Yorkshire, England, and "everybody else" wrong . The birthplace . 

4Ibid . , p. 6 . 

51£ll. 

6Q£. £it., II, 212. 

7Ibid. 
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dispute is especially interesting in the light of Congreve's 

published statement in Giles Jacob's The Poetical Register, 

which was published nine years before Congreve's death. In 

the Preface Jacob thanked Congreve "for his communication of 

what relates to himself • 118 In the statement concerning 

Congreve's birthplace, Jacob not only states correctly that 

it was 11Bardsa" but also mentions that 11Bardsa was a part of 

the estate of Sir John Lewis, his great-uncle by his mother's 

side . "9 Against such concrete evidence it is exceedingly 

difficult to understand how later biographers could maintain 

Ireland to be the place of Congreve's birth . Apparently the 

suspicion of dishonesty concerning his birth-date caused a 

positive doubt over his birthplace also . 

The confusion pertaining to the dates and place of 

Congreve's birth thus cleared away, the biographer meets with 

less difficulty when tracing major events. Congreve was born 

into a family of "so great antiquity that it claims a place 

among the few that extend their line beyond the Norman Con

quest."10 His grandfather, Richard Congreve, was a staunch 

Royalist who had helped Charles II to escape from Cromwell's 

men. On the maternal side, his great-great-grandfather was 

Dr. Timothy Bright, a physician and rector, the inventor of 

modern shorthand, who won the favor of Queen Elizabeth by 

8Giles Jacob, quoted by G. B. Hill in his edition of 
Johnson's Lives of the English PQets, Footnote, II, 226. 

9 rbid . 

lOJohnson , 2£· cit., II, 212 . 
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dedicating to her his "Characterie, An Arte of Shorte, Swifte, 

and Secrete Writing by Character. 11 His parents were William 

Congreve and Mary Browning, cousin to the wealthy Lewises of 

Yorkshire. 

On March 19, 1674, William Congreve, the elder, was 

granted a commission of lieutenant in the Irish army. The 

Congreves soon moved to the garrison at the Irish seaport of 

Youghal, where they lived until the close of 1678, a period 

of nearly five years . From Youghal they were transferred to 

another port, Carrickfergus, for three years, and then in 

1681, to Kilkenny, 11 the most polite and well-bred of all the 

Irish towns. nll Ruled by the first Duke of Ormond, the richest 

man in Europe, Kilkenny, with its fine gentlemen and elegant 

ladies, was the direct antithesis of Congreve's first two 

Irish homes . It is probable that from the seaports Congreve 

got his idea for the character of Ben, the Sailor; from Kil

kenny, the desire to be a gentleman . 

It is likely that Congreve had his first schooling 

at Youghal at the Free School, which was the gift of Sir 

Richard Boyle, the man who succeeded Sir Walter Raleigh's 

domination of Ireland . In 1681, at the age of twelve, Con

greve entered Kilkenny College in Kilkenny, a school in a 

four-storied building of grey stone wit h approximately sixty 

students. Here he studied Greek, Latin, Hebrew, oratory, 

poetry and religious subjects, and began, under Dr . Edward 

llHodges, 2£· £11., p. 12 . 
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Hinton's guidance, to make himself the Greek scholar whom 

Dryden was to pronounce "more capable than any man of trans

lating Homer. ttl2 

Besides developing a real feeling for Greek poetry, 

Congreve developed a genuine passion for drama at Kilkenny. 

It may be that a miracle play such as the students of Kil

kenny had been producing for 130 years was his introduction 

to the stage. Occasionally a professional company from Dub

lin came to Kilkenny, and there is little doubt that Congreve 

managed to see their performances. It is likely that he 

became a student of the stage at Kilkenny, for at about this 

time he bought three books on the subject of dramatic tech

nique, all editions of 1684. These works were Roscommon's 

translation of Horace's Ars Poetica, Dryden's Essay of 

Dramatic Poesy, and the two volumes of Francois Hadelin's 

Whole Art of the Stage.l3 Later, in his preface to his 

first work, his novel Incogn.ita, Congreve was to say, "All 

Traditions must indisputably give place to the Drama."i4 

At Kilkenny Congreve made two friends who were to be 

important factors in his later life. Among the members of 

the first, or head, class at Kilkenny College was Jonathan 

Swift, who remained there only a half year after Congreve's 

arrival; but when Congreve entered Trinity College at Dublin, 

ed. w. 
12John Dryden, "Dedication of Exam en Poet icum, 11 Essays, 

P. Ker (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1926), p. 14. 

13Hodges, 2£· cit., p. 28. 

l4The Mourning Bride, Poems, & Miscellanies gy 
William Congreve, ed. Bonamy Dobree, World 's Classics edition 
\London: Humphrey Mi lford, 1928), p. 6. 



Swift was already enrolled there. The friendship between 

SWift and Congreve was to last throughout their lives. In 

his Journal to Stella Swift mentions many pleasant evenings 

spent with Congreve. Another, and perhaps closer, friend 

whom Congreve gained at Kilkenny was Joseph Keally. They 

had similar tastes. Both loved books, made translations, 

and loved ease, and both ate and drank too much . Congreve 

corresponded regularly with Keally until Keally's death at 

the age of forty . 

From Kilkenny College Congreve went on to Trinity 

College, Dublin, as did most Kilkenny students. He matric

ulated at Trinity on Monday, April 5, 1686, and in the 

school record he is listed as being in the middle social 

register and known as Pensioner. At Trinity Congreve's 

tutor was St. George Ashe, who, though only twenty-eight , 

was a full-fledged scholar, a follower of Euclid, a star

gazer, and a member of the Royal Society. Congreve always 

attended the math lectures by Ashe, from which Swift was 

"notoriously absent,"l5 but he consistently shirked the 

science lectures. He carried on his study of Greek as at 

Kilkenny, but otherwise he seems to have been only a fair 

student. Apparently, he spent a large portion of his time 

eating and drinking, for in the school record there are a 

very large number of notations showing that Congreve 

repeatedly ordered sizings, or additional food from the 

15 Hodges, £2· cit., p. 25 . 

7 
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kitchen, sent up to his room, although he never once missed 

commons. He also ordered large amounts of beer and wine from 

the Trinity cellars. In later years this habit of excessive 

eating and drinking was to cost him dearly through a severe 

affliction of gout . 

Despite the fact that Congreve shirked much of his 

college work and cut most Saturday afternoon classes to attend 

the plays in Dublin, his learning in Greek and Latin was im

pressive. Later he helped in the Dryden translation of 

Juvenal, a signal recognition for a young scholar. In his 

Essays Macaulay speaks of Congreve's learning as very great: 

His learning does great honour to his instructors. 
From his writings it appears, not only that he was 
well acquainted with Latin literature, but that his 
knowledge of the Greek poets was such as was not, in 
his time, common even in a college .16 

Perhaps this gives an early insight into the mature character 

of Congreve, a man who achieved great success in t hose things 

that he enjoyed, Greek and drama, but who was contented with 

poor success in those less enjoyable but necessary little 

tasks, the odes and poems, and finally a man who completely 

dismissed everything relating to work in order to lead com

pletely the life of ease which he so desired. 

When Trinity College closed its doors in September, 

16~9, Congreve went to Staffordshire, England, where his 

grandfather Richard was l ord of Stretton Manor . Several 

16Thomas B. Macaulay, 11 The Comic Dramatists of the 
Restoration," Critical and Historical Essays (London: 
J. M. Dent &.Sons, Ltd., 1907), II, 436. 
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months earlier, the Revolut1on of 16ee had had a more personal 

effect on Congreve because of James II's Catholic progrrun, 

which put Protestants out of the army and cost Congreve's 

fathe r , Lieutenant Congreve, his commission. For over a year 

Lieutenant Congreve sought a new commission without success. 

Finally, in October, 1690, he became chief agent for the 

Irish estates of Sir Richard Boyle, Earl of Cork and Burling

ton, but his son, William, remained in England. By the spring 

of 1691 William Congreve the elder was well enough established 

in his Irish post to be able to enter his son as a student of 

the law at the Middle Temple. 

By the time Congreve entered the Middle Temple, the 

main pursuit of many of the students was not law but belles

lett~. So it proved to be with Congreve. The study of law 

did not seem to suit him, but the literary tradition and the 
' proximity to the Theatre Royal in Drury Lane did suit him . 

Although he continued at the. Middle Temple for three or four 

years, he made little progress toward the bar. He did pro

gress, however, in the social and literary fields. 

Prominent family connections and his own wit and 

learning made it easy for Congreve to assume a high position 

in London society. His cousins, Ralph and William Congreve, 

both just beginning their military careers, were living in 

London at the time. Also in London were his cousins on the 

maternal side, the daughters of Sir John Lewis, one of whom 

hao_ married Theophilus, seventh Ear l of Huntingdon, and the 



other, Robert Leke, third Earl of Scarsdale. With such 

connections Congreve entered with ease the social life of 

London. 

10 

His entry into the literary world was apparently as 

simple . During his years at the Middle Temple he produced a 

number of translations which gave him a certain prestige in 

literary circles and which were the means of the beginning of 

a warm friendship with Dryden, the reigning literary figure. 

Such a friendship, and more especially the praise which the 

old poet heaped upon the young Middle Templar, could not but 

assure Congreve a prominent place in the circle of disciples 

who met (with Dryden) at Will's . The first years of Congreve's 

association with the wits who gathered regularly at Will's 

Coffeehouse found this literary society at its best. After 

a play the critics all met at Will's and held long and witty 

discourses upon the merits of the production. At this time 

the only place in London at which plays were presented 

regularly was the Theatre Royal in Drury Lane. Undoubtedly, 

Congreve spent more time in Drury Lane and Will's than in 

Westminster Hall. 

Though Congreve was but twenty-one, and Dryden sixty, 

when they met, they formed a firm and lasting friendship 

based on common literary tastes and manners. Dryden was the 

first to recognize Congreve's genius, and it is to the credit 

of the older poet that he generously proclaimed this genius. 

In 1691 when he was planning a complete translation of the 
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sixteen satires of Juvenal~ he honored Congreve by giving 

him the eleventh satire to translate. Dryden himself trans

lated five~ Nahum Tate two, and the other eight went to as 

many men. wnen the Juvenal and Persius wa-s issued in October 

1692, though with the date 1693 on the title page, it con

tained the first literary work to bear the name of William 

Congreve. Congreve could not have found a more auspicious 

occasion to make his literary debut, for the Juvenal and 

Persius was perhaps the most important publication of the 

year. By being includ.ed in it Congreve found himself associated 

not only with the first poet of the age but also with a group 

of the most distinguished living scholars. As further proof 

of his admiration for his young colleague, Dryden published 

as an introduction to his own translation of Persius Congrevews 

lines 11 To Mr. Dryden, on His Translation of Persius 11 : 

As when of Old Heroick Story tells 
Of Knights imprison'd long b~ Magic Spells, 
'Till future Time the destin d Hero send, 
By whom, the dire Enchantment is to end: 
Such seems this Work, and so reserv'd for thee, 
Thou great Revealer of dark Poesie. 

Those sullen Clouds , which have for Ages past, 
O'er Persius's too-long- suff'ring Muse been cast, 
Disperse, and flie before thy Sacred Pen, 
And, in their room, bright tracks of Light are seen. 
Sure Phoebus self thy swelling Breast inspires, 
The God of Musick, and Poetick Fires: 
Else, whence proceeds this great Surprise of Light~ 
How dawns this Day, forth from the Womb of Night~ . 

Our Wonder, now, does our past Folly show, 
Vainly Contemning what we did not know: 
So, Unbelievers impiously despise 
The Sacred Oracles, in Mysteries. 
Persius, before, in small Esteem was had, 
Unless, what to Antiquity is pa id; 



But like Apocrypha, with Scruple read, 
(So far, our Ignorance, our Faith mis-led) 
~Till you, Apollo's darling Priest, thought fit 
To place it in the Poet's Sacred Writ. 

As Coin, which bears some awful Monarch's Face, 
For more than its intrinsick Worth will .pass: 
So your bright Image, which we here behold, 
Adds Worth to Worth, and dignifies the Gold. 
To you, we, all t h is following Treasure owe, 
This Hippocrene, which from a Rock did flow. 

Old Stoick Virtue, clad in rugged Lines, 
Polish'd by you, in Modern Brilliant shines: 
And as before, for Persius, our Esteem 
To his Antiquity was paid, not him: 
So now, whatever Praise from us is due, 
Belongs not to Old Persius, but the New. 
For still Obscure, to us no Light he gives; 
Dead in himself, in you alone he lives. 

So, stubborn Flints their inward Heat conceal, 
'Till Art and Force th' unwilling Sparks reveal; 

12 

But thro' your Skill, from those small Seeds Qf Fire, 
Bright Flames arise, which never can Expire.l·r 

The following year Dryden included in his Examen 

Poeticum three odes by Congreve. In the dedication to this 
' 

work he called special attention to the contribution of Mr. 

Congreve, "whom I cannot mention without the honour which is 

due to his excellent parts, and that entire affection which 

I bear him. ttl8 

It is highly probable that Dryden's influence upon 

Congreve was responsible for both the beginning and the end 

of Congreve's literary career. Although he had published his 

novel Incognita before he gained Dryden's backing, he had done 

so under the assumed name of Cleophil, apparently preferring 

17The Mourning Bride, Poems, ~Miscellanies £~William 
Congreve, pp. 252-253. 

18 "Dedication of Examen Poeticum, 11 Essays, p. 12 . 
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to be known only as a gentleman, not as a writer. Under 

Dryden's sponsorship and assistance Congreve had his first 

play~ The Old Batchelor, performed. Reticent about his work, 

and pretending that he had dashed it off during a period of 

convalescense, Congreve would probably never have brought The 

Old Batchelor to the stage without Dryden's insistence. Pro

claiming it the best first play he had ever seen, Dryden even 

assisted in polishing and preparing the play for production. 

His sponsorship persisted throughout the production of 

Congreve's other four plays in the form of highly flattering 

criticisms and prologues. Being of a slightly lazy nature 

and undecided as to whether he would be a gentleman or a 

writer, Congreve might have failed completely to produce the 

five plays which assured him l a sting fame without the push and 

praise of Dryden. It is noteworthy that the year of Dryden's 

dea~h, 1700, was also the year of Congreve's last play, 

although Congreve lived twenty-nine years longer. 

During the ea rly years of his literary career Con

greve was torn by two ambitions. He was conscious that his 

wit and imagination and talent offered him a high place in 

the world of literature; he also knew that his lively con

versation and polished, amiable manners, in addition to his 

family connections, assured his ready access t o the best 

company. He longed to be a great writer and to achieve the 

high position and acclaim predicted by Dryden; he also 

longed to be a man of fashion. It was difficult to determine 
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whether or not he could be both. To him there was something 

vulgar in letters, in bargaining with publishers and producers, 

that might detract from the gentility of a man of fashion. 

This feeling undoubtedly caused him to publish his first work, 

his Incognita, under the ~de plume of Cleophil and later to 

declare that he had dashed it off during an idle fortnight. 

This same pose of the literary dilletante, which he again 

assumed after the publication of Th~ Double Dealer, seems to 

have mitigated somewhat the degrading profession of authorship 

in his eyes. Perhaps, too, the fact that his comedies were 

concerned only with highest society may have eased his mind 

through their indisputable proof that only a man of high 

fashion could have written them. 

Though he devoted but ten years to writing for the 

stage, his four comedies were the culmination of the current 

comedy of manners. Just before Congreve's entrance, the 

Middle Temple had housed the three comic dramatists of the 

Restoration whose writings most nearly pointed the way to 

his own comedies: Etherege, who had inaugurated the comedy 

of manners and had introduced the brilliant character of Sir 

Fopling Flutter; Wycherly, whose Plain Dealer was strong 

comedy even for the Restoration; and Shadwell, who was still 

in his prime, with such recent successes as The Sguire of 

Alsatia and Bury Fair.l9 Before his twenty-fifth birthday 

Congreve was to surpass them all with his first three comedies: 

!£~Old Batchelor, produced in 1693; The Double Dealer, in 1694; 

19Hodges, 2£· cit., p. 35. 
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and Love for Love, in 1695. By the time he was thirty he had 

produced two more plays and completed in these five works 

the literary achievement which has gained him a definite 

place among the masters of English literature . Johnson 

praises him extravagantly for this early display of genius: 

But whatever objections may be made either to 
his comick or tragick exce.l1ence they are lost in the 
blaze of admiration, when it is remembered that he had 
produced these four plays before he had passed his 
twenty-fifth year; before other men, even such as are 
some ti~e to shine in eminence, have passed their pro
bation of literature, or presume to hope for other2Botice 
than such as is bestowed on diligence and inquiry. 

Though only twenty-three, Congre ve achieved immediate 

fame with his first stage presentation, The Old Batchelor. 

First performed at the Theatre Royal in March, 1693, it was 

such a success that it ran for fourteen days, a phenomenal 

run for that period. In December of the next year Congreve's 

second play, The Double Dealer, was given at the same theatre, 
' 

but with a total ly different recept i on. Despite the fact that 

he had worked conscientiously· to construct a more solid play 

than his first, The Double Dealer was almost hissed off the 

stage. The characters were too real, too vicious, to be 

accepted by the audience of gallants and ladies which they 

portrayed. The critics, however, defended the play, and Dryden 

wrote seventy-seven eloquent lines "To My Dear Friend Mr . Con

greve, on his Comedy call' d The Double Dealer, 11 in which he 

compared Congreve with Shakespeare: 

20Q£. cit., II, 219. 
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Heav'n, that but once was Prodigal before, 
To Shakespear gave as much; she cou!d not give him more.21 

After the publication of Dryden's lines and a command per

formance for Queen Mary, the play was gradually better accepted, 

but it never achieved the popularity of Congreve's other 

comedies. 

Congreve's third and most popular play, Love f££ Love, 

was ready for the stage late in 1694 and would have been 

presented at Drury Lane except for the renewal of the old 

controversy between the patentees and the players. Since the 

Restoration, the producing of plays in London had been the 

exclusive right of two companies, the King's and the Duke's. 

So long as these companies were rivals, players abused by 

one could turn to the other. But after the two companies 

joined forces in 1682, the players were entirely at the mercy 

of the united patentees, who felt themselves secure in a 

monoply that nothing could disturb . 22 On March 25, 1695, 

King William issued a separate license to Thomas Betterton 

and his new company, composed of most of the best actors and 

actresses of the old Theatre Royal, including Mrs. Barry, 

Mrs. Bracegirdle, Mrs. Verbruggen, Mrs . Leigh, Bowman, Bowen, 

Williams, U~1derhill, Doggett, and Bright. This group set up 

a new theatre in the old Lisle Tennis Court i n Lincoln's Inn 

Fields and opened their doors on Tuesday, April 20, 1695, 

with Congreve's new play, Love fo~ Love, judiciously withheld 

until the end of the controversy . 

2lcomedies £I William Congrev4, ed . Bonarny 
(London : Oxford University Press, 19 4), p. 119 . 

22 
Hod.s~ .. - ;£E. .• ; cit.,, p. 51. 

J 
Dobree 
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After the prompt and tremendous success of Love for 

Love, the new acting company offered Congreve a full share in 

their company, which he accepted, with the promise to write 

exclusively for Betterton's group and to provide one new play 

yearly, if his health permitted. Though Congreve took a 

fairly active part in the management of the new theatre, it 

was two years before his health permitted him to do another 

play. In 1697 he brought out his tragedy, The Mourning Bride, 

which, strangely enough, was an instant hit, with an uninter

rupted run of thirteen days . This proved to be Congreve's 

most popular play, for it remained popular not only during 

his time but also throughout the whole of the eighteenth cen

tury.23 Congreve surprised his public by his ability to 

write in a serious vein and thus proved conclusively to his 

contemporaries his worthiness to receive Dryden's laurels. 

Three more years passed before Congreve brought out 

his next and last play, Th~ Way of the World, now regarded as 

his masterpiece, but when first played in March 1700 not well 

received. He wrote this play to satisfy his own artistic 

sense and brought it forth soon after the Collier contro

versy over immorality. Thereafter he determined never to 

write another play for the popular stage. At the age of 

t hirty he retired and began to live the life he most longed 

for, that of a gentleman. 

Though he had stopped writing for the stage, Congreve 

did not completely sever his connections with the world of 



drama and literature. He bent his pen to the more gentle

manly business of odes and ballads and produced an opera, 

18 

Seme le, and a masque, The Judgement of Paris. None of these, 

unfortunately, bear favorable comparison with his comedies. 

As Johnson stated, the "powers of Congreve 11 seemed to desert 

him when he left the stage. 24 In 1706 Congreve made one more 

attempt at managing a theatre, but this was doomed to a poor 

and short success. 

In 1706 Betterton and his company completed the con

struction of a new theatre named the Queen's Theatre, in 

honor of Queen Anne, but commonly called the Haymarket 

Theatre because of the location. As soon as the house was 

finished, Betterton and his co-partners dissolved their own 

agreement and turned over the management jointly to Sir John 

Vanbrugh and Congreve, who raised one-hundred-guinea sub-

scriptions from fellow me mbers of the Kit-Kat Club. To open 

the new theatre Vanbrugh and Congreve decided on the use of 

a prevailing novelty, Italian opera. They imported singers 

from Italy and presented a translated opera to Italian music 

called Triumph of Love, but it met with a cold reception. 25 

The new theatre failed from its beginning, partly 

because of a poor location, partly because of poor acoustics. 

Located too far out of town and in a poor section, the theatre 

was beautiful architecturally but very bad acoustically. 

24Johnson, ££· cit., II, 229. 

J • M. 
25colley Gibber, ~ A}ology for his Life (London: 

Dent & Sons, Ltd., 1938 , p. lb5: 
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Cibber remarks that "scarce one word in ten could be dis-

tinctly heard in it" and that "generally what they said 

sounded like the gabbling of so many people, in the lofty 

isles in a cathedral. 11 26 Another factor in the failure of 

the new house was the fact that Congreve and Vanbrugh did not 

produce the expected plays, "tho' Sir John Vanbrugh had a 

very quick pen, yet Mr. Congreve was too judicious a writer 

to let anyt hing come hastily out of his hands. 11 27 Cibber 

further reports that "the prospect of profits from this 

theatre was so very barren, that Mr . Congreve, in a few 

months, gave up his share and interest in the government of 

it, wholly to Sir John Vanbrugh. 1128 After three months the 

company went back to their old theatre in Lincoln's-Inn

Fields, but they were never again to enjoy the success of 

their first years there when Congreve was writing for them. 

As Congreve had advanced in literary fame, so had he 

advanced in political fortune. At this period government 

sinecures were very commonly given to literary men to secure 

them to t he interest of the ruling party . Congreve was a 

loyal Whig, but such was his personality that he managed to 

retain his office even after the Tories came into power. 

Although the Victorians, led by Thackeray, pictured him as a 

holder of fat sinecures all his life, in reality, as Swift 

wrote years later, he spent in "one poor office, half his 

26Ibid., p. 163. 

27rbid. 

28 rbid., p. 165. 
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days. 11 29 In 1694, after the production of his second play, 

he received a not very lucrative post in the Pipe Office, and 

in the next year, soon after Love for Love was played, he 

became one of the five commissioners for licensing Hackney 

Coaches. The post took but little time; it also paid but 

little--one hundred pounds per annum. He received this post 

only because the annual salary was reduced by half and because 

three old members refused to serve any longer.3° In 1705 he 

was given a small place in the Customs, which was bettered in 

1714. In the same year his party loyalty finally received its 

reward when his Kit-Kat friends firmly established themselves 

at the time of the Hanoverian succession. He received a 

commission as Secretary to the Island of Jamaica, a position 

which at last enabled him to live in a measure of ease. 

One important aspect of Congreve's life which has been 

subj~ct to much discussion and but little knowledge is that 

dealing with his love affairs with Anne Bracegirdle and the 

Duchess of Marlborough. When young Congreve first came to 

London, he fell under the spell of Mrs . Bracegirdle, as was 

the fashionable habit for all young blades. He became 

intimate ly acquainted with her during the long period of 

rehearsal for The Old Batchelor, in which she played the part 

of Araminta, and immediately after the success of this play 

he wrote for her the part of Cynthia in The Double Dealer. 

29Jonathan Swift, The Poems of Jonathan Swift, ed. 
Harold Williams (Oxford: Clarendon Press:-1937), II, 481. 

30 4 Hodges I 2..2.. cit. 1 p. 5 • 
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In fact, for her he wrote the leading parts in all his dramas, 

always seeming to plead his own case in the part of the hero. 

During the last years of Congreve's life, his love 

for Henrietta, Duchess of Marlborough and the wife of Lord 

Godolphin, completely filled his life. He passed most of 

his days in her home, and she bore him a daughter who later 

became the Duchess of Leeds. Upon his death in 1729, the 

Duchess had him buried with great pomp in Westminster Abbey, 

not in the Poets' Corner, but in a distant section where she 

was later buried beside him. 



CHAPTER II 

THE EVALUATION OF CONGREVE THE MM~ 

Seldom has the evaluation of a literary personality 

undergone such complete change during succeeding centuries 

as has that of William Congreve. The decline of Congreve's 

reputation as a man began in the eighteenth century and pro

gressed to such alarming proportions that the nineteenth

century picture of him would hardly have been recognizable 

to his contemporaries . The climax of this decline came in 

1888 with the first full biography of Congreve. 

Although there had been many biographical sketches 

done on Congreve, not until 1888 was a comprehensive 

biography produced, and that was neither thoroughly reliable 

nor entirely friendly. Sir Edmund Gosse's work, The Life 

of William Congreve, was the culm1nation of two centuries 

of biographical sketches in which Congreve, the man, became 

progressively more distasteful to his biographers. By the 

end of the nineteenth century the Victorians had pictured 

him as so lacking in force and character that to Gosse he 

was "no very fascinating or absorbing human being. nl In the 

opinion of Gosse, this accounted for the lack of biographies 

before his, although there were biographies of Pope and 

Swift . 11 But then," Gosse declares, "they possessed an 

interest ing personal quality, of which the author of The Way 

lLife of William Congreve, Preface, p . vii . 

22 
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of the World seems to have been devoid. 112 Later, in the 

introduction to his second (1924) edition of his biography 

of Congreve, Gosse reiterates his disapproval of Congreve's 

personality: 

I have not attempted to make a hero of this 
unromantic, 'unreproachful' bard; •••• and I hope 
it will be acknowledged that as we know him more 
intimately he turns out to be more amiable and much 
less cynical than he had been depicted to us. But 
I am very far from pretending that he was one of 
those whom, in the fhrase so persistently and falsely 
attributed to him, to love is a liberal education.'' 

It seems to the author of this thesis that Gosse's 

work shows little evidence of new and diligent research 

into Congreve's life . Gosse contradicts himself again and 

again in his summarizing of what eighteenth- and nineteenth

century writers had said of Congreve . It is difficult to 

understand how he could have hoped only that Congreve would 

turn "out to be more amiable and much less cynical" when he 

admits in later pages: 

He was helped to support his amazing literary 
triumph by the accidental advantages which nature had 
showered upon him. His person was singularly beauti
ful, he was an athlete until fast living consumed his 
constitution, and although indolent, he was so gracious 
and so sympathetic that he pleased without effort, and 
conquered the esteem of those who migh4 have envied 
a popularity less indifferently borne . 

It would seem that any writer who could accuse one 

man of both "fast living" and of being nun romantic" must 

have a pecularily dreary conception of the first term. Then, 

2Ibid. 

3Ibid., Preface, p. ix . 

4 Ibid., p. 34. 
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too, it would be hard to imagine a ''cynical" person who was 

11 so sympathetic that he pleased without effort. 11 

-
Although Gosse never quite found the strength to 

contradict completely and to oppose the prevailing opinion 

of Congreve, he must be given credit for hinting that Con

~eve's character might not have been so black as it was 

depicted by the early Victorians. Though he never capitu

lated, he did observe, but without pleasure apparently: 

One of Congreve's most agreeable character
istics was his friendliness . We have no record of his 
falling out with any one, and he had the art to remain 
on intimate terms with those who could not speak to 
one another . 5 

Perhaps Gosse's discovery in the introduction to his 1924 

edition that Congreve ''turns out to be more amiable and much 

less cynical than he had been depicted to us'' marked the 

beginning of the upward trend in the portrayal of Congreve 

which is characteristic of the second quarter of the twentieth 

century . 

In direct contrast to the "no very fascinating or 

absorbing human being" described by Gosse is the man whom 

Congreve's contemporaries knew . Congreve possessed a personal 

charm which ehabled him to take, young as he was, a large 

share of the fame of the day without arousing envy or making 

an enemy . In his lines to The Double Dealer, Dryden says of 

him: 

5Ibid e 1 P• 66 . 



So much the sweetness of your mannerg move 
We cannot envy you, because we love . 
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Even Thackeray, who accuses Congreve of being vain and jaunty 

and "the most eminent literary 'swell' of his age," is forced 

to admit that "from the beginning of his career until the end 

everybody admi;.ed him, u7 and that Pope, Dryden, Swift, Addison, 

and Steele all lavished ''compliments upon him . "8 

Almost as startling as his early literary success, 

and perhaps to him as important, was Congreve's complete per

sonal success. The most imposing literary figures of the day 

could not praise his person too highly. Dryden could not 

mention him "without the honour which is due to his excellent 

parts, and that entire affection which I bear him . "9 Swift 

wrote of him, " I loved him from my youth. Surely, besides 

his other talents, he was a very agreeable companion. ulO 

Gay described him as "Friendly Congreve, unreproachful man.rrll 
' 

Even John Dennis, who quarreled with almost everybody, held 

Congreve in high esteem . At one time Congreve was able to 

- , - . -

6John D!lden, "To my Dear Friend, Mr . Congreve, on 
his Comedy, call ·d The :Double Dealer," Comedies QI. William 
Congreve, ed . Bonamy Dobree (London: . Oxford University 
Press, 1944), p . 119 • . 

7william Makepeace Thackeray, "The English Humorists 
of the Eighteenth Century," The Collected Wo rks of William 
Makepeace Thackeray (New York: Houghton Mifflin-co . , 1889), 
XIII, 154. 

8Ibid.., p. 155 . 

9Dryden, "Dedication of Examen Poeticum," p. 12. 

10Jonathan Swift, quoted by G. B. Hill in his edition 
of Johnson's Li~ of the English Poets, Footnote, II, 224 . 

11J~hn Gay, quoted by G. B. Hill as cited above, 
Footnote, II, 224 . 
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bring about a truce between Dennis and his bitterest enemy, 

Alexander Pope.12 This -faculty for maintaining harmony was 

noted by Addison in his line describing Congreve as "harmon

ious Congreve . "13 Steele made Congreve the patron of his 

Miscellany, and, perhaps the greatest honor, Pope dedicated 

to him hi s translation of the Iliad . Since Pope's trans

lation was one of the major literary events of the time, this 

was an honor which any nobleman would have been pleased to 

accept ~ Pope's dedication of his work to Congreve was both 

an act of friendship and a smooth political move . Pope had 

a deep and sincere friendship for Congreve which began when 

Congreve commended the teen-aged Pope's pastorals to Tonson.l4 

At the time of the dedication of his great work Pope faced a 

political quandry. His translation had been befriended by 

important members of both political parties; therefore he 

could not with propriety inscribe to either party this work 

which had been patronized by both . l5 The dedication to the 

"harmonious" Congreve, who was not only respected by both 

parties as the first poet of t he age but also universally 

liked, both politically and socially, was the perfect solu

tion to a delicate problem . 

12Hodges, ~· cit., pp . 105-106 . 

13Joseph Addison, "Account of the Greatest English 
Poets , 11 The Works of the Right Honourable Jose}ih A£!_dison, E~. 
(London : Printed for Jacob Tonson, 1721), I, o. -

14rfodges, .££• cit., p . 107 . 

15Thomas B. Macaulay, 2£· cit., II, 449 . 
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In his Journal to Stella Swift often remarks that he 

had dined with Congreve or met him and a group of friends at 

a tavern where they dined together. Often SWift called on 

Oongreve and spent an evening with him in agreeable conversa

tion . On February 16, 1711, he relates that he "dined with 

Oongreve and Eastcourt, and laughed till six.ul6 - Again on 

July 8, 1711, he mentions that he "was this evening to see 

Will Congreve, who i s a very agreeable companion . "17 In 1710 

he was amazed to find him, in the midst of his afflictions, 

gout and near blindness, "as cheerful as ever,"18 though in 

such straitened circumstances that his "nasty white wine has 

given me heartbur.n.ul9 Swift vigorously reproved Stella for 

a jest on Congreve's eyes . In his letter of December 14, 

1710, he remonstrated: "Hussy, Stella, you jest about poor 

Congreve's eyes; you do so, hussy; but I'll bang your bones, 

faith . 1120 Swift was especially proud of having been of 

service to Oongreve . He mentioned on June 1, 1711, that he 

had "been useful to Congreve, Steele, and Harrison, "21 and 

again on December 27, 1712, "Congreve I have got to be used 

16Jonathan Swift, Journal to Stella, ed. Harold 
Williams (Oxford: Clarendon Press:-1948), I, 193 . 

17Ibid . , p . 310 . 

18~ Correspondence of Jonathan Swift, ed . F . Elrington 
Ball (London : G. Bell ~Sons--, 1912), p . 153 . 

19swift, Journal to Stella, I, 193 . 

20Ibid . , I, 127 . 

21 I bid . , I, 304 . 
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kindly and secured . "22 

The early personal success of Congreve is not so re

markable as that he should have been able to maintain his 

pleasant manners even when afflicted with the pain of gout 

and the torture of slowly losing his sight through the growth 

of cataracts . For a man who loved books with the passion of 

Congreve this loss of sight must have been particularly 

trying . Yet as late as 1723 Gay wrote Swift that Congreve 

was still laboring "under the same afflictions, as to his 

sight and gout," but had "not lost anything of his cheerful 

temper . "23 

Another interesting facet of Congreve's personality 

was his generous aid to aspiring young dramatists during 

the years he was connected with the state . During the period 

from 1695 to 1700, when each new play brought on the stage 

at Lincoln' a- Inn-Fields had to secure the approbation of 

Congreve, he sponsored such young playwrights as Charles 

Hopkins, Cat herine Trotter, and Mrs . Mary Pix . Congreve 

especially delighted in helping Charles Hopkins, son of the 

Bishop of De rry, who also had been trained at Trinity Col lege, 

Dubl in . He 1.£ad three of Hopkins' a poetic tragedies produced 

by his company between 1695 and 1700. Hopkins dedicated his 

second play, Boadicea, in 1697, to Congreve, admitting in his 

inscri ption his literary debt to Congreve: 

22 I b id . , I~ 589. 

23John Gay, quoted by Hodges, 2£• cit . , p . 105 . 



From you, my Muse her Inspir~tion drew, • • • • 
You taught me first •• •• 24 

Hopkins also sounded the theme of the day in praising Con

grave's person. In the same dedication, he spoke of his 

love for the older poet: 

Nor does your Verse alone our Passions move, 
Beyond the Poet, we the Person Love . 
In you, and almost only you; we find 
Sublimity of Wit, and Candour of the Mind . • • • 
You know my Soul, like yours, without design, 
You know me yours, and I too know you mine . 
I owe you all I am . • • • 25 

29 

From such encomiums in his lifetime, it is difficult 

to comprehend how Congreve's personal evaluation could have 

reached the depths Gosse reports. It is interesting to trace 

the fortunes of Congreve 1 s reputation as it slid downward 

during the two centuries following his death. One of the 

first charges imputed to him was a lack of candour in the 

details of his birth-date and birth-place . Throughout the 

eighteenth century he was censured as an inglorious example 

of an eminent man whose pride . has led him meanly to deny the 

country of his birth.26 This controversy has been fully 

discussed in the first chapter of this thesis . 

A second and possibly more prominent factor in the 

decline of his reputation was the dispute over Congreve's 

24Charles Hopkins, quoted by Hodges, ££• cit., p. 60. 

25rbid . 

26Hodges, QE• cit., Preface, p. xv. 
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retirement and his treatment of Voltaire. Congreve's retire-

ment at the age of thirty and at the height of his success 

has been a source of mystery and debate to succeeding bio

graphers , especially to the horrified Victorians, who could 

scarcely comprehend a man who preferred a life of ease to one 

of work and usefulness . The well-known incident of Voltaire's 

visit to Congreve, who asked to be visited "upon no other 

Foot than that of a Gentleman, who led a Life of Plainness 

and Simplicity , 1127 was. used as the basis of a growing contempt 

which was clearly expressed by nineteenth-century biographers . 

Voltaire's snappy reply, "If you had been merely a gentleman, 

I should not have come to see you," 28 exactly suited the 

temperament of later critics who chose to 11mistake genuine 

humility for snobbery and vanity . "29 

Congreve's strong desire to lead the life of a 

fas~ionable gentleman has been thoroughly denounced by his 

Victorian biographers . Macaulay speaks of "the singular 

affectation which had from the first been characteristic of 

Congreve tt30 and which grew stronger as he advanced in life, 

until "at las t it became disagreeable to him to hear his 

own comedies . praised . u3l Macaulay likewise relates that 

Vol tai re was "half puzzled and half disgusted by what he saw 

27rbid . , p . 101 . 

28Mac aulay, 2£• cit . , II, 449 . 

29Hodges, £2• cit . , p . 108 . 

3~acaulay , ££• cit . , II, 449 . 

31 Ibid . 
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of this extraordinary whim . "32 Thackeray accuses Congreve 

of being vain, jaunty, and "the most eminent literary 'swell 1 1 

of his age . u33 
' 

Just before the Victorian era Johnson declared: 

He treated the Muses with ingratitude, for 
having long conversed familiarly with the great, 
he wished to be considered rather as a man of fashion 
than of wit; and, when he received a visit from 
Voltaire, disgusted him by the despicable foppery 
of desiring to be c§nsidered not as an author but a 
gentleman; • • • • 

Even the American writer Hawthorne concurred in the Victorian 

opinion of Congreve' s ·~extraordinary whim . " Writing in his 

English Note Books of the Poets' Corner , Hawthorne remarks 

satirically: 

It is observable that the bust and monument of 
Congreve are in a distant part of the Abbey . His 
duche ss probably thought it a degradation to bring 
a gentleman among the beggarly poets . 35 

Apparently the occupation of a gentleman was better 

looked upon in Congreve' s time . Both Giles Jacob and Thomas 

Davies speak of him as a gentleman without the censure that 

was expressed by the ninetee~th-century writers . In his 

Poet ical Regis t e!:, Jacob relates that ••Mr . Congreve does not 

shew so much the Poet a s the Gent lema~ . u36 Later in the 

century Davi es stated that 11Mirabel, the fine gentleman of 

32Ibid. 

33T-nackeray, ~· cit . , XIII, 153 . 

34Johnson, ~· cit ., II, 226. 

35Nathaniel Hawthorne, English Note Books, Ed . 
Randall St ewart (London: Oxford University Press, 1941), 
p . 247 . 

36Giles Jacob, quoted by G. B. Hill in his edition of 
Johnson 's Lives of the English Poets, Footnote, II, 226 . 



the play The Way of the World , is, I believe, not very 

distant from the real character of Congreve . u37 It is 

32 

interes ting to note that during the rest of the eighteenth 

century, after the death of Congreve, other writers wished 

also to be known as gentlemen . The historian Edward Gibbon 

said of his first visit to Paris, "I was considered as a man 

of letters, or rather as a gentleman who wrote for his amuse

ment . 1138 Likewise , Sir Walter Scott declared, ''I began with 

being -a gentleman, and don't mean to give up th~ character. "39 

Charles Lamb, who was severly criticized by the other critics 

for his temerity, dared to hold up for Congreve's treatment 

of Voltaire . In his Letters Lamb wrote: -----
I think the impertinent Frenchman was properly 
answered. I should serve any member of the French 
Institute in the ~arne manner that wished to be 
introduced to me . 

Only Lamb was able to escape the narrow conventions of his 

day and to appreciate the graceful existence of the beau 

monde of an earlier age . Other writers chose to ignore 

completely the unanimous estimate of Congreve's contempo-

raries, among whom he was considered a model of modesty, 

sweetness, and sincerity, and to accept instead the impression 

37Thomas Davies, Dramatic Miscell anies (London: 
Printed for the Author, and sold at his Shop, 1784), p . 338 . 

38Edward Gibbon, quoted by G. B. Hill in his edition 
of Johnson's Lives of the English Poets, Footnote, II, 226 . 

39sir Walter Scott, quoted by G. B. Hill as cited 
above, Footnote, II, 226 . 

40charles Lamb, quoted by G. B. Hill as cited above, 
Footnote, II, 226 . 
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of a passing foreigner .41 

So many explanations have been advanced for the cause 

of Congreve's early retirement from writing for the stage 

that the question will in all probability never be satisfac-

torily settled . Congreve himself made no secret of his 

decision to retire, and this decision was not questioned by 

his contemporaries. According to Professor Hodges, Congreve 

retired in order to preserve his artistic integrity . He 

relates that Congreve declared frankly that artistic values 

meant more to him than popular applause . 42 Congreve had 

catered to the audience in his first play, The Old Batchelor. 

But, as his ability grew, he looked back to that play with 

scorn and felt that he had treated his audience "cheaply," 

and he scorned it for applauding. In the dedication to that 

first play he had admitted that ''if they who find some Faults 

in ,it, were as intimate with it as I am, they would find a 

great many more, u43 a fact which he took to be "the first 

step to an Amendment. 1144 In his second play, The Double 

Dealer, Congreve endeavored conscientiously to produce a 

more solidly constructed work, an effort which he believed 

himself to have accomplished. The audience's rejection of 

41 Hodge s , 2.£.. cit • , p • 108 • 

42rbid. 

43congreve, Comedies~ William Congreve, p . 17 . 

44Ibid . 
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this play led him to lash out at both audience and critics in 

the dedication of this work to Charles, Lord Montague. In 

this he confessed both to having attempted to write "a true 

and regular Comedy"45 and to having achieved an imperfect 

Performance . u46 He blamed the critics for failing to find the 

true faults: "I have not heard any thing said sufficient to 

provoke an Answer . "47 His third play, Love for Love, though 

much superior to the first comedy, failed to satisfy him, and 

he called it in the Prologue "Homely Fare . " Yet the capri

cious audience afforded it the same success it had showered 

upon his first offering . 

For The Way of the World Congreve offered no apologies. 

He knew that he had "gain'd a Turn of Stile, or Expression 

more Correct, or at least more Corrigible than in those 

wnich I have formerly written . "48 He believed that he had 

come nearer to his artistic ideal than in any other play, 

and he might well question whether he could hope to write 

anything superior . 49 Professor Hodges concludes: 

If the audience would not accept it (The Way 
of the World), he could only conclude that it would 
be impossible for him to satisfy both his audience 
and himself . Should he drop down from the level that 

45Ibid . , p . 113 . 

461£!Q... 

47Ibid . , P • 114. 

48Ibid . , p . 338 . 

49 6 Hodges, 2£• cit . , p. 9 . 



he had reached and prostitute his muse to the lower 
taste of the town? His decision not to do so re
mained firm throughout the remainder of his life . 
He had outgrown the technique of The Old Batchelor, 
and the London audience would not accept the type 
of high comedy that not satisfied his artistic sense. 
At the age of thirty, therefore, he decided, as a 
matter of D0inciple, to write no more for the popu
lar stage . ~ 
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Many years after Congreve's death persons who had 

never known him began to offer various reasons for his early 

retirement . Many of these reasons, while certainly not 

providing the complete answer as each writer believed, were 

in all likelihood valid factors in contributing to his final 

decision . One of the earliest ideas offered was that the 

Collier controversy caused Congreve to quit the stage in 

anger . This suggestion was first advanced in Theophilus 

Cibber's Lives of the Poets (1753),51 and certainly there 

is some basis for this belief when Congreve's indignant 

reply to Collier's charges is considered . However, this 

idea is refuted by the fact that Congreve went on to write 

his finest play The Way of the World after the duel with 

Collier . 52 

A later opinion which bears credence and ties 

in well with the preceding theory is that of Macaulay and 

Johnson, that the audience's failure to accept his last play 

5°rbid., p. 70 . 

5lrbid. 

52rbid. 
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led Congreve to quit the stage in anger . Macaulay explains 

Congreve's retirement thus: 

It is quite inexplicable to us that this 
play (The Way of the World) should have failed on 
the stage. Yet so it was; and the author, already 
sore with the wounds which Collier had inf-licted, 
was galled past endurance by this new stroke. He 
resolved never again to expose himself to the rude
ness of a tastele~~ audience, and took leave of the 
theatre for ever. 

Undoubtedly both these factors bore strong influence on 

Congreve's decision to "retain his artistic integrity." 

However, Congreve had been angry before and had continued 

with his writing. The audience's rejection of The Double 

Dealer had caused him to declare in anger that he cared 

not for the opinion of the audience . In his defense of 

The Old Batchelor against Collier, Congreve declared that 

through his "indiscretion 11 his first play was seen and then 

acted, and that through the remainder of his indiscretion 

he ' suffered himself "to be drawn in, to the prosecution of 

a difficult and thankless study, and to be involved in a 

perpetual war with knaves and fools. 1154 Perhaps the third 

occasion to arouse Congreve' s anger, the initial failure of 

The Way of the World, proved decisively to Congreve that, 

for a man who loved peace and ease with his intensity, the 

pursuit of a fickle audience was no longer worth the effort. 

53Macaulay, £2• cit., II, 447. 

54Johnson, ££• cit., II, 21~. 
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Then, too, the possible fear that Collier's charges might 

cause the audience no longer to look with favor upon his type 

of comedy may have entered its wei ght on the scale. Perhaps 

Johnson was not too fa.r wrong in writing: 

Congreve's last play •••• was received 
with so little favour, that, being in a high degree 
offended and. disgusted, he resolved to commit his 
quiet and5his fame no more to the caprices of an 
audience . 5 

Another consideration which some writers believe may 

have influenced Congreve to retire was the condition of his 

health . Before his r etirement his eyes had begun to bother 

him to the extent that he was obliged to wear his hat pulled 

down half over his eyes at theatre performances to shade 

them from the strong light. Never possessed of a strong 

constitution, Congreve suffered from both gout and cataracts 

to the extent that Swift reported to Stella on October 27, 

1710, that 11he is younger by three years or more than I, and 

I ~m twenty years younger than he . n56 Of the same occasion 

Swift relates: 

I was today to see Mr . Congreve, who is almost blind 
with cataracts growing on his eyes; and his case is, 
that he must wait two or three years, until the 
cataracts are riper, and till he is quite blind, and 
then he must have them couched; and besides he is 
never r i d of the gout, yet ha looks young and fresh, 
and is as cheerful as ever . 5·r 

55Johnson, ££• cit . , II, 224 . 

56Journal to Stella, I, 70 . 

57 Illi · , I, 69 • 
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However, those who would attribute Congreve' s retirement 

entirely to the state of his health seem to forget the 

literary activity of Congreve after 1700 . Besides the pub

lication of many odes and ballads, he translated a part of 

Moliere ' s Monsieur£~ Pourceaugnac, which was acted at 

Lincoln's-Inn-Fields on March 30, 1704, as Squire Trelooby. 

In the autumn of 1706 he published "A Pindaric Ode to the 

Queen , with a Discourse on the Pindaric Ode . " Still later 

he edited an edition of Dryden's works . It appears to the 

author of this thesis that these works, coupled with his 

Judgement of Paris in 1701 and his short-lived connection 

with the new Haymarket Theatre in 1705, effectively refute 

the theory of po or health as affecting Congreve' s retire-

ment from the professional stage . 

Two more opinions have been proffered which are 

obviously fallacious . Jealousy of the success of Mrs . 

Centlivre, who wrote The Wonder and The Bus~ Body and was 

one of the last of the writers of the Comedy of Manners, 

has been suggested as a possible cause f or retirement . 

Hazlitt recounts in his lecture on 11 The Comic Writers of the 

Last Century" that, "Congreve is said to have been jealous 

of her success at the time, and that it was one cause which 

drove him in disgust from the stage. 11 58 Nothing could appear 

further from the truth when it is remembered that Con greve 

58William Hazlitt, The Collected Works of William 
Hazlitt, ed . A. R. Waller and Arnold Glover (London:: 
J . M:-Dent & Co., 1903), VIII, 155. 



delighted in helping young dramatists, including two women 

dramatists , Catherine Trotter and Mrs . Mary Pix . 
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Despite the fact that for years after his retire

ment Congreve could, according to Swift, "scarce spare a 

shilling to discharge his chair, n59 many writers have 

suggested financial ease as the cause of Congreve's retire-

ment . This idea seemed to be especially prevalent in the 

century just after Congreve's death. David E. Baker, in 

Th§. Companion to the Play-House, in 1764, and Walter Harris, 

in The His1ory of the Writers of Ireland, also in 1764, both 

named financial "Easiness 11 as the force behind Congreve' s 

retirement.60 In 1784 Thomas Davies wrote in his Dramatic 

Miscellanies: 

It must not be to the condemnation of The 
Way of the World that we must attribute this writer's 
quitting the drama . A man •• • • who enjoyed places 
to the amount of 800 per annum, could have little 

, temptation to continue his authorship . 61 

In the nineteenth century Gosse, though he hesitates to 

accept "t he common view of Congreve as all through his life 

a holder of fat sinecures, "62 pictures Congreve as having 

"some pr·i vate fortune, and his literary Y.TOrk was lucrative 

and t olerably ample . u63 He further states that "the sale 

59The Poems of Jonathan Swift, II, 481 . 

6~odges, op . cit ., p . 70 . 

61Davies, ££• cit . , III, 361-362 . 

62Gosse, ~~of William Congreve, p . 36 . 

63Ibid . 



of his plays alone must have been a source of considerable 

income . n64 

The truth behind this picture of financial ease is 

that for fourteen years after his retirement Congreve was 

never free from financial worries . Not until 1714 when he 
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became the Secretary of the Island of Jamaica did he receive 

an income which allowed him to live in some measure of ease . 

After that date it is true that his income was sufficient to 

allow him to save a small fortune, but before t hat time he 

lived very frugally. In February, 1710, Swift complained to 

Stella, "Congreve 1 s nasty white wine has given me heartburn. u65 
-

On June 22, 1711, he wrote that he had seen Congreve attending 

at the treasury and that "the poor man said, he had been used 

so ill of late years, that he was quite astonished at my lord 1 s 

goodness, n66 the lord treasurer having promised Congreve his 

protection . So it would seem t hat Congreve's financial po s i

tion, far from being a cause for retirement, might well be 

cause for surprise that Cong.reve was able to retire. 

Another theory that is pos s ibly more interesting than 

credible is that the term i nation of his i ntimate relationship 

with Anne Bracegirdle may have destroyed all incentive for 

producing plays for the professional stage . During his most 

64Ibid . 

65swift, Journal to Stella, I, 193 . 

66Ibid ., I, 295 . 
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productive years it was a well recognized fact that Congreve 

wrote his plays for Mrs . Bracegirdle and that, in the 

character of the hero of the piece, he pled his own case. 

Perhaps the loss of Anne Bracegirdle aP.d t he death of Dryden 

left Congreve without the personal interest in the stage 

which was necessary for him to keep producing his best work. 

The most plausible theory seems to be that Congreve's 

retirement was momentarily the result of indignation at the 

failure of !he Way of the World but lastingly the result of 

his own inherent laziness and lack of ambition . In support 

of the first conclusion is Davies' account: 

We are told in positive terms, by Dennis, that this 
play 'was hissed by barbarous fouls in the acting,' 
and this treatment justly raised so much indignation6 
in the writer, that he quitted the stage in di.sdain . 7 

Though the disappointment of having his best work rejected may 

well have caused Congreve to announce his retirement from the 

stage, this retirement was not of long duration. Within a 

year he was back in the world of the theatre with his masque, 

"The Judgement of Paris . 11 A prize competition was held for 

a musical score, and Congreve's work was the center of a great 

deal of public interest. Congreve himself was very enthusias

tic about the first showing at Dorset Garden on March 21, 1701. 

He wrote Keally, "I think truly the whole thing better worth 

coming to see tha~ the jubilee . u68 In 1704 Congreve trans-

lated, along with Vanbrugh and William Walsh, a play by 

· 67n~vie s ,· .9..£• cit . , p . 360. 
68 -Hodges, .9J?.. cit . , p. 72 • 
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Moliere for the Lincoln's-Inn-Fields Theatre, and in the next 

year he and Vanbrugh accepted the management of the new 

Queen's Theatre . Congreve, however, was not a man of business, 

and he soon resigned this position. These dramatic activities 

make Congreve's retirement seem more or less a figure of speech. 
-

Basically, Congreve's failure to provide the stage with 

more full-length plays of his own composition must be attri

buted to his love of ease and lack of personal ambition. Even 

during the years following his last play, when he was con

stantly bothered with financial difficulties, he had not the 

energy to work for his own promotion. His finally receiving 

a good office was the result of the effort of his friends, 

notably Swift, and not of himself. In a letter to Keally in 

1708 explaining why he did not wish to accept an Irish poet, 

Congreve wrote: "Ease and quiet is what I hunt after. If 

I have not ambition, I have other passions more easily grati

fi~d . u69 It would seem that the motion which propelled him 

through the authorship of five plays was now lacking . The 

death of Dryden occurred in the same year as Congreve'a last 

great effort at writing, and, from what Congreve admits of 

himself, it is not difficult to suppose that without the push 

of the older poet Congreve could not find the will to exert 

himself to the length a play would require . This theory has 

been further expounded in the first chapter . 

69 11Letters to Joseph Keally," The Mourning Bride, Poems, 
~Miscellan ies, ed . Bonamy Dobrde (London: Humphrey Milford, 
1928), p . 507 



The third and probably chief cause of the decline and 

fall of Congreve's personal reputation was his apparently 

capricious conduct toward the two women with whom he was most 

intimately associated--Anne Bracegirdle and Henrietta, the 

Duchess of Marlborough .7° The terms of his will, in which he 

left two hundred pounds to Anne Bracegirdle and the remaining 

ten thousand pounds to the wealthy Duchess of Marlborough, 

have been the subject of stern criticism . Congreve has been 

strongly censured by his biographers for leavin g his small 

fortune to a woman who could have little use for so limited 

a sum , when his first love, Anne Bracegirdle, would have 

found it most welcome . Others have criticized him for not 

using his money to help restore the fortunes of the Con greve 

family , which had lost much of its wealth during the Revolu

tion . · The poet Edward Young remarked, "How much better 

would it have been to have given it to poor Mrs . Bracegirdle."71 

Johnson suggested that the property might better have been 

lift to his ancient family, ·which was then "reduced to 

difficulties and distress . "72 Macaulay saw i n the will only 

mo r e evidence of Congreve'a pride and worldliness . 73 

Not until the twentieth century have the true reasons 

for Congreve's will become clear . Professor Hodges has shown 

70Hodges, ££• cit . , Foreword, p . xvi . 

71 Edward Young, quoted by Hodges, 2£• cit . , p. 117 . 

72Johnson, 2£• cit . , II, 227 . 
73 Hodges, ~· cit . , p . 117 . 
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that there could have been little reason for Congreve to have 

left his fortune to his ancient family, which, though not so 

wealthy as before the Revolution, was certainly not in the 

udistress" Johnson states . Furthermore, Congreve could have 
. . 
had no occasion to feel any particula r obligation to his 

family, for he had received nothing directly from the estate, 

and his father, as one of the younger sons, had been left 

only one hundred pounds . This sum Congreve had more than 

returned in small bequests, amounting to five hundred and 

forty pounds, to his cousins Congreve.74 

As for "poor Mrs . Bracegirdle," twenty years before 

Congreve's death she had been able to retire from the stage 

11 in the height of her favour . n75 "Nor could she be per-
... - .... 

suaded to return to it, 11 Gibber reports, 11 upon the most 

advantageous terms that . were offered her . ir7 6 On one 

occasion during her career Lord Halifax, Charles Sackville, 

Earl of Dorset, and several other gentlemen had sent her 

eight hundred pounds "with Encomiums on her Virtue. n77 In 

1708 she had received a legacy of one thousand pounds from 

Lord Scarsdale, which no doubt insured her ample funds for 

an easy retirement . 

Regardless of whether or not Mrs . Bracegirdle needed 

74Ib19:_. 

75Cibber, ££• cit . , p. 93 . 

76 Ibid . 

77Quoted from actor Anthony Aston by Hodges, £2• cit., 
p . 44 • . 
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the money, the more vital question is whether or not she had 

a right to expect Congreve to leave his fortune to her. 

Apparently she bore him no malice for the small sum he left 

her, for soon after his death she tried to protect his name 

in the publication of Curl's Memoirs of the Life, Writings, 

an~ Amours of William Congreve, Esg . Though many critics 

have condemmed Congreve for heartlessly jilting Mrs. Brace

girdle, the truth is the direct antithesis of the critics' 

opinion . For ten years, from the time he first met her at 

the rehearsals for his Old Batchelor, Congreve had been 

deeply in love with Anne Bracegirdle . It was generally known 

that for her he wrote the leading parts in his dramas, and 

that when he gave her a lover in a play, he 11 seem'd palpably 

to plead" his own passion and to pay 11privat~ court to her . n78 

Gosse relates that "he seems to have indulged his ovm feeling 

for the actress by invariably makin g her play the part of an 

admired and courted queen of beauty . u79 It was common gossip 

of the time that he rode and dined with her every day . He 

also composed poems to her, such as the one called "Pious 

Selinda, " which shows his feeling for her. 

Fious Selinda goes to Pray'rs, 
If I but ask the Favour; 
And yet the tender Fool's in Tears, 
When she believes I'll leave her . 

Wou 'd I were free from this Restraint, 
Or else had hopes to win her; 

78cibber, £2• cit., p. 92. 

79Gosse, Life of William Congreve, p . 26 . 



Wou'd she cou'd make Qf me a Saint, 
Or I of her a . Sinner .~O 

Although Mrs . Bracegirdle had a quite remarkable, for that 

era and her profession, reputation for chastity , in the 
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opinion of many of her contemporaries, it was undeserved . 

Swift remarks in a personal letter to Charles Ford in 1724: 

"I remember Mrs . Bracegirdle got more by acting that Part 

lot having virtue] than any of the more abandoned Playhouse 

females, there is a sort of a Contrast in it . "Bl It is 

highly probable that Anne returned Congreve's love fully . 

Indeed, as Professor Hodges suggests, it may have been that 

happiness in a mutual love played its part during the years 

when Congreve wrote hi s most successful plays and Mrs . Brace

girdle did the supreme acting of her career .82 

At the beginning of the eighteenth century their 

relationship became strained when Congreve's cousin, Robert 

Le'ke , the third Earl of Scarsdale, "laid s~ige to t he lady."83 

The public was well aware of the Earl's infatuation, as is 

shown by five lines Pr ofessor Hodges quotes from "The Lord 

Griffin to the Earl of Scarsdale," from The Work.§!_ of Nichola s 

' Do not, most fragrant Earl, dis claim 
Thy bright , thy reputable Flame 

To Bracegirdle the Brown; 

80Quoted by Hodges, .2£• cit . , p . 44- 4S . 

81Ibid. I p . so. 
82 Ibid., p . so. 
83 :i:bid.' p . 87 . 



But publicly espouse the Dame~4 
And say q-- D-- the Town . 

Although Lord Scarsdale failed to take this advice, his 
-

will written on January 9 , 1702, reveals the seriousness 
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of his interest in Anne: "To Mrs. Anne Brace girdle I give 

and bequeath one thousand pounds •••• I desire that this 

Legacy may be the first Money paid.n85 

Against such competition Congreve might well have 

lost out in his claims on Mrs . Bracegirdle's affections. 

Preserved in his own handwriting is a poem which probably 

shows how Congreve was affected by her inconstancy . The 

first two quatrains were published, in a version somewhat 

less personal, in Congreve's Poems upon Several Occasions in 

1710, but not until the twentieth century (1941) was the 

poem published in its entirety.86 

False tho' you've been to me and Love 
I nere can -take revenge, 

(So much your wondrous beautys move) 
Tho' I resent your change . 

In hours of blis·s we oft have met, 
The~ could not allways last; 

And tho the present I regret, 
I still am Grateful for the past . 

But think not, Isis, tho' my breast 
A gen 'rous flame has .warm'd 

You ere again could make me blest, 
Or charm as once you charm'd . 

84Ibid. 

85Ibid . 

86 Ibid.' p . 88. 



Who may your future favours own 
May future change forgive; 

In Love, the first deceit alone 8 
Is what you never can retrieve . 7 
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Congreve, however, was of such a disposition that he refused 

to become angry with Mrs. Bracegirdle, and he maintained his 

friendsnip with her throughout the rest of his life. His 

bequest of two hundred pounds was a token of his regard for 

her, and perhaps to show her that he still was "Grateful for 

the Past . " 

Even considering Congreve's break with Anne Brace-

girdle and the lack of necessity or obligation for aiding 

his family, the question of why Congreve should have left 

his small estate to the Duchess of Marlborough, who was al

ready the wealthie st woman in England, has long puzzled his 

biographers . It has remained for the twentieth century to 

discover what every cont emporary of Congreve's doubtless 

knew, that t he Duchess bore him a daughter in 1723. There-

fore , it was not to the Duchess, but rather, t hough indi

rectly, to his daughter that Con greve bequeathed his prop

erty. A study of the will of Henrietta, Duchess of Marl

borough, shows how carefully she carried through Congreve's 

plan, by expressly willing to her daughter Mary all the 

property that had been Congreve's. In the light of this 

knowledge Congreve becomes an understandable man acting from 

very human motives.88 

87lbid. 

88Thid., Foreword, p . xvii . 
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Though there was certainly no mystery to Congreve's 

London in his relations with the Duchess, later b ~. ographers 

have wandered so far from the truth that in the n,ineteenth 

century Macaulay was to state that "Congreve was not a man 

of warm affections . 1189 Macaulay admitted that ubetween the 
. 

Duchess and Congreve sprang up a most eccentric friendship" 

and that Congreve 11had a seat every day at her table, and 

assisted in the direction of her concerts. 11 90 Yet he be-

lieved the Dowager Duchess Sarah, Henrietta's mother, at 

fault in affecting to think that there was something wrong. 

He reported: 

But the world in general appears to have 
thought that a great lady might, without any imput ation 
on her character, pay marked attention to a man of 
eminent genius who was near sixty years old, who was 
still older in appearance and in constitution, who was 
confined to his chair b y gout, and who was unable to 
read from blindness . ~l 

M~caulay seems to have forgotten that when Congreve first 

met Henrietta, he was in his thirties and that she was 

eleven years younger. 

How different is Macaulay's testimony from that 

reported in Boswell's London Journal, on January 20, 1763: 

Mrs . Douglas, who has a prodigious memory and 
knows a thousand anecdotes, especially of scandal, told 
me that Congreve the poet lived in the family of old 
Lord Godolphin, who is yet alive, and that Lady Godolphin 
was notoriously fond of him. In so much that he r lord 

89Macaulay, ~· cit., II, 450. 

9°Ibid . 

9l Ibid. 
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having gone abroad upon an embassy for two years, on his 
return she presented him with a fine girl by the author 
of Love for Love, which he was so indulgent as to accept 
of; nay, after Congreve's death, he joined with her in 
grief, and allowed her to have an image of him in wax 
daily set at table and nightly in her bedchamber, to 
which she spoke, believing it through heat of fancy, or 
believing it in appearance, to be Congreve himself. The 
young lady was most tenderly educated, and it is a certain 
fact that she was never suffered to see the moon for fear 
she should cry for it. She is now Duchess of Leeds, and 
has turned out extremely well.92 

It would seem from t his story that Congreve's world was 

watching with interest his far-from-platonic affair with 

Henrietta . There was no hiding the fact that he spent most 

of his time in the home of Henrietta and Francis, Earl of 

Godolphin, her "indulgent" husband who presented so small an 
. . 

obstacle to their love as to be named executor of Congreve's 

will. In his last years Congreve spent much time, in the 

company of Henrietta, trying to regain his health from the 

waters at Bath . It was no surprise to anyone when the Lon-

don newspapers announced in 1723 that Henrietta, Duchess of 

Marlborough, had given birth to a daughter, t hough it had 

been twenty years since she had borne children to Lord 

Godolphin. Henrietta's mother, the old Dowage r Duchess Sarah, 

is said to have referred to Henrietta regularly as 11 Congreve '·s 

moll. 11 93 Horace Walpole preserved another s tory of her dis

taste for Henrietta's affair with Co~~reve. After his death 

the old Duchess punned her daughter's epitaph for Congreve, 

92Ed. Fredericl{ A. Pottle (New York : McGraw-Hill 
Book Co., 1950), p . 157. 

93Hodges, £2· cit., p. 116. 



in which Henrietta commemorated "the happiness and honour" 

she had enjoyed in his "sincere friendship," by saying, "I 
. . 
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know not what 'pleasure' she might have had in his company, 

but I am sure it was no - 'honour' • n94 Pope characterized 

Henrietta in blunt terms: 

Chaste to her husband, frank to all beside, 
A teeming mistress, but a barren bride. 

In another fit 
She sins with poets through pure love of wit.95 

The knowledge of Congreve's daughter by Henrietta 

solves conclusively the problem of the peculiar terms of 

his will . That a man would desire to leave his possessions, 

however large or small, to his child could call for little 

explanation . A study of Henrietta's will makes it clear 

that this was the purpose Congreve had definitely in mind 

in bequeath ing almost his entire estate to Henrietta. For 

him this was the discreet way of leaving his wealth to the 

child he could not openly claim. 

At the time of Congreve's death Henrietta had her 

husband to draw out and hold for her the three thousand 

pounds whi ch Congreve had on deposit at the Bank of England . 

With other funds amounting to seven thousand pounds she pur-

chased a diamond necklace and ear rings. In her will it was 

stipulated that the necklace and ear rings and the three 

thousand pounds h ich were "in t he Hands of Francis Earl of 

Godolphin 11 must be given to her daughter Mary . She also 

94Boswell, 2£· cit., Footnote, p. 157. 

95Ibid. 
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left in trust for Mary all her plate engraved 11wi th Mr. Con

greve's arms" and "all Mr . Congreve's Personal Estate that 

he left me. u96 So it was that Congreve' s careful planning 

was carried through. The twentieth century has at last 

realized and understood the delicacy with which Congreve 

solved an embarrassing problem, a delicacy which has been for 

two centuries an annoying problem to his biographers. 

96Hodges, 2£· cit., p. 120. 



CHAPTER III 

THE CRITICAL EVALUATION OF CONGREVE, THE WRITER 

Few writers have received more generous and more 

discriminating critical appreciation than has Congreve. 1 

.Although his life has been subject to misinterpretation and 

to conflicting opinions, his works have remained in high 

favor with even those critics who found him a vain, unin-

teresting person. The same writers who disparaged him as a 

man have been forced to admit his genius as a writer. Cer-

tainly, few men have been privileged to receive such unani-

mous acclaim of their contemporaries as he did; even fewer 

have won such fame as was his on the occasion of a first 

production . His literary ability was hailed at a period not 

only early in his career but also early in his life: at 

twenty-three he was the recognized successor to the leading 

poet of the day, John Dryden. Writers of both the nineteenth 

and twentieth centuries have mentioned this early success with 

an attitude something approaching awe . Y~caulay believed that 

"no English writer except Lord Byron has, at so early an age, 

stood so high in the estimation of his contemporaries.n2 

Bonamy Dobree pointed out: 

There can hardly be another instance to put beside 
Congreve of a man who sprang so immediately to the 

1Hodges, ~· cit., Foreword, p. xi. 

2Macaulay, QQ· cit., II, 439 · 
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pinnacle of literary fame, and, if we make due allow
ance for the natural exaggeration of his contemporaries, 
has ever since maintained his position so inalienably.3 

I . Literary Acclaim in His Day 

Certainly Congreve did stand high in the estimation 

of his contemporaries. Immediately after the production of 

his first play, The Old ~atch~lor, the literary world began 

to lavish praise upon-him, a habit that was not to be broken. 

Leading the way was the man whose authority was unquestioned, 

John Dryden. Dryden pronounced Th~ Old Batchelor the best 

11 first play" that he had ever seen.4 For Congreve's second 

play, The Doubl~ Dealer, Dryden composed seventy-seven lines 

of the utmost praise to "my Dear Friend ¥1r . Congreve. 11 In 

these lines he paid Congreve the highest possible honor: he 

designated him as his successor to the throne of reigning 

poet . After briefly tracing in the first lines the fate of 

the theatre during and immediately after the Civil ~ar, 

Dryden said: 

In easie Dialogue is Fletcher's Praise: 
He mov'd the Mind, but had no Pow'r to raise. 
Great Johnson did by Strength of Judgement please; 
Yet doubling Fletcher's Force, he wants his Ease. 
In diff'ring Talents both adorn'd their Age; 
One for the Study, t'other for the Stage . 
But both to Congreve justly shall submit, 
One match'd in Judgement, both o'er-matched in Wit. 
In Him all Beauties of this Age we see; 
Etherege his Courtship, Southern's Purity; 
The Satire, Wit, and Strength of Manly Wicherly . 
All this in blooming Youth you have Atchiev'd; 

3Bonamy Dobree, Restoration Comedy (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1924), p. 121. 

4Hodges, £2· cit., p. 40. 



Nor are your foil'd Contemporaries griev'd; 
So much the Sweetness of your Manners move, 
We cannot Envy you, because we Love. 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 
Oh that your Brows my Lawrel had sustain'd, 
Well had I been Depos'd if You had Reign'dt 
The Father had descended for the Son; 
For only You are lineal to the Throne. 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 
Yet this I Prophesie; Thou shalt be seen, 
(Tho' with some short Parenthesis between:) · 
Bigh on the Throne of Wit; and seated there, 
Not mine (that's little) but thy Lawrel wear. 
Thy first Attempt an early Promise made; 
That early Promise this has more than paid. 
So bold, yet so judiciously you dare, 
That your least Praise , is to be Regular. 
Time, Place , and Action, may with Pains be wrought, 
But Genius must be born; and never can be taught. 
This is Your Portion; this Your Native Store; 
Heav'n, that but once was Prodigal befor e, 
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To Shakespear gave as much; she cou'd not give him more. 
Maintain your Post; That's all the Fame you need; 
For 'tis impossible you shou'd proceed. 
Already I am worn with Cares and Age; 
And just abandoning th' Ungrateful Stage: 
Unprofitably kept at Heav'ns Expence, 
I live a Rent-charge on his Providence: 
But You, whom ev•ry Muse and Grace adorn, 
Whom I foresee to better Fortune born, 
Be kind to my Remains; and oh defend, 
Against your Judgment, your departed Friendt 
Let not th' insulting Foe my Fame pursue; 
But shade those Lawrels which descend to You: 
And take for Tribute what these Lines expr~s: 
You merit more ; nor cou'd my Love do less. 

Other writers hastened to follow Dryden's genero us 

example. No less than four commendatory verses vo~ ere written 

on The Old Batchelor, all of which praised a brilliant be gin

ning and prophesied an even more brilliant future for the 

young poet. Of these verses by Thomas Southerne, B. J. Marsh, 

Bevil Higgens, and Lord Falkland, only those by Southerne 

5comedies of William Congreve, pp . 118-119. 
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and Higgens are of any real value. Southerne 's lines, like 

Dryden's, recommended Congreve as the successor to Dryden: 

Dryden has long extended his Command, 
By Right Divine, quite through the Muses Land, 
Absolute Lord; • • • • 

• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 
• • • • Congreve appears, 
The Darling, and last Comfort of his Years; 
May'st thou live long in thy great Master's Smiles, 
And growing under him, adorn these Isles: 
But when--when part of him (be that but late) 
His Body yielding must submit to Fate, 
Leaving his deathless Works, and Thee behind, 
(The natural Successor of his Mind) 
Then may'st thou finish what he has begun: 
Heir to his Merit, be in Fame his Son. 
What thou hast done, shews all is in thy P~'r; 
And to write better, only must write more . 

Bevil Higgens's verse is important because he alone of his 

time provided a critical insight into Congreve's writing. 

While others praised Congreve loudly and in general terms, 

Higgens efficiently analysed his work. He correctly chose 

wit as the outstanding feature of Congreve's play, and by 

suggesting that Congreve sowed his wit too thickly he antici

pated future criticism. The whole of his verse is worth 

quoting: 

Wit, like true Gold, refin'd from all Allay, 
Immortal is, and never can decay: 
'Tis iu all Times and Languages the same; 
Nor can an ill Translation quench the Flame: 
For, tho' the Form and Fashion don't remain, 
Th' intrinsick Value still it will retain. 
Then let each studied Scene be writ with Art; 
Each Character be just, and Nature seem; 
Without th'Ingredient, Wit , 'tis all but Phlegm: 
For that's the Soul, which all the Mass must move, 
And wake our Passions into Grief, or Love. 
But you, too Bounteous, sow your Wit so t hick 
We are surpriz ' d, and know not where to pick: 

6rb1~., pp. 18-19. 



And while with Clapping, we are just to you, 
Our selves we injure, and lost something new. 
What mayn't we then, great Youth, of thee presage, 
Whose Art and Wit so much transcend thy Age? 
How wilt thou shine at thy " Meridian height? 
Who, at thy Rising, giv'st so vast a Light. 
Vvhen Dryden dying, shall the World deceive, 
Whom we Immortal, as his Works, believe; 
Thou shalt succeed, the Glory of the Stage, 
Adorn and entertain the coming Age.7 
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Throughout his lifetime Congreve continued to receive 

extravagant encomiums from the first men of the literary 

world. As Johnson observed, "his honours were yet far greater 

than his profits. Every writer mentioned him with respect. n8 

Until his death Dryden never ceased to take every oppor-

tunity to advance the fortunes of his ".most ingenious friend, 

Mr. Congreve . u9 Addison, in his Accow1t of the Greatest Eng

lish Poets, joined the chorus of praise and helped confirm 

Congreve as Dryden's successor: 

How .might we fear our English poetry, 
That long has flourish'd, shou'd decay with thee; 
Did not the Muses other hope appear, 
Harmonious Congreve, and forbid our fear: 
Congreve t whose fancy's unexhausted store 
Has given already .much, and promis'd .more . 
Congreve shall still preserve thy fame alive, 
And Dryden's Muse shall in his Friend survive.lO 

Pope paid Congreve the supreme compliment of dedicating to 

him his translation of the Iliad. In the Preface of this 

7 Ibid. , pp. 20-21. 

8Johnson, ~2· cit., II, 226. 

911 Dedication of Love Triumphant, 11 The Critical and 
Misce];_laneou~ R!:ose Works of John Dryden, ed. Edmond Malone 

lOQQ. cit., I, 40-41. 
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work he acknowledged "with in:fini te pleasure , the many 

:friendly offices, as well as sincere criticisms o:f :Mr . Con

grave , who had led me the way in translating some parts o:f 

Homer."11 In the dedication to the Iliad he wrote: 

But, instead o:f endeavoring to raise a vain monument 
to myself •••• let me leave behind me a memorial o:f 
my :friendship, with one o:f the most valuable men, as 
well as :finest writers , o:f my age and country: one 
who has tried, and known by his own experience, how 
hard an undertaking it is to do justice to Homer: and 
one, who (I am sure} sincerely rejoices with me at the 
period o:f my labours. To him, therefore, having brought 
this long work to a conclusion, I desire to dedicate it; 
and to have the honour and satisfaction of placing to
gether, in t~is manner, the names o:f ~~ . Congreve and 
o:f A. Pope.l 

Besides making Congreve the patron o:f his Miscellany, 

Richard Steele wrote a number o:f laudatory lines on his last 

play, The Way o:f ~ World. In these lines Steele praised 

Congreve's power to please everyone, despite higher aspira

tions: 

How could, Great Author, your Aspiring Mind 
Dare to Write only to the Few Re:fin'dt · 
Yet tho' that nice Ambition you pursue , 
'Tis not in Congreve's Power to please but few. 
Implicity devoted to his Fame, 
Well-dress'd Barbarians know his awful Name; 
• • • • • • • • • • • • • • 
On you, :from Fate, a lavish Portion :fell 
In ev'ry way o:f Writing to excel. 13 

Swift also wrote lines praising Congreve and his 

poem bearing the title "To Nl!' . Congreve ," although writ ten 

11Iliad, The Works of th~ Errglisg Poets, ed. Samuel 
Johnson (London-: -R. Blyth"; 1790}, XLVIII, 32 . 

12Ibid., XLIX, 363. 

13cornedies Q.[ }'{Uliam Co!:!_gr_~ve, p . 334. 
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in November, 1693, they were not printed until 1787. In 

this long poem, which only occasionally touches upon Congreve, 

Swift described himself as intending 

•••• to surmount what bears me up, and sing 
Like the victorious wren perched on the eagle's wing. 14 

Of Congreve he said: 

Godlike the force of my young Congreve's bays, 
Soft'ning the muse's thunder into praise; 
• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 
Thus I look dmvn with mercy on the age, 
By hopes my Congreve will reform the stage; 
For never did poetic mine before 
Produce a richer vein or cleaner ore; 
The bullion stampt in your refining mind 
Serves by retail to furnish half mankind.l5 

Perhaps a greater tribute to Congreve, because not designed 

for the public, was the letter to Stella in which Swift 

showed what charms Congreve's work held for him. He told 

Stella: 

, I came home about seven, and thought I would amuse 
myself a little after the pains I had taken. I saw 
a volume of Congreve's Plays in my room, that Pat
rick had taken to read; ·and I looked into it, and 
in mere loitering read in it till twelve, like an 
~~! ~~e~1tool: if ever I do so again; never saw 

Certainly the fact that Swift could not stop reading for 

five hours, '"like an owl and a fool," gives abundant evi

dence of his appreciation of Congreve's works. 

14The Poems of Jonathan Swift, I, 44 . 

15Ibi~., I, 44-45. 

16Journal to Stella, II, 396. 
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Colley Cibber provided a practical glance into Con

greve' s high favor as an author. In his Apology for his 

Life Cibber related that "Mr . Congreve was then in such high 

reputation as an author, that besides his profits from this 

play [~ove for Love], they offered him a whole share with 

them" in the .management of the new Lincoln's-Inn-Fields 

theatre .17 Further proof of the "high reputation" of Con

greve was the fact that Voltaire wished especially to see 

Congreve when he came to England. Gosse recorded that Vol

taire said of Congreve that "he raised the glory of comedy 

to a greater height than any English writer before or since."18 

That Congreve had succeeded in gaining such a tribute with 

only four comedies is incontrovertible proof of the vaulted 

opinion in which his works were held in his day. 

II . Critical Acclaim in the Eighteenth 
and Nineteenth Centuries 

Though Congreve's reputation as a man began a start

ling decline in the same century in which his death occurred, 

his reputation as a writer remained consistently high during 

both that and the next century. Although his fame generally 

became less, the literary appreciation of his works continued 

despite the charges against his character, just as his plays 

l7p. 104. 

18! Histori of Eighteenth Century Literature (London: 
Macmillan and Co . , 1899), p . 64. 
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had continued in popularity in his age despite charges of 

immorality. Johnson remarked on this lasting quality which 

Congreve's works exhibited by saying that "while comedy or 

while tragedy is regarded his plays are likely ·to be read. rr19 

Before delving into the critical analyses of Con

grave's works, it is interesting to trace briefly the acclaim 

that Congreve, the writer~ has received from his biographers 

and critics. Though many have found fault with his works, 

none have dared to rank Congreve as less than great. John

son said of his genius: 

Among all the efforts of early genius which literary 
history records, I doubt whether any one can be pro
duced that more surpasses t~~ common limits of nature 
than the plays of Congreve. 

Thackeray wrote of his plays: 

I can't pretend to quote scenes from the splendid 
Congreve's plays--which are undeniably bright, witty, 
and daring •••• ; but some of his verses-•they were 
amongst the most famous lyrics of the time, and pro
nounced equal to Horace by his contemporaries--may 
give an idea of his power, of his grace, of his daring 
manner, his magnificence in compliment, and his polished 
sarcasm. He writes as if he was so accustomed ~~con
quer that he has a poor opinion of his victims. 

Though he attacked Congreve on the question of immorality, 

Macaulay admitted that Congreve's contemporaries were "for 

once • • •• just to living merit" in considering him "not 

as a rival, but as a classic.n22 Meredith also called 

19Johnson, ~· cit., II, 234. 

20Ibid., II, 219. 

21QQ. cit., p. 161. 

22QQ. cit., II, 449. 
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Congreve a classic, saying that in the field of comedy 

"he is a classic and worthy of treading a measure with 

Moliere . "23 Lamb felt "the better always for the perusal 

of one of Congreve's comedies,n24 while Hazlitt called 

Congreve 's works "inimitable"25 and "an essence almost too 

fine . " 26 Among later critics Sir Adolphus Ward believed 

that Congreve should "be regarded as an artist of rare as 

well as genuine gifts,"27 and Sir Edmund Gosse called 

Congreve "the greatest of our comic dram.atists.n28 

The twentieth century has been no less liberal in 

its appreciation of Congreve's ability. Allardyce Nicoll 

referred to "the inimitable genius of Congre.ve, n29 while 

John Palmer credited Congreve with producing "the most per

fect specimens of the comedy we have studied. n30 Henry Ten 

Eyck Perry wrote of Congreve's work: 

23~eorge Meredith, An Essay £Q Comedy, ed. Lane 
Cooper (New York: Charles ·Scribner's Sons, 1918), p. 100. 

24charles Lamb, The Essays of Ella (New York: A. L. 
Burt Co.), p. L7~. 

25Lectures on the English Comic Writers, ~· cit., 
VIII, 71. 

26 Ibid., p. 72. 

27A History of English Dramatic Literature, To the 
Death of Queen Ann~,-rLondon: Macmillan and Co., 1899)~II, 470. 

28Life of Congreve, p. ix. 

29~ History of Restoration Drama (Cambridge : 
University Press, 1940), p. 196. 

30The Comedy of Manners (London : G. Bell & Sons, 
1913), p . 296. 
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His plays may seldom be seen upon the boards, but they 
will always be read by connoisseurs, who know that he 
stands unrivaled in English letters for the brilliant 
and sparkling wit with whic~1he clothes a superficial 
attitude towards the world . 

George Henry Nettleton remarked: 

In the record of English comedy Congreve holds a fore
most place. • • • • In his hands the 3~omedy of society 
is touched with rare literary skill. 

In his English Drama Felix E . Schelling wrote of Congreve: 

The comedies of Congreve are of a literary excellence 
that overtops not only the comedies of their own age 
but t hat quality in all his imitators. There is no 
parallel in English to the directness , inc~~iveness, 
brilliancy and ease of his stage dialogue. 

An outstanding critic of the Restoration period, Bonamy 

Dobree praised Congreve' s "exquisite wording" 3'+ and stated. 

that "Congreve's brilliance..,.. indeed , is so dazzling , tbat 

admiration nearly always stops short at praising it." 35 

Finally, the opinion of Henry Seidel Canby should be noted, 

since it seems to provide a summary of the twentieth-century 

evaluation of Congreve as a .writer: 

William Congreve is undeniably the most polished 
of our dramatic writers and probably the mos t witty. 
• • • • • • • • • 

31The Comic Spirit in Restoration Drama (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1925r; pp. 80-81 . 

32English Qrama of the Restoration an£ Eighteenth 
Century (New York: The Macmillan Co., 1923r; p . 132. 

33(London: J. M. Dent & Sons, 1914), p. 267. 

34Restoration Comedy, p. 122. 

35rbid. 
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comedies of Congreve ar e t he best i n prose 
l anguage offers few critics will deny. • • 
generation6should read his plays as the 
they are.3 
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Before attempting to formulate a critical evaluation 

of Congreve's writing , each facet of his art and the literary 

criticism pertaining to it must be examined independently. 

To this end the field of literary criticism must be surveyed 

for opinions on ea ch phase of Congreve's work : his style of 

writing, his plots, dialogue, and characterization, and his 

use of wit and humour. 

Through the years critics have agreed that Congreve's 

style of writing was rare and inimitable. Some have gone to 

such lengths as to call it perfect, and, for the medium i n 

which he wrote, this judgment cannot be challenged. His work 

was the culmination of the type of comedy called the "comedy 

of, manners," and, as such, it will always be studied for the 

perfection of this style of writing which was Congreve's. 

It is interesting to note that although Congreve's ability 

to construct a good play based on the accepted rules of plot, 

action, and characterization has been questioned, his excel

lence of style and his wit have assured him a foremost place 

among English dramatists. 

36"congreve as a Romanticist," PMLA, XXXI (March, 
1916), 1-2. 



One of the first and most discerning critics of 

Congreve 's style was Tom Davies, who wrote: 

Congreve formed himself upon Wycherly; but his wit is 
more flowing, his fancy more exuberant, his knowledge 
more profound; though he is by no means a strict ob
server of the unities, the conduct of his fables is 
well studied and sometimes exact.37 
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A somewhat more severe criticism was offered by Johnson, who, 

though he found much to disapprove of in Congreve's work, was 

forced to admit that Congreve was a master of style. John-

son's criticism is of particular interest because of the way 

each complaint evolves into a coiD~liroont: 

He formed a peculiar idea of coroick excellence, which 
he supposed to consist in gay remarks and unexpected 
answers; but that whi ch he endeavoured, he seldom failed 
of performing. His scenes exhibit not much of humour, 
imagery, or passion; his personages are a kind of intel
lectual gladiators; every sentence is to ward or strike; 
the contest of smartness is never intermitted; his wit 
is a meteor playing to and fro with alternate corusca
tions. His comedies have therefore, in some degree, the 
operation of tragedies: they surprise rather than divert, 
and raise admiration oftener t han merrirrent. But they 
are the work~ of a mind replete with images, and quick 
in combination.38 

Of the nineteenth-century critics Hazlitt had the most 

to offer on the subject of Congreve's style. 
, 

As Dobree has 

pointed out, Hazlitt was the first, apart from the writers of 

Congreve's day, to "realize him as a poet, with a poet's long

ing for beauty, n39 and to "see that the masterly style accom

plishes something other than a clear exposition of manners.40 

Without doubt Hazlitt formed a deeper appreciation of Congreve's 

37Q£. cit., p. 312. 

38QQ. cit., II, 228. 

39nobree, £2· cit., p. 122. 

40 Ibig_. 
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works than had any of the other critics of his day . Whereas 

most of Hazlitt's contemporaries spent a large part of their 

effort in charging Congreve with immorality, Hazlitt studied 

his work from the point of literary worth: 

His works are a singular treat to t hose who have culti
vated a taste for the niceties of English style: there 
is a peculiar flavour in the very words, which is to be 
found in hardly any other writer ••••• Sheridan will 
not bear a comparison with him in the regular anti-
thetical construction of his sentences, and in the 
mechanical artifices of his style ••••• It bears 
every mark of being what he himself in the dedication of 
one of his plays tells us that it was, a spirited copy 
taken off and carefully revised from the most select 
society of his time, exhibiting all the sprightliness, 
ease, and animation of familiar conversation, with the 
correctness and delicacy of the most finished composition.41 

To what extent Hazlitt was impressed by Congreve's style is 

shown in his statement that "the force of style in this 

author at times amounts to poetry."42 

In the last year of the nineteenth century the publi

cation of two critical works which included highly favorable 

estimates of Congreve's sty+e ended a century of confusion 

concerning Congreve's worth and opened the way for a new con

sideration of Congreve's plays as the works of art that they 

are rather than as expressions of values from which any rela-

tive moral values are lacking. In his P~story of Eighteenth 

Century Literature Sir Edmund Gosse praised "the velvet touch 

of Congreve"43 and wrote: 

41Lectures £g ~English Comic Writers, VIII, 71 . 

42Ibid., VIII, 75. 

43p. 53. 



There is no body of comedy left to us by any English 
writer so brilliantly supported, so sparkling, so dis
tinguished •••• There is no sense in which Congreve 
can be said to be extinct, or to fear extinction, so 
long as wit and ~'4cidity and exquisite literary art 
are appreciated. 

Sir Adolphus Ward, in his History of English Dramatic 

Literature , was also generous in his praise of Congreve's 

style of writing: 

Congreve possessed other gifts as a comic dramatist 
besides those of style, though in this direction only 
was his endowment superlative. He possessed a power 
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of inventing character, •••• and in the construction 
of plots • • • • he displayed an independence of work
manship ••••• Congreve is therefore to be regarded 
as an artist of rare as well as genuine gifts--the more 
so t hat he understood how to conceal his art.45 

III. The Twentieth-Century Revival of Interest 

Twentieth-century critics have not been slow to give 

Congreve full credit for being, as William Archer phrased 

it,- an "exquisite stylist." 46 Allardyce Nicoll pointed out 

that Congreve's whole power was "concentrated on an airiness 

of fancy and a delicacy of pointed style.n47 Nettleton wrote 

that "in an age that prided itself on wit and elegance of 

style, William Congreve was the wittiest and perhaps the most 

44. • p 64. 

4~. 470. 

4~he Old Drama and the New (Boston: Small, Maynard 
& Co., 19~ p:-303. 

47British Drama (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell Co., 
1925), p. 254. 
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graceful writer of' English comedy." 48 Elwin agreed with 

Hazlitt that Congreve's force of style amounted at times to 

poetry. He gave credit for Congreve's style to the fact 

that "his knack lay in painting a portrait of manners, his 

talent was one of mimicry." 49 He further stated that "every

thing about Congreve is in the best of taste," 50 an observa

tion which would no doubt have surprised the Victorians. 

Perhaps Bonamy Dobree has best phrased the prevailing opinion 

of Congreve's style: "He has the technical brilliance of 

style, the rapier wit, the lively antithesis that no one can 

surpass." 5l 

In the matter of' comic dialogue Congreve stands sur

preme. A study of the critics' opinion of his dialogue reveals 

an endless repetition of the words "brilliant," "sparkling ," 

"witty," and "perfect." As Malcolm Elwin pointed out, "no 

body will deny that, on the point of diction, he is perfect, 

or that he rarely or never falters in precision."52 G. H. 

Nettleton called Congreve "a sort of avant-courier of eight

eenth-century felicity of phrase and delicacy of diction," 53 

48 21?.• cit., p. 122. 

4~alcolm Elwin,~ Playgoer's Handbook to Restoration 
Drama (London: Butler & Tanner Ltd., 1928), p. 179. 

5~bid. 

51Restoration Comedl, p. 124. 

52~. Cit., p. 179. 

53~. cit., p. 131. 
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and Gosse remarked that "with him, in a certain sense, the 

literature of the eighteenth century began." 54 That Con

grave's "ceaseless sparkle" 55 and "grace of diction" 56 led 

the way to a new period of literature is probable; that it 

climaxed supremely the period of Restoration literature is 

certain. 

Although Congreve's dialogue is unsurpassed, his plots 

are imperfect and far inferior to the rest of his craftsman

ship . Congreve seemed to have had little ability at creating 

dramatic action, yet, such is the power of his dialogue, it 

is hardly missed . Congreve's plots are, at best, loosely 

constructed, but for this he can hardly be blamed when it is 

recalled that the one play (~Double Dealer) in which he 

tried earnestly to observe the dramatic unities was a failure 

and is, even today, the least appreciated of ~is comedies. 

Gosse criticized Congreve's plots as "difficult to recollect, 

and not always very natural in their development." 57 Perry 

suggested that Congreve's few dramatic devices show his lack 

of real dramatic ability: 

This d~vice of a marriage in disguise is frequently 
used by Congreve--it occurs in the last act of all his 

5~i:f'e of William Congreve, p. 1. 

5~ettleton, ££• £!!., p. 306. 

56rbid. , p. 131. 

57A History of Eighteenth Century Literature, p. 64. 



first three comedies--and the fact that he so often 
employs it shows his dependence upon stage tricks and 
his paucity of real dramatic inventiveness.58 

Schelling excused Congreve's lack of dramatic action on 
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the grounds that it was unnecessary for his style of writing: 

The plots of Congreve have been criticised as alike 
insufficient and difficult to follow. But Congreve 
was little concerned with story, •••• if what he 
had provided was thread enough to string the glittering 
beads of his epigrams and repartee.59 

It is probable also that Congreve was merely following the 

trend of his day, which placed the main accent on diction 

rather than on action. Nettleton indicated this in his Eng

~ Drama of ~ Restoration and Eighteenth Century: 

From Etherege onward, the 'artificial' Restoration 
comedy of manners is largely characterized by a grace 
of fluency of prose dialogue which, in Congreve, is 
carried even to indifference toward dramatic action.60 

Another interesting analysis of Congreve's dramatic action 

" is 'that offered by Bonamy Dobree in the introduction to his 

edition of Congreve's comedies: 

• • • • what we may hazard as being specifically dra
matic is the changes of speed, of movement, which 
constitute the rhythm of a piece. You can have 'great 
still novels' like those of Richardson, you cannot 
have a play that those adjectives will suit. It may 
even be said that a dramatic moment is definitely that 
where the rhythm changes, • • • • For, as in physical 
life, it is not motion that we feel, but change in mo
tion. In the drama this varying of speed may be achieved 

5~. ill·' p. 65 . 

592.£. ill·' :p. 268. 

60pp. 46-47. 



by the introduction of new persons, by changes of 
tempo, or by the quality of the phrasing, • • • • Of 
all these methods Congreve was a master, oroducing 
results of delicious beauty.bl ~ 
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However appealing this idea may be, in reality it pertains 

more to dialogue than to dramatic action. Though it fur

nishes a clearer insight into Congreve's dramatic ability, 

it does more to support the consensus of critical opinion 

concerning the excellence of Congreve's style and dialogue 

than to prove that Congreve did not lack dramatic action 

in his plots. 

IV. Characterization 

In the matter of characterization Congreve presents 

a startling paradox. Many of his characters are mere copies 

of earlier Restoration prototypes; yet some of his characters 

rank among the most original creations in English literature. 

In his first three comedies there are, side by side with such 

original Congrevean characters as Lady Froth, Foresight, and 

Sailor Ben, characters plainly borrowed from Jonson, Wycherley, 

and Etherege. As Thomas Davies pointed out, "his gentlemen 

are partly his own and partly taken from Wycherley." 62 Not 

until his last play, !h& Way £! the World, did Congreve develop 

a set of characters which were entirely his own invention. In 

this play his main character,Millamant, was not only Congreve's 

61rhe Comedies of William Congreve, pp . xvii-xviii. 

62~. cit., p . 315. 
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greatest creation but also one of the fines t creations in 

English drama . William .Archer said of her that, "Millamant 

is unique in Congreve's theatre --nay, in the world's the

atre ." 63 Hazlitt believed that in Millamant Congreve had 

"given us the finest idea of an artificial character of this 

kind," 64 and that "Millam.ant is the perfect model of the 

accomplished fine lady." 65 Malcolm Elwin praised Congreve 

not only for creating such a char~cter but also for making 

her seem real: 

Millam.ant is an exquisite creature. Nothing so delicious 
has ever been depicted on the stage. • • • • She is the 
concentrated essence of artificial comedy in the guise of 
the finest of' fine ladies., whose language is wit, with 
recreation her occupation, being eternally desired no 
more than her due, and no knowledge of' laws other than 
her passing whim or fancy ••••• It is to Congreve's 
everlasting credit that, in spite of everything, she 
lives. • • • • She is the most refined product of 
cultured civilization.66 

Perhaps more important than the question of origi

nality is the question of whether or not Congreve's char

acters "live" on the stage and in print. On this issue the 

critics are sharply divided. While most of the critics have 

agreed that Congreve 's characters are artificial, others 

have contended that they are very real and homan. Of those 

critics who believed them artificial, Johnson seems to have 

phrased this theory most concisely: 

63.9.£. cit., 

64.Q.l2.. cit • ' 

65rbid. 

p. 187 = 

p. 73. 

66o ·t 177 . ~· .£.!._·, p. • 
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• • • • his characters are comrnonly fictitious and arti- 6 ficial, with very little of nature, and not much of life. 7 

Edward Fitzgerald remarked in a letter, "the Congreve School 

inspires no sympathy with the people: who are manners, not 

men~ you know . n68 Hazlitt thought that Congreve's characters 

were artificial, yet perfect for comedy because more theatri

cal . 69 He called these characters mechanical: 

Congreve's characters can all of them speak well, they 
are mere machines when they come to act ••••• His 
forte was the description of actual manners, whether 
elegant or absurd ••••• It may be said of Congreve 
that the workmanship overlays the materials; •••• 
we forget Congreve's characters, and only remember what 
they say . 70 

Gosse , too, admitted that the workmanship was good, but he 

believed the characterizations too cynical to seem real: 

His characters are clearly defined, and often very 
original; but his conception of them is cynical to a 
degree which excuses the disfavor into which his 
comedies have fallen.71 

The difference of opinion among the critics is 

sharply illustrated by the almost exactly antithetical views 

of two t wentieth-century writers: Henry TenEyck Perry and 
/ Bonamy Dobree. Perry wrote of the characters of ~ Way of 

~World, Benerally considered Congreve's finest creations, 

67~. ~., p. 228. 

68Edward Fitzgerald, quoted by G. B. Hill is his 
edition of Johnson's Lives of the Poets, Footnote, II, 229 . 

69Q£. cit., p . 74. 

7°~., pp . 75-76 . 

71A History of Eighteenth Century Literature , p. 65. 
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"the characters are not much more than puppets in their 

actions, and we do not greatly care what happens to them 

from a serious point of view." 72 Dobree wrote of Congreve' s 

gentlemen and ladies, "These were not mere puppets, but 

breathing, living, desiring men and women.u73 While Perry 

seems to reflect the opinion of the nineteenth-century cri

tics, Dobree 's opinion seems to coincide with that of Con

grave's era . Colley Cibber, in praising the comedian 

Underhill for his role of Sir Sampson in Love for Love, 

remarked that the part of Sir Sampson was "one of those 

few so well written, with so much wit and humour, that an 

actor must be the grossest dunce that does not appear with 

an unusual life in it ." 74 Even thirty years after Congreve' s 

death , Thomas Davies did not question the humanity of his 

characters: 

Congreve was endowed with all the strong faculties of 
perception which enable the comic writer to describe 
the various characters of mankind. He seems to have 
known the foibles, ~assions, humours, and vices of the 
world of intuition.r5 

And of the creations in The Way of the World he wrote: 

The reeder will be surprised at the great power and 
skill of the writer . To delinate the manners of a 
mere coxcomb is not so difficult; but to give the 
picture of a man who incurs ridicule from affecta
tions of wit, one who says so many things like wit 
the common observer mistakes them for it, is not a 
business; Witwou'd cost the writer more pains than 
Tattles.r6 

72~. cit ., p. 66. 
7~estoration Comedy, p. 137. 

74.QJ2.. cit., p. 84 

75~. £ii., p. 315. 

76QE.. cit., p. 355. 
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In the long run the question of whether or not the 

characters in a play "liven and are real depends largely 

upon the reception of the audience. There is no doubt that 

in Congreve's time the characters he placed upon the stage 

seemed both human and realistic to the audience from which 

the stage portraits were drawn. To them there was no ques

tion of reality concerning Congreve's characters; they saw 

them every day in their own world. As Elwin said, "He took 

his characters from life, exaggerated or modified them to 

suit his book, and made them talk."?? Congreve himself said 

much the a am.e thing in 1695 in his letter to Dennis, "Con

cerning Humour in Comedy." On the matter of heightening for 

the stage the characters borrowed from life, he wrote: 

Besides, the distance of the Stage requires the Figure 
represented, to be something larger than the Life; and 
sure a Picture may have Features larger in Proportion, 
and yet be very like the Original. • • • • I believe if 
a Poet should steal a Dialogue of any length, from the · 
Extempore Discourse of .the two Wittiest Men upon Earth, 
he would find the Scene but coldly receiv'd by the 
Town. ?8 

In this brief essay Congreve clearly showed his excellent 

understanding of the basic requirements for presenting 

stage characters of wit and humour, the two divisions into 

which all his comic characters fall. 

v. Wit and Dialogue 

Any evaluation of Congreve as a writer must begin 

and end with his style, his writing pure wit for dialogue. 

??Q£. £11., p. 1?9. 

78The Comedies of William Con 6. greve, p. • 



Of wit in English literature, Congreve is the undisputed 

master . As Gosse so nicely phrased it, 
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The main quality of Congreve, and that by which he still 
holds a place among the great writers of the century, is 
his wit; in this he is unapproached in modern drama, 
even in France, where Moliere, who excels him in the 
other branches of dramatic ability, is tor once inferior 
to Congreve. 79 

Some critics have suggested that Congreve carried his use of 

wit too far, that he sacrificed plot, character, and dramatic 

action to the constant flow of wit. Nettleton complained 

that 

Congreve's wit is his supreme strength and per
haps his greatest weakness . It led him to sacrifice 
not merely naturalness in character and dialogue, but 
effectiveness of plot. In his comedies the a~tion usually 
halts while the train of wit passes gaily by.eO 

Although this is in part true, it must· be remembered that 

other plays with better plots and more definite dramatic 

action than Congreve's have long since been forgotten, while 

Congreve's few comedies are . considered masterpieces--due 

almost entirely to his sheer abundance of sparkling wit. As 

Perry pointed out, "Wit was really his be-all and his end-all, 

the chief object of his existence and his writing.n81 

Critics have also complained because he gave wit too 

freely to all his characters. Nettleton criticized him for 

this: 

79A History of Eighteenth Century Literature, p. 64 . 

80Q£. Cit., p. 171. 

81 Q.£. cit., p. 79. 



Yet Congreve's own weakness lay in his inability to 
adapt his own wit to the various characters he should 
have differentiated. His 'fools' are permitted to 
stumble on too many brilliants. His diamond beds are 
without sand.82 

In the same manner Brander Mathew noted that there was 
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"scarcely a bolder contradiction of the .mere facts of life 

than the convention which obtains in the comedies of Congreve 

and of Sheridan, where all the characters, even illiterate 

servants, are endowed with the keen and finished wit of the 

author .n83 Twentieth-century writers are not alone, however, 

in their queries about this surplus of witty characters. 

Thomas Davies quotes Pope as questioning whether Congreve's 

fools were really such: "Tell me if Congreve's fools are 

fools indeedt"84 In his essay "Concerning Humour in Comedy" 

Congreve conducted his own defence: 

The saying of Humorous Things, does not distinguish 
Characters; For every Person in a Comedy .may be allow'd 
to speak them. From a Witty Man they are expected; and 8 even a Fool .may be permitted to stumble on 'em by chance. 5 

Two critics, Thackeray and William Archer, have criti

cized Congreve's wit as being shallow. Thackeray called his 

exceas of wit "a weary feast, that banquet of wit where no 

Co. , ) , 

82Q£. cit., p. 130. 

83! Study of ~ Drama 
P• 138. 

84Q£. cit. p. 327. 

85QE. cit., p. 2. 
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love is . "86 Archer complained that his memory retained 

nothing of Congreve's wit, the reason being that Congreve's 

witticisms "lack substance." 87 "There is no permanent sig

nificance," Archer remonstrated, "no weight of thought be

hind them.u 88 Surely Archer could not have expected to find 

comedies filled with rare gems of wisdom; "weight of thought" 

is hardly to be demanded of the comic writer. In Congreve's 

comedies there is too much wit for any one particle to be 

remembered . That his wit depended upon the interplay of dia-

logue , upon clever repartee and general excellence, rather 

than upon a few witty but wise sayings, is almost the sole 

claim for the worth of his dramatic ability . 

Fortunately, most critics have been able to appreciate 

to the fullest extent the "rich brocaded wit of Congreven89 

without expecting to find in it wisdom or strictly logical 

characters. So long as the characters were delightful and 

the wit plentiful, most critics were content to give Congreve 

his full due. Even Macaulay, who sternly condemned Congreve 

for immorality, acknowledged that "the wit of Congreve far 

outshines that of every comic writer, except Sheridan, who 

86QE.. ill·' p . 168 . 

87Q£. cit., pp. 180-181. 

88rbid. 

89Gosse, A History £! the Eighteenth Century Litera
ture, p. 380. 
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has arisen within the last two centuries.n90 Johnson called 

Congreve's wit "a .meteor playing to and fro with alternate 

coruscations." 91 In the Preface to his edition of Congreve' s 

plays Charles Ewald wrote, "His wit, apparent in every line 

of his dialogue, is brilliant and trenchant in the extre.m.e .n 92 

Perry remarked that in all Congreve's writing "the dialogue 

cracks and scintillates, whether there be any real occasion 

for it or not." 93 Nettleton noted that "in an age that prided 

itself' on wit •••• William Congreve was the wittiest.n94 

Dobre'e referred to Congreve's "rapier wit •••• that no one 

can surpass. u95 In writing of ~ Way of' ,ill World Gosse 

commented that f'ro.m. Millamant 's entrance to the end of' the 

second act, "all scintillates and sparkles; and these are 

perhaps the .most finished pages, for .mere wit, in all exist

ing co.m.edy.n96 There is, perhaps, no more adequate praise 

than that of Hazlitt: 

90.Q.E.. ill·, II, 452. 

91~. cit., II, 228. 

92William Congreve, ed . Charles Ewald (London: 
T. Fisher Unw~n, The Mermain Series} ,p. ix . 

93 .Q.E.. cit., p. 74. 

94.Q.E.. cit., p. 122. 

95 Restoration Comedy, p. 124. 

96 Life .£f. William Congreve, P • 124. 
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It is the highest model of comic dialogue. Every sen
tence is replete with sense and satire, conveyed in the 
most polished and pointed terms. Every page presents 
a shower of brilliant conceits, is a tissue of epigrams 
in prose, is a new triumph of wit, a new conquest over 
dullness. The fire of artful raillery is nowhere else 
so well kept up.97 

VI. The Influence of Moliere 

It would seem, after a review of crit i cal opinions, 

that Congreve's fame rests on three factors: style, wit, and 

the character of Millamant. For these Congreve was indebted 

to no one. That they are purely his own, few critics will 

deny; that they place him in the highest rank of dramatists, 

even fewer will deny. Yet Congreve was not a complete artist. 

For plots and characters he was often forced to resort to a 

common device of the time and borrow from other writers. 

Although Johnson stated emphatically, "Congreve has merit 

of the highest kind: he is an original writer, who borrowed 

neither the models of his plot nor the manner of his dia

logue,n98 there is little doubt that Congreve frequently 

borrowed char acters and scenes from Wycherley and, more par

ticularly, from Moliere . Fitzgerald asserted that Moliere's 

"plots and characters were freely borrowed by writers even 

of the rank of Congreve,n99 and William Archer pointed out 

several scenes in Congreve' s plays which were taken directly 

97 .9.E.· cit., p. 71. 

98.Q.E.. cit., p. 228. 

99Q£. ill·' p. 217. 
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from Moliere . In his book The Influence of Moliere .2£ Rest

oration Comedy Dudley Howe Miles carefully showed scene after 

scene from Congreve's four comedies which had been based on 

works by the French .master. This idea has apparently been 

carried even farther by Alexander Bennewitz, who published in 

Leipzig in 1889 a dissertation on Moliere's Einfluss auf Q£g

greve, and in the next year a work titled Congreve und Moliere. 

However much he may have profited by or been influenced 

by a study of Moliere's works, Congreve was still an inde

pendent artist.lOO Allardyce Nicoll declared: 

Wycherley and Congreve, taking from Moliere, yet dif
ferent from Moli~re, have something in them that gives 
them a claim to stand alongside of the French master . lOl 

Although his book had, naturally, emphasized Congreve's 

indebtedness to Moliere, M£les stressed that Congreve treated 

borrowed material in such an original fashion as to be classed 

as an original writer: 

But what i mpre sses one most on first reading his 
comedies is his aptitude for this kind of writing, his 
genius for the theatre. Even a genius, however, is 
never absolutely original, is affected by his environ
ment profoundly--indeed, must learn many lessons from 
his precedessors ••••• For it must be remembered 
that Coilgreve was not much over twenty-one when he pro
duced his first play, and had hardly entered his thirties 
when he retired from the stage for good. The wonder is, 
then, not that he adopted so much from Moliere, but that 
he showed such striking originality in these creations 
of his young manhood.l02 

100 (New York: Columbia University Press, 1910) , p. 197. 

lOlRestoration Drama, p. 172. 

102QQ. Cit., pp. 204-205. 
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Congreve himself was to be used as a model by later 

dramatists . Nettleton showed that Fielding followed his 

general model in his early plays.103 and William Winter noted 

that Mrs . Cowley's style was modelled after the "brilliant 

original" of Congreve . 104 In his English Comedy Ashley H. 

Thorndike declared that "everyone imitated Congreve until 

Sheridan displaced him. n 105 So it would seem that the ques

tion of complete originality was of little importance in 

Congreve' s day. The only consideration was whether or not 

the treatment of the material was individual, and there is 

no question but that Congre~e's style of writing was pecu

liarly his own. 

VII. Incognita and The Mourning Bride 

Although Congreve has been remembered almost completely 
' 

for his comedies, in his day he was well known as both a writer 

of tragedy and as a poet . His one tragedy, ~Mourning Bride, 

placed him immediately in the foremost rank of the tragic 

dramatists of his day . Most critics have overlooked ~ 

Mourning Bri~ or dismissed it as a rash experiment. Yet in 

Congreve' s tin1e it was considered his best work. Later critics 

have been puzzled as to why a successful comic dramatist should 

have attempted a style so foreign to his other works . Perhaps 

103on. · t 224 
.;:..!;. £.±...... ' p • • 

104shadows of the Stage (Boston: Joseph Knight Co., 
1895)' p. 78. --

105(New York: Macmillan Co., 1929), p. 592. 
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Congreve wished to exercise his pen in a different field; 

perhaps Dryden influenced him to write in the direction of 

popular fancy.l06 A fact frequently forgotten by literary 

historians is the predominance of tragedy in the Restoration 

theatre; 107 as Elwin's suggestion may be reflected upon: 

Congreve was interested in heroics and fancied his 
chance as a poet, so, financial prospects being bright 
in addition, he wrote a tragedy according to the prevail
ing fashion.108 

It must also be remembered that in his first work, his novel 

Incognita, Congreve had given a foretaste of the heroics which 

he used in The Mourning Bride.109 His style was not, therefore, 

entirely new to him. 

For whatever reason he produced this tragedy, it was 

hailed by the taste of the tline as a masterpiece. Nor have 

later critics been too harsh in their estimates of it. 

Macaulay declared of it: 

•• • • a play which, paltry as it is when compared with 
the best dramas of Massinger and Ford, stands very high 
among the tragedies of the age i~mhich it was written. 
To find anything so good we must go twelve years back to 
Venice Preserv~d, or six years forward to the Fair 
Penitent.llo 

Though the play itself hardly deserves much consideration, 

its blank verse has been the subject of high praise. Johnson 

10~lwin, 2£.• cit., p. 120. 

107~. 

108Ibid., p. 173. 

109Ibid., p. 166. 

110~. £ii., II, 439. 



pronounced the description of the temple in the second 

act "the finest poetical passage he had ever read." 111 At 

the end of the nineteenth century Gosse said: 
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The blank verse of The Mourning Bride deserves some con
sideration, because it seems to be the model on which 
most eighteenth-centu~y unrhymed iambics were formed. 
It is the parent of Thomson's, al1~hat is of Cowper's 
and of Wordsworth's blank verse. 

In the twentieth century Bonamy Dobree wrote: 

It is not hard to understand why The Mourning Bride was 
hailed as a great work, •••• , if a stringent course 
of average Restoration drama has first been undergone. 
There is really a richness of thought and feeling in 
Congreve ' s work which marks it out strongly from all 
plays written since All for Love ••••• ~lliere it most 
triumphs is in the eXPress~on-of passionate feeling, 
often overwrought. Its success owes practically nothing 
to structure, nothing at all to 'poetic ·beauties,' for, 
though there is much poetry in the play, it is never 
dragged in without cause ••••• The impact of the 
phrasing is almost that of nature. 

For where Congreve scored heavily over all his 
contemporaries was in his versification. • • • • Con-

, greve' s blank verse is the best instrument for the drama 
of his age, better even than Dryden's. It is flexible, 
flowing and free; it can change its pace and its point of 
attack upon the nerves; it is full of vowel colour. Con
grave knew that there was nothing mystic about verse as 
such, but that it was simply a useful way of handling 
words and moulding phrases so that they could be spoken 
easily from the stage.113 

Another work of Congreve's which has been properly 

overlooked is his first major work, the novel Incognita which 

he published in 1692 under the ~ de plume of Cleophil. Con

grave had not been in London long before the urge to publish 

111QE. cit., II, 230. 

112Life of William Congreve, p. 79. 

113Restoration Tragedy, pp. 167-158. 
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something led him to s end the manuscript of his novel to the 

press . It was licensed on December 22,1691, and published by 

Peter Buck two months later . Although this novel has been 

praised by some for the fact that it was written at the early 

age of seventeen, it is of little importance in its own right. 

Johnson seems to have expressed the sentiment of most critics 

when he said, "I would rather praise it than read it.nll4 

The novel is of interest to the student of Congreve only be-

cause it shows an advance concentration on the principles of 

heroics which Congreve later developed in The Mourning Bride, 

and because it is "constructed largely according to the laws 

of dramatic composition. ttll5 Gosse was fascinated by the 

fact that Congreve "seized and elaborated those parts of the 

story only which bear a theatrical interpretation, and • • • • 

made his book less a novel than a scenario.nll6 

VIII. The Minor Works 

Throughout the period of his retirement Congreve pro-

duced a number of minor works, such as a masque, an opera, 

and a numbAr of poems, odes, and ballads, which, though well 

received by his contemporaries, have been almost completely 

disregarded by later critics. In the year after he wrote his 

last play Congreve produced a masque titled ~ Judgement of 

11~. cit ., II" , ; 214. 

11~1win, ~· cit., p. 166. 

116Life 2! William Congreve, p. 7. 



Paris. During the spring of 1701 a prize competition of two 

hundred pounds was held for a musical score for this work. 
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Four of the most prominent musicians of the day--John Eccles, 

Daniel Purcell, Godfrey Finger and John ·weldon--entered scores. 

Though given the prize, Weldon's score has since been lost, 

and Eccles' music was used for the revival in 1745 and in 1923, 

at the Cambridge Festival of British Music. Eccles also com-

posed the music for Congreve's opera, Semele, which was 

printed with Congreve's collected works in 1710. Though it 

is probable that this opera was never brought on the stage 

during Congreve's lifetime, it has had several performances 

since, with a musical score provided by Hande1.117 Congreve's 

only other contribution to the stage was a part in the trans

lation of Moliere's Monsieur de Pourceaugnac in 1704. 

All three of these works have been almost forgotten, 

as have the poems Congreve wrote during this period. He 

brought out many ballads, including an extremely popular one 

on the English victory over the Franch in the Battle of Oudenarde 

on 11 July 1708 and called "Jack French-Man's Defeat." Despite 

the enthusiastic reception of this ballad, Congreve considered 

it so trivial that he refused to allow his name to appear 

with it when it was included the next year in Tonson's Sixth 

Miscellany. Congreve was a good judge of his own work, and, 

though he wrote and collected ballads throughout his life, he 

117 •t Hodges, ££• £!_., P· 73. 
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did not consider his own ballads worth preserving. For this 

reason there is no definite knowledge of the number he wrote.118 

Also in the line of literary endeavor Congreve published one 

Tatler, which SWift reported to Stella,l19 and edited the works 

of Dryden. However, Congreve's only really important contri

bution to literature after his retirement from the stage was 

his correction of the Pindaric Ode . In 1701 he had furnished 

to the London Musical Society an ode for the celebration of 

St . Cecilia's Day which was a so-called Pindaric ode, a "form

less monstrosity made popular by Cowley." 120 Later, in 1706, 

Congreve, who was ever a scholar, made a study of the true 

Greek ode and published his "Discourse on the Pindaric Ode," 

in which he explained the metrical principles so rigidly 

observed by Pindar. He was not the first to call attention 

to - the widespread abuse of this form, but he was the first 

with enough prestige to get a hearing. 121 Dobree has pointed 

out that "it was left to Congreve to analyze the structure of 

the Pindaric ode, and find that it was after all divided into 

strophs or stanzas."122 Johnson praised him for his correction 

of this ode form: 

Yet to him it must be confessed that we are in
debted for the correction of a national error, and for 

118rbid., p . 90. 

119Journal !£ Stella, I, 191. 

120Hodges, 2£• £!!., p. 89. 

121Ibid. 

122Restoration Tragedy, pp . 55-56. 
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the cure of our Pindarick madness. He first taught the 
English writers that Pindar's odes were regular; and 
though certainly he had not the fire requisite for the 
higher species of lyric poetry, he has shewn us that en
thusiasm has its rules, and that in mere confusion there 
is neither grace nor greatness.l23 

Gosse stressed Congreve's discourse as a real contribution 

not only to poetry but also to criticism. Gosse wrote that 

"his essay is brief, but singularly direct and complete, and 

places him high among the critics of the age." 124 

The reputation of Congreve's poetry has suffered an 

almost total collapse from the place it held during Congreve's 

lite . In his lines to Congreve on The WaJ £f the World Richard 

Steele wrote in praise of several of his verses: 

On you, from Fate , a lavish Portion fell 
In ev'ry way of Writing to excell. 
Your Muse Applause to Arabella brings, 
In Notes as sweet as Arabella Sings. 
When e'er you draw an undisse.mbled Woe, 
With sweet Distress your Rural Numbers flow 
Pastora still the Eccho of the Plaint 
Or if your Muse describe, with warming Force, 
The wounded Frenchman falling from his horse; 
And her own William glorious in the Strite, 
Bestowing on the prostate Foe his Lite: 
You the great Act as gen'rously rehearse, 
And all the English Fury's in your Verse. 125 

Yet the decline in the popularity of his poems began early, 

for within the century in which he died Johnson wrote: 

Of his miscellaneous poetry I cannot say any 
thing very favourable. The powers of Congreve seem to 
desert him when he leaves the stage. • • • • He has in 
these little pieces neither elevation of fancy, selection 
of language, nor skill in versification. 126 

1232£. £!!., p. 234. 

12~ife of William Congreve, p. 146. 

125comedies of William Congreve, pp . 334-335. 

1262£. ~., p. 229. 



.And again: 

His petty poems are seldom worth the cost of 
criticism: sometimes the thoughts are false, and some
times common. • • • • While comedy or while tragedy is 
regarded his plays are likely to be read; but, except 
what relates to the stage, I know not that he has ever 
written a stanza that is sung or a couplet that is 
quoted. The general character of his Miscellanies, is 
that they shew little wit and little virtue.l27 
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In the first of the next century criticism was even harsher. 

Hazlitt, who praised Congreve's comedies so highly, wrote of 

his poetry: 

Our author's superiority deserted him almost entirely 
with his wit . His serious and tragic poetry is frigid 
and jejune to an unaccountable degree •••• his attempts 
at romantic passion or imaginary enthusiasm are forced, 
abortive, and ridiculous , or co1runon-place. • • • • It is 
plain that the imagination of the author could not raise 
itself above the burlesque. His Mask of Semele, sic 
Judgement of Paris, and other occasional poems, are even 
worse . I would not advise any one to read them, or if I 
did, they would not.l28 

At, the end of the nineteenth century Gosse frankly admitted 

"that Congreve could not write a tolerable song,nl29 but he 

regretted the complete neglect which had overtaken Congreve's 

minor writings . He wrote: 

His odes and pastorals are deformed by a too-conscious 
rhetoric, and his imagery is apt to be what is called 
'artificial, ' that is to say, no longer in fashion. But 
they bear evidence of high cultivation and an elevated 
sense of style.l30 

127Johnson, ££• £11., II, 233-234. 

128Q£. cit., VIII, 75-76. 

129Aspects ~Impressions, p. 85. 

13°Ibid. 



Gosse greatly admired Congreve's node on Mrs. Arabella Hunt 

Singing," which he called a "beautiful thingnl31 and from 

which he quoted: 

Let all be hushed , each softest notion cease; 
Be every loud tempestuous thought at peace; 
And every ruder gasp of breath 
Be calm, as in the arms of Death, 
Wishing forever in that state to lie, 
For ever to be dying so, yet never die.l32 

He referred to the closing couplet as "Keats-like.nl33 

Despite his appreciation of this ode, Gosse summed up his 

opinion of Congreve's poetry in the following line: 

Scholarship, smoothness of versification, laborious 
zeal, all these he possesses; but sincerity, the 
heavenly spark of style, of imagination, t~ese have 
not descended upon Congreve in his odes.l3~ 

It is noticeable that among the twentieth-century critics 

there is almost no mention of Congreve's poetry. 
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It would seem, then, that Congreve's fame rests 

almost entirely on his witty style of writing for the stage .. 

If he had written nothing more than his four comedies, he 

would still rank among the authors of classics in English 

literature . His tragedy and his .miscellaneous writings have 

fallen into a disfavor from which they seem less than likely 

to rise. But, as Johnson phrased it, as long as comedy is 

read, Congreve will be enjoyed . 

131Ibid., p. 81. 

132Ibid. 

133Ibid. 

134Life of William Congreve, p. 147 . 



CHAPTER IV 

THE CHARGE OF IMMORALITY AGAINST CONGREVE 

Though undeniably among the classics of English lit

erature, Congreve' s work has carried with it the constant 

charge of immorality. At the height of his career Congreve 

was attacked as licentious and immoral in one of the mcst 

famous treatises on immorality, Jeremy Collier's Short ~ 

of the Profaneness .!!!.£ Immorality of the English Stage, pub

lished in 1698. This charge has never been completely re

mitted, though Congreve himself answered it and thcugh many 

later critics have tried to explain it away. 

Every student of literature or of history is acquainted 

with the background of the Restoration period. The reaction 

to, the Puritan severity which set in with the return of 

Charles II from France was characterized by, at the best, a 

complete lack of restraint. The repatriated court, which 

demanded plays patterned after the witty comedies of Moliere 

and the French school, became the chief concern of the play

wrights, who modeled their comedies on the fashionable society 

of their time. Into this transitional period of English 

society Congreve was born. He was destined to provide a 

glorious finish to this period of letters, to furnish the 

perfect examples of the comedy of manners which prevailed. 

Yet he was fated to begin his literary career at the beginning 
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of another ~hange in society, a slow change but a serious one. 

The wild excesses of the court of Charles II were be-

ginning to become less fashionable after the Revolution of 

1688. William and Mary provided a steHdying influence on a 

court that was so unsure of its permanence that it had been 

living each day as its last . A new order was brought to the 

court, and the license of the Stuart court began to give way 

to a healthier moral tone. The middle class was coming into 

its own, bringing with it morru s not so stern as those of the 

Puritans, but far more modest that those of the court . Thus, 

coming as it did in 1698, Jeremy Collier's attack upon the 

stage was welcomed by a ready audience. As the most open 

display of the license of the time, the stage had already 

been under attack, not only from the middle classes but from 

many of the literary figures as well. The excesses of the 

Restoration had brought the same type of natural reaction a.s 

had followed the Commonwealth. 

The attack of the non-juror Collier was not the first 

attack on the looseness of stage morals, but it was the most 

vicious . Collier began his Preface, dated March 5, 1697/8, with 

Being convinced that nothing has gone farther 
in Debru. ching the Age than the Stage Poets and Pl~yhouse, 
I thought I could not employ my Time better than in 
Writing against them. l 

and ended it with "For to compliment Vice, is but one Remove 

lJeremy Collier, A Short View of the Profaneness and 
Immorality of the English }tage (London: Printed for Samuel 
Birt and Thomas Trye, 1738 , p. ~4. 
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from worshipping the Devil . " 2 In his Introduction Collier 

promised to endeavour to prove the indecency of the stage: 

•••• by showing the Misbehaviour of the Stage, with 
respect to Morality, and Religion. Their Liberties in 
the following Particulars are intolerable, viz . Their 
Smuttiness of Expression; Their Swearing, Prophaneness, 
and Lewd Application of Scripture; Their Abuse of the 
Clergy, Their making their top Characters Libertines, 
and givlng them Success in their Debauchery.3 

He attacked Congreve in particular : 

• • • • Bellamy makes sport with the Devil, • • • • 
Bellmour is lewd and profane, and Mellefont puts Care
less i n the best way he can to debauch Lady Plyant ••• 
• • Valentine is altogether compounded of Vice. He is a 
prodigal Debauchee, unnatural and profane, obscene, fawcy, 
and undutiful, and yet this Libertine is crown'd for the 
Man of Merit, has his Wishes thrown into his Lap, and 
makes the happy Exit . I perceive we should have a rere 
Set of Virtues if these Poets had the making of theml4 

He also charged that "almost all the Characters in the Old 

Batchelor, are foul and nauseous . n.5 In a few instances he 

prove? his accusations, but for the most part his charges 

were next to absurd . In many of his attempts to prove 

"Prophaneness, and Lewd Application of Scripture" as well 

as "Abuse of the Clergy" he made his case ridiculous by 

emphasizing harmless expressions which could have no real 

purpose for the interpretation he gave them. To show the 

extent of his understanding of drama one of his lines will 

suffice : 

2 Ibid . , P • A7 . 
3 Ibi d . , PP• 1-2. 

4 Ibid., pp . 92-93. 

5 Ibid . , P• 3 . 



Indeed to make Delight the main Business of Comedy 
is an unreasonable and dangerous Principle, opens 
the Way to all Licentiousness, and con5ounds the 
Distinction between Mirth and Madness . 
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Had Collier had his way, t he stage would have become a Sunday 

School with each play a lesson. 

Collier's work was in so many respects overdrawn that 

the dramatists of the day might have done well to ignore it, 

or to acknowledge its partial validity. Yet many of the 

dramatists answered angrily and, in some cases, stupidly, 

for Collier's case was, in reality, proved in advance. As 
-

early as July, 1698, Congreve put out his "Amendments of 

Mr. Collier's False and Imperfect Citations, 11 which, though 

it made some points, was too angry to be effective . As 

Colley Cibber related, Congreve "seem' d too much hurt, to be 

able to defend himself . n7 For once Congreve found wit failing 

him, and anger a sorry substitute for argument . 8 His attempt 

to show that Collier's citations were proof of the non-juror's 

impurity failed, as did his ·plea that 

•••• the Moral of the wnole is generally summ'd up 
in the concluding Lines of the Poem, and put into 
Rhime, that it may be easy and engaging to the Memory . 9 

Collier pounced upon this argument by quoting the moral of The 

Old Batchelor : 

6Ibid., p . 105. 

7Q£. £11., p . 142 . 

8Nettleton, ££• cit., p. 145 . 

9collier, 2£• cit ., p . 206 . 



What rugged Ways attend the Noon of Life? 
(Our Sun declines) and with what anxious .strife, 
What Pain we tug that galling Load a Wife?lO 

"Dove for Love," continued Collier, ttmay have somewhat a 
- -
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better Farewel , but would do a Man little Service, should he 

remember it to his dying Day: nll 
-

· The Miracle to Day is that we find 
A Lover true: Not that a Woman's kind .12 

Although Congreve scored a major point over Collier 

in pointing out that it was the business of the comic poet 

to paint the vices and follies of humanity,l3 he might have 

been more successful had he followed Dryden's example and 

bowed to the rising force of opinion . In his Epilogue to 

The Pilgrim Dryden conceded the main thesis of Collier's 

argument, though he rightly ascribed the fault to the court 

of Charles II: 

Perhaps the Parson stretch'd a point too far, 
When with our Theatres he wag'd a War . 
He tells you, That this very Moral Age 
Receiv'd the first Infection from the Stage . 
But sure, a banished Court, with Lewdness fraught, 
The Seeds of op en Vice, returning, brought . 
• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 
The Poets, who must live by Courts, or starve, 
Were proud so good a Government to serve; 
And, mixing with Buffone and Pimps profane, 
Tainted the Stage for some small Snip of Gain; . 

lOWilliam Congreve, quoted by Collier in A Defence of 
the Short View, p . 207 . 

llcollier, 2£• cit . , p . 207. 

12congreve, quoted by Collier, ££• cit., p. 201 . 

13congreve, "Amendments of Mr . Collier's False and 
Imperfect Citations,~ The Mourning Bride, Poems, &:Miscellanies, 
p . 408. 
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• • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • • 
Thus did the thriving Malady prevail, 
The Court, it's Head, ·the Poets but the Tail . l4 

Though the controversy continued to rage, with Collier writing 

several defenses of the Short View, the condition of the stage 

was slow to change . As late as 1712 Addison wrote: 

It is one of the most unaccountable things in 
our age, that the lewdness of our theatre should be so 
much complained of, so well exposed, and so little re
dressed . l5 

Perhaps if Congreve and his fellow dramatists had chosen to 

ignore Collier, the controversy over the immorality of the 

Restoration theatre, which has never really ceased, would 

never have begun . 

Through the next century and a half after Congreve's 

death the critics for the most part sided with Collier in the 

matter of imrnor~lity . Davies remarked: 

Dryden, Otway, and Lee were continually 
offending against decency; and Congreve, whose fancy 
was warm and wanton, has imitated his licentioug pre
decessors, nay, •••• ~lmost surpassed them . l 

Johnson wrote: 

The cause of Congreve was not tenable; what
ever glosses he might use for the defence or palliation 
of single passages, the general tenour and tendency of 
his plays must always be condemned ••••• It is 
acknowledged with universal conviction that the perusal 
of his works will make no man better; and that their 
ultimate effect is to represent pleasure in alliance 

14The Prolo~ues and Epilogues of John Dryden, ed . 
Will iam B. G-ar dnerNew York: Columbia University Press, 
1951) 1 P e 182 e 

l5J oseph Addison, quoted by G. B. Hill in his edition 
of Johnson's Lives of the Poets, Footnote, II, 221 . 

16 · -Q£. c it . , p . 350 . 



with vice, and to relax those obligations by which 
life ought to be regulatedol7 
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One champion of Congreve appeared at the beginning of the 

next century in the person of Charles Lamb. Lamb could not 

disguise the delight he felt in Congreve's works, nor could 

he disguise a feeling of guilt over his enjoyment. In his 

"Essay on the Artificial Comedy of the Lase Century'' Lamb 

wrote what Hartley Coleridge later called a personal apology:l8 

I confess for myself that (with no great 
delinquencies to answer for) I am glad for a season 
to take an airing beyond the diocese of the strict 
conscience, • • • • to imagine a world with no 
meddling restrictions ••••• I do not know how it 
is with others, but I feel the better always for the 
perusal of one of Congreve's •••• comedies. I am 
the gayer at least for it; ~ and I could never connect 
those sports of a witty fancy in any shape with any 
result to be drawn from them to imitation of real 
life. They are a world of themselves almost as much 
as fairy land.l9 

Lamb admitted that Restoration comedy was immoral if tried by 

the ordinary code of conduct , but he insisted that the char

acters of Congreve and Wycherley were so far removed from 

reality that they were not to be judged by any set standard: 

Translated into real life, his characters 
• • • • are profligates and strumpets--the business 
of their brief existence, the undivided pursuit of 
lawless gallantry ••••• principles, which, univer
sally acted upon, must reduce this frame of things to 
a chaos. But we do wrong in so translating them. No 
reverend institutions are insulted by t heir pro
ceedings--for they have none among them ••••• 

l1Q.£. cit.; p. 222. 

18Quoted -from a review of Lamb's Essays of Elia in 
the London Magazine, April, 1822, included in Lamb's Essays, 
p. 361. . . -

19Lamb, 2!?.• cit., p . 174. 



The whole is a passing pageant, where we 
should sit as unconcurned at the issues, for life 
or death, as at the battle of frogs and mice . ~O 
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Other critics have reprimanded Lamb for his defense of Res

toration comedy . Macaulay tried to prove Lamb wrong by 

showing that the characters of Congreve did represent real 

life, at a very real time . 21 In the twentieth century 

Malcolm Elwin called Lamb a critic not to be trusted in 

regard to Restoration . drama:22 

His delightful paradoxical plea for a form of art 
which really appealed to him must be considered only 
as a work of art in itself4 As serious criticism, 
it is treacherous ground . ~.:> 

Other writers of Lamb's era were not so kind to 

Congreve and to Restoration comedy. Hazlitt wrote of Con-

greve's best work: 

There is a callousness in the worst characters in 
the Way of the World, in Fainall, and his wife and 
Mrs. Marwood, not very pleasant; and a grossness in 
the absurd ones, such as Lady W1shfort and Sir Wilful, 
which is not a little amusing . 24 

Thackeray fancied Congreve '·s t heatre as "a temple of Pagan 

delightS I and mysterieS not permitted except among heathenS , tt25 

where "there doesn't seem to be a pretence of morals."26 

20Ibid . , p . 175 . 

21Q£. cit . , p . 416. 

22Q£. cit., p. 175 . 

23Ibid . 

24Q£. cit., p . 74 . 

25Q£. cit . , 

26rbid. 
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Thackeray grew even more imaginative in describing Congreve's 

comedies: 

They are all full of wit. Such manners as he ob
serves, he observes with great humor; but ah~ it's 
a weary feast, that banquet of wit where no love - is. 
It palls very soon; sad indigestions follow it and 
lonely blank headaches in the morning . 27 

In another reference to the "ghastly doctrine" of Congreve' s 

plays, Thackeray wrote: 

We have had in Congreve a humorous observer of 
another school, to whom the world seems to have no 
moral at all, and whose ghastly doctrine seems to 
be that we should eat, drink, and be merry when we 
can, and go to the deuce (if there be a deuce) when 
the time comes . 28 . 

It was left to Macaulay, however, to give the question of 

immorality the most complete discussion since t he advent of 

Jeremy Collier, whose work Macaulay so admired. He decl ared 

that the crime charged was not mere coarseness of expression, 

as terms which are delicate in one age become gross in the 

next , but that the real sin against morality was in presenting 

what was immoral "to the imagination of the young and sus

ceptible in constant connection with what is attractive, "29 

for what is "constantly presented in connection with "1hat is 

attractive will itself become attractive .u30 Macaulay found 

in "the whole dramatic literature of t he generation which 

27Ibid., p. 160 . 

28Ibid ., p. 168. 

29Macaulay, Q£• cit., II, 414 . 

30ibid. 
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followed the return of Charles the Second 1131 a "systematic 
. . 

attempt to associate vice with those things which men value 

most and desire most, and virtue with everything ridiculous 

and degrading . n32 Before the civil war, seducers of married 

women had always been presented on stage in an unfavorable 

light, while in Restoration drama "the whole body of the 
-

dramatists invariably" represented adultery "as the calling 

of a fine gentleman ."33 Macaulay felt that the indecency 
-

of the Restoration drama was not so disgraceful a fault as 

its singularly inhuman spirit a 

We find ourselves in a world, in which the ladies 
are like very profligate, impudent and unfeeling 
men, and in wh ich the men are too bad for any place 
but Pandaemonium or Norfolk Island . We are sur
rounded by foreheads of bronze, hearts like the 
nether millstone, and tongues set on fire of hell . 34 

Certainly this is the most interesting description given by 

Macaulay, who found it difficult to be too severe on this 

part of English literature which was "a disgrace to our 

language and our national character . "35 He did acknowledge, 

''in justice to the writers ••• • that they were to a great 

extent the creatures of their age,n36 and that 11this great 

depravation of the national taste was the effect of the pre-

31Ibid . , II, 415 . 

32Ibid . 

33Ibid . 

34Ibid . , II, 414 . 

35Ibid . 

6 ' 3 ~. , II, 419 . 



101 

valence of Puritanism under the Commonwealth. 1137 

Bitter as was Macaulay's condemnation of the drama 

of Congreve's time, he yet considered Leigh Hunt justified 

in bringing out an edition of the plays of Wycherley, Congreve, 

Vanbrugh , and Farquhar . Although he could by no means agree 

with Hunt , who seemed to think that there was little ground 

for the charge of immorality against these plays, Macaulay 

felt that such plays should be reprinted so that all could 

know the "character of an important epoch in letters, poli

tics , and -rnorals"38 of the English nation . But Macaulay 
-

continued to maintain that a man of genius who would write 

in the fashion of the Restoration dramatists made "an 111 

use of his powers"39 and that the immorality of the Restora

tion was 11 of a sort which never can be out of date . u40 
-

Macaulay ' s vigorous opinion seems to have been the 

ba?is for a large portion of the nineteenth-century criticism 

of Congreve . Against such a standard 1 t would have taken a 

bol d critic indeed to come out in praise of Congreve's works. 

Gosse declared Congreve less coarse than Wycherley and Shad

well, but scarcely less immoral:41 

• • • • and to many readers the varnish of refinement is 
no extenuation of the ethical result . The drama of 
Congreve combines, to a singular degree, the very finest 

37Ibid . 

38Ibi d . , II, 412. 

39Ibid . , II, 419 . 

4o~. , II, 418 . 

41A History of Eighteenth Centu~ Literature, p . 65 . 



literary art with the extreme of what is debased in 
morals and superficial in sentiment . 42 

Gosse also related that: 

Even Voltaire, in the next generation, 
looking back upon English drama, was shocked at its 
license, and it is only just to add that it seemed 
to Voltaire that Congreve had striven to introduce 
a greater moderation and decency of speech. 43 
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Perhaps it is ''only just 11 for Voltaire to be responsible in 

a small way for helping to release Congreve from the dis

credit into which he had helped him fall by his ill-considered 

snap judgment of Congr eve, the gentleman. Be that as it may, 

Congreve quoted Voltaire's opinion in 1899, a year which, 

despite the criticism of Sir Adolphus Ward, 

Although they ~ongreve's comedies] are not 
uniformly devoid of moral purpose, not one of them 
can be pronounced free from gross and intentional 
indecency , or undegraded by a deplorable frivolity 
of tone . 44 

seems to have marked the end of almost two centuries of 

indignation at Congreve's lack of morality. 

With the twentieth ·century came a more sophisticated 

judgment of Congreve's works. Possibly not until this cen

tury had a long enough period of time passed to allow a clear 

perspective in which Congreve's comedies appear as harmless 

as the stories of Boccaccio or the tales of Chaucer. Although 

they admitted that when judged by any standards applicable to 

42Ibid . 

43Life of William Congreve, p . 87 . 

44QE. cit • , p . 4 71 • 
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actual life Restoration comedy was hopelessly immoral and 

corrupt, the critics of the twentieth century have seemingly 

realized t b~t a detached viewpoint of an intellectual rather 

than a moral attitude of mind allowed this literature to be 

appreciated in its true light . Most critics have agreed with 

Archer that Congreve's art is "a picture of society observed 

from a standard of c~mplete mo~al indifference,"45 and, as 

such, can be judged on no other ground . Palmer decided that 

11all the evidence agrees as to the blindness of the period to 

the enormous sinfulness of the theatre, u46 and Nicoll regretted 

that "there could never appear another Etherege or another 

Congreve blissfully ignorant of any moral obligations . n47 

Possibly the main difference of opini on between the 

ninet eenth- and twentieth- century critics was over the question 

on realism in Congreve's works . Whereas the nineteenth-century 

writers have deplored the gross realism of Congreve, those of 

the next century have tried to show that Congreve's portrayal 

of the society of his time was not so realistic as it was 

romantic . Canby has attempted to show that Congreve endeavored 

to present his class's "conception 11 of the gallant life: 

Congreve's characters did have prototypes ••• • • 
But t he certainty that t hese plays were based directly 
upon the gay life of the period in no sense proves that 
they are realism . , • •• Jeremy Collier , who, to be 

45QE.. cit . , p . 207 . 

469.£. cit . , p . 192 . 

47British Drama, p . 280 . 



sure, is a prejudiced witness, denied that the 
stage presented the 'quality' with fairness . 
Addison •• •• is equally impressed with the 
difference between life in the comedies, and the 
life which he knew and had known ••• • • if the re 
is any virtue, or any charm in the life whose 
excesses we term libertinism, this romantic view 
was sure to bring it out •••• • Congreve was the 
least gross, the- most skillful, and the finest of 
the dramatists . In his plays, gallantry is truly 
romantic • • • • where gallantry was in guestion 
Congreve wrote not realism but romance . 4e 
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Others have pointed out that the 11society comedy"49 of Congreve 
-

reflected in reality only a small portion of the society of 

his day . Nicoll discussed this aspect thoroughly in his 

Restoration Drama: 

The life reflected in the comedies of Etherege and 
Congreve is not the whole of life: it is rather the 
essence of the upper class existence of the time •• 
• • • A great deal of the intrigue of t he age, a 
great deal of the free conversation of the men and of 
the women, '"'as ••• • not necessarily carnal, but 
was indulged in purely as an intellectual stimulant . 
Flirtation in that time was an art: Assignations 
were planned with subtlety: indelicate hints in 
conversation were devised with skill and precision 
and grace . 50 

Nicoll declared that he was· not trying to defend Restoration 

life, but rather to place the come dy of Congreve in a "place 

by itself , where the question of morality hardly enters in, 

where licentiousness is an intellectual thing and is not 

always reduced to worldly essence."51 To Nicoll the comedy 

48QQ. cit . , pp . 5-8. 

49Nettleton, ~· cit., p. 76. 

50A History of Restoration Dr~, p . 187 . 

51rbid . , p . 188 . 



of Congreve was "wholly intellectual and passionless" :52 
·- -

There is little of that deliberate propaganda for 
evil which marks out the works of Rochester . If 
there are vulgar scenes or sensual jokes they are 
dragged in not for the sake of the vulgarity or of 
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the sensuality, but because they are witty and amusing . 
There is nothing amusing in vulgarity itself: art 
alone can make it so . 53 

Nicoll felt that the intellectual quality and the lack of 

emotion in Congreve's comedies rendered their indecencies and 

their vulgarities c;mparatively harmless . 54 Elwin, too, seemed 

to feel that the lack of emotion associated with the comedy of 

manners made them more acceptable: 

The comedy of manners was never a vogue . 
It possessed none of the cheapness inevitably pre
valent in popular entertainment. Its appeal is 
always to the intellect, a CQ~modity uncomm on in 
the equipment of the masses .~ 

Elwin's statement is perhaps open to debate, but his reason 

for calling the "comedy of civilization n56 artificial is more 

plausible : 

The endless pursuit of pleasure is unnatural in man, 
a rational and reflecti-ve animal , and so the comedy 
of the Restoration, •••• may be described as 
'artificial.' 57 

Other critics have pointed out that t he Restoration comedy 

George 

52Ibid . , p . 187. 

53:i:bid . 

54Allardyce Nicoll, The Theo4: of Drama (London: 
G. Harrap & Co . , 193ly;-p. 22 • 

55QE. cit . , p . 180 . 

56Elwin , ££• cit . , p . 29 . 

57Ibid . , p . 11 . 
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was little more indecent than the Elizabethan drama, except 

that the Elizabethan indecency was disguised by poetry, 

while that of the Restoration was laid bare by prose.58 

Brander Matthews pointed out that "the plaJTl'lright is never 

caJ..led upon to be a preacher, "59 a~d that Restoration comedy 

could not be charged with immorality because it conveyed a 

"totally misleading impression of life . u60 

In the same manner in which Lamb's opinion was de-
-

nounced by Macaulay, Macaulay's criticism has been rejected 

by twentiety- century writers . Palmer remarked that "Macaulay 

has absurdly exaggerated the merit of Collier's book.u61 

Nettleton charged Macaulay with neither appreciating nor 

understanding Restoration comedy, saying that only the 11plea 

of utter ignoranceu could be advanced "to excuse the malig

nity and malicious injustice with which he treated a triumph 

of- dramatic art . u62 A:n interesting observation of Nettleton's 

was that Restoration comedy has long been recognized for the 

"unique feature of our literature n63 that it is, but that 
-
few have truly appreciated it . He referred to Palmer and 

Dobree as two critics who have clearly appreciated "this 

58virginia Woolf, "Review of The Life of William 
Congreve and Restoration Comedy~' The New R.e"PUbiTc, XLI 
(February 11, 1925), 315 ~ 

59Q£. cit., p . 226 . 

6°Ibid . 

61op. cit . , p. 275 . 

62~. cit., p . 18. 

63 Nettleton, ££• cit., p. 17 . 
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golden age of our comedy.u64 
, 

Certainly Dobree has appreciated 
' 

Congreve's works as have few other critics. He has refused 

to be bothered by the lingering charge of immorality and has 

found instead in the comedies of Congreve a "passionate ardour 

for the finer side of life":65 
' 

• • • • something of Con greve appears that is peculiar-
ly his O\ffi, an express ion of longing to find the world 
finer than it really is, a poetic fastidiousness and a 
depth of feeling that make g5m more than any other 
Englishman akin to Moliere . 

Perhaps the truest note in the twentieth-century 

evaluation of the morality or immorality of Congreve's work 

was given by a dramatic critic, John Mason Brown. His 

description of the Congrevean world recognizes fully and 

appreciates intelligently both the vices and virtues which 

make up the "best examples in English drama of that finely 
-

tempered and infinitely precious thing which we call the 

C,omic Spirit'': 67 

The Congrevean universe is a special world • 
• • • • It is the Utop+a of gallantry, the cuckold's 
paradise, the happy hunting grounds of the un
prudish which Charles Lamb knew it to be. 

Those who trespass past the sign at its gates 
reading 'Danger' have to be sophisticates to survive 
their visit with impunity and without blushes . Conver
sation they must prize--not small talk for the sake of 
gossip, but tattle for all the glories with which a 
superlative stylist could lighten his innuendoes, vary 
his comments upon infidelity, and in general so dispel 

64 Ibid ~; p • 18 • 

65Dobree, Restoration Comedy, p. 137 . 

66Ibid . , P • 136 . 

67Perry, 2£• cit . , p . 12. 



the shadows of the alcove that its secrets, thus 
illumined, became literature • • ••• 

Polite as they Congreve's characters are, 
they live by their wits ••• • • -They all of them 
• • • • shine like naughty deeds in a not so good 
world . 

If they are a bawdy crew, the ladies no less 
than the _gallants, they are nonetheless a delightful 
one by virtue of their witty amorality. The men are 
hot- blooded dandies, who, to an uncertain extent, are 
air-conditioned by the glories of their small talk. 
The ladies spend their time holding up the flaming 
candelabra of their conversation to an artificial 
exposure of their natural frailities. They are in
triguers, every one of them08to call them by the 
gentlest of ungentle names . 
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It is to be hoped that the twentieth century marks the 

beginning of an enlightened understanding of Congreve's plays 

for the masterpieces of literature they indisputably are, with 

the charge of immorality forgotten in the delight of his pages. 

Certainly the twentieth century is in no cond ition to charge 

Congreve's peaceful period with a lack of morals . The most 

popular conception of life in the current century seems to be 

based on that of a small society in one western location 

which is in many ways reminiscent of t he small upper society 

of Congreve's London. Surely, this society, with its out

standing record of divorce and social pleasures is no more 

representative of t he remainder of its country than was the 

court of Charles I I representative of the whole of England. 

Congreve's pages, then, must be considered only as an artistic 

portrayal of a very small portion of English society . If that 

society was immoral, the artist is not to be judged immoral in 

his contemplation of it . 

68John Mason Brown, Broadway in Review (New York: 
W. w. Norton Co . , 1940), pp . S0-81. 



CHAPTER V 

A STUDY OF THE STAGE HISTORY OF COliTGREVE 1 S PLAYS 

It is difficult to draw a distinct line between Con-

greve the writer of literature and Congreve the writer of 

living drama. Like many productions of playwrights of past 

centuries, his works have been recognized more as reading 

pieces than as acting pieces. However, his plays, especially 

his comedies, have not been totally absent from the stage 

since his time . During the eighteenth century scarcely a 

year pas sed without the production of at least one of Con

grave's plays. 1 They were stock acting pieces until the 

ni neteenth century, when their popularity dwindled. Their 

disappearance from the stage in the second half of t he nine

te~nth century was due, largely, to Macaulay's review of t he 

immorality charge and to t he cutting and editing which had 

completely marred Congreve's lines. Though the nineteenth 

and twentieth centuries have preferred sentimental comedy, 

revivals of Congreve's comedies have occurred not infre

quently. Iu this chapter an attempt will be made to survey 

the dramatic evaluations and the productions of each of Con

grave ' s plays , with special emphasis upon twe ntie t h-century 

presentations and criticisms. 

1see Emmett L. Avery, Congreve' s Plays on the Eight
eenth Century Stage (New York: The Modern Language Associ
ation of America, 1951), pp . 171-216. 
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Professor Emmett L. Avery has published this year a 

comprehensive study of the productions of Congreve's plays 

during the eighteenth century. He has presented two phases 

of the reputation of Congreve's dramas: the critical appraisal 

of the plays during the century and a half from the premiere 

of The Qld Batchelor and the stage history of the dramas 

during the eighteenth century. 2 Professor Avery has not only 

listed as completely as possible the stage presentations of 

Congreve's works during the years between 1700 and 1800, but 

also studied the relative popularity of each play. His con

clusions in this line are perha ps of greater interest than 

the dates of performances. He has shown that of the five 

plays, Lo~ fo~ Love received more unqualified praise and was 

beyond a doubt the most popular on the stage. It was acted 

approximately 435 times in the eighteenth century, a figure 

which represent s a third of t he performan ces of all of Con

greve's plays during this period.3 The 01~ Batchelor was 

second in frequency of performance, with its greatest vogue 

occurring in the first half of the century. Third in popu

larity was The Way of the World, though with 285 performances 

it was only slightly below the 300 stagings of The Old Batch

elor . 4 The Way of t he World was infrequently acted during 

the first two decades of t he century, but by t he middle of 

2rbi d . , p. 155 . 

3rbid. 

4 :i:bid. 
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the century it had gained a strong posit ion. The Mourning 

Bride, with 245 performances, stood fourth among the plays, 

and The Double Dealer, with 150 performances , was the least 
-- 5 

successful of all . 

It is interesting to compare the success of each 

play during the eighteenth century with its initial success. 

The first response to each of Congreve's plays except that 

of the tragedy was indicative of its future acclaim. The 

relative success of the comedies remains in the same order 

as that noted by Professor Ave ry, but The Mourning Bride 

moves to first place. 

His first play, The Old Bat chelor (1693), was pro

duced at the Theatre Royal in Drury Lane and was an i ns tant 

success . It had a phenomenal run for that period, a run of 

fourteen days, and it was so popular in print that it was 

printed three times before the end of the month (March).6 

The professional opinion of .the play was so great that the 

management of the The atre Royal allowed Congreve the unusual 

privilege of admission to rehearsals a full six months prior 

to the acting of the play. 7 As was shown by Professor Avery's 

survey, it became one of the most dependable plays in the 

repetoire of t he t heatre and was acted frequently throughout 

the eighteenth century. It has been suggested by several 

5Ibid., PP · 155-156. 

6Hodges, 212. • cit., p. 42. 

7 Ibid. , p . 40 . 
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critics that much of the first success of t his play was due 

to the cast, which was composed of the best theatrical talent 

available. Certainly a cast which included such actresses as 

Mrs . Brace girdle, Barry, Leigh, and ~1ountfort and such actors 

as Betterton, Powel, Williams, Doggett, and Underhill would 

be a great asset to a play, but the almost identical cast was 

unable to save Congreve 1 s second play, Th~ Double Dealer 

(December 1693), from being "almost hissed off the stage ."8 

Produced in the first part of December, 1693, The 

Double Dealer , despite Congreve's earnest attempt to write a 

solid play which obeyed the dramatic unities, had the least 

applause of all his plays. Although the critics were loud in 

their praise of this play, the judgement of the audience has 

been upheld through succeeding years . The audience wa s dis

pleased with the use of soliloquy and with the "Vicious and 

Affect ed 11 representation of women,9 charges whlch Con greve 
' 

answe red angrily in his dedication of the play . Cibber re-

lated t hat a command performance was given for Queen Mary, 10 

an honor which probably kept the play from being an almost 

total failure . 

On Tuesday, April 30, 1695, the nev; Lincoln' s-Inn-Fields 

Theatre opened with Congreve's third and most popular comedy, 

8 Ibid • , p • 46 • 

9william Congreve, "The Epistle Dedicatory to The 
Double Dealer, rr Comedies !2,y William Congreve,, p. 116. 

lOcibber, 2£· cit . , p . 98. 
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Love for Love, which was an i mmediate success. Cibber wrote 
-·· 

that this play ''ran on with such extraordinary success, that 

they had seldom occasion to act any other play, till the end 

of the season. ull The success of the play was without pre

cedent and weli merited,l2 and it was long considered Con

grave's best work. In the middle of the eighteenth century 

Thomas Davies wrote : 

By consent of all the critics, Love for Love is 
esteemed not only the most excellent of Congreve~lays, 
but one of the .best in our language. His characters are 
drawn with such strength and comprehension, that his 
comedies are perpetual commentaries on the passions and 
humours of mankind .l3 

Presented at Lincoln's-Inn-Fields on Saturday, Feb-

ruary 27, 1697, The Mourning Bride was hailed as a master

piece and was Congreve's most popular play. Thus Congreve 

was hailed as not only the first comic writer of the period 

but also as the first writer of tragedy. When Sir Richard 

Blackmore published his King Arthur several months later, he 

made in his Preface an extended eulogy of The Mourning Bride. 

"This poem," he wrote, "has receiv'd, and in my Opinion very 

justly, Universal Applause; being look'd on as the most per

fec t Tragedy that has been wrote in this Age .u l4 Though 

Blackmore's opinion was quoted frequently during the next 

llrbid., p . 104. 

12cambridge History of English Literature, p. 171. 

13navies, ££· cit., p . 325. 

14Quoted by Hodges, ££• cit., p. 59. 
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century, it would seem that he was t he only critic to give 

such praise to Congreve's tragedy . Neverthe less, the tragedy 

continued to be acted with considerable success during the 

next century, largely because it had proved to be an out

standing acting play in a century that was notable for its 

great actors . l5 In fact, the play was frequently used to 

display the powers of great actors; expecially was the chal

lenging part of Zara used as a stellar role for actresses .l6 

Between 1747 and 1776 The Mourning Bride was acted seventy

nine time s at Drury Lane . Johnson reported that it "was 

received with more benevolence than any other of his works, 

and still continues to be acted and applauded.nl7 

The difference in the literary criticism and the 

dramatic acclaim of Congreve's plays has been noticeable in 

the writings concerning him. Althogh Congreve's last play, 

The N~ of the World, i s now considered as not only his finest 

play but also the most brilliant example of the comedy of man

ners, it has never achieved the stage popularity of Love for 

Love. When first presented in March, 1700 , it was not well 

received, though it later developed a measure of popularity 

in the second half of the eighteenth century. Congreve him

self was not surprised t hat it failed on the stage when first 

produced. In t he Dedication to t he Earl of Montague he wrote: 

15E. B. Potter, "The Paradox of Congreve' s The 
Mourning Bride," PMLA, LVIII (1943), 988 . 

16 Ibid., p. 989 . 
17 . Q£. cit., II, 219. 



That it succeeded on the Stage, was almost 
beyond my Expectation; for but little of it was pre
par'd for that general Taste which seems uow to pre
dominate in the Pallats of our Audience.le 
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Despite exorbitant praise by literary critics, The Way of th~ 

World has never been a great stage success, probably because 

of the very excessive brilliance and perfection which make 

it such a literary masterpiece. Baker called it Congreve's 

best play, saying that "the language is pure, the wit genu-

ine, the characters are natural, and the painting is highly 

finished .ul9 Hazlitt called it Congreve' s "most carefully 

finished performance, "20 an 11essence alm~st . too fine, n21 
-

"somet hing that seems too exquisite ever to have been re-

~lized.n22 Meredith claimed it to be an exception to other 

English -comedies, Congreve's own among them, by virtue of 

"the remarkable brilliancy of the writing, and the figure of 

Millamant, n23 who \V'as "a piece of genius in a writer . u24 
-

Nicoll acknowledge it as "the most perfect example in Eng-

lish of a certain type of -comic endeavor . "25 Elwin declared 

that it stood alone in the history of the English theatre 

18comed1es £z William Congreve, p . 336 . 

l9Q£. cit., p. 391. 

20QE. £!1., p. 72. 

21 rbid. 

22 Ibid . 

23QE.. cit., 

24Ib.d _d._., p. 

p. 97 . 

101. 

25British Drama, p. 255 . 
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down to the time of Wilde . 26 Archer called the :famous scene 

of the covenant between Mirabell and Millamant (Act. IV, 

Scene 1) "one of the summits of English prose . 1127 Palmer 
-

praised it as brilliantly, monotonously fine, saying that 

"comic dialogue can no further go . u28 

Though ranked first by literary critics, The Wal of 

the World has never ranked first on the stage. During both 

the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries it was third in pop

ularity among Congreve's plays, following in the eighteenth 

century Love for Love and The Old Batchelor, and in the nine

teenth century Love for Love and The Mourning Bride. In the 

twentieth century it has at last ranked second in stage per

formances, but it seems probable that it will never surpass 

Love for Love. Sir Edmund Gosse gave perhaps t he best ex

planation of The Way of the World's lack of dramatic acclaim. 

H~ pointed out that it failed to please because of its schol

arly delicacy, its too elaborate dialogue, and the absence of 

action : 29 

The Way of the World is t he best-written, the most 
dazzling, the most intellectually accomplished of all 
En glish comedies, perhaps of all the comedies of the 
world . But it has the defects of the very qualities 
which oake it so brilliant. A perfect comedy does not 
sparkle so much, is not so exquisitely written, because 
it needs to advance, to develop. . . . • In no play of 
Congreve's is the literature so consummate, in none is 

260 
~· cit., p. 176. 

272£. cit., p . 187. 

282£. cit., p. 148. 

29Life of William Congreve, p. 125. 
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the human interest in movement and surprise so utterly 
neglected, as in !fle Way of th~ World . 30 

Another interesting example of the difference of 

opinion between the audience and the critic concerning Con

grave's works is illustrated by the treatment of his second 

play . The Double Dealer received the poorest reception of 

any of the initial productions of Congreve's plays, yet the 

critics of the time praised it excessively. Like The Way of 

the World, it has continued to receive critical acclaim but 

small audience applause . It was the least popular of Con

greve's plays during the eighteenth century, and since then 

it has had only two performances, one in 1802 and one in 

1916.31 Yet the critics have called it "a masterpiece--with 

reservations, n32 "undoubtedly one of the best comedie s in our 

dramatic lite~ature, u33 a "distinct advance in the delineation 

of character, u34 and -"in character, style, and construction 

. ' •.• far above its predecessor.u35 The critics have shown 

that t he plot was original ~nd constructed "with extreme 

skill, n36 t he characters well distinguished and the fops 

highly -enterta1ning,"37 the dialogue "magnificently neat and 

3°1bid ., p . 123. 

31Who's Who in the Theatre, ed. John Parker (London: 
Sir Issac Pitman~SO:ns, Ltd., 8th edition, 1936), p . 1625 . 

32Palmer, ££·cit., p. 180. 

33ward, 2£· cit., p. 473. 

34Elwin, 2£· cit., p . 170. 

35cambr1dge History of English Literature, p . 168. 

36 . 4 Ward , 2£· cit., p . 73 . 

37Dobree, Restoration Comedy, p. 131. 
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blade-like. u3B Yet the play is undoubtedly a failure on the 

stage . - " Dobree has suggested that the reason for this is that 

Congreve tried to mingle two distinct and separate worlds in 

his play, the "Charles Lamb world of airy make-believe, and 

the familiar world of everyday life . u39 Archer claimed that 

the initial success or failure was usually determined on the 

grounds of technique . fhe Old Batchelor and Love fo~ bove, 

which were comparatively trivial plays with simple plots, 

were brilliant successes while The Double Dealer and The Way 

of the World, which were far abler and more ambitious works 

but with new and difficult plots, were failures on their 

first productions . 40 Perhaps the simplest and most logi cal 

r eas on for the continued failure of The Double Dealer upon 

the stage is to be found in the too harsh and realistic por

trayals of the central characters , Maskwell and Lady Touch-

wood, who seem out of place in a comedy. 

The effect of time on Congreve's works is shown most 

clearly in an examination of the change of popular and of 

critical opin ion concerning his tragedy, The Mourn ing Bride. 

Initially so succe ssful that it ran for t hirteen performances, 

this play achieved in Congreve's day a greater succe ss than 

did any of his comedies. It remained a stock actin g piece 

throughout t .he eighteenth century and the first decade of the 

38rbid . 

39Ibid., p . 128 . 

40Q£. cit. , pp. 194-195. 
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nineteenth century. In 1784 Davies reported that it was 

"still a very favorite play, especially with the ladies. n41 

He praised the part of Zara a.s being an excellent part to 

excite pity and terror, and he wrote that "the fable is not 

ill chosen, nor can I t hink the principal characters are 

weakly drawn . n42 Though many critics have praised Congreve 's 

tragedy for its blank verse, 43 few have praised it as a play. 

Johnson, who selected Almeria's description of the temple in 

the second act as the most poetical paragraph in the "whole 

mass of English poetry , n44 admitted that as a play 
-

. •• • there is more bustle than sentiment; the plot is 
busy and intricate, and the events take hold on the atten
tion , but, except a very few passages, we are rather 
amused wit h noise and perplexed wi t h stratagem than enter
tained with any true delineation of natural characters . 45 

Hazlitt and Macaulay found little to admire in the play and 

accused Johnson of over-rating the temple passage. 46 Baker 

called The Mourning Bride greatly inferior to t he very worst 

of Congreve' s other plays : . 

.££. . 

. . . . for , although t he story is a pleasing and 
affecting one, and well told, yet t he lan guage has so 
much of the bombast, and so little of real nature in it, 
that it is s carcely credible it could be the work of an 
author so remarkable for the contrary, in the easy flow
ing wit of his comed1es.47 

4lnr. . t 
~· £L·, p . 343 . 

42 . 
Ibid ., p. 344 . 

43see Chapter III, pp. 84 . 

442£. cit . , II, 229 . 

45 Ib i d ., p . 219. 

46See 
cit . , II , 

470 
~· 

Hazlitt, ~· cit . , VIII, 92, and Macaulay, 
438. 

ci~., III, 60-61. 
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Baker seems to have voiced well the opinion of later critics. 

Dobree called the play "a thriller rathe r than a tragedy, 1148 

and Gosse declared that it wanted "the highest poetic merit; 

it is monotonous and mechanical; its blank verse, though 

learned, lacks variety, and its revival in the future is 

hardly to be expected ."49 

A perhaps more telling criterion than the judgement 

of t he critics has been the almost complete absence of The 

Mourni ng Bride from t he s t age since 1809 . It was performed 

regularly throughout the eighteenth century and through the 

year 1809, but after that date not a single performance is 

recorded except one in 1925, when Mr. Montague Summers, 

under the patronage of Lady Cunard and Sir Edmund Gosse, pre

sented independently a single performance at the Scala Theatre 

in London on November 22 . 50 Yet, despite the almost abrupt 

change in the taste of theatre audiences, The Mourning Bride 

will always be remembered for its lines: 

"Musick has Charms to sooth a savage Breast,u51 

and 

Heav ' n has no Rage, like Love to Hatred turn'd, 
Nor Hell a Fury, like a Woman scorn'd.52 _ 

whic h have become a living part of our regular speech , as 

48Restoration Tragedy, p. 168. 

49The History of Eighteenth-Century Literature, p . 67 . 

5~ontague Summers, The Restoration Theatre (New York: 
The Macmillan Co . , 1934), Appendix III, p . 329 . 

51Act I, Scene I, line 1. 

52Act. III, Scene VIII, Lines 42-43 . 
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have no lines from his comedies. 

During the first half of the nineteenth century Con

greve's plays were still being acted, but during the second 

half of the century there was but one presentation of a play 

by Congreve--a production of Love for Love in 1871. The 

greater stage success of Lov~ fo~ 1~ is shown by the fact 

that it was produced almost regularly throughout the first 

half of the nineteenth century, whi l e Congreve's other plays 

had almost completely di sappeared from the boards . !he Old 

Batchelor had left the stage in 1789 and was not to reappear 

until the twentieth century. The Qoubl~ Dealer ~as given one 

performance in 1802, and The Way of the World was performed 

in 1800 and in 1842 . Th~ Mourning Bride was produces six 

times between 1802 and 1809 and then was not seen again that 

century . In comparison the record of Love for Love is out

at an ding . It was performed in 1801, 1802, 1804 (twice) , 

18o6 (3), 1807 (2), 18o8 (2), 1s12 (2), 1s13 (4), 1816 (2), 

1819 (3), 1825, 1827, 1842, 1848, , and 1871 .53 Love for Love ------
had survived on the stage long after the remainder of Res

toration and Orange drama was well-night extinct.54 It is 

possible that it might have survived longer had the last per

formance in 1871 not been cut so drastically. Elwin's account 

of this Gaiety performance showed how the play was marred: 

53Avery, ££• cit . , p. 200 . 

54Gosse, Life of William Congreve, p. 58. 
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The adapter apparently approached his task without a 
thought for the theatre's requirements or any regard for 
dramatic situation, his - sole aim being to expurgate every 
expression which could not be addressed to t he attendants 
of a village Sunday-school. Apart from the metamorphosis 
of poor Mrs. Frail into a reminiscence of Dr. Johnson's 
lady friend, the part of Trapland was entirely omitted, 
and, most amazing of all, the quarrel scene of the sisters 
Frail and Foresight was cut out~55 

In the twentieth century Love for Love and The Way of 

th~ World have been revived with some success . Although 

Thackeray had announced in t he nineteenth century that "the 

Congreve Muse is dead, and her song choked in Time's ashes, tt56 

this century has proved that Congreve's works will never be 

dead as long as there are audiences who appreciate high 

somedy. Many of the twentieth-century revivals have occurred 

under the auspices of societies or of repe rtory companies, 

but others have been successful in the commercial the atres . 

During World War I the Stage Society and the Phoenix Society 

b&gan a cycle of Congreve which eventually brought all five 

plays upon the stage. The first to be presented wa s The 

Double Dealer on May 14-15, 1916, in what has so far proved 

to be its only twentieth-century appearance. On April 15-16, 

1917, Love for Love was given at the Aldwych, and in May of 

the next year The Way of the World was presented at King's 

Hall . The production of The Old Batchelor in 1924 and The 

Mourning Bride in 1925 completed this cycle.57 The Old 

55QE. cit . , p. 172. 

56Q£. cit., p. 158. 

57Avery, 2£· cit., pp. 153-154 . 
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Batchelor has had one other performance in the twentieth 

century, at the Lyric, Hammersmith on September 18, 1931. 

As has been noted above, t he Stage Society's production of 

The Mourni£g Bride in 1925 has provided the only stage ap

pearance of Congreve ' s t ragedy in this century , although 

the London Daily He r ald noted that it proved very dramatic 

on the stage and suggested that the reason modern critics 

have considered it as an artistic failure was that they had 

mostly studied it by the fireside.58 

Only Love for Love and The Way of th~ World have en

joyed any real measure of success in this century . Before 

its twentieth-century revival The Way of ~he World had last 

been seen in December of 1842, when it had an unusual success 

and ran for eleven additional performances. In this century 

it has been acted in 1904 (April 17 and November 7), 1918, 

19~4, 1927, 1942, and as part of the Old Vic repertory in the 

early months of 1948-49. Professor Avery has held that the 

longest run for a Congreve play in many years was attained by 

the Cherry Lane Players' production of The Way of the World 

in New York in November, 1924, when it ran for 120 perfor

mances.59 But Parker lists the Lyric, Hammersmith, production 

of this play in February, 1924, with 158 performances, among 

the 11 Long Runs on the English Stage. "60 These runs were of 

58potter, ££• cit., p. 1001. 

59Q£. cit., p. 154. 

6oQ£. cit., p. 1786. 
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a length which a modern dramatist might envy, and, without 

doubt, they proved Congreve to be still highly enjoyable on 

the stage. 

In keeping with its usually-greater success on the 

stage than !he Way of the World, Love for Lov~ attained an 

even longer run than both those of The Way of 1he World. 

Beginning on April 8, 1943, the John Gielgud production of 

Love for Love at the Phoenix Theatre ran for 471 consecutive 

performances, 61 a truly startling record for a revival. Also 

it has been produced twice as often in t h is century as has 

The Way Qf the World, with productions in 1917, 1921, 1925 (2), 

1932, 1934, 1936, 1940, 1943, 1944, and 1947 . 62 The stage 

record of Love for Love gives ample support to t h ose critics 

who have persisted in naming it, rather than The Way of the 

World, as Congreve's masterpiece. In the nineteenth century 

H~zlitt called Love for Love the only one of Congreve's plays 

that was not a "dead letter 11 on the stage, and he wrote t hat 

the effect of it was "prodigious on the well-informed s pec 

tator. u63 At the end of that century Gosse called it Con-
-

greve' s masterpiece and 11 the most brilliant pure comedy of 

manners in the English l~nguage . n64 

61Ibid., p. 1773 . 

62See Parker, ££• cit., p. 1664, and Avery, ££· cit., 
p. 154 . 

63Q£. cit., p. 71. 

64A History of Eighteenth-Century Literature, p . 66 . 
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But of more importance to the stage success of a 

play than the opinion of literary critics is the opinion of 

dramatic critics. Since Lov~ fo~ Love is the most frequently 

acted of Congreve's plays in the twentieth century, perhaps 

an adequate picture of the twentieth-century dramatic evalu

ation of Congreve can be drawn by summarizing the reviews of 

this play. 

In this century John Gielgud has been undeniably the 

foremost Congrevean actor and exponent. He has been respon

sible, as actor and producer, for three prominent productions 

of Love for Love, including the phenomenal run in Lon don in 

1943, a production at the Haymarket Theatre the following 

year, and a New York production in the spring of 1947. For 

the purpose of this thesis reviews of the last production 

will be used to indicate t he twentiet heentury dramati c 

opinion of Congreve's plays. 

The dramatic critics shared the same high opinion of 

Congreve's comedy, though many felt that Gielgud had played 

the part of Valentine too seriously and t hus provided t he 

only flaw in an otherwise perfect production. Of the play 

William Beyer wrote: 

We left the theatre pleasantly elated as re~ards 
the state of the the atre after having seen Congreve s 
devastating comedy, Love for Love, for \'Te had been most 
hilariously entertained by John Gielgud and his excellent 
company . The zest, skill, and gay extravagance of the 
acting, . .. • matched the raffish wit and daring of 
incomparable comedy, fresh as the day it was first pro-



duced, •..• and still a challenge to today's top
flight comedy writers.65 
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Time reported, "For its age, Love for_ Love gets around on a 

Broadway stage very nicely."66 Joseph Wood Krutch felt that, 
' 

delightful as the production was, it was not quite perfect : 

Quite poss ibly no one could succeed completely. Its 
theatrical conventions are too remote from ours, and what 
is more important , its language and its peculiar synthes·is 
of a complex of emotions are equally remote .•••• Love 
for Love still yields to the reader certain insights and 
felicities the full value of which do not come across in 
production . 67 

From the dramatic viewpoint Mr . Krutch was bothered by the 

lack of continuous dramatic movement and the loose structure 

of the play . He could never quite grasp the way in which the 

play as a whole '~could be found entirely satisfying aesthet

ically , u68 altho~gh he acknowledged that Congreve' s "great 

reputation 11 was "certainly not undeserved: n69 

• . • • there are scenes upon which a critic may 
profitably dilate at length, and Congreve's language , 
always perfectly under control, can alternate between 
a rich, almost poetic exuberance • . • . and a cold, 
witty precision.70 · 

Other critics have also praised Congreve's language. Stark 

Young wrote of Congreve's "quality of delicate superiority, 

65'1The State of the Theatre, 11 Scnool and Society, 
LXVI (July _26, 1947), 65 . 

66 Anonymous, "The Theatre: Old Play in Mannatten, 11 

XLIX (June 9, 1947), 54. 

67 ''Drama, 11 The Nat ion, CLXIV (June 7, 1947), b91. 

68 ' I bid ., 

69_!bid . 

7°Ibid. 

p . 692. 
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his brilliant moderation, and his fast i dious irony, u7l and 

suggested that the "gayety and naughtiness and underlying wit 

should be played up -in Congreve' s play. "72 John Mason Brown 

also praised the "perfection of Congreve' s phrasing": 
-

They rejoice, and allow us to rejoice, in the fact that 
what they are playing is more than one of the theatre's 
bawdy classics . They never forget, or permit us to for
get, that it is also literature written by as superlative 
a stylist as has ever employed prose in the form of dia
logue . 73 

Mr . Brown, who is probably the most discerning and best informed 

of the present-day dramatic critics, pointed out that the 

source of literary pleasure in such dialogue is to a certain 

extent its danger dramatically: 

The very subtleties and balances whi ch make for superb 
reading demand of moderns a listening that i s almost too 
attentive . The language itself has chan ged with the 
centuries so that at moments a translator is needed. 
Time, too, has contaminated our ears . They have grown 
lazy on the lazy stuff to which they are hourly exposed. 
Moreover, playgoers are no longer members of a coterie . . 
. • . They are the general public, and, as such, radio 
listeners and readers of quite different far~ from that 
upon which audiences fed in Congreve's day . 74 

This explanation sums up the one factor in the twentieth 

century which will always plague any production of Congreve's 

work, a democratic audience not educated to t he purely intel

lectual style of high comedy. The fact that Congreve wrote 

for a small, special audience will always be a hindrance to 

-------·----------------------------------------------------------
7l "Theatre," New Republic, CXVI (June 16, 1947), 31. 

72 Ib1d . 

73 "seeing Things: Utopia of Gallantry," The Satur
day Review of Literature, XXX (June 14, 1947), 20-.--

74Ibid . ' p. 23. 
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the universal appreciation of his works. 

Congreve 's "extravagant gallery of absurd characters n75 
-

has been well received in this century, with the exception 

of the character of Foresight. To Mr . Brown this character 

was not only out of date, but also "egregiously doleful. 1176 

After briefly sketching each character , Mr . Beyer summed up 

Congreve's plot and characters as: 

•. . . a reshuffling of amorous alliances, and the new 
combinations of matings pretty well clutter up the action 
sequence of the play. Ho,.rever, adroitly pointed and 
skillfully pruned as the play is, one manages to keep the 
alliances straight, large ly because of the consistent 
characterizations so aptly presented. Congreve, in this 
his most brilliant comedy , has given us a galaxy of 
shrewdly observed and vividly portrayed characters who 
neatly point his satire.77 

The matter of immorality has been of small importance to 

twentieth-century critics, who have been bored rather than 

shocked by such an extravagance of slightly indecent wit. 
' 

Ti~ reported that Love for Love, like most of the Restor-

ation comedy, "runs, sometimes boringly, to bawdry:"78 

Either self-indulgence or self-interest is al
ways down-stage in Love for Love; there is no love for 
love's sake . But where the Restoration writers were 
gross, Congreve was graceful. His people air their low 
thoughts in high langyage ; his scandalmongers are witty; 
his sl~ts have style:·r9 

75John Gassner, 11 The Theatre Arts, II Forum, cvrrr 
(August, 1927) , 126 . 

76Q£ . cii. , p . 22 . 

77 Q£. cit., p. 65. 

78 Q£ . cit • ' p. 54. 

89rbid . 
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Mr. Beyer declared that the pursuit of love was more than a 

game to Congreve' s characters; "it is high art . 1180 He called 
-

the courtiers of Charles II a bawdy, lusty, arrogant lot: 

Sophists, dallying in decadence, they had, above all, 
wit, or so Congreve would have us believe. It was only 
the satirical ly c omic possibilities in their delectable 
debaucheries t hat interested Congreve the playwright, 
and that most ce rtainly intrigue and §rptivate us as 
Gielgud and his players present them . 

What would the Victorians think of the term "delectable de-

baucheries!" Surely the fact that a critic would phrase so 

pointedly is indication enough of the twentieth-century 

attitude toward the question of immorality in Congreve's 

works . Mr . Brown found the "maze of adultery" in Love for 

Love "even more tedious n than old Foresight :82 - '· 

•. . • sex without passion is apt to become dreary. 
Congreve's characters have i nclinations, not desires; 
habits, not ectasies. But their intrigues are not 
intSiguing. Instead of outraging us, t hey merely bore 
us . 3 

Gassner fe l t that Congreve's comedy was about masks, not 

faces: 

So far as one can tell, he was completely 
de void of moral passion and reformatory intentions. 
Alt hough a sharp observer of the manners of his time, 
he evinced no desire to correct that which he ridi
culed . His was the true Olympian attitude . . . . . 

• • the play must emerge as a revel of high socie ty 

802£. cit . , pp . 125-126 . 

81 Ibid . 

82Q£. ci t. , p. 22 . 

83 Ibid . 
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with only one frame of referenc~--namely, the absurdity 
of man in an artificial world.~4 

The twentieth century has apparently reached a point 

in time's cycle at which Congreve's works may be appreciated 

on the basis of merit rather than morality. Congreve's two 

best comedies have proved their ability to hold a twe ntieth-

century audience by several long runs in commercial theatres. 

Further recognition has been given Congreve's plays by actors 

who have chosen scenes from Congreve to present in recital. 

Two leading actresses, Margaret Webster and Eva Le Gallienne, 

have used on tour, within the last decade, the marriage 

covenant scene from The Way of 1he World. That Con greve's 

plays are adaptable to modern mediums was shown recently by 

two television performances of The Way of th~ World, wh ich 

were produced in London by Stephen Harrison, with settings 

by Barry Learoyd . In three separate ways, then, t his cen

tury has shown that as long as English and American audiences 

can l augh whole-heartedly at pure wit, Congreve's plays will 

continue to be produced . 

84Q£. cit., pp. 125-126. 



CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

Rarely has a literary figure been so consistently 

praised in his lifetime and so consistently denounced in the 

two centuries after his death as has William Congreve. The 

reaction of critical opinion which set in after Congreve's 

death is reminiscent of the Restoration reaction to Puritanism 

which provided the type of drama which Congreve was to climax. 

During the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries Congreve was 

persistently charged with a lack of candour concerning the 

facts of his birth; with a vanity and an indolence which were 

considered the reasons for his early retirement; with a dis

graceful snobbery in the matter of his will; and, above all, 

with an unforgiveable immorality. The twentieth century has 
' 

disproved effectively all these charges. Professor Hodges 

has shown Congreve to be the wa~ sincere man acting under 

rational motives which his contemporaries knew him to be. 

The charge of immorality has almost dissolved in the twentieth

century's realistic acceptance of Congreve 1 s plays as merely 

the picture of a fascinating but short-lived way of life. The 

twentieth century has re-established Congreve to the eminent 

place he made for himself both personally and artistically. 

This century has shown a remarkable revival of public 

interest in the plays of Congreve. After an absence of fifty 
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years ~rom the stage during the second half of the nineteenth 

century, with the sole exception o~ one production o~ Love ~or 

Love in 1871, Congreve's plays have all reappeared on the 

stage, and two have been received well enough to score long 

runs in several different productions. In 1928 Malcolm Elwin 

showed that Congreve's style was both appreciated and imitated: 

The Importance o~ Being Earnest is nearer to the 
comedy or-eongreve than-anything Sheridan ever wrote, and 
now we ~ind Mr. Noel Coward reviving a body long supposed 
to exist only in a state or decomposition and decay. 

It is perhaps signiricant that, only a rew years 
ago, Mr. Coward was a comparatively unknown actor at the 
Lyric, Hrunmersmith, where the comedy or Congreve and Far
quhar has been proved anything but a moribund rorce. • • 
• • A realistic reproduction of artiricial manners is 
apparent in both Congreve's and Mr. Coward's comedy, and, 
ir there is a public for the one, there is a public for 
the other. There is palpable opportunity for a revival 
in Congreve.l 

That Mr. Elwin was correct in predicting a Congrevean revival 

has been proved by continued productions of ~ waz £! ~ 
World and or Love ror Love and by a revival of interest in the ---
lire or Congreve. 

Despite the ~act that Congreve has long been acclaimed 

one of the masters of English literature, it was not until 1888 

that a comprehensive biography of him appeared. This work, 

Sir Edmund Gosse's Life of William Congreve, crune, strangely 

enough, during the only long period when Congreve's works were 

totally absent from the stage and when literary critics seemed 

inclined to disregard him. Although Gosse is given full 

credit for producing the first biography of Congreve, it 

lop. cit., p . 164. 



should be noted that the printer Curl had issued a volume 

entitled Memoirs 2f ~ Life, Writings, ~ Amours of 

William Congreve, Esq. in 1730, the year after Congrevets. 

death. Curl's work was, however, little more than are-
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print of several of Congreve 1 s minor writings and of gossip 

which was more vicious than true. Thomas Davies related 

that when Curl, "whom Dr. Arbuthnot termed one of the new 

terrors of death, from his constantly printing every emi

nent person's life and last will, "2 published an advertise

ment of his book, Anne Bracegirdle demanded to see the 

manuscript. When this privilege was refused, she declared, 

"Not one single sheet of paper, I .dare say, 11 3 which, as 

Davies wrote, proved her a true prophet, as there was not 

a line unwritten before Congreve's death.4 

Gosse's work was itself largely the culmination of a 

c'entury and a half of increasingly damaging literary criticism 

of Congreve, but it remained the only English biography of 

Congreve, with a revised edition in 1924, until 1940, when 

Professor Hodges produced his fresh account of William Congreve, 

the ~· As Gosse related in his book Aspects ~ Impression~ 

Congreve's principal Continental critic Schmid 
has remarked that literary history has behaved towards 
him in a very stepmotherly fashion. There is no other 
English poet of equal rank of the last two centuries and 5 
a half whose biography has been so persistently neglected. 

2££. £!!., p. 340. 

3Anne Bracegirdle, quoted by Thomas Davies, £E• ~., p •. 

4.QE. ill· ' p. 340. 

5p. 77. 
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The twentieth-century revival of interest in Congreve led 

Gosse to revise his biography in 1924, although he had found 

very little new material. Professor Hodges's work has included 

many new details ferreted from records, original manuscripts, 

and letters scattered over England and Ireland. In it he has 

given at last a clear portrayal of the man admired lavishly 

in his time. Unless startlingly new facts are uncovered, it 

will be difficult for a more thorough biography to be produced. 

At least two foreign scholars have produced works 

on Congreve. In 1897 Dr. D. Schmid, a professor in the 

University of Graz in Austria, published William Congreve, 

sein Leben ~ seine Lustspiele. A Rumanian scholar, Dr. 

Dragosh Protopopesco, has also made the writings and career 

of Congreve his special study. He has made contributions to 

the Times Literary supplement, and i n 1924 .he told Gosse that 

he was preparing to issue, at Busharest and in English, a 

volume on Congreve with some new material.6 Unfortunately, 

this volume has not yet appeared. 

Though biographies of Congreve have been f ew, there 

have been several good editions of his works issued. ~~ring 

his lifetime each of his plays went through several printings . 

In December, 1710, Tonson published t he first collected 

6Life of William Congreve, rev. ed. p. x. -- ' 

7Giles Jacob, quoted by Gosse in Aspects and Impressions, 
P• 80. 



edition of Congreve's works in three octavo volumes. The 

earliest attempt at a bibliography was made by Giles Jacob, 

evidently with the help of Congreve, in 1720. Jacob listed 

the poems with which "the ingenious Mr. Congreve, besides his 

excellent Dramatic Works, has oblig'd the Publick,"7 but he 

gave no dates. A century and two decades passed after Jacob's 

work before Congreve•s works were again edited. In 1840 

Leigh Hunt published The Dramatic Works of Wycherley, Congreve, 

Vanbrugh, ~ Fraquhar, a work which was doubly important 

because it prompted Macaulay's review on the Comic Dramatists 

of the Restoration. In 1887 A. c. Ewald edited the Mermaid 

Edition of Congreve•s plays in one volume. For an introduction 

to this work Ewald used a portion of Macaulay's essay on t he 

Comic Dramatists. The English Classics, edited by w. E. Henley, 

published in 1895 The Comedies of William Congreve, in two 

volumes. In 1912 the plays of Congreve, with the exception of 

~ ~ Batchelor, were issued under the title William Congreve, 

with an introduction by William Archer. This volume was one 

of a series edited by F. E. Schelling and called Masterpieces 

of th~ English Drama. Montague Summers edited the Nonesuch 

Edition of Congreve's plays in 1923 in four volumes. In 

1925 and in 1928 ~World's Classics published a complete 

edition of Congreve 1 s works, a two volume edition which was 

edited by Bonamy Dobree. The first volume, Comedies £I 
' 

Willi~ Congreve, was published in 1925 from the text of the 



136 

edition of 1710, and it has been reprinted in 1929, 1934, 

1939, and 19!+4. The oompanion volume, ~ Mourning Bride, 

Poems, & Miscellanies £z William Congreve, was first pub

lished in 1928. 

The twentieth-century interest in Congreve has not 

been focused entirely upon his dramatic works, as was literary 

criticism for almost two centuries. Recent articles have 

dealt with such diverse aspects of his life and career as 

his novel, his ballads, and his friend Joseph Keally. Con

greve has become, in this century, the frequent subject of 

critical writing. It is to be hoped that the twentieth

century evaluation, which has restored him to the eminent 

place he held during his life, will be maintained through 

suceeding centuries. 
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