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T O 

MY 11 0 T H E R 



PREFACE 

The first objective of this study will be to show 

that social drama in England was a definite outgrowth 

of sentimental comedy and domestic tragedy, the chief 

dramatic staple of the eighteenth century. The drama 

of this century differed from the drarna of the Restora

tion in that it undertook to represent the goodness of 

heart which, it vra.s asserted, vms natural to man, and 

it so represented their conduct and character as to 

arouse admiration for their virtues and pity for their 

sufferings. The keynote of the social drama is found 

in the sympathetic and helpful attitude of man toward 

his neighbors. The social drama presents a problem or 

problems that result from man's adjustments to, and 

relationship with, the group of v1hich he is an integral 

part. 

I shall attempt to show, further, that Richard 

Cumberland, a minor dramatist of the late eighteenth 

century, is the pioneer in the development of the social 

drama in England. The problems in his work definitely 

show the tendency away from the narrow moral conception 

of the Restoration and sentimental dramas, and toward 

the broad, comprehensive consideration of the welfare 

of the individual and of the improvement of his place 



in the social field. 

L!y most grateful acknowledgement of help is due 
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CHAPTER ONE 

THE LITERATURE OF SENTIMENT IN THE EIGHTEENTH CENWRY 

With the opening of the eighteenth century there were 

many forces which were silently but surely progressing to

ward a manifestation of such astounding principles and modes 

of life and manners as to completely revolutionize the 

established order of society. The time had come when Eng

land was weary of all the medieval fanaticism, brutality, 

and prejudice which had risen to the surface in the Civil 

vvar. The Court and the nobility still had all the glamour 

of wealth and fashion; but they had lost their influence 

on the civilization of the country. The middle class had 

broken away from their leadership and had pressed forward 

to the front rank of national progress. Each new expansion 

of trade gave them a fresh hold on society. This increas

ing economic freedom caused the middle class to grow in 

power and intellectual advancement until the old aristocracy 

was forced to accord it recognition. Political and social, 

as well as economic, questions were discussed in a more 

democratic light and, thus, problems of interest were 

shared with the bourgeoise. Also, the middle class was 

accomplishing its own education. Its members were becoming 

thinkers with a culture and a standard of manners born of 

conversation and free from the pedantry of thought or 
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expression. The coffee houses had given them a place in 

which organization, thought, and expression provided a 

means of exchanging ideas and of forming the public 

opinion of their class. 

The movement which responded to political and economic 

consideration for the middle class brought with it a 

social enlightenment which tended to institute a more sym

pathetic outlook regarding all members of the civilized 

order. Man was ceasing to be an intellectual cynic and 

satirist, and was becoming an individual of emotions sub

ject to the direction of his intellect. As he wished his 

rights considered, he must give consideration in return. 

He looked upon his neighbor as a being like unto himself. 

Each had his place and duties to fulfill in the social 

order to which he belonged. Thus, there was a slight be

ginning of the sacred obligation of each to work for the 

moral and social good of the entire group. There were two 

social groups. 

The remnant of the old order, which still cherished 
the renascence ideals of self-assertion and irresponsi
bility, had regained prominence at the Restoration. They 
followed the old fashion of ostentation and self-abandon
ment, fighting duels on points of honor, vying with each 

· other in quips and raillery, posing as atheists and jeer
ing at sacred things, love-making with extravagant odes
and compliments, applauding immoral plays, while the more
violent roamed through the town in search of victims to
outrage or assault. The citizens ot London, on the other
hand, were now no longer the unconsidered I!lB.sses. The
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more enlightened had pleaded for a purer and simpler 
morality, for gentler manners, for a more modest yet 
dignified self-respect. In reality, these were indica
tions of a �ew civilization which was already fermenting 
underneath.l 

It has been said that literature is the interpreter 

of man. This statement holds true regarding the inter

pretation of man's life, thoughts, and manners of the 

eighteenth century.· The Age of Reason was merging into 

the Age of Feeling. New intellectual needs, modes of 

feeling, literary forms and styles now came to light. 

Expressions of enlightenment found an outlet in prose, 

poetry, and drama. Critical and satirical viewpoints 

gave way to benevolent and sympathetic ideas which 

stressed the goodness of character and the feelings or 

sentiments of man. He was an object worthy of considera

tion, friendship, and help. Thus faith and confidence in 

the goodness of average human nature became the prevail

ing mode; new social and moral values made their appear

ance; and the way was cleared for a new interpretation 

of life through the literature of sentiment. 

As is true of any general term, the literature of 

sentiment came to include the portrayal of varied 

1 Waller and Ward, The Cambridge History .Q! English
Literature, v. 9, pp. 29-30. 
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intensities and valuations of sentiment. Sentiment is 

derived from the Latin word, "sentire," which means "to 

feel." From sentiment, which means a feeling or emotion, 

sprang other terms such as sensibility and sentimentalism, 

which were applied in one form or another to the spirit 

of emotionalism. Sentiment, regardless of its form, 

should follow the classic adage, "nothing to excess"; 

thus the literature of sentiment should be followed to a 

moderate degree. The distinction must be continually 

kept in mind between the true and false species of the 

mood. In its weaker form, sentimentalism implies an 

unmanly pity, a lack of strength, and, sometimes, a cer

tain puritanical hypocrisy. In its stronger form, it 

implies a true moral and intellectual courage. The 

former tends toward narrowness, shara, and a false con

ception of life; the latter tends toward the new 

humanitarianism, the recognition of social problems, and 

the endeavor to make literature express in its own way 

the many difficulties that faced men and women. 

The sentiment of the stronger type fo1md expression 

in the periodical essay which began to be published in 

1?09. The middle class gave rise to the periodical 

essay, and it was through this literary medium that sen

timentalism, along with the other views of the middle 

class, was spread throughout the country. Richard Steele 
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realized the possibilities of the periodical essay. He 

established� Tatler in 1?09. "It was, the editor 

announced in his opening article, to be in the main a news

paper giving the most reliable foreign and domestic views; 

but it would also contain articles on learning and on 

literature, on conduct and on morals." Joseph Addison 

collaborated with Steele in� Tatler. Steele conceived 

the periodical essay and Addison perfected it. Steele 

was more original; Addison wa.s more effective. Steele 

added the emotional and sentimental; Addison gave the 

classic dignity, ease of manner, and perfection of style. 

Addison reconciled literature with the earnest purpose of 

life. Steele steeped all of his discussions with the 

growing spirit of sentiment. These two writers gained a 

permanent place among the outstanding VITiters of English 

literature because they intuitively collaborated with the 

spirit of the age. 

The periodical essay found a hearty welcome in the 

coffee houses. Steele was a frequenter of the houses and 

knew well the temper and interests of his friends there. 

They who gathered in these resorts day after day were not 

only interested in their companions' ideas and demeanor; 

they cultivated an eye for trivial actions and utterances, 

2 Cruse, The Shaping of English Literature, p. 221. 

2 
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a gift for investigating other people's prejudices and 

partialities, and they realized the pleasure of winning 

their way into the intricacies of another man's mind. 

Hence, they acquired a new attitude toward their fellow

creatures. Characters which would formerly have been 

ridiculed or despised were now valued as intellectual 

puzzles, eccentricities attracted sympathetic attention, 

and it became the note of intelligent men to be tolerant. 

Besides this sentiment of friendliness, the mere condition 

of club-life imposed a new code of manners. If men were 

to enjoy daily intercourse, they had to respect each other's 

opinions and to cultivate self-suppression. Thus, con

sideration for others became the fashion, and the mid dle 

class, besides studying character, came to regard courtesy 

as a part of civilization. In writing for this group, 

Steele was the leader and spokesman of the literature of 

sentiment. He touched on all those questions of breeding, 

good taste, courtesy and chivalry where the middle class 

had discarded old aristocratic ideals without having yet 

learned to trust their own. It is no wonder� Tatler 

became immensely popular when its readers found their half

formed notions confirmed and proclaimed. 

In 1711, � Spectator made its first appearance. 

This periodical gave no news. Each of its daily numbers 

contained a single essay on manners, morals, or literature. 
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The essays took various forms, and were sometimes playful 

and sometimes serious, though the general tone was light. 

� Spectator speedily became more popular than� Tatler 

had ever been. Not only the middle class for whom it was 

designed, but fine ladies and gentlemen also read and ad

mired it. Addison and Steele thought the periodical had 

served its purpose, and thus brought The Spectator to an 

end in 1712. 

Not only did the periodicals serve as the mouthpiece 

for the middle class and the furtherance of their ideals, 

but they spread the habit of reading and the increase of 

literature, which served for pleasure and recreation, and 

helped the general tendency of the time toward the estab

lishment of a fuller home-life. The fact that Steel 

brought into the home circle and family life, the central 

unit of society, those discussions of problems of social 

conduct and responsibility provided an avenue of approach 

to the contemplation of social concepts and problems in 

later literature. 

The literature of sentiment found another expressive 

voice through the English novel, which became an estab

lished form in 1740. Several advancements had been made 

toward this literary form through romantic stories, adven

ture stories, or character portrayals and short stories 

found in the periodi�als, but the real literary history in 
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the novel was made by tour men: Samuel Richardson (1689-

1761), Henry Fielding (1701-1754), Tobias Smollett (1721-

1771), and Laurence Sterne (1713-1768). Each of these 

contributed his interpretation of contemporary life and 

manners as viewed through the literature of sentiment. 

Richardson and Sterne not only left their traces at home, 

but earned European fame and influence; while Fielding and 

Smollett, so much less famous overseas, are the fountain

heads of the native novel. 

Of these four novelists, Richardson has been called 

the real founder of the English novel. As a vn-iter of the 

novel of sentiment, he was undoubtedly the pioneer. 

He was to design a real plot, based on real life and 
on a large scale; to steep it in sentiment, and in a kind 
of passion, and yet to moralize everything; to transplant 
the analytic habit into the bourgeois world; and to throw 
in much sinister and squalid episode. He was also to 
build up a crowd of characters whose fortunes were fol
lowed by his readers like those of personal acquaintance. 3

The claims of Richardson to the favor of contemporary 

readers were thus, manifold: he stirred their emotions, 

and gave definite satisfaction to their latent thirst for 

sentiment; he presented them with living, actual, flesh

and-bone heroes and heroines, and responded to their 

longing for reality and substance in fiction; he imparted 

3 Elton,!, Survey. 2f English Literature, 1730-1780,
p. 164.
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a moral lesson, and thus, found himself at one with the 

rising reaction against the sceptical levity of the pre

ceding age. The social tone of Richardson's novels was 

that of a class, which, thenceforth, contributed its own 

elements to the formation of the literary atmosphere. 

Richardson's three novels, Pamela, Clarissa Harlowe, 

and .§i£ Charles Grandison, produced one of the high tides 

in the literature of sentiment in the eighteenth century. 

The most interesting feature of Richardson's works, in 

general, and, more particularly, of his first novel, is 

that he should have found a substitute and an equivalent 

for conscious art in the creative power of moral earnest

ness and imaginative intensity. The story of Pamela tells 

in letter form the difficulties and problems of the 

servant girl, Pamela, through the throes of the complica

tions of the love situation between herself and her master. 

A contemporary reader said, "Who would have dreamed that 

he should find under the modest disguise of a novel all 

the soul of religion, good breeding, discretion, good 
4 

nature, wit, fancy, fine thought, morality?" The story 

was received and read with great avidity. It was even 

recommended from the pulpit that the readers might learn 

priceless lessons of morality and seemly behavior, and 

4 Cruse, The Shaping£! English Literature, p. 250. 
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might see how God rewarded those who trod in the way of 

righteousness. In less than six months the book had gone 

in to its fourth edition. It is certain that Pamela, be

sides being the first notable English novel of sentimental 

analysis, heralded the advent of everyday manners and common 

people to artistic acceptance. 

The year following the publication of Pamela, Richard

son began another series of letters which eventually evolved 

into Clarissa Harlowe, the longest and probably the best of 

his works. In this work, his purpose was not only to con

vey a moral, but to c orrect any rash or unfair inference 

that might have been drawn from the story of Pamela. In 

Clarissa, he gives the history of a young lady brought to 

a tragic end by the perfidy of man. He also points out the 

distresses that may attend the misconduct of parents and 

children in the relations of marriage and home life. The 

higher merit and the unique place of Clarissa among 

Richardson's works are due to a deepened consciousness of 

his purpose an d  to a nobler energy of conscience. 

Richardson's next and last novel of importance was 

el!: Charles Grandison, published in 1?54, in answer to the 

popular demand for a story of a true and good man. Sir 

Charles is the model of middle class virtues and manners. 

Through his examples, the author hoped to set the standards 

for social conduct •. 
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Although Richardson was admired, praised, and imitated 

at home, his influence upon the progress of the literature 

of sentiment can not be restricted to English life and 

literature. The story of Pamela is an illustration of the 

Christian equality of souls, quite in keeping with the 

widespread modern tendency to exalt a sentimental, 

theoretical democracy. It breathes, on the other hand, an 

involuntary subservience to the intrinsic dignity of rank 

and riches. From the author of Clarissa is derived one of 

those pervading lines of influence out of which was woven 

the web of international life and thought in the latter 

half of the eighteenth century. By falling in with the 

revival of feeling on the continent, Richardson helped the 

wave of sentimentalism to break loose, and thus, had a 

large share in the rise of the cosmopolitan age. 

In France, Richardson was the most widely read English 

author during the eighteenth century. He gained the most 

hearty response and approval from the great philosophers, 

Rousseau, Voltaire, and Diderot. Voltaire shows his

response in his dramatized version of Pamela entitled 

Nanine (174�). Diderot wrote a criticism laying eloquent 

stress on some of the main aspects of the English writer's 

real greatness, and turning them to account as a confirm

ation of the Frenchman's own dramatic theory. Rousseau's 

novel, Nouvelle Heloise, was suggested by Clarissa. 
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A d idactic spirit breathes through Rousseau's novel, 
a spirit of sober and earnest morality; the book aims at 
vindicating the sanctity of marriage, and at illustrating 
the artistic interest of domestic manners; it stands 
opposed to the artificial, aristocratic tone of older 
French fiction, as well as to  the cynical mockery of 
Lesage. 5

Not only most French novelists after 1?60, but the leaders 

of the new English school, from 1?90 to 1830, either 

directly or through Rousseau, felt the inspiring and guiding 

influence of Richardson. 

The drama of the eighteenth century was the first 

literary form to provide a medium of expression for the 

literature of sentiment. In a generalized view of the 

drama of this age, there are few classics in evidence. It 

seems rather difficult to classify the material, owing to 

the multitude of mixed and intermediate forms. However, 

two marked extremes are noticeable. 

There is irresponsible comedy, a cheerful, noisy, 
motley show, a kind of Bartholomew Fair, which exists 
chiefly to amuse, and readily drops into personalities, 
caricature, and insolence. At the other pole there is 
comedy with a moral purpose more or less avowed; and this, 
again, has two varieties. One is the censorious kind, 
which aims at pillorying some vice, abuse, or social evil. 
The other is the sentimental kind whose purpose, broadly 
speaking, is to work on the more generous feelings of the 
audience, and to produce an atmosphere of indulgence. 6 

5 Waller and Ward, The Cambridge History .Q.! English 
Literature, v. 10, p. 19-:--

6 Elton,� Survey .Q! English Literature, p. 257. 
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Throughout the century there was a constant jeering and 

warring between the advocates of these two extremes in the 

dramatic field. For this study, interest will be centered 

in the sentimental drama, in the belief that, through the 

analysis of this form of the literature of sentiment, those 

tendencies leading to the social drama may be shown as 

outgrowths of the drama of sentiment. 

The drama made ·the initial step in the interest of 

sentiment. The hard, but brilliant and intellectual, 

drama of the seventeenth century was gradually being 

softened through the influence of the emotional portrayal 

of pity and sympathy, a tendency directly attributed to 

the rising middle class. 

The drama of sensibility, which included sentimental 
comedy and domestic tragedy, was from its birth a protest 
against the orthodox view of life, and against those 
literary conventions which had served that view. It im
plied that human nature, when not, as in some cases, 
already. perfect, was perfectible by an appeal to the 
emotions. It refused to assume that virtuous persons must 
be sought in a romantic realm apart from the everyday world. 
It wished to show that beings who were good at heart were 
found in the ordinary walks of life. It so represented 
their conduct as to arouse admiration for their virtues 
and pity for their sufferings. In sentimental comedy, it 
showed them contending against distresses, but finally 
rewarded by morally deserved happiness. In domestic 
tragedy, it showed them overwhelmed by catastrophes for 
which they were morally not responsible. A new ethics 
had arisen, and new forms of literature were thereby 
demanded. ? 

7 Bernbaum, The Drama£! Sensibility, p. 10.
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The first sentimental comedy, Love's Last Shift, by 

Colley Cibber, made its appearance in January, 1696. It 

is of historical interest to note that from this date to 

1?09 the drama of sensibility was the only phase of litera

ture that interpreted ordinary life sentimentally. The 

play itself is of historical significance because it was 

the first work to subordinate the classical to the new 

interpretation of life. It holds the same leading position 

in the drama that!,!!& Tatler holds among moral periodicals, 

and Pamela among sentimental novels. The commonplace theme 

of the day, a wife 's discovery of her husband's faithless

ness, was, in this play, resolved into an end which 

describes the sincerely repentant husband and the happy 

reconciliation with his wife . Viewing the play in the 

light of the eighteenth century, it presents problems of 

moral conduct; in the light of the twentieth century, it 

may, with more realism and less artificiality, give rise to 

the treatment of social problems centered in family relation

ships. The characterization in the light of sentimentality 

is an outstanding aspect in Cibber's play. Loveless, the 

dissipating husband, is good at heart, and Amanda, the 

faithful wife, has the power of her virtue to triumph through 

an appeal to pity. These characters, transferred from the 

exotic environment of romance to everyday London life, were 

created in precisely-the mood that was to dominate the 
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whole course of the drama of sensibility. Furthermore, 

the play seemed to satis fy the enemie s of the sentimental 

theory as well as the advocates. The reformers we re satis

fied because virtue triumphed in the end; the pleasure

loving spectator s were willing to witness the wholly 

artificial conversions for the sake of the careless intrigue 

and loose dialogue of the preceding scenes. 

The sentimental' drama as a phase of the literature of 

sentiment received its most pronounced impetus from the 

activities of Sir Richard Steele. Hention has been made 

previously of his sentimental contributions in the period

ical essay. ''If the plays of Colley Cibber mark the transi

tion toward the healthier moral standards, the new movement 

in the eighteenth century is fairly inaugurated in the work 

of Richard Steele. To the conscious moral aim of Gibber, 

Steele added literary art and genius." However, Steele was 

lacking in that genius needed for sustaining comedy without 

other aids. Therefore, he found a substitute in sentiment. 

In following the idea of sentiment,  he was influenced not 

only by the moralized comedy of Cibber , but al so by the 

somewhat sentimental t ragedy of Otway and Southerne. The 

rising tide of sentiment invaded the entire drama. Its 

8 Nettleton, English Drama of the Restoration and the
Eighteenth Century, p. 154. 

8 
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appeal to pity touched· a fundamentally tragic emotion.

Its conscious moral aim was essentially serious. Steele

sought to establish this moral consciousness as an

individual and as a social concern. Thus, it is in Steele

that we see the suggestion of that germinating force that

later evolved into the social drama.

In Steele's four comedies, The Funeral,� Lying

Lover,� Tender Husband, and The Conscious Lovers, he 

endeavored to give utterance to his own genuine sincere 

reflections upon life. He believed in domestic happiness, 

faithful love, and the goodness of the human heart. He 

was one of the first to appeal to the emotions centering 

in the home life. He showed a sincere respect for womanhood. 

It is in his last comedy,� Conscious Lovers, that Steele 

has given the best expression of these beliefs and attitudes. 

It is here, too, that he makes his vehement attack on 

duelling as a means of bringing justice out of individual 

or social wrongs. Steele's dramas of sentiment were ap

proaching the sphere of the drame, that intermediate land 

where emotions seem to move midway between tragic intensity 

and comic abandon. Yet, if Steele led the way to moral 

reform, he also led the way unconsciously to dramatic decay. 

Sentiment in inferior hands becomes sentimentality. The 

lesser playwrights set forth false emotional motives. As 

a result, drama tended to become sentimentally artificial 
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just as the Restoration drama had been satirically artifi

cial. 

The conscious moral aim of sentimental drama, apparent 

in the comedies of Gibber and Steele, reappears in the 

tragedy by George Lillo. In The London Merchant, or The 

History of George Barnwell, Lillo produced a tragedy that 

stands as a landmark in the history of English drama. The 

earlier writers of tragedy had not set forth the all ad

vancing motifs of the middle class as a definite and 

recognizable fact. Lillo deliberately set his piece in the 

surroundings of everyday citizen life. George Barnwell 

is the exaltation of trade. The virtue of the merchant's 

calling is second only to that of morality. The merchant 

should make the enrichment of his native country his chief 

concern. In this drama, we have that adulation and praise 

given the economic nhase of life that was directly responsi-
"" 

ble for shifting positions of the middle class in the 

social orders of the day. 

Important as was the influence of George Barnwell upon 

the subject matter of English tragedy, it was no less im

portant in its effect upon the language. Lillo attempted 

to give domestic tragedy the vocabulary of everyday life. 

He was seeking to tell a simple story in the prose language 

of ordinary life. This marks a very definite step forward 

toward modern realism. 
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An outstanding follower in the steps of Lillo was 

Edward Moore. He is most significant in this study as a 

dramatizer of a new commandment, "Thou shalt not gamble." 

Previous attacks against gambling had been made by 

Addison in� Spectator. Moore does not make his attack 

as severe as he might, but his work makes him a leader at 

this time in the condemnation of gambling as a social evil. 

Despite the work of Lillo and the favorable conditions 

of sentiment, the drama of sensibility from 1732 to 1750 

was falling into a deplorable state. The leadership in 

sentimentalism was passing from the drama to the periodical 

essay and to the novel. Also, the French sentimental 

dramatists, who gained their impetus from England, 

developed an extreme type of sentimentalism. 

There was little hypocrisy here, none of that crude 
admixture of licence and moral reflection which dis
tinguished so many English comedies of the time. The 
Parisian sentimentalists determined from the start to give 
to mankind their beliefs in the inherent goodness of the 
human soul, in the corrupting ways of society, in the 
virtue of primitive emotions. Many lesser matters they 
touched on, such as the evils of war and the oppressions 
of the poor, but those were their fundamental tenets. 9 

In these extremes, we see the literary counterpart of those 

political aspirations ·which led ultimately to the downfall 

of the old world and to the establishment of the new 

9 Nicoll, British Drama, p. 284-285.
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worlu. Here, too, was the stimulus which caused the 

revival of the sentimental drarua in England in the middle 

of the eighteenth century. 

The two most noteworthy writers during this revival 

of interest in sentiment were Hugh Kelly and Richard 

Cumberland. 

There is a certain justice in taking these as the 
two most important sentimental dramatists of the era. 
While other playwrights may have penned individual 
comedies of greater intrinsic value, these two gave the 
stage the widest range of sentiments and were imitated 
closely by a host of followers. 10

With the presentation of Kelly's best comedy, False 

Delicacy, the stage became a school of morality. Even in 

this revival, however, there are fleeting glimpses of 

those forces which were antagonistic to excessive sentimen

tality. The title of the play itself suggests a probability 

of too much delicacy. It was Kelly's chief motive to point 

a moral. Like Kelly, Cumberland consciously sought to make 

the stage a school of morality; yet, Cumberland presented 

sentiments which eventually led out of the moral considera

tion of life to a comprehension of social ideas and problems. 

Thus, in the following chapters, it is my purpose to make a 

study of Richard Cumberland's life, to make a definite 

lO Nicoll, Eighteenth Century Drama, 1?50-1800, p. 124. 
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analysis of the sentiment found in his works, and to show 

how this sentimental dramatist stands as a pioneer in the 

beginning of the social dram.a, an indisputable offspring 

of the literature of sentiment. 



CHAPTER TWO 

THE NEW ETHICAL SPIRIT IN ENGLISH LIFE AND LITERATURE 

Before an adequate and comprehensive study of Cumberland 

and his part in the beginning of the social drama can be 

presented, it is essential that proper note should be made of 

the movement which parallels the literature of sentiment in 

the eighteenth century; namely, the new ethical spirit 

whose increasingly dominant tones demands expression in the 

life and through the literature of the age. The development 

of that interest in and sympathy for the condition of the 

unprivileged and the suffering must come through those who 

have been victims of similar circumstances. Such considera

tion was seldom apparent before the dawn of the eighteenth 

century. The temporal and spiritual control had been in the 

hands of the favored few. Suffering or inconsideration had 

not, in general, been a potion of their cup of life; thus, 

in response to the Biblical and ethical question, "Am I my 

brother's keeper?", the answer was invariably in the 

negative. The man of this era looked upon one who had 

violated the law as one who had fallen from the rank of the 

gentleman; and therefore, it was completely out of the way 

for a gentleman to stoop in any considerate or sympathetic 

gesture. The middle class, as it grew in importance and 

power, found that consideration for the fellow-members was 
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a strong factor in promoting the solidarity of the group. 

Without some sense of loyalty and unity, their effort to 

gain recognition and to instigate and to perfect economic, 

social, and political reforms, was an impossibility. This 

sense of feeling, of moral duty, and of social obligation, 

sprang into evidence as the new ethical spirit which 

gradually and completely revolutionized the life and 

literature of the eighteenth century. 

This interest in the moral conduct of men and the 

ideals inspiring it had long ago given rise to the science 

of ethics which was definitely occupied with discovering 

the laws actually governing the life and development of the 

individual in relation to the universe. Even with the 

earliest and most primitive form of society, there was 

some phase of moral conduct and obligation. Generally 

speaking, the early ethical spirit was linke d with the 

religious life. It was not until the dawn of the modern 

era that ethics came to involve·the whole of the moral 

sciences; natural jurisprudence, including moral philosophy, 

international law, public or political law, civil law, and 

history. It came, also, to include a particular system of 

principles and rules concerning duty, whether true or false, 

or rules of practice in respect to a single class of human 

actions, such as social ethics. 

A brief survey of the Oriental, Classical, and early 
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Christian systems of ethics will afford a knowledge of, 

and an appreciation for, the new ethical spirit. The 

Oriental peoples developed their moral codes, in most 

cases, in close connection with their religion. Certain 

ethical c onceptions were given clear statement, and moral 

teachings were given s ystematic form. 

is practical rather than scientific. 

The dominant note 

In Egypt, The Book of 
---

� Dead recognizes wrongs against persons, property, and 

sexual purity, and gives prominence to kindliness, truth

fulness, and honesty. India's central conception vras Karma, 

the deed persisting as a determining series or system of 

causation and retribution through successive rebirths. The 

problem was how to escape this unending chain of consequence 

and necessity. Brahmanism sought relief through metaphysical 

paths, such as merging individuality in the universal self. 

Buddhism insisted on the ethical path of attacking the root 

of individuality; namely, the egoistic desire. This attack 

is to be made by moral discipline, and the goal in charac

ter is holiness. Confucius was impressed with the order dis

played in nature and human nature. The path of moral educa

tion must begin with knowledge and proceed, thr ough en

lightenment and sincerity of mind, to rectify the heart, and 

thus to cultivate the person, and then to order the family 

and state. 

The early Classical ethics also found a basis in 
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religion. Through the history of the Greeks and Romans, 

the ties of the religious life gave way to othe r forces. 

As a contrast to the Orientals, ethics was more theoretical 

than practical. The philosophers soared in the realms of 

abstraction. Plato followed a metaphysical and a social

psychological line of inquiry in ethics. Pursuing the 

former, he took up the conception of a quest for the one 

genuine, permanent, universal good, as contrasted with the 

many seeming, or false, transient goods. Pursuing the 

latter, he seeks a well-ordered harmonious life, guided by 

reason, a health of the soul, as contrasted with a life of 

feverish appetites and uncramped passions. An attempt at 

a rational plan of life and society was made through the 

cardinal virtues: wisdom, courage, self-control, temperance 

or soundness of mind, and justice. Aristotle argued that 

the ills of society were due rather to bad men than to bad 

institutions. He found important values in property, and 

defended natural slavery as a direction of the less capable 

by the more capable. 

This last sentence might logically be construed into 

the old Hebrew theory of "Might makes Right" in the early 

Christian ethics. To the followers of the Old Testament, 

God was a God of vengeance and wrath; thus, they worshipped 

through fear and not love. It was not until Christ became 

the apostle and living example of humanitarianism that God 
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became the God of love. God's son came to earth as a 

savior of men -- not the nobility and clergy alone -- but 

every human being. Yet, even after the great advent of 

Christ, conflicting creeds led to centuries of strife and 

hatred due to ignorance, jealousies, and misunderstandings. 

The actual application of the precepts of  Christ in every 

phase of man's exi stence is a product of the modern era, 

and it found its earliest manifestations in the life and 

achievements of the eighteenth century. 

One of the earliest advocates of the new ethical spirit 

was Anthony Ashley Cooper, third Earl of Shaftesbury, one 

of the most cultivated gentlemen of his time. He was 

qualified t o  gain the attention of the aristocratic and the 

academic classes. His influence was profound, despite the 

fact that his philosophical reasonings voice some of the 

principles for which the middle class was striving. Instead 

of presenting the principle of social duty as abstract 

reason, liable to conflict to any extent with natural self

love, Shaftesbury tried to exhibit the naturalness of man's 

social affections, and to demonstrate a normal harmony be

tween these and his self-regarding impulses. No one had as 

yet definitely transferred the center of ethical interest 

from the Reason, conceived as apprehending either abstract 

moral distinctions or laws of divine legislation, to the 

eI!l.Otional impulses that prompt to social duty. But man must 
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be considered in relation to a larger system of which he 

forms a part . Thus , he is called "good" only when his dis

positions are so balanced as to tend toward the good of this 

whole. This being established, the principal aim of 

Shaftesbury's argument is to prove that the same balance of 

private and social affections, which tends naturally to 

public good , is also conducive to the happiness of the 

individual in whom it exists. The appearance of Shaftesbury's 

Characteristics in 1713 marks a turning point in the history 

of English ethical thought. With the generations of 

moralists that followed, the consideration of abstract ra

tional principles falls into the background, and its place 

is taken by the introspective study of the human mind, 

observation of the actual play of its various impulses and 

sentiments. 

In response to this very radical theory of ethics as 

a social and moral problem, there were condemnations on many 

sides. However, the seed had been sown, and it was to grow 

and to flower into a very practical ideal of social existence. 

Mandeville's Private Vices Public Benefits (1723) was an 

attack upon Shaftesbury. A later spokesman following 

Shaftesbury was Price, who advanced the theory of right to 

pursue happiness for common and individual good, in Review 

.Q.f. ~ Chief Questions~ Difficulties .Q.! Morals written in 

1?57. Reid, in his work, Essays .Q.!! the Active Powers .Qf_ ~ 
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Human� (1?88), advanced the belief that no act can be 

morally good in which regard for what is right had not some 

influence. Not only this rather definite movement at home, 

but also the philosophies of the great French and German 

reformers aided in the conversion of the English people to 

a social consciousness and to social action for the better

ment of society as a whole and of man as a unit of the 

group. 

At the beginning of the eighteenth century, there were 

many phases of life that were in dire need of social con

sideration. This need was answered, in the majority of the 

cases, by the efforts of those of the middle class. It is 

true that those seeking reform had to work against an in

different and sceptical public. The new ethical spirit had 

to prove itself through the work of the pioneer who was 

definitely engrossed in the welfare of "his brother." It 

shall suffice for this study to make a brief survey of those 

phases of life in the greatest need of reform. 

In spite of all the affected gallantry extended to 

women in the early part of the age, their actual position 

was very low. 

They were often illiterate. They had no legal rights 
Whatever. Whereas divorce was difficult even for a man, 
since an act of Parliament was required, no woman could 
obtain a divorce for any reason. A husband might beat his 
Wife with impunity, provided that he use ''reasonable 
chastisement" -- and almost any chastisement was considered 
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reasonable. A married woman ovmed no property, everything 
of hers being the property of her husband. Many an hei ress 
was beguil ed into marriage by a handsome adventurer who, 
if he did not desert her after ga ining possession of her 
fortune , reduced her to dependence upon his bounty. Later, 
"settlements" were devised , which set aside a certain part 
of the property as the possession of the wife, and of her 
children after her death.l 

Yet the century produced women of very notable power 

and intellect . There were such outstanding personalities as 

Lady Suffolk , not only the confidante of George II, but the 

friend and correspondent of Pope, Swift, Arbuthnot, Gay, 

Bolingbroke , Chesterfield, and others; W.irs. Siddons, Fanny 

Burney, Mrs . Thrale, Hannah More, and, right at the end of 

the century, lviary Wollstonecraft, who published her Rights 

of Woman in 1793. The credit for the initiation of the ----
first serious attempt to deal with the smallpox evil be

longs to Lady Mary Wortley Montagu. 

Vfuile residing in Adrianople she was struck by the 
common Turkish practice of inoculation as a safeguard 
against smallpox. She had her own son inoculated, and on 
her return home did her utmost to introduce the practice 
into England, where the disease was still regarded as an 
inevitable scourge. It is noteworthy that Caroline of 
Anspach , then Princess of Wales, at once supported the 
system and had two of her own children inoculated. But it 
had to struggle hard before the first smallpox hospital 
was opened in 1746 and before the physicians generally ac
cepted it in 1754. Public opinion took still longer to win.2 

1 Boas and Hahn, Social Backgrounds of English Litera
ture, p. 157. 

2 Turberville, English~ and Tuianners in the Eighteenth 
Qentury, p. 112. 
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Mrs. Elizabeth Montagu helped to bring women into social 

and intellectual prominence by the establishment of her 

"salon" in London after the manner of the contemporary and 

more brilliant French "salons" of Madame du Deffand and 

Mademoiselle de Lespinasse. She hoped that, through a mixed 

society, the researches of taste and literature would con

stitute the basis and central point of union. The lasting 

significance of these and other notable women is that their 

owners stood for the principle that women ought to be 

liberally educated and that they had a right of entry into 

t he intellectual world, that they were not mere ornaments of 

the drawing-room and ball-room, intended only for men's 

diversion, but fit to converse on an equality with them. 

With the growth of the middle classes in England through 

t he seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, the influence of 

women rapidly widened. The leisure class came to include not 

only the great ladies, but also a large number of the wives 

and daughters of merchants. They received some notice in the 

dramas, and~ Tatler and~ Spectator relied for their 

support upon the fair sex. 

Indeed, the assertion may justly be made that the grow
ing preponderance of sentiment in the eighteenth century and 
finally, the romantic movement itself were due in no small 
measure to the influence of women of leisure on manners, 
morals, and literature. If Rousseau was the father of 



romanticism, woman was its mother, or at least, its 
nurse.3 
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To whatever degree women were responsible for romanticism, 

they certainly did much to impose a decency, at least out

ward, upon English letters. The protest against the 

licentiousness of the Restoration drama came from the middle 

class where women were bevoming readers and theatergoers. 

From that time, the masculine pen has been more and 
more restrained by the consciousness that its products 
were to be sold to women, and to women looking to books 
for refinement and education as well as for entertain
ment.4 

With all the brutality and cruelty which lay beneath 

the surface refinement of the time, one may well be sure 

that education in all its phases was what we should call a 

negligible quantity. There were none of the libraries, 

museums, public schools, magazines, lectures, and news

papers of our day. The average child might learn a little 

reading and writing, but very little. Sons of the well-to

do, of course, learned more, as their parents could pay for 

their schooling. Latin was the basis of the curriculum, as 

it had been for many years. The discipline was very rigid. 

3 Thorndike, Literature in a Changing Age, p. 193. 

4 ~-, p. 194. 
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In the schools for girls, however, Latin was not taught; 

needlework, dancing, music, and French were all that girls 

needed to become models of elegant propriety. The first 

charity schools, established under the direction of The 

Church of England in 1699, aimed at teaching the children of 

the poor, between the ages of seven and twelve, reading, 

writing, arithraetic, and the catechism. The movement spread 

all over England and most of Wales. There were one thousand 

and four hundred charity schools in England and Wales in 

1727, but the original impetus seems to have spent itself by 

that date. A certain number of private academies existed 

for the benefit of the lower middle classes, aiming prin

cipally at providing some elementary occupational training 

in the shape of connnercial arithmetic and other subjects 

useful for a clerk's career. Toward the end of the period, 

a stimulus had been given education through the popularity 

of the novel. The reading public was greatly increased. 

Probably had a more enlightened type of education been 

the vogue of the day, the social problems resulting from the 

agricultural and industrial conditions could have been coped 

with swiftly and effectively. New economic forces were 

coming into operation which were shortly to produce an en

tirely new era in the social history. Great Britain up to 

now had been a thinly populated country, of a singularly 

simple economic and social structure. It was small, placid, 
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comfortable, untroubled by problems. A very different 

country, in outward appearance, in density of population, 

in social organization and political outlook, was to be 

evolved from those immense economic changes generally known 

as the Industrial Revolution . In agriculture, a great 

development took place, intimately connected with the en

closure movement, which was especially rapid after 1760. 

In this century, great tracts of England were converted from 

a countryside of small holdings into one of large farms. 

As a result, the small farmer and cottager lost considerably 

and tended to degenerate into the status of farm-laborer on 

the lands of the wealthier and more prosperous oimers. The 

condition of the small farmer became more and more deplorable. 

Soon he was reduced to a very low standard of living. The 

towns and cities were overrun with those seeking some means of 

existence. This situation also led to the rapid increase of 

pauperism. The old general belief was that laziness was the 

only cause for this social evil. In 1?23, the work houses 

were established for poor-relief. The Gilbert Act, showing 

more benevolence, was passed in 1?85. By this act, outdoor 

relief was provided of the able-bodied, and a supplement 

wage was taken from the rates. This very serious social 

maladjustment was handled very poorly. In making what was 

then considered a beneficial legislation and a correction, 

the directors brought on the siege of poor-law extravagances 
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which provoked the rigid Poor Law Reform Act of 1834. The 

most deplorable feature of the social situation was not 

the privations of the rural laborers, but the disappearance 

of a class, that of the yeoman farmer. 

Many migrated to the towns; others, remaining, sub
mitted to the loss of their small holdings and of their 
independence, to drop in the social scale. Such ac
quiescence too often meant a moral reverse, the loss of 
something more valuable than land -- hope, courage, 
initiative, even self-respect . By such a failure in 
moral stamina the who·1e country was made the poorer.5 

The social problems developing from the new industrial 

conditions of English life were closely linked with those 

of the small farmer . In the neviT factories, the labor was 

supplied by emigrants who were attracted to the towns from 

the decaying villages . But to quite a large extent, it was 

provided by work-house children. In the earlier decades of 

the century, the great majority of the babies born in these 

institutions died, the community having no use for them. 

But the extension of large-scale industry suggested a use 

for t he offspring of the pauper . Hanway ' s Act of 1767 

allowed work-house children to be boarded out, to the con

siderable diminution of the rate of infantile mortality and 

to the considerable enrichment of employers of labor in the 

5 Turberville, Men and Manners of the Eighteenth 
Century~ p. 141. - -
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new manufacturing areas. Children were put to work as 

early as the age of four, and they worked under the same 

rules and discipline as the mature laborers. The condition 

that made the factories so terrible was not the fact of the 

long hours, but the rigor of an impersonal system, the 

remorselessness of machinery which never stopped and which 

seemed to demand from poor human beings an activity as tire

less as its own. 

The physical existence of a factory worker was very 

poor at its best. In the factory for eighteen hours a day, 

he was subjected to poor lighting, improper ventilation, 

the worst of sanitation, and the poorest vmrking conditions. 

At home, he lived in a crowded slum condition. No thought 

was given to his hygenic, physical, or social needs. It is 

no wonder that the nineteenth century was an age of social 

action in which the correction and elimination of these and 

other social evils was one of the keynotes of activities. 

'l'he destitution of the lower classes resulting from 

the Industrial Revolution gave a perfect setting for a vast 

Vva.Ve of crime that spread the country. In eighteenth century 

literature the criminal bulks large, and deeds of violence 

are common. Duelling was still in vogue. All men wore 

swords and used them on the slightest provocation. The law 

against duelling -was severe, but was enforced with difficulty. 

Men felt that their honor was so smirched by insults to which 
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we to-day would pay the slightest attention, that only 

blood could wipe out the stain. There were t wo hundred and 

forty of fenses punishable by death. Those who stole sheep 

were hanged a long the roads and left an indefinite length 

of t i me as a warning to future evil doers. In fact, hangings 

were r egular spectacles in London, crowds attending with 

callous en joyment. Criminals became momentary heroes, made 

speeche s , and were g iven a dingy immortality in stories and 

ballad s. Most f amous of the criminals of the time were the 

highwaymen . These men hid in the fields near London and 

elsewhere and lay in wait for travelers. Nor were the streets 

of t he cities free from such a menace. Robberies with 

violence continued to be rife in London streets. The 

audacity of London shop-lifters, both ma le and female, was 

also notorious. The pirates of t he sea were as treacherous 

a s the hi ghwaymen on the roads. Violence and brutality were 

char acteristic of life on land or sea. 

Judging from the existing penal system, it would seem 

tha t a man would do all that he could to stay out of prison 

r ather than to invite a life which inevitably led in that 

direction. The prisons were in a condition which nowaday 

would be regarded as barbarous. 

Debtors in some cases were imprisoned for life. Boys 
Who had committed some slight offense were herded with 
hardened criminals. Prisons were schools of vice, and 
society paid the penalty for its brutal callousness by the 
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creation of a crimina l class which became devoid of every 
human virtue. A contemporary writer ca lls these criminals 
- - with justice -- "degenerate wretches, who had neither 
sense of gr ace, knowledge of virtue, fear of shame, nor 
dr ead of misery."6 

It may well be believed that some of these unfortunates 

knew no l i f e other t han that of misery. Prisoners were 

starved , beaten, and tortured, and nobody bothered him.self 

about their miserable condition. A prisoner who had com

mitted a crime had some hope . Sooner or later, he would be 

tried, and t hen whipped, branded, or hanged. In any ca se, 

he would be released from the horror of prison life. A 

pri soner who had committed no crime, but was in prison for 

debt , had often no hope at all . If his relatives or friends 

d i d not pay his debts , he mi ght look forward to yea rs of 

miserable prison- life, unless he died in one of the 

epi demics which were continually raging in the prisons. 

Other wise, his only ho pe of escape was to sell himself as 

a servant in t he colonies for a period of ten years. 

We have evidence of t he growth of the new ethica l 

spiri t through the work of the t wo great philanthropists, 

James Oglethorpe and John Howard . Oglethorpe's public 

l ife mi ght have become purely parliamentarian had not one 

of his friends, imprisoned as a debtor, died of small-pox 

6 Boas a nd Hahn, Soc i al Background of English 
Literature, p . 163 . 
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because he was unable to pay the fee for decent treatment . 

He resolved to conduct a private investigation into 
the whole matter, and in 1729, he succeeded in securing a 
parliamentary inquiry, which revea led many atrocities -
such as gross lack of proper provision for the sick, 
scandalous underfeeding , the barbarous use of heavy 
manacles and of the t humbscrew. Perhaps the worst feature 
of all was the existence of a disease peculiar to prison 
life and k.novm as jail fever, an intensely contagious 
malady, which was ent irely due to insanitary conditions -
insufficience of nourishment, overcrowding, absence of 
drainage, of open-air exercise for the inmates. Such a 
sta te of things was allowed to exist be cause the national 
conscience had not yet learnt to concern itself with what 
happened to the malefactor once he had been found guilty 
and passed from the court to the jail.7 

Oglethorpe set upon the scheme of selecting the better type 

of pa upers for the settlement of a colony in America. He 

sailed in 1732 with one hundred and twenty pioneer settlers 

to establish the colony of Georgia. 

Although light had been throvm upon the conditions of 

the prisons by Oglethorpe's investigation, little improve

ment was actually made until the time of the greatest of 

all prison reformers, John Howard . Not only did he make a 

thorough study of the English penal system, but he made an 

exhaustive examination of those of Europe and Asia Minor as 

well . His great work, The State £t the Prisons, was first 

published in 1777. Howard's reforms reconnuended the 

7 Turberville , Men and Manners £t the Eighteenth 
Qenturz. p . 322. -- --
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improvement in the site and the architectual design of 

prisons, new rules to regulate the conduct within the jails, 

medical supervision, cleanliness, sanitation, proper 

segregation of criminals according to the offense, separate 

compartments for men, women, minors, adults, sane, and 

insane. Howard was successful in gaining recognition and 

help long before his death. However, the reform movement 

was very slow. The reformers were ridiculed as sentimen

talists who wished criminals to live in ease and enjoyment, 

thereby freeing punishment of its horrors and leaving 

society to be overwhelmed by crime. In the end, however, 

humanity won over conservatism, and a system of prison 

administration was devised, which though open to great im

provement, showed an innnense advance. A most gratifying 

result of the reform of prisons and the softening of 

punishments was the decrease in crime and its general ef

fects upon the moral and social conditions of the age. 

The new ethical spirit brought to a serious considera

tion the bargaining of human lives, the negro slave traffic. 

During the seventeenth century, many Englishmen amassed 

great fortunes through the slave trade. Although slavery 

was legalized in the British colonies, it was a law in 

England in 1772 that as soon as a slave set his foot on 

English soil he became free; though, if he returned to his 

master's country, he could be reclaimed. In 1?64 there 
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were believed to be thousands of negro slaves in London. 

Before the idea of emancipation was contemplated, the 

efforts of the more humane portion of the public were 

directed toward the abolition of the traffic in slaves, 

mainly under the influence of a sense of Christian duty. 

In 1787, a society for the suppression of the slave trade 

was formed in London . 1'Jany prominent leaders supported 

the movement . The Quakers were the only religious body 

who as such petitioned the House of Comraons on the subject . 

Though various schemes were promoted for the prohibition 

of the trade, it did not become a final decree until 1808 

when all slave trade became illegal . The Anti-Slavery 

Society established a colony in 1787 as a home for desti

tute negroes . The complete emancipation of the negro slaves 

was not accomplished in England and throughout the British 

colonies until 1834. 

A great impetus to the new ethical spirit came through 

the Evangelical movement, which inspired much practical 

reform in the later years of the eighteenth century. This 

movement comprised a religious revival led by John ~esley 

and George Whitefield, two young men who had been trained 

for ministry in the Church of England. 

Fired with the conviction that religion 
a matter of the organization of churches and 
of creeds, they set out to save the souls of 
to them a vision of God's majesty and love. 

was not merely 
the foundation 
men and bring 
They preached 
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where they could, sometimes in churches, sometimes in the 
open field, to whoever cared to listen. All men were 
alike to t hem -- coal-miners or aristocratic Londoners; 
and to most men and women who heard them, they brought a 
new vision of God and a new hope of salvation.8 

This new religious movement was of tremendous importance. 

It gave to thousands who had had no connection with the 

Church a new spiritual life. It revived and deepened the 

religious faith of the various sects outside the Church. 

Finally, it caused a revival of religious enthusiasm with

in the Church of Engl and , making it impossible for the 

Church ever to sink as low as it had fal l en in the days of 

Q.ueen Anne. 

As the growth and acceptance of the new ethical spirit 

in the life of the eighteenth century was a very gradual 

development , so the interpretation of this spirit through 

the literature followed the trend of advancing thought. 

The reading public had increased greatly. The majority of 

the readers wanted to read something which directly 

reflected their ovm interests. They did not want mere 

amusement, or mere thrills. They did not want to be shocked 

or carried away to imaginary lands where life was a beauti

ful ideal. To them the most interesting subject for thought 

8 Boas and Hahn, Social Backgrounds of English 
Literature, p . 16?-168. 
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and reflection was mankind in his social relationships. 

The eighteenth century witnessed the perfection of 

two new literary forms, the periodical essay and the novel, 

designed to set forth man and his relationship to his 

social group. In the field of the periodical, Joseph 

Addison and Richard Steele were most influential in aiding 

the initiation of the new ethical spirit . The publications 

of these v1ri ters undoubtedly did much to hasten the reform 

of society which ,-vas under way. Always good-humored and 

always courageous, they had twice the effect of savage 

satire. They pointed out evils, but they did not arouse 

resentment. '11hey showed men how to be gentlemen, and yet 

be men of dignity, courtesy, and patience. The rights and 

wrongs of mora l and social conduct were set forth in a most 

pleasing and entertaining style; thus, the essays helped to 

crystalize the new ethical spirit . 

It was the novel which was most truly given to the 

expression of t he literature of sentiment of the day . It 

was here, too, that we have the blending of sentimentality 

and ethics. Samuel Richardson, the first English novelist, 

gives us definite studies of moral and social conduct in 

ea ch of his three novels . In Clarissa Harlowe, his second 

and best work, orthodox morality and piety were not alarmed. 

The old conception of woman's place is shown through the 

affairs of Clarissa and Loveless. The emotional element is 
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given full sway . Through the sentimental portrayal of his 

characters, Richardson helped to arouse public indignation 

and sentiment against many social injustices. 

Although classical principles dominated the ma jority of 

the early poetic works, we find one writer who was seeking 

for t hemes that 1.vere common and interesting to all. James 

Thomson turned to the simple themes of nature and of ordinary 

life . T;vith the publ ication of The Seasons in 1730, Thomson 
. -

gave to the world a poem which forecast a definite change. 

Uneven as was his gift , and careless at first in his art, 

Thomson must be accorded the high praise of having led the 

way to that deeper appreciation of natural emotions and 

scenes which redeems the poetry of the nineteenth century. 

In tracing the development of the new ethical spirit 

through eighteenth century life and literature, we note 

that the social question is definitely linked with the 

science of ethics. Ethics is itself a social question. Its 

roots lie in the soil of society, and its development pro

ceeds through social adjustment and aims. To speak of con

duct, ethics, duty, obligation, is to affirm t he social 

basis of morality. "The theory of ethics gives units to the 

complex details of the Soc i al Question, and the Social Ques-
9 

tion gives definiteness to the theory of ethics." The 

9 Peabody,~ AR]roac~ to~ Social Question, p. 96 . 
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eighteenth century stands as positive proof of the inter

relationship of ethics and the social question and problem. 

From this conclusion, it is hoped that a clearer and more 

definite study of the social aspects in the works of Richard 

Cumberland may be made, and a more logical beginning of the 

social drama may be shown . 



CIIAPrER THREE 

PHILANTHROPIC Mffi1IVES IN CU11fBERLAND'S COMEDIES 

The first spokesman to show emphatically the sig

nificance of the new ethical spirit was Richard Cumberland, 

a dramatist, novelist, and journalist of the later eight

eenth century. Just as James Oglethrope and John Howard 

are considered philanthropists in the field of practical 

social service, Cumberland may be so c onsidered in the 

range of didactic social literature. The evidences of his 

interest in and consideration for his "brother" are found 

in his personal conduct as well as in his written word. 

He sums up his life in his will when he says: 

I have lived in charity with all men; I have met 
unkindness, but never resented it; I know not what 
revenge is. Such talents as God gave me I have devoted 
to his service, and the moral and religious edification 
of my fellow-creatures. I have loved my God, my Country, 
and my Friend. l

Nor was Cumberland the only member of his family to 

manifest this philanthropic attitude toward his fellow

men. He boasted that he was "descended from ancestors 
2 

illustrious for their piety, benevolence, and erudition." 

1 
Quoted by Mudford, Life of Cumberland, p. 599. 

2 
Memoirs, p. 10. 



45 

Richard Cwnberland , his paternal great grand- father, 

was a scholar and a philosopher. His work , De Legibus 

Naturae , was considered a work of significance among 

ethicists . His theories or benevolence were put to 

actual practice . Our dramatist says of him: 

In fact , according to his principles, no church 
revenue could enrich him, for I have heard my father 
say that at the end of every year, whatever overplus 
he found , upon a minute inspection of his accounts, 
was by him distributed to the poor, reserving only 
one small deposit of twenty-rive pounds in cash, found 
at his death in his bureau, with directions to employ 
it for d ischarge of his funeral expenses; a sum, in 
his modest calculation, fully sufficient to commit his 
body to t he earth . 3 

This worthy gentleman gave his great grandson the ex

ample of tenacity of purpose and intellectual activity 

which were so characteristic of the dramatist . 

The next Richard Cumberland, the only son of 

Bishop Cumberland and the grandfather of our dramatist, 

was a rector of Peakirk, in the diocese of Peterborough, 

and also Archdeacon of Northampton. Of his two sons, 

Richard , the elder, died unmarried, and it was left to 

Denison , the younger son, to uphold the traditions of 

the family. From the reading of Richard Cumberland's 

Memoirs, we find that the father of our dramatist did 

3 Memoirs, p •. 11. 
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maintain the family prestige. The dramatist says: 

When I contemplate the character of this amiable 
man, I declare to truth I never knew one so happily 
endowed with those engaging qualities which are formed 
to attract and fix the love and esteem of mankind. It 
seemed as if the whole spirit of his grandfather's 
benevolence had been transfused into his heart, and 
that he bore as perfect a resemblance of him in good
ness, as he did in person: in moral purity he was 
truly a Christian, in generosity and honor he was per
fectly a gentleman. 4

Denison Cumberland married Joanna Bentley, the 

daughter of the well-knovm Doctor Bentley. Of this 

marriage, Richard was the second child. He was guided 

in his literary taste by his mother. He says of her: 

She had a vivacity of fancy and a strength of in
tellect in which few were her superiors: she read much, 
remembered well, and discerned acutely: I never knew 
the person who could better embellish any subject she 
was upon or render comm.on incidents more entertaining 
by the happy art of relating them; her invention was so 
fertile, her ideas so original, and the points of humor 
so ingeniously and unexpectedly taken up in the progress 
of her narrative, that she never failed to accomplish 
all the purpose which the gayety of her imagination 
could lay itself out for: she had a quick intuition 
into characters, and a faculty of marking out the ridic
ulous. 5

Cumberland closes his tribute to his mother with these 

words: "All that son can owe to parent, or disciple to 

4 Memoirs, p. 23. 

5 Ibid., p. 22. 



47 

his teacher, I owe to her." 

Thus it seems that it was from the maternal side 

that Cumberland derived his great inspiration for 

scholarly endeavor. His grandfather, Doctor Richard 

Bentley, proved to be a great power in Cumberland's 

life. The benevolence of Bentley in the home is 

stressed again and again in the Memoirs. Doctor 

Bentley took great-interest in the rearing and train

ing of the children, stressing the essential duty in 

parents to be particularly attentive to the first dawn

ings of reason in their children. We see, also, that 

benevolence characterized his judicial procedures. The 

incident is told of the thief whom he verbally chastised 

for following an unprofitable occupation, and then ad

vised him to mend his ways and to become a helpful 

citizen of society. There were many who condemned 

Bentley for his lack of kindness, but Cumberland seeks 

to refute all of these maligmn.ents in giving a truthful 

sketch and estimate of his grandfather's character. He 

asserts: 

His person, his dignity, his language, and his 
love fixed my early attention, and stamped both his 
image and his words upon my memory. His literary 
works are known to all, his private character is still 
misunderstood by many; to that I shall confine myself, 
and putting aside the enthusiasm of a descendant, I
can assert, with the veracity of a biographer, that he 



48 

was neither cynical, as some have represented him, nor 
overbearing and fastidious in the degree, as he has been 
described by many. 6

In Richard Cumberland himself, very little interest 

has been shovm in the past century and a half. His 

modern biographer, Stanley T. Williams, makes the follow

ing comments concerning Cumberland's life: 

It was a life of achievement, but achievement with
out divine fire; of industry without inspiration; of 
strong and varied talents without genius. It was a life 
of success and disappointment, a life ennobled by ser
vice for England and England's literature, yet pitifully 
defaced by weakness. But it was a life so human that 
its interest blows away the dust of the years, and leaves 
discovered a personality real, vital, and unique in the 
history of English letters. ?

The early part of his life was spent in diligent prepara

tion for his vocation of a scholar and churchman. After 

he was stimulated from the mental lethargy of his early 

school days, he was never caught lagging or showing any 

lack of interest in his work. He received many recogni

tions for his scholarly achievements, and he proved him

self in every way the proud emulator of his literary 

ancestry. During his college years, he wrote a number 

of poems, some of them quite worthy of literary mention. 

6 Memoirs, p. 12. 

? Vvilliams, Richard Cumberland, His Life and Dramatic 
Works, p. 1. 



In this work he was encouraged by his family and 

teachers. 

It was after he had received his Bachelor's 
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degree from Cambridge, and had received some intima

tion of his cand idacy for a fellowship, that he re

ceived a summon from Lord Halifax to become his private 

confidential secretary. Cumberland did not receive 

this offer with the expected joy and anticipation. He 

says: 

I was not fitted for dependence; my nature was 
repugnant to it; I was most fortunately formed with 
feelings that could ill endure the assumed importance 
of some, or submit to take advantage of the weakness 
of others. I had aniliition enough, and it may be, more 
than enough; but it was the ambition of working out 
my own way by the labors of my mind, and raising to 
myself a character upon a foundation of my own laying. 
I certainly do not offend against truth when I say I 
had an ardent wish to earn a name in literature. I 
had studied books; I had not studied men, and perhaps 
I was too much disposed to measure my respect for 
their characters by the standard of their talents. 8

Despite his own feeling regarding the secretaryship, 

Cumberland, at the continued urgence of his family, 

accepted Lord Halifax's offer. He was exactly right, 

nevertheless, regarding his own nature, and it was not 

so very long until there was a parting between Halifax 

and his conscientious, "straight-laced" assistant. 

8 Memoirs, p. _?l. 



50 

This year, 1?62, marked the beginning of a new life for 

Richard Cumberland. The role of political dependent 

was passed. He was now to become a writer of plays. 

Yet, Cumberland did not advance into the literary 

field in an aimless and purposeless manner. He had an 

unquenchable thirst for literary recognition and renown. 

He wanted his messages of social morality, social kind

liness, and social .benevolence to li:ve through his mm 

generation, and to pervade and to direct the generations 

to come. He tells us: 

When I began, therefore, as at this time, to write 
for the stage, my ambition was to aim at writing some
thing that might be lasting and outlive me; when tem
porary subjects were suggested to me, I declined them: 
I formed to myself in idea what I conceived to be the 
character of a legitimate comedy, and that alone was 
my object, and though I did not quite aspire to attain, 
I was not altogether in despair of approaching it. I 
perceived that I had fallen upon a time when great 
eccentricity of character was pretty nearly gone by, 
but still I fancied there was an opening for some 
originality, and an opportunity for showing at least 
my good-will to mankind, if I introduced the characters 
of persons who had been usually exhibited on the stage, 
as the butts of ridicule and abuse, and endeavored to 
present them in such lights as might tend to reconcile 
the world to them, and them to the world. I thereupon 
looked into society for the purpose of discovering such 
as were victims of its national, professional, or 
religious prejudices; in short, for those suffering 
characters which stood in need of an advocate, and out 
of these I meditated to select and form heroes for my 
future dramas, of which I would study to make such 
favorable and reconciliatory delineations, as might in
cline the spectators to look upon them with pity9 and 
receive them into their good opinion and esteem. 

9 Memoirs, pp. 141-142.
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Although Cumberland began his dramatic career with 

an unsuccessful tragedy, The Banishment of Cicero, and 

two inadequate musical comedies, The Summer's Tale and 

Amelia, he found his best type to be in the form of the 

sentimental comedy. He was encouraged in this by 

"Gentleman" Smith, a well-knovm actor of Covent Garden. 

In this phase of comedy, Cumberland found the proper 

avenue for the expression of the social motives that 

constituted his aim in writing. He was truly a moralist, 

a man of feeling, and a social being with an earnest 

desire to strike a social consciousness in his audience. 

Comedy, as Cumberland believed, must constitute a 

natural expression of ordinary life. He says, "If it 

represents men and women as they are, it pictures 
10 

nature; if it makes monsters, it goes out of nature." 

Any spectacle that is included must make a fitting back

ground for and give proper emphasis to a true picture of 

life portrayed from the stage. Not only must the comedy 

be in accordance with nature, but it must have sentiment 

and show virtue rewarded. These two essentials Cumberland 

has in abundance. The sentiment flowing through his works 

is that of the upper middle class, the social group that 

he knew. He condemns heartily the dramatist who writes 

10 Memoirs, p. 155.
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of a soc iety he does not know. Cumberland's own tem

perament was very ade quate in interpreting rightly the 

delicate nuances of sentimental emotion. Nor, in the 

consideration of h is virtuous and moralistic precepts, 

could we expect anything other t han the proper ending 

from this s pokesman of sensibility. 

In all his t heories and pr a ctices, Cumberland held 

tenac i ously to t he belief that the mission of sentimen

tal comedy was t o reform abuses, and to correct English 

pre j udices. He was bitterly opposed and severely 

crit icized by many of his contemporaries, but he con

t inued to be consistent in his purpose. Often he strays 

f rom pure comedy in holding to t he didactic value of the 

s t age. Yet, he continued his attacks upon the social 

ev i l s of the time. He created characters endowed with 

qualities denied to them by popular report. He included 

dialogue condemning the evils of duelling, gambling, 

drunkenness, improper social and family relations, and 

degrading practices of the day. In the consideration of 

the eight available and best known of Cumberland's 

comedies, an effort will be made to bring to light the 

socia l consideration of the problems of society, and to 

show t he evolution of the drama of sentiment into the 

drama of social concept. 

It was in 1769. that Cumberland's first comedy, The 
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Brothers, made its appearance at Covent Garden. Al

though this initial sentimental dram.a was not a brilliant 

piece of work, its pathetic situations and artificialized 

characters did make an appeal to the audience. 

In spite of its many weaknesses, and in spite of 
the hostile criticism,� Brothers began a new epoch 
in Cumberland's life. It was the beginning of his 
reputation in London; it definitely secured him the 
friendship of Garrick; and it gave him a strong con
sciousness of his own powers. From this time he wrote 
with assurance that he would ultimately attain success. 11

This first play was moderately successful, and was con

ceded a run of twelve nights. It was frequently revived, 

and was acted with success in America. 

� Brothers is a sentimental comedy of the most 

pronounced type. In this background of sentimentalism, 

the social concept of faithfulness in love and marriage 

is set forth as the prevailing theme. The setting is 

laid on an old estate on the coast of Cornwall. Here 

Belfield Senior, the older of two brothers, lives self

ishly and wickedly. He has deserted his wife, Violetta, 

in Lisbon; he has estranged his brother from Sophia, the 

young Belfield's betrothed; he has seduced Lucy, and has 

driven the family of Philip, her lover, to a miserable 

hovel on the ocean side. Belfield Junior and his uncle, 

11 Williams, Richard Cumberland, His Life�
!,)ra:matic Works, p. 57.
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Captain Ironsides, are wrecked near the cottage of the 

oppressed family. They have rescued,Violetta from ship

wreck and have brought her to England without knowing 

her true identity. Old Goodwin, Philip's father, shows 

an interest in humanity when he says, "I will go down, 

and meet them: whoever they may be, that have suffered 

this misfortune on our coasts, let us remember, children, 

never to regard any man as an enemy, who stands in need 
12 

of our protection." This same benevolent spirit is 

manifested by Belfield Junior when he welcomes Violetta 

to British soil. She offers him thanks and praises for 

his noble assistance in saving her life. He replies: 

Oh, no more of this; the preservation of a fellow 
creature is as natural as self defence: you now, for 
the first time in your life, breathe the air of Eng
land -- a rough reception it had elven you; but be not, 
therefore, discouraged; our hearts, Violetta, are more 
accessible than our shores; nor can you find inhos
pitality in Britain, save only in our climate. 13

Violetta tells Belfield Junior, who goes under the name 

of Lewson, that she does not look with much favor upon 

England because she had suffered misfortune at the hands 

of one of its citizens. He says, "Hold, madam! one 

12 The Brothers, Act I, sc. i, (Inchbald, The British 
Theatre,7iol-.-X ........ VI-I-I-).

13 �-, Act I, sc. i. 
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villain, however base, can no more involve a whole 

nation in his crimes, than one example, however digni-
14 

fied, can inspire it with his virtues." When Lewson 

tells her that she is near the estate of Belfield, her 

estranged husband, she faints. 

Old Ironsides, Belfield Junior's uncle and stout 

advocate, urges him to return to Sophia to reassert his 

love. Belfield Senior is offering his love to the young 

lady, also. He has the approval of Sir Benjamin Dove and 

of Lady Dove, Sophia's father and step-mother. This 

suitor shows the state of his o�m conscience when he says, 

"This I know, that love is a deity, and avarice a devil; 

that Violetta is my lawful wife; and that Andrew Belfield 
15 

is a villain." Confusion is caused through the mistakened 

use of the Belfield name without the differentiation of 

the younger or older brother. Sophia decides upon the 

younger brother despite the fact that he has no money or 

estate. She says, "Still you mistake my meaning; I talk 

of the qualities of a man -- you of his possessions; I 

require in a husband, good morals, good nature, and good 

sense; what has all this to do with contiguous estates, 
16 

connected interests, and contested elections?" The 

14 The Brothers, Act I, sc. i. 

15 Ibid., Act I, so. i. 

16 Ibid., Act V, sc. v. 
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situation is righted when Violetta tells Sophia that it 

is the older brother who is married to her. The estranged 

husband and wife are reunited, and the happy marriage of 

Belfield Junior and Sophia is forecast. Belfield Senior 

repents and secures the forgiveness of all. He looks for

ward to a life of virtue when he says, "But all my wrongs 

shall be redressed; my whole life shall be employed in 

acts of justice and. atonement. Virtue, and this virtuous 
17 

woman, were my first ruling passion." 

This insistence upon matrimonial fidelity, and along 

with the other sentimental representatives of domestic 

problems, in The Brothers is a true revival of the senti

mentalism of the early eighteenth century of which Richard 

Steele is the most typical representative. Had Cumberland 

been able to follow only the strong, courageous sentimental

ism of his predecessor, the influence of his comedies would 

have been more lasting; but the later dramatist falls, at 

times, into pitfalls of the weaker sentimentalism and gives 

his reader or his audience too large a dose of excessive 

sweetness and artificial goodness. However, the condemna

tion of duelling and the plea for a larger measure of 

social justice for women were good influences carried over

by Cumberland from the sentimentalism of the first half to 

17 � Brothers, Act V, sc. ii.
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that of the last half of the century. 

There was much criticism, favorable and unfavorable, 

upon this "first piece" by Cumberland. A contemporary 

writer says: 

It wants variety of incident and a skillful coherency 
of action: the scenes are hurried on with too much rapid
ity; that which is required is produced at the author's 
will, not as the necessary or probable effect of preceding 
events. There is no exhibition of original character. 
Perfidious brothers-, wi ttol husbands, peevish mistresses, 
and licentious wives, are the common property of stage 
writers, and afford few opportunities for novelty of 
situation or of sentiment. The author is tied down by the 
familiarity of his plot, and follows too servilely the 
steps of his predecessors.18 

Nicoll; a modern critic, also accuses Cumberland of follow

ing earlier writers too closely. He says, "The only really 

good parts of the play are the comic scenes which deal with 

Sir Benjamin Dove's subjugation of his wife, but even these 

comic scenes are deeply coloured by reminiscences of earlier 
19 

plays." The Gentleman's Magazine, ( 1769), gives a more 

favorable comment: "Upon the whole, there is in this piece, 

with all its faults, such a mixture of the interesting and 

the comic, as will probably render it a lasting favorite 
20 

of the Publick." 

18 Mudford, Life of Cumberland, p. l?O.

19 Eighteenth Century Drama, 11.§.Q,-1800, p. 125. 

20 Loo. cit., Jol. XXXVIII, 1769, p. 596.
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It was not, however, until his second comedy, The 

West Indian , that Cumberland attained to the proper con

ception of comedy as a means of social advancement. 

This play was first produced at Drury Lane, January, 

1771. Cumberland was well pleased with its success: 

"Of the subsequent success of this lucky comedy there 

is no occasion for me to speak; eight and twenty suc

cessive nights it went without the buttress of an after-
21 

piece ." Williams, the modern biographer of Cumberland, 

quotes from Victor's~ History of the Theatres .Q! 

London as follows: 

This Comedy has fully answered the Expectations of 
the Publ ic from this improving Dramatic Author. It has 
unquestioned Merit: and though when critically com
pared, not quite equal to some few of our best Comedies, 
yet the success that has attended the Performance of 
The West Indian has exceeded that of any Comedy within 
the Memory of the oldest Man living. There was the 
same Demand for Places in the Boxes, and the same 
crowding to get into the Pit and Galleries at the twenty
sixth Representation as on the first night.22 

The popularity of the play was almost unequalled in the 

history of sentimental comedy. 

As to the financial returns to the author, Cumber

land obtained one hundred and fifty pounds for the 

21 Memoirs, p. 152. 

22 Richard Cumberland, p. 71. 
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copyright, and he says that twelve thousand copies of 

the play were sold. He tells us further: 

When Mr. Evans the Treasurer came to my house in 
Queen Ann Street in a hackney coach with a huge bag 
of money, he spread it all in gold upon my table, and 
seemed to contemplate it with a kind of ecstasy, that 
was extremely droll; and when I tendered him his cus
tomary fee, he peremptorily refused it, saying he had 
never paid an author so much before, I had fairly 
ear ned it, and he would not lessen it a single shilling~ 
not even his coach-hire, and in that humor he departed.~3 

In The West Indian, Cumberland, with the able assis

t ance of David Garrick, made his first attempt to create 

a f avorable public opinion in behalf of certain victims 

of social prejudice. He says: 

I took the characters of an Irishman and a West 
Indian for t he heroes of my plot, and began to work it 
out into the shape of a comedy. To the West Indian I 
devoted a generous spirit, and a vivacious giddy dis
sipation; I resolved he should love pleasure much, but 
honor more; but as I could not keep consistence of 
character without a mixture of failings, when I gave 
him charity, I gave him that which can cover a multi
tude, and thus protected, thus recommended, I thought 
I might send him out into the world to shift for him.
self.24 

For his Irishman, he followed a scheme a little more 

complicated. He put him into the Austrian service. 

He tried to blend the military regime with the 

23 Memoirs, p. 153. 

24 Ibid., p. ~42. 
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eccentricities of the Irish. Most important of all, his 

Irishman was given sentiments that deserved applause. 

O'Flaherty is a sentimental stage Irishman, irascible, 

generous, foolish and wise by turns. 

Nicoll gives a clear estimate of the characters of 

the play: 

Belcour, the West Indian and a good-hearted rake, 
became a regular stock figure. Like one of Farquhar's 
heroes, he makes attempts on Louisa Dudley under the 
misapprehension that she is Charles Dudley's mistress. 
At the same time that his libertinism is shown, he is 
represented as relieving the distress of old Dudley 
and generally behaving himself as a true disciple of 
the sentimental school. It is strange to note here 
that Fielding, avowed enemy of sentimentalism though 
he was, has given us in Tom Jones a character of 
fundamentally similar characteristics. The other 
figures in The West Indian are planned on the same 
style. Miss Rusport, who loves Charles Dudley, is a 
vapid second heroine; Lady Rusport is the usual grasp
ing old dowager; ]iirs. Fulmer represents the odious 
side of humanity and is paralled by Fulmer, through 
whom Cumberland aims a blow at the press of the day.25 

The modern reader finds The West Indian an enter

taining comedy, and discovers in it a reflection of the 

mood of the sentimentalism characteristic of eighteenth 

century. The play tells in brisk fashion the story of 

Belcour, a youth all air and fire, of English parents, 

but of tropical birth. Merchant Stockwell, apparently 

Belcour's guardian, but in reality his father, plans 

25 Eighteentg Century Drama, p. 125. 
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to keep the young man in ignorance of his birth that he 

may determine how far the irregularities of the torrid 

zone have affected his character. At the opening of the 

play Belcour is hastening from Jamaica to England. Up

on the arrival of the ship, a sailor gives a pleasant 

intimation regarding Belcour's character when he says, 

"Tis no bad prognostic of a man's heart, when his ship-
26 

rn.a tes give him a -good word." Our hero himself gives a 

further glimpse of his character when he is talking to 

Mr. Stockwell: 

Belcour: Well, :Mr. Stockwell, for the first time in 
my life, here am I in England; at the foun
tain head of pleasure, in the land of beauty, 
of arts, and elegancies. My happy stars 
have given me a good estate, and the con
spiring winds have blown me hither to spend 
it. 

Stockwell: To use it, not to waste it, I should hope; 
to treat it, lilir. Belcour, not as a vassal, 
over whom you have a wanton and a desperate 
power, but as a subject, which you are bound 
to govern, with a temperate and restrained 
authority. 

Belcour: True, sir, most truly said; mine's a commis
sion, not a right; I am the offspring of 
distress, and every child of sorrow is my 
brother; while I have hands to hold, there
fore, I will hold them open to mankind; but, 
sir, my passions are my masters; they take 
me where they will; and sometimes they leave 
to reason and to virtue nothing but my wishes 
and my sighs. 27

26 The West Indian, Act I, sc. i (Inchbald, The 
British Theatre, yol. XVIII). 

27 Ibid., Act I, sc. ii. 
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Captain Dudley, his son, Charles, and his daughter, 

Loui sa , have come to London to solicit a id for a military 

expedition from Lady Rusport, the sister of the deceased 

Mrs . Dudley. The Lady, however, refuses any advancement 

of f unds to the unfortunates. Miss Charlotte Rusport, a 

step- daughter who is in love with Charles, tries unsuc

cessfully to intercede in the behalf of the family when 

she says, "I take· charity to be a mean clause in the 
28 

gr eat statute of Christianity." Through Mr. and Mrs. 

Fulmer, the designing hosts of the Dudleys, Belcour is 

duped into believing that Louisa may become his mistress. 

When he visits the house for the purpose of seeing Louisa, 

he hears Captain Dudley's story of woe, and he immediate

ly provides the old fellow with the required sum. At 

the surprise of Dudley, Belcour says, "Is it incredible 
29 

that one fellow creature should assist another?" Major 

O'Flaherty, who is seeking the hand and fortune of Lady 

Rusport, brings a message from the Lady to Captain 

Dudley that the latter is to leave England. The major 

shows his benevolent spirit and social kindness when he 

says, "Upon my soul, I know but one excuse a person can 

28 The West Indian, Act I, sc. iii. 

29 Ibid., Act II, sc. i. 



63 

have for giving nothing , and that is, like myself, having 
30 

nothing to give . 11 When he discovers that Lady Rusport re-

fused assistance to Captain Dudley , the major says, "Break 

your heart ! No, 0 ' my conscience will it not . You preach, 

and you pray , and you turn up your eyes , and all the while 

you a re as hard-hearted as a hyena -- a hyena, truly! By 

my soul , there isn't in the whole creation, so savage an 
31 

animal as a human .creature without pity!" 

Out of benevolence and love for the d iffident Charles, 

Charlotte Rusport tries to restore the fortunes of old 

Captain Dudley . A casket of her jewels, consigned to 

Stockwell as security for the transaction, is returned 

by the merchant through Belcour. But Belcour gives them 

to the Fulmers to speed his wooing of Louisa . His ardent 

campaign, however, against Louisa is checked by the 

angry Charles, and the pair cross swords. Stockvrell con

demns the system of duelling a s a means of justification 

when he says, "Ylhy, the sword is drawn; and to heal the 

wrongs you have done t he reputation of the sister, you 
32 

make an honourable amends, by murdering the brother . " 

The duellists are separated by Ma jor O'Flaherty, the 

30 The West Indian, Act II, sc. i. 

31 Ibid ., Act II , sc. ii. 

32 Ibid., Act IV, sc. iii. 
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staunch upholder of sentimental virtue. 

A happy ending is achieved when Belcour repents of 

his licentious wooing , and he is forgiven by the Dudleys. 

Thus , he becomes the reformed admirer. He is rewarded 

by the knowledge that Stockwell is his father. Through 

the ingenuity of Tulajor O'Flaherty, a new will is dis

covered whereby Charles, rather than Lady Rusport, is 

the recipient of his grandfather's fortune. Therefore, 

he is free to marry Charlotte. Captain Dudley would 

pl ace credit where credit is due for the happy turn of 

events: "Name not fortune, 'tis the work of Providence; 

'tis the justice of Heaven, that would not suffer 

innocence to be oppressed, nor your aunt to prosper in 
33 

cruelty and cunning ." 

In Belcour and in O'Flaherty, the spirit of philan

thropy is very evident. They are the protagonists of 

that emerging spirit which condemned a man for going 

selfishly and indifferently through life while his neigh

bor suffered under one condition or another. The senti

mental expression of their attitudes was, in reality, a 

manifestat ion of the growing social consciousness. 

Emotionalism had been the vogue for some time; now that 

sensibility was evolving into a practical program for 

33 The West Indian, Act V, SC. 1. 
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the benefit of mankind. 

The popularity of his outstand ing comedy was not 

confined to England . It was acted throughout Europe 

and in America , and it was translated into many lan

guages . Not only did its popularity persist during the 

rest of t he eighteenth century, but it was frequently 

revised in the nineteenth. "No historian of the British 

t heat re may i gnore The West Indian," says Williams . "In 

this pl ay Cumberl and a chieved drarnat ic effects which he 

never afterwards e qualled, and by it he gained a secure 
34 

if not eminent place in British drama .'' 

The most pe rmanent and pe rvading characteristic of 

Cumberland 's works was d ida ct icism. This trait, comb ined 

with real virtue, led him to attempt nothing less than to 

reform public opinion. As in~ West Indian Cumberland 

had aimed at changing the popula r conception of the stage 

Irishman by exhibiting the moral O'Flaherty, he now, in 

The Fashionable Lover, made an unfavored Scotchman, Colin 

Ma cleod, the benevolent hero. He is set forth as generous, 

unselfish, and devoted to the cause of virtue. Cumberland 

makes his appeal to prejudiced Englishmen when he makes 

Colin say: 

34 Richard Cumberland, p . 87. 



66 

Whan you have shad the blude of t he offenders, it 
is na ' generous t o revive t he offence: as for mine avm 
particular, Heaven be my judge, the realm of England 
does na ' haud a heart more loyal than the one I strike 
my honde upon.35 

Then a s a tribute to his own people, he says: 

Par ad ise itsal wou'd na' hald all mankind, nor 
Scot l and neither; and let me tell you there's na 
br aver or more auncient people underneath Heaven's 
canopy; no, nor a nation of the terrestrial glabe wha 
have more love and charity for one another.36 

In Colin Iviacleod, vie see a marked contrast to the 

Scot ch characters made contemptible upon the stage in 

conformity with English prejudice. Such works as Foote's 

The Englishman Returned from Paris, Macgregor's The 

Orators, and Macpherson's The Devil Upon Two Sticks, set 

forth the Scotchman as an odious person. The niggardli

ness imputed to the North Briton was shovm by Cumberland 

as unselfish economy. Colin faithfully guards against 

extravagance in his master's household, and bestows the 

greater part of his own wages upon poor relations. 

The Fashionable Lover was produced at Drury Lane 

Theatre, January, 1772. It was well received, and it 

35 The Fashionable Lover, Act III (A New Edition, 
1772). (This edition of the play does not cite scene 
divisions.) 

36 Ibid., Act III. 
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was thought for awhile that it might take a lead over 

The West Indian, but it soon lost its hold on the pub

lic . Cumberland believed this play to be his best 

effort . He says: 

I verily believe if The Fashionable Lover was not 
my composition, and I were called upon to give my 
opinion of it (speaking only of its merits, and reserv
ing to myself my opinion of its faults), I should be 
inclined to say it was a drama of a moral, gr ave, and 
tender cast, inasmuch as I discover in it sentiments 
laudably directed aga inst national prejudice, breach 
of trust , seduction, gaming , and the general dissipa
tion of the time then present.3? 

Cumberland's favorite brain child made a strong 

appeal to all true lovers of sentimental comedy. Said 

one contemporary critic: ttThe plot is intricate, and 

the catastrophe of the weeping sort; abundance of situa

tions there are in it, some of them improbable, some 

trifling, and others affecting; Mr. Cumberland's comic 
38 

muse seems to be always in mourning." In the early 

action of the play, Lord Abberville reveals to Doctor 

Druid his plan for the seduction of Augusta Aubrey. 

Augusta is the ward of Bridgemore, with whom she lives, 

together with his wife, and his daughter, Lucinda. Hav

ing forced an entrance to Miss Aubrey's room, Abberville 

37 Cumberland, Memoirs, p . 175. 

38 Davies, Life of Garrick, Vol. II, p. 296. 
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is discovered by Lucinda in the very act of paying his 

unwelcomed attentions to the lady. Lucinda, who is 

partial to ibberville, casts the very worst reflections 

upon Augusta, until the latter is forced to leave the 

Bridgemore home. 

Augusta goes in search of her lover and protector, 

Tyrrel, who has previously engaged in a duel in defense 

of her honor. Mortimer, Tyrrel's uncle, bitterly opposes 

duelling, and he condemns the practice to his nephew: 

Tyrrel: You lmow my story, Sir: I drew my sword in the 
defence of innocence; to punish and repel the 
libertine attempts of an ennobled ruffian; 
every man of honour would have done the same. 

Mort.: Yes, honour; you young men are subtle arguers; 
the cloak of honour covers all your faults, as 
that of passion all your follies. 

Tyrrel: Honour is what mankind have made it; and as we 
hold our lives upon these terms, with our lives 
it behoves us to defend them. 

Mort.: You have made it reason then, it seems; make 
it religion too, and put it out of fashion with 
the world at once; of this be sure, I would 
sooner cast my guineas in the sea, than give 
'em to a duellist. 39

Because he has gone to call upon his uncle, Augusta is 

unable to find Tyrrel, but she meets Colin, who offers 

to help her. When she tells him that she is destitute 

39 The Fashionable Lover, Act II. 
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and without a home or friends, he says: 

Come with me then, and I will show you one; ah, 
woe is me, we hanna' all cold hearts, that occupy cold 
climates : I were a gr a celess loon indeed, when Provi
dence ha ' done so much for me, an' I cou'd not pay 
back a little to a fellow creature.40 

Colin takes her to one whom he supposes to be a friendly 

Scotchwoman, but this creature proves to be Lord Abber

ville's procuress; and Miss Aubrey is again confronted 

by her gallant. She is rescued by the benevolent 

Mortimer and is t aken into his home. Yfuen she commends 

him for his generosity , he answers : 

I generous ! No , I am a meer volutuary; I study 
luxury by principle, and am as sensual on the side of 
virtue , as Abberville, or any other social rake, on 
that of vice.41 

The exposure of Bridgemore's wrongs toward Augusta 

is made by the unexpected return of her father. 1fr . 

Aubrey had left his daughter in Bridgemore's care when 

she was a very small child, and since had been provid

ing funds for her support. This arrangement was unknown 

to Augusta, and thus Bridgemore was free to dispose of 

her money as he pleased. 

40 ~ Fashionable Lover, Act III. 

41 Ibid., Act III. 
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Another social evil which comes in for denunciation 

in this pl ay is that of gambling . Lord Abberville, Colin's 

master, is a follower of this degenerating pract ice. All 

of Colin 's economy and management could not cope with his 

Lord's losses a t gambling . Colin says to Mortimer: 

Ah , :Maister Mortimer, it makes ray heart drop blude to 
think how much gude counsel I ha' cast away upon my Laird; 
i' faith I hanna ' stinted him o' that; I gei 'd him rules 
and maxims of gude husbandry in plenty, but aw in va in; 
the dice ha' deafen'd him.42 

Lord Abberville rea lized his weakness and vice. He says 

of Colin : 

Hi s honesty is my reproach; these rascals flatter while 
they rob me: it angers me that one, who has no stake, no 
interest in my fortune, should husband it more frugally than 
I who am the owner and the sufferer: in short, he is the 
glass in which I see myself, and the reflection tortures mei 
my vices have deform'd me; gaming has made a monster of me.43 

Bridgemore, himself, realizes the great evil of gaming. In 

talking with Napthali, the money-lending Jew, he says, "Ay, 

ay, the dice are little weapons, but they make deep wounds; 

what between those that win and us that lend, he bleeds at 
44 

both arms." Abberville comprehends fully the evils of his 

42 The Fashionable Lover, Act II. 

43 Ibid., Act III. 

44 Ibid., Act IV. 
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ways and pledges himself to foreswear t he vice of gambling. 

At the clo s e of the play, Abberville is very repentant. 

He is f orgiven by Augusta and Tyrrel. He tells them that 

the path of virtue is the only road to happiness, and that 

he intends henceforth to walk daily therein. Colin is taken 

back into Abberville's service with a sincere apology from 

his master. The l ast lines of the play a re a reiteration 

of Cumberland's purpose of combatting English prejudice 

agai nst Scotchmen. Mortimer says, nBy Heaven, I'd rather 

weed out one such unmanly prejudice from the hearts of my 
45 

countrymen, than add another Indies to their empire." 

Following the production of The Fashionable Lover, 

in 1772, Cumberland entered into a period of feebleness, 

as f ar as dramatic composition is concerned, which con

tinued until 1794. This was not the result of intellectual 

idleness, however. He was continually engaged in writing 

for his publication, The Observer, and in the production 

of insignificant poetry and drama. It was during this time 

that he tried his hand once more at musical comedy and 

tragedy. Of his ten dramatic works written during this 

period, only a very few won any serious consideration. 

One such comparative success was The Natural Son, 

which was produced at Drury Lane Theatre, December 22, 

45 The Fashionable Lover, Act V. 
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1784 . The play received no mention whatever from its 

author in his Memoirs . The critics condemned the play 

for the slenderness of its plot, yet the easy dialogue 

makes it one of the most entertaining of Cumberland 's 

comedies . Here again we have a hero strongly reminiscent 

of Tom Jones . The rambling structure of the play hindered 

the proper stage presentation , but it did not interfere 

with the reading of the drama. 

The Natural Son is wholly in the sentimental vein. 

Here , as usual, Cumberland employs sentiment as a back

ground for his social themes. He advances the theory of 

religious toleration upon the assumption that all sects 

and creeds should steadily approach a greater harmony in 

society . This state should be reached through considera

tion and understanding, not through narrowness, jealousy, 

and hatred . Cumberland also has something to say upon 

the education of women . The play tells in diverting 

fashion of the adventures of Blushenly, an attractive 

young renegade without name or fortune. Another charac

ter in t he play says of him: 

Then the condition of poor Blushenly keeps him back ; 
a dependant , a foundling , destitute of every thing but 
what the Graces have bestowed; Nature his only parent , 
Charity his nurse, and the wide vrorld his inheritance . 46 

46 The Natural Son , Act I. (Ed ition, 1785). (This 
edition of the play does not cite scene divisions) . 
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Blushenly lives in the home of his cousin, Sir Jeffry 

Latimer, his sister, Mrs . Phoebe Latimer , and his widowed 

daughter , Lady Paragon . Sir Jeffrey is the only one who 

knows that Blushenly is the son of Frances Latimer, a 

cousin to Sir Jeffrey . The mother has taken the vows and 

resides in a convent in Flanders, yet she provides for the 

support of her son. We learn through Sir Jeffry's scheme 

of bringing Blushenly ·home from the university that he is 

trying to instigate a match between his daughter and his 

vre.rd . Difficulties arise from the fact that Mrs. Phoebe 

thinks herself to be enamoured of this young gallant, and 

she chides her brother for trying to bring his favored 

parties together. Jack Hustings , a devoted friend to Sir 

Jeffrey , offers marriage to Mr s . Phoebe, but he is refused. 

In Act III of the pl ay Ma jor O'Flaherty brings the 

news of Frances Latimer's death. This I rish chara cter is 

a subdued replica of the Irishman of The West Ind ian. He 

is not the jovial ◊'Flaherty tha t we have met before, nor 

does his social standing seem greatly improved for the 

passage of time. He makes another plea for consideration 

when he says, "I'll tell you what, Sir Jeffrey, you need 

not be surpriz'd at finding a poor Catholic like myself an 

honest man; you take a ready way to keep us so, by shutting 
47 

us out of your service." Vie note, also, from this quotation 

47 The Natural £2.a, Act III. 
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that Cumberland was an advocate of religious toleration, 

one of the growing phases of enlightenment in social life. 

The happy ending evolves when Ruefull discovers his 

son in Blushenly and bestows a vast fortune upon him. 

Thus , the young gallant is equipped with a worthy name and 

a fortune to offer his beloved Lady Paragon. Ruefull 

repents of his injuries to the Latimer family: "May the 

son repair the injuries of the father! and, by the honour 

of his conduct to your family, atone for the shame which 
48 

mine has brought upon it. '' 

Lady Paragon, one of the most pleasing of Cumberland's 

heroines, seems to direct the action of the play by her 

energy and spirit. She has charm, grace, and beauty; nor 

is she deprived of that mental alertness that adds attrac

tiveness to her personality. The gambling evils wrecked 

her home and husband. She says: 

A situation of more hazard than mine cou'd not well 
be; for I was courted by my admirers, and neglected by 
my husband . Oh! let no woman wed a gamester? human 
misery cannot exceed it.49 

It is a bit surprising, considering the benevolence 

and far-sighted views of Cumberland regarding other social 

48 The Natural Son , Act V. 

49 Ibid., Act V. 



75 

problems of the day, that he should make slighting remarks 

concerning education for women. In this play, Lady Paragon 

has no time for any serious consideration of learning. She 

reads only the light, trivial matters that make an appeal 

to her sensibilities, but do not tax her intellect. Tuirs. 

Phoebe, in direct contrast, is a serious student, but the 

age-old prejudice against the education of women is catered 

to by making her a repulsive creature. O'Flaherty says of 

her: 

Mercy on me! what a fermentation does a little learn
ing raise in a female skull! No wonder that our fortune
hunters poach amongst these petticoated pedants; they fall 
into the snare like a pheasant from its perch. 5v

Another comedy produced during the latter part of this 

period of dramatic wealmess, The Box-Lobby Challenge, was 

acted at The Haymarket Theatre on February 22, 1794. It 

enjoyed a run of twelve nights. This play may be grouped 

with The Impostors, performed at Drury Lane in 1789 as 

reminiscent of Cumberland's earlier triumphs in sentimental 

comedy. These two plays were pledges of the return of the 

old power. 

� Box-Lobby Challenge is a fairly bright comedy of 

lower-class manners. Cumberland is consistent in this 

50 � Natural Son, Act IV. 
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drama, as he has been in his others, in portraying the 

more familiar scenes of English domesticity. He disputes 

the age old social theory that a person of one class should 

not marry a person of a lower class. Marriage should be a 

matter of personal choice based upon love, character, and 

congeniality. A person should be judged upon his individual 

merits and achievements rather than upon his ancestry. In 

this same play, Cumberland pays his tribute to the honest 

printer who is continually working for the betterment of 

society. The entire plot of the story is linked with the 

people of the lower classes. The story follows the intrigues 

of Jack Crochet, the rather shiftless son of a low-class 

printer, to gain his fortunes and interests through the 

Grampus family, representative of the old landed gentry. He 

gains his opportunity of coming in touch with the family 

through Fulsome, a writer of very little note. Diana Grampus, 

a spinster and a sister to Sir Toby Grampus, has decided that 

Robert, the young squire, needs to travel as a means of 

furthering his education and of securing an enviable place 

in society. A companion is to go with Robert. Sir Toby says: 

Thy companion shall be a man of fashion, prudent but 
cheerful, cautious yet good humour'd, moral but not austere; 
one that has read men more than books, and knows the world, 
not by the map and the globe, but by observation and experi
ence.51 

51 The Box-Lobby Challenge, Act I, sc. ii, (The Third 
Edit ion, 1794)'":" 
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Through the scruples of Fulsome, Jack becomes that companion. 

When he has once won the approval of Lady Diana by his com

pliments and assumed moral gentility, he holds enough power 

really to direct the affairs of the family. It is he who 

sponsors the love matches between Captain Waterland and Lady 

Jane Danvers, and George �aterland and Laetitia Rayner, the 

ward in the Grampus family. Finally, his honesty and moral 

courage win the hand and fortune of Lady Diana, who is 

several years his senior. In this match, we see that true 

love triumphs over the old theory which frowned upon mar

riage outside of one's class. Jack stresses man's valua

tion according to his worth to society rather than the 

supposed accomplishments of his ancestors. 

Jack: One of your forefathers perhaps cou'd eat a whole 
venison pasty for his breakfast; another cou'd 
bend a kitchen-poker across his arm, a third might 
keep hawks and greyhounds; what are they but a 
catalogue of insignificants? One printer, one 
compositor, one poor corrector of the press, is 
worth them all, and his country gains more credit 
by his labors. 

Toby: 'Fore George, m:y friend, I'm not sure but you are 
in the right in it; I know little of m:y forefathers, 
but that they liv'd on the same spot for many 
generations, and left me a fair estate to follow 
the same practice -- Sir, I begin to perceive you 
are a very clever fellow, and if sister Di is of 
the same opinion, I believe a little printer's ink 
mixt with our blood wou'd do the family no harm. 52

52 The Box-Lobby Challenge, Act V, sc. i. 
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This comedy is Cumberland's tribute to the worthy 

printer, and his slap against the slandering writers. 

Crochet, the printer, although of low class and unworthy 

of social distinction, plys his trade in an honest, honor

able manner. By the close of the play, he has completely 

won the sentiment and respect of the audience. Fulsome, 

the unscrupulous writer, leaves the audience with an un

pleasant taste in its -mouth. In the epilogue to the 

play, Cumberland closes with a condemnation of duelling 

with either words or swords, and suggests a more profit

able way for the Englishman to spend his time: 

Ohl may these warriors of Desk and Quill 
Pursue their petty broils and Challenge still; 
Of such contentions wholesome be the fruitt 
And Duelling be brought to disrepute; 
May Englishman no Englishman oppose, 
But wield his sword against our common foest53 

- --

A revival of Cumberland's dramatic power came in two 

plays, The Jew, acted at Drury Lane Theatre on May 8, 1794, 

and The vb.eel of Fortune, which appeared at the same play

house on February 28, 1795. In the first play named, 

Cumberland reached the apex of his philanthropinism. His 

real sympathy for the ridiculed and the oppressed is vivid

ly set forth in� Jew. The Prologue to the play leaves 

53 The Box-Lobby Challenge, Epilogue. 
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no doubt in the reader's mind as to its central theme: 

Here I will build my stage, by moral rule 
And scenic measure here erect my school; 
A school for prejudice:--Oh that my stroke 
Cou'd strike that creeper from the British Oak ••• 
T'is but this simple lesson of the heart, 
Judge not the man by his exterior part ••• 
If to your candor we appeal this night 
For a poor Client, for a luckless Wight, 
Whom Bard ne'er favored, whose sad fate has been 
Never to share in one applauding scene, 
In souls like yours there should be found a place 
For every Vict·im of unjust disgrace. 54 

In this benevolent mood, Cumberland showed that he was 

deeply influenced by the humanitarian movement which then 

was sweeping both the continent and England. His work 

reflected the new tendencies abroad in the world, and at 

the same time gave impetus to their spread in his ovm 

country: 

A tribute to the importance of Cumberland's Jew and a 
proof of its abiding value may be found in the fact that 
it was played by stock companies well into the nineteenth 
century, but it waE revived at Drury Lane in 1815, again 
in 1818, and again in 1821. It was printed soon after 
production, and in seven years ran through seven editions. 
It was reprinted in 1824, 1829, and 1834, and in other 
forms since. 55 

The play was translated into various languages, and was 

54 Quoted by Newman, Richard Cumberland, Critic and 
Friend of the Jews, pp. 51-52. 

55 Ibid., pp. 44-45. 
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acted many tiraes in Araerica. Cumberland was deeply 

gratified by the reception of his play: "The benevo

lence of the audience assisted me," he says, "in rescu

ing a forlorn and persecuted character, which till then 

had only been brought upon the stage for the unmanly 

purpose of being made a spectacle of contempt, and a butt 

of ridicule. In the success of this comedy, I felt of 

course a greater gratification than I had ever felt before 
56 

upon a like occasion." 

In spite, however, of the success of the play, Cumber

land was disappointed because he did not receive some mark 

of appreciation for his efforts from the members of the 

race which he had sought to befriend. The critics of the 

tiraes gave their approval of the play because it set forth 

the moral attitude; the newspapers and public in general 

sang praises of the play because the tender sensibilities 

of the eighteenth century were deeply moved; yet, no voice 

came from the persecuted race. He says, "I will speak 

plainly on this point; I do most heartily wish they had 

flattered me with some token, however small, of which I 

might have said .1hi.§_ is� tribute 1Q. my philanthropy, and 
52 

delivered it down to my children •••• " The failure of the 

56 Memoirs, p. 340. 

5? �-, p. 342. 
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Jews to applaud their self-appointed champion may be more 

clearly understood through an analysis of the character 

of Sheva, the Jew, a leading character in the drama. Not

withstanding the silence of his contemporaries, Cumberland 

would feel that he had been amply rewarded for his efforts 

could he but hear the laudation and appreciation of his 

kindly intentions from modern Jewry. Newman, a modern 

commentator, says: 

But by many tokens, Jewish posterity has recompensed 
Cumberland for the neglect of his efforts on their behalf 
during his lifetime. Not the least of these signs of 
gratitude is the "Richard Cumberland Centenary Memorial 
Paper" which, as we have seen, pays the English play
wright a high compliment as novelist and dramatist. 
Zangwill says in his closing paragraph wherein he refers 
to the eulogy of the Dean of Westminster at the burial 
of Cumberland in iestminster Abbey: "But we Jews cannot 
but be conscious of an omission. Cumberland excelled 
in justice, but the eulogy holds no word of it. However 
singular he might be, his justice knew no earthly 
boundary. For us he stands as one of the great pioneers 
in the slow movement of justice for the Jew; and the 
courage that called for cannot be easily measured today. 
He helped to prepare the social ground, and that is more 
essential work than the final measures of the politician 
or administrator, who most often merely gives official 
embodiment to principles that have long been developing. 
Cumberland's efforts on our behalf have passed into 
Jewish History, and will not soon be forgotten." If to 
revive his work and his fame be a reward, however inade
quate, for the seeming indifference of the eighteenth 
century to Cumberland's friendly activity, then the au
thor of this essay on Richard Cumberland, Critic and 
Friend of the Jews, rejoices that he is able to pay 
honor and tribute in America to the British pioneer of 
pro-Jewish liberalism. For high on the scroll, the 
Recording Angel can write down Richard Cumberland as a 
true friend of the Jewish people. 59

59 Richard Cumberland, Critic and Friend of the 
�' pp. 59-60. 
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Philanthropinism and sentimentalism are more truly 

blended in The Jew than in any of Cumberland's dramas. 
--

The play dissolved its audience in tears, and called forth 

a shout of praise for the benevolent design of the author. 

Its philanthropic intentions will be evident from a brief 

summary of the plot. Frederick, son of Sir Stephen 

Bertram, a worldly-minded merchant, has secretly wedded 

Eliza Ratcliffe. This marriage antagonizes Sir Stephen, 

who objects to the fortuneless Eliza. It angers the 

proud-spirited brother, Charles Ratcliffe, who sees in the 

union an aspersion upon the family honor. The overshadow

ing theme is the benevolence of Sheva, the Jew. Charles 

gives us an insight into the new ethical spirit regarding 

the Jew during his conversation with Frederick when he 

says: 

You see these characters with indignation; I contem
plate them with pity. I have a fellow-feeling for poor 
Sheva; he is as much in poverty as I am, only it is 
poverty of another species: He wants what he has, I have 
nothing and want everything. Misers are not unuseful 
members of the community; they act like dams to rivers, 
hold up the stream that else would run to waste, and make 
deep water where there would be shallows.59 

Sheva himself makes a plea for some social recogni

tion of justice regarding his people: 

59 The�' Act I, sc. i. (Inchbald, The British
Theatre, Vol. XVIII). 
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We have no abiding place on earth , no coW1try, no 
home ; every body rails at us, everybody flouts us, every 
body points us out f or their may- game and t heir mockery. 
Hard dealings for a poor stray sheep of t he scattered 
flock of Abraham! How can you expect us to show kindness, 
when we receive none?60 

But Sheva is a conf ormer to the Golden Rule . His benevo

lence overpowers his greed for wealth, and he turns his 

money to the he l p of his fri ends. He bestows a dowry 

upon Eliza, thus rendering her acceptable to Sir St e phen. 

When Sir Stephen becomes acquainted with the fact that 

Sheva has advanced money to his son, he can not but be 

lieve tha t it is some exorbitant scheme on the part of the 

mercenary Jew . He condemns Sheva for talking the part of 

t he son aga inst the f ather: 

Sheva : I do uphold the son, but not against the fader; 
it is not natural to suppose the oppressor and 
the f ader one and the same person . I did see 
your son struck down on the ground with sorrow, 
cut to the heart: I did not stop to ask whose 
hand had laid him low; I gave him mine , and 
raised him up. 

Sir s .: You! You talk of Charity! 

Sheva: I do not talk of it: I feel it.61 

Dorcas , Sheva 's servant, gives further proof of her master 's 

60 The Jew, Act I, sc. i. 

61 Ibid., Act III, sc. ii. 
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62 
charity when she says, "He is merciful to all nankind.n 

Sheva is greatly indebted to Charles for the young 

man's defense of him, but his indebtedness is unbounded 

when he discovers that the father of Charles was the 

Jew's protector from the inquisitors of Cadiz. He dis

covers the true value of his money in the benefit that 

it can bring to his benefactors: 

How Providence disposes all things! -- The friend, 
that's dead, wants nothing; the friend that is alive, 
shall likewise want nothing, that I can give him; Goat 
lack! I did always think, when I did heap up monies 
with such pains and labour, that I should find an use 
for them at last. 63

Charles, angered at the insult upon the family's 

honor caused by Frederick, brings on a quarrel which 

culminates in a duel. The two are parted by the happy 

intervention of Sheva, who is horrified at their fight

ing: 

Are you not friends? Are you not brothers? Is that 
a reason you should quarrel? And if you differ, must you 
fight? Can your swords argue better than their masters? 
You call that an affair of honour, I suppose; under your 
favour, I do not think it a very honourable affair; 'tis 
only giving a fine name to a foul deed. 64

62 The Jew, Act II, sc. ii. 

63 Ibid., Act IV, sc. iii. 

64 Ibid., Act V, sc. i. 
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Thus we see that Sheva is a friend to mankind in 

every way . Charles says of him: 

This is t he man -- My benefactor; yours, Eliza ; 
Frederick's; yours , dear mother! All mankind's: The 
widow' s friend , the orphan's father, the :,2oor man 's 
protector , the universal philanthropist . 60 

Furthermore, the Jew shows no tra it of a miserly character , 

but , in speaking of his money at the close of the play , 

rather a trait of most profound charity and good-will: 

It is not a mine, for it was never out of sight of 
those who searched for it: the poor man did not dig to 
find it ; and when I now bestow it , it will be found by 
him again. I do not bury it in a synagogue, or any other 
pile; I do not wa-ste it upon vanity, or public works: I 
leave it to a charitab le heir, and build my hospital in 
the human heart.66 

From the foregoing account of the play , we notice that 

The Jew is a single-character comedy. Cri ticism of the 

play narrows itself to criticism of the character Sheva . 

The benevolent Jew was a unique feature in dramatic 

literature . In viewing the different aspects of his 

character, however, we must remember tha t Sheva is an 

example of Cumberland's moral idealism. The critics of 

the day had much to say regarding this exceptional 

65 The Jew, Act V, sc. ii. 

66 Ibid., Act V, sc. ii. 
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innovation. Mudford says: 

Sheva, however, does not exclusively obtain our 
re gard: he is sometimes ridiculous, and sometimes con
temptible . Vfl1en he relieves the distresses of others 
with a noble disdain of publicity , nay, with a patient 
endurance of insults as the consequence, we admire his 
virtues; but, in making him penurious with all the ab
surd excesses of a miser, he too often excites our laugh
ter without improving our good will . He is still 
exhibited with some of the presmn.ed attributes of his 
r a ce , but charity is given to him to counterbalance their 
obloquy . Would not Cmn.berland have done better, however, 
as his intention really was to exalt that people , had he 
portrayed him such as , I believe, he might have found him 
in society , liberal, hospitable , kind , and generous, with 
no other difference in his conduct than what a difference 
of religious faith must produce?67 

This question may logically have been in the hearts of 

t he contemporary Jew·s; thus, a reason is evident for 

their continued silence at the time of Cumberland's ef

forts in their behalf. 

The second production of this pe riod of dramatic 

power was The \Vb.eel of Fortune, which has often been 

pra ised as Cumberland's second-best play ; The~ Indian 

continued to hold high ranking position. A contemporary 

critic would give this play first place: 

If I were called upon to pronounce which of his 
dramas I considered as the best, upon a general estima
tion of genera l excellence, I think I should not hesitate 
to say The Vlheel of Fortune. There are , in other of his 

67 Mudford, Life of Cumberland, pp . 549-550. 
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plays, particular scenes , perhaps , equal to any that may 
be found in this; but none of his dramas maintain such 
a commanding interest in the mind during the whole prog
ress of the action , nor is there, in any of them, any 
character so felicitously supported throughout as 
Penruddock .68 

Mrs . Inchbald, another contemporary critic, gave the play 

high praise . ~illiams, the modern critic, says: 

The success of The ,Theel of Fortune was due to a 
simultaneous exerciseof Cumberland's talents. We find 
many plays of his containing graceful dialogue, many 
with a forceful moral appeal , and a few with a single 
powerful character like Sheva or Don Pedro. But in The 
Wheel of Fortune there is a happy combination of almost 
all these essentials. The restrained, thoughtful dic
tion, the exaltation of Penruddock's moral victory, and 
the simplicity and strength of his chara cter, unite to 
create a drama of interest, and some permanent value.69 

The Wheel of Fortune deals with the themes of for

giveness and repentance. Cumberland nakes the following 

comment about the play: 

The Wheel of Fortune came out in the succeeding 
season;-and First Love followed close upon its steps. 
They were successful comedies, and very powerfully 
supported by the performers of them in every part 
throughout. I was fortunate in the plot of the first; 
for there dignity of mind in the forgiveness of in
juries, which elevates the character of Penruddock. 70 

68 Mudford, Life of Cumberland, pp. 556-55?. 

69 Richard Cumberland, p. 244 • 

. ?O Memoirs, pp~ 340-341 . 
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At the opening of the play Roderi ck Penruddock is shown 

far from the haunts of men , in loneliness and despa ir. 

Cheated of his betrothed by his enemy, Woodville , he has 

lived for twenty years sunk in sadness and misanthropy . 

He refuses to recognize happiness: "Happiness! What's 

that? I am content, I enjoy tranquillity; Heaven be 
71 

thanked , I have nothing t o do with happiness . " He lea rns 

that a rich relation, George Penruddock, has bequeathed a 

vast fortune to him, which included the fortune of his 

rival , Woodville, lost through gambling. Every passion 

turns toward revenge . His schemes are checked somewhat 

by a letter received from Mrs. Woodville, his beloved 

Arabella , in which she pleads for mercy. While he is 

searching in London for his ancient enemy, he meets young 

Henry Woodville, a young soldier of much merit. Hatred 

for the boy ' s father is softened in a thousand tender 

recollections of the mother. He hears with understanding 

of young Woodville's love for Emily Tempest, and begins 

to shrink from a revenge which would involve in its ruin 

so many innocent lives. Sydenham, the benevolent friend 

of Woodville, voices his appeals for love and forgiveness. 

Penruddock realized supreme happiness for the first time 

?l The Wheel of Fortune , Act I, sc. i, (Inchbald, 
~ Britlsli Theatre, Vol. lvIII.) 
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in many years when he restores the Woodville property 

to Henry , and thus casts hatred and revenge from his 

heart . He says, "'Tis done! the last bad passion in 

my breast is now expelled, and it no longer rankles with 
72 

revenge . " Woodville repents of his evil vice of gambling, 

and also begs forgiveness of Penruddock for former in

juries done him. Happiness is brought to all at the 

close of the play_ through the triumph of virtue. Penrud

dock closes the play by saying: 

We all have cause for thankfulness, but I the most; 
for I have escaped the perils of prosperity: the sudden 
onset staggered me ; but temperate recollection, and the 
warning calls of some here present, taught me to know, 
that the true use of riches is to share them with the 
worthyl and the sole remedy for injuries, to forgive 
them. ?-.:; 

In this play Cumberland makes his most vigorous 

attack against the evil of gambling. Well might this 

philanthropist struggle to stimulate a social con

sciousness regarding this very prevalent social evil. 

From the reign of Anne until the beginning of the 

nineteenth century in England, gambling was a national 

disease among the leisured classes of both sexes. 

Games of skill and games of chance, horse-racing, 

72 ~ Wheel of Fortune, Act V, sc. i. 

73 lb id. , Act V, sc. i . . 
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lotteries, and commercial speculations -- all made an 

irresistible appeal . While the men spent most of the 

day, and sometimes of the night also, around the card

tables at the fashionable clubs, the ladies occupied 

themselves in similar fashion in their own drawing-rooms. 

Thousands of pounds would be won or lost at a single 

sitting. Writers of the early eighteenth century spoke 

of these evils in. a very mild, sentimental manner . Mrs . 

Centlivre's The Gamester is an adaptation of a French 

comedy, Reganrd's La Joueur , in which the lover loses a 

precious gift through gambling . The sentimental theme 

is so predominant, however, that no serious thought is 

given to the evil practice . Edward Moore's domestic 

tragedy, The Gamester, 1?53, portrays the sufferings and 

degradations of the gambler, thus bringing us nearer the 

condemnation of this practice . This tragedy is a free 

adaptat ion of Hill ' s The Fatal Extravagance in which the 

same theme is set forth . In 1?5?, Garrick wrote a 

comedy ca lled The Gamesters . It was not, however , until 

Cumberland's serious treatment of garabling as a social 

and moral evil that the public voiced its disapproval of 

this practice . 

The gambling of Woodville , in ~ ·wheel of Fortune, 

brings shame and disgrace upon himself and his family , 

and causes the loss of his fortune . The innocent victims 
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suffer just as much as , or more than, he does . Sydenham 

says to Woodville when the latter moans the injury he has 

&one his son: 

I wish you had reflected on that horror, whilst there 
was time to have prevented it . -- If fathers, whilst their 
sons are bleeding in their country's battles , will hurl 
the fatal d ice, and stake their fortunes on the ca st , alas 
for thei r posterity . 74 

Later , Sydenham vehemently scorns any gamester : 

•••• but a gamester is in nature such a fool , in 
character so little a gentleman, and by profession so 
very close approaching toward s a highwayman, that I am 
ashamed of his acquaintance . 75 

When Penruddock tells Henry that the vice has driven his 

father to utter ruin , he says : 

Oh, execrable vice ! fiend of the human soul , that 
tears the hearts of parent , child , and friend ! mat 
crimes , what shame , what complicated misery hast thou 
brought upon us ! 76 

Woodvi lle , in his repentant mood , cries, 1tQh! Sydenham, I 

reflect with horror on that monster gaming : that wit h the 

smiles of a syren t o allure , has the talons of a harpy to 

74 The Wheel of Fortune , Act I , sc . ii . 

75 Ib i d ., Act II , s c. i . 

76 Ibid ., Act II , sc . iii . 
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77 
destroy us . " Such a presentation of a problem affecting 

all of society in the literary form of the dr ama can 

not be very far f rom the social drama itself. 

The next pl ay produced by Cumberland, and the last 

comedy for consideration in this study, is '11he First 

Love , acted a t the Drury Lane Theatre in May , 1795. It 

is greatly inferior either to The Jew or The Wheel of 

Fortune . Here sentimentalism colors more deeply both 

the episodes and the characters. Mrs. Inchbald says: 

It would be unjust to send forth this play from 
the stage to the closet, without intimating to the read
er, who may, possibly be unacquainted with all the 
numerous dramas by the same vvriter -- that this, he is 
going to peruse, is inferior to every one of them. 
Still it was successful on its appearance, is now oc
ca sionally acted, and receives that degree of encomium, 
which must ever attach even to the most hasty or negli
gent composition of a man of genius .78 

She seems to think that Cumberland missed a great oppor

tunity to build up compassion for the French emigrants 

through t he character of Sabina Rosny. There is no part 

of the comedy which deserves high praise, nor any part 

which warrants censure. Mudford has little praise for 

this comedy: 

77 The Wheel of Fortune, Act rv, sc. ii. 

78 The First Love, (Mrs. Inchbald's British Theatre, 
Vol . XVIII, Introduction.) 
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The plot is confused rather than artfully intri
cate : though it i s sometimes interesting. The dialogue 
is dull ; it has neither wit , nor any quick reciprocation 
of lively sentiments . The situations are seldom comic; 
it approaches decidedly to sentimental comedy in all the 
worst f eatures of that species of composition.79 

The ma in issue of t he play is found in the inadvis

ability of the parents' taking the initiative in the 

select ion of the proper mate in marriage for their chil

dren . Sir Mowbray has achieved the match between his 

daughte r and Mr. Wr angle, and there exists "a kind of 
80 

cat - and- dog harmony on boa rd between them. '' The father 

has succeeded earlier in breaking off the mat ch between 

his son and a l ady of beauty, but no fortune. This same 

lady, now a wealthy widow, is the feminine object of Sir 

Mowb r ay 's match for his son. At the opening of the play, 

Frederick is called home for a purpose unknown to him. 

He brings with him from France Sabina Rosny, an orphan 

and an outcast, who cared for him during a recent illness. 

He feels honor-bound to make her his wife, out of a sense 

of obligation . Sabina is taken into the home of Lady 

Ruby, the object of Frederick's affection. In response to 

the kindness and benevolence of Lady Ruby, Sabina tells 

her that she has come to England in search of her husband 

79 Life of Cumberland, p . 55?. 

80 The First Love, Act I, sc. i . 
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who abandoned her in France. It is discovered that 

Lord Sensitive is the recreant husband. Sensitive 

repents , and is forgiven by Sab ina. Thus Frederick is 

free to express his love to Lady Ruby , who returns his 

affection. Throughout the play Mr. and :Mrs. Wrangle 

are nagging and bickering at each other. They finally 

come to an understanding and seem happy in their newly

discovered love •. Their eternal wrangling has disgusted 

Sir Mowb r ay , and he is convinced that parents should not 

interfere , but should let the first love stand as a 

gui de : 

Corrected by experience, I will now venture to 
pronounce t hat First Love is a faithful guide; and the 
parent who attempts to turn that stream from its course, 
makes himself responsible for all t he miseries and 
miscarriages that may result from his divers ion of it.Bl 

This conclusion is indicative of the changing ideas of 

the problems growing out of t he social institution of 

marriage. Many difficulties of direful consequences may 

be avoided through compatibility and congeniality in 

marriage. 

The consideration of these eight comedies gives us 

definite proof that Cumberland was t he leader in the 

revival of sentimentalism in t he later eighteenth century. 

81 The First Love, Act V, sc. ii. 
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The many condemnations from the critics had failed to 

staunch Cumberland's flow of sentimentalism. Not a few 

of these criticisms were expressions arising out of the 

ant i-sentimenta l movement. Cumberland himself was swayed 

a l i ttle by t he antagonism. His sentiment is not the 

tearful, pitying type which characterizes so many of the 

pl ays of the revivalists as well as those of the earlier 

writers. Cumber~and's moral purpose stands above that of 

sentiment in every phase of his literary efforts, and is 

never lost from our consciousness. It vras this devotion 

to t he moral muse tha t caused him to combat and condemn 

every difficulty and problem that stood in the path of 

mora lity and the triumph of virtue. Thus he was con

scious of the wrongs of society and the consequences of 

these evils upon the progress of mankind. As a philan

thropist, he cried against these weakening practices; as 

a sentimental dramatist, he set forth these social prob

lems in order to awaken social consciousness and to 

promote social action against these evils. 



CHAPTER FOUR 

S OCIAL THEMES I N ClJ1.IBEHLAND'S MINOR WORKS 

The moral and social mot ifs which predominate in 

Cumberland 's sentimental comedies continue to be the 

major themes in his minor works . In the literary efforts 

which constitute his lesser important contributions, his 

tragedies , period~cal journal , novels , and poetry, he is 

stedfast in following the dictates of his love for man 

and his interest in the welfare of society . He had a 

kindly interest in man , and he felt that he himself der ived 

a great benefit from his associations and friendships . 

He says : 

Some people can sit down in a place, and live so 
entirely to themselves and t he small circ l e of their 
acquaintance, as to have little or no concern about the 
people amongst whom they reside . The contrary to this 
has been my habit , and wheresoever my lot i n life has 
cast me , something more than curiosity has a lways induced 
me to mix with t he mass, and interest myself in the con
cerns of my ne i ghbors and fellow subjects, however humble 
in degree ; and from the contemplation of their characters, 
from my a cquaintance with their hearts and my assured 
possession of their af fections, I can truly decla re that 
I have derived, and still enjoy , some of the most gratify
i ng sensat ions that reflections can bestow. l 

Furthermore, Cumberland believed that it is only through 

this social instinct that the great virtues of social 

1 Viemoirs, p . 294 . 



97 

organization could be carried forwar d : "Let no man who 

belongs to a community presume to say that he is in

dependent ; there is no such condition in society . Thank 

God , our v i rtues are our best defence; conciliation , 

mildness , charity, benevolence . These shall be arts for 
2 

you . " Despite the mental anguish and the hea rt - aches 

caused by the rn.any severe critica l attacks upon his works , 

Cumberl and make s his fina l plea for brotherly love among 

his contempora ries when he says: "Let me go to my grave 

with the consciousness of having succeeded in disposing 

my contemporaries to foster and encourage one another in 

the spirit of brotherly love and benevolence , and I have 
3 

not lived in va in . u 

Out of Cumberland's love for man grew his love for 

his country . The strong and permanent sentiment of 

patriotism is another philanthropic motive that may be 

found in every phase of Cumberland 's literary efforts . 

He uses English scenes and English characters , and he 

never misses an opportunity to sing the glory of Engl and 

and to toast the virtue and benevolence of the English 

people . Even his most severe critic pr a ised Cumberland 

for this virtue . Every age of English life wa s a great 

2 Uemoirs , p . 163 . 

3 Ibid ., p . 363 . 
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age to Cumberland , but he would pay an e special tribute 

to his ovm times: 

I seldom hear t he present year s poken of as I think 
it ought to be , for sure I am that it has been brilliant
ly distinguished for a variety of characters great in 
science , arts , and arms . Should I venture to pronounce 
upon it a s the most luminous in the annals of our country, 
Iara not sure that any man would be ab le to confute the 
assertion, but I will throw dovm no such gauntlet to the 
champions of past times ; yet, although instances may not 
occur of individual preeminence so st riking as some, 
which record could supply, still the general diffusion 
of t a lents is so ·very much increased that it operates as 
a leveller , whi ch nothing less than first-rate genius 
can surmount .4 

To this age , Cumberland contributed a vast assort

ment and collection of work . Sora.e critics would say 

that he gave much more than his sha re. But t he author 

was proud of his vast production. He made two boasts: 

one, that he was t he most voluminous writer of his age; 

the other, that he was a very temperate man , never 

taking anything to excess. Probably, had he applied a 

bit of the second practice to his litera ry activities, 

he could have given to English literature a group of 

perfected compositions worthy of a pl a ce among its 

masterpieces. Ei ghteenth century critics looked r a ther 

compassionately upon the poor struggling writer who was 

composing rapidly and voluminously because the sword of 

4 Memoirs, p . 356. 
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hunger and necessity was stabbing him in the back. But 

the writer who composed rapidly and voluminously because 

of his untiring mental alertness warranted only contempt 

and scorn from that group who were respectors of no per

son. Cumberland fell within this second group . He at 

tempts to justify his prolificacy in the following: 

It is reported to me, and very generally believed, 
that I compose with great rapidity. I must own the 
mass of my writings (of which the world has not seen 
more than half) might seem to warrant that report; but 
it is only true in some particular instances, not in the 
gene r al; -- if it were , I should not be disinclined to 
avail myself of so good an apology for many errors and 
inaccuracies, or of so good a proof of the fertility 
and vivacity of my fancy. The fact is, that every hour 
in the day is my hour for study, and that a minute rarely 
passes in which I am absolutely idle; in short, I never 
do nothing . Nature has given me the hereditary blessing 
of a constitutional and hab itual temperance, that revolts 
against excess of any sort, and never suffers appetite 
to load the frame ; I am accordingly as fit to resume my 
book or pen the instant after my meal as I was in the 
freshest hours of the morning .5 

Cumberland was fundamentally a scholar, and he enjoyed 

his study and his writing . In s peaking of the frequent 

lack of public appreciation for his dramas, he says: 

"Of my dramatic pieces I must say in the gross , that if 

I did not always succeed in entertaining the audience, 
6 

I continued to amuse myself . " Our hearts go out to 

5 Memoirs, p . 304 . 

6 Ibid., p . 340. 
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Cumberland in his later years when, old, weary , poverty

stricken , and seemingly battered dovm by harsh , biting 

criticism, he persists in his appeal for benevolence and 

consideration from an unfeeling public . nrf there is 

any man , " he says, "who has reached my age, and wri t ten 

as much as I have with as little recompense for it, who 

can seriously condemn me , to his sentence I submit; as 

for t he sneerers and subcritics, who can neither write 

themselves , nor feel fo r those who do, t hey are welcome 
7 

to make the most of it . " 

We a re truly amazed at the bulk and the extent of 

Curaberland's literary endeavors. He busied himself in 

the dramatic field from the age of t welve , in 1744 , to 

t he age of seventy- seven, in 1810 , one year before his 

death . According to V,J illiarns, t he :modern biography , 

fifty-two plays have been found and classified. Of 

these, t h irty- two were presented on the stage ; a few of 

the remainder were published ; others were neither pub

lished nor acted . The entire group includes sentimental 

comedies, tragedies , musical comedies , comic operas , and 

masques . In tne non-dramatic fields, Cumberland follows 

t he Muses in poetry , prose , and f iction . He has eight 

publications of poems or collections of poems . In the 

7 Memoirs , :p . 305 . 
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field of miscellaneous prose, we find his Memoirs, three 

volumes of his journal, The Observer, and a number of 

other publications . His three novels , Arundel, Henrl , 

and John De Lancaster , constitute his efforts in fi ction. 

Regardless of the literary form in h~nd , Cumberland 

continues to hold steadily and unfalteringly to his mora l 

purpose , and to his plea for social betterment . In the 

consideration of the social themes set forth in Cumber

land's minor wo r ks , lack of material has restricted this 

study to t~No tragedies , The Bat tle of Hastings and The 

Carmelite, to t he journalistic \'J'I'itings in The Observer 

(three volumes), and to t he novel, John De Lancaster. 

In his tragedies, Cumberland 's mora l purpose and 

socia l tenets are s omev.rha t submerged by the gr andiloquence 

of his style . "The t r agic dr ama ,u he says , "may be not 

improperly described as an epic poem of compressed action ." 

His plots verge upon t he impossible, and are filled with 

echoes of the sentimental comedies. His l anguage is 

stiff , and steeped in the diction of Shakespeare. The 

tragedies gave the critics a just cause for t heir accusa

tion of plagiarism against Cumberland. Furthermore, he 

suffered a break in his friendshi p with Garrick, and 

gained the hearty contempt of Sheridan, over the produc

tion of The Battle of Hastings. Cumberland's life would 

have been much happier, and his claim to literary fame 
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infinitely greater had he restricted his dramatic ef

forts to t he field of the sentimental comedy. 

After two years of persistent effort on the part 

of the author , The Battle of Hastings, under the direction 

of Sheridan, was acted at Drury Lane Theatre on January 24, 

17?8 . The play was acted twelve times, but real success 

was despa ired of from the first . As the title indicates, 

the setting is in England at the time of the struggle be

tween the Saxons and the invading Normans. Cumberland 

took advantage of this opportunity to sing the praises of 

England , and to stir the patriotic sentiment in the hearts 

of his countrymen. Matilda, the beautiful daughter of 

the Saxon king , cries to her father and his soldiers as 

they march to battle: 

Go, ye brave English; go, as ye are wont, 
To glorious conquest! Oh, remember, friends, 
Ye strike for us, for freedom, for your country.a 

All personal feelings should be set aside and forgotten 

in t he great love for England . The dispute over the 

crown between Harold , the usurper, and Edgar, the right

ful heir, is silenced in the face of England's danger. 

8 The Bat tle of Hastings, Act V (Bell, British 
Theatre , Vol. XIV ) (This edition of the play does not 
cite scene divisions.) 
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Edgar : Vihen we' re call ' d to arms 
For England 's safety , private feuds should 

cease, 
.And every son unite in her defence . 

Harold : Oh, let us bring one heart to this great cause; 
Thus banded , who shall break us? To your posts 
As friends and soldiers; let dissentions die , 
Learn silence of the foe, and keep good wat ch.9 

After Harold has fallen a victim to the foe , Edgar takes 

the lead, and , although the force is weakened by a heavy 

loss of men , he chooses to die rather than t o sacrifice 

the cause of England . ~hen retreat is mentioned , he 

scornfully replies : 

Retreat ! shall English warriors hear that word 
And from an English king! No , Siffric, never . 
Unfurl t he Saxon standard! lO 

During this siege of trouble and sorrow , men and 

wome n become more benevolent and charitable toward their 

associates . Earl Edwin makes a hurried trip to his home 

from his post in the array in search of Edgar, the unknown, 

missing prince . As he enters his castle gate, he says to 

his servant , Raymond: 

Come hither, Raymond; 
Nay , I ac count thee as a friend -- be nearer .11 

9 The Battle of Hastings , Act II . 

10 Ibid ., Act V. 

11 Ibid . , Act I . 



104 

·when Earl Edwin has gone to battl e , Edwina, his sister 

and the betrothed of Edgar, seeks shelter and protection 

at the hand of Princess Liatilda . All social barriers of 

class and power are set aside in t he mutual sufferings 

of these two women . Hat ilda says to Edwina : 

Ah , am not I a vv0man like thyself? 
Doth thy heart trenilile for a brother's lifei 
And shall a father's plant no care in mine? 2 

Harold is not allowed to forget the injury and the 

injustice that he has done Edgar . He is vvarned by Duncan , 

the prophet , that he must drive ambition from his heart, 

repent of his sin, and find Edgar before he can hope for 

victory in t he battle . In recompense to Edgar , he offers 

him his daughter, Matilda, in marriage . But Edgar is 

faithful in his love to Edwina , and refuses to break his 

promise to his love even for the crovm of England. 

Edgar: But if love owns no law but of the heart; 
And if perchance some humbler maid hath drawn 
Such vows from Edgar's lips, a s honour frames 
And fond believing innocence admits, 
Then 

Harold: 'ifuat then? 

Edgar : Not upon the peopled earth , 
No, nor above the clouds resides that power, 

12 The Battle of Hastings, Act IV. 
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Can wrench the conscious witness from his heart, 
And say to Edgar he shall wed Matilda . 13 

The king and his daughter consider this an insult and an 

act of treason. Edgar's execution is ordered . Edwina 

makes herself knovm to Matilda and pleads for t he life 

of her lover, offering her own instead . 'l'hus great love 

and courage cause a responsive fire of benevolence and 

charity in the heart of Matilda . She says: 

' Tis in mine heart ; 
I feel its breath , like dew, descend upon me ; 
Amidst the whirl of passion mercy sit s, 
And whispers patience in a voice so charming , 
To hear is to obey Thy Edgar lives . 14 

Mat ilda keeps her promise, and prevents her father from 

breaking the commandment, Thou shalt not kill: 

Strike off his head ! By him who made the heavens, 
Whose great primaeva l interdiction cries 
Thro ' all creation's round 'thou shalt not kill .' 
I do adjure you, stop!l5 

At the close of the play, Matilda takes her own 

life, after her father's mangled corpse is brought from 

the battle field. Edgar proclairus Edwina the future 

13 The Battle of Hast ings, Act IV. 

14 Ibid ., Act V . 

15 Ibid. , Act V. 
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queen of England , and leads the remaining Englishmen 

against the invading Normans . 

The Carm.eli te, the other tragedy for our consider

ation , shows even less of the social vein than The 

Battle of Hastings. The sentiments of charity, benev

olence, hospitality , forgiveness , and obligation of 

friendship are, however , evident in this play. The 

tragedy wa s written especially for Mrs. Siddons , one of 

the greatest ac tresses of t he age, who played the part 

of 1.1:atilda . rrhe dedication was made to Urs. Siddons. 

On December 2, 1?84, The Carrnelite was acted at Drury 

Lane Theatre. Williams makes t he following comment upon 

the pl ay: 

~ Carmelite is by far the best of Cumberland's 
t r agedies in verse, yet, after all , it is a bad tragedy. 
No blindness can condone its tottering structure, its 
wooden plot, or doleful sentimentalism. Notwithstand
ing , it has stateliness of language , and , ab ove all, a 
curious quality of cathedral-like dimness and gloom. 
The entire play is so overcast with strange monastic 
lights and shadows, that the effect is t hat of a weird 
Gothic drama . The Carmelite is t he comedy of Cumberland 
in darkness, or~ntimental dr ama in a minor key .16 

This classification of The Carmelite seems much more 

appropriate than that of tragedy, judging from the happy 

ending for t he three princ i pal characters. At t he opening 

16 Richard Cumberland, His Life and Dram.at ic Works, 
p . 204. 
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of the play, St . Valori , disguised a s a Carmelite, is 

wrecked upon a desolate coast. He and Hildebrand, his 

associate, are rescued by Hont gomeri, an attendant in 

the castle of :Matilda , Lady St . Valori. He offers them 

assistance in their misery, and shows his charitable 

spirit when he says : 

Forbid it, Heav'n, 
That misery should plead, and no friend found 
To speak in its behalf.17 

St . Valori finds hi s wife , Iviatilda , mourning him in lone

liness and despair . He observes secretly her intimacy 

with Montgo111eri, unaware t hat the youth is really their 

son . He is tortured by jealousy, and is tempted to avenge 

himself upon t he youth, but is dissuaded by his old friend, 

Lord de Courci, who persists in assert ing t he innocence of 

Matil da . 

Hildeb r and , who has been the Carmelite's comrade in 

many perils, but who does not lrn.ow t he l atter's real name, 

is tortured by repent ance for having long ago killed, as 

he thinks , St . Valori. He confesses to St . Valori and 

dies forgiven. Montgorneri pleads with his mother to gr ant 

her f orgiveness to t he dying man. He says: 

17 The Carmelite, Act I (Edition, 1784) (This edition 
does not cite scene divisions.) 
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'Twill give him comfort in t he hour of death; 
And that I'd give ev'n to a murderer . 18 

When St . Valeri discovers that Hatilda is still 

faithful to him and that Montgomeri is his own son, he 

removes hi s cowl and reveals himself to her. The play 

closes wi th the joyous reunion of the husband, wife , and 

son. 

If Cuniberland slights his socia l muse in his tragedies, 

he offers her double devotion in his group of essays which 

he ca lled The Observer . He published his first volume in 

1785 . 'l'he second edition of f ive volumes was published in 

London in 1786 . The fifth and last edition appeared in 

London in 1798 . In this phase of his literary efforts, 

Cumb erland merited praise from t he critics a s well as from 

the public . He says of his work : "I consider The Ob server 

as fairly enrolled amongst the standar d classics of our 
19 

native l anguage . " The essays may be divided into three 

general classes. In t he first division fall all papers 

perta ining to t he observation of hurnan life . Forming the 

se cond group are the e s says upon literary subjects, and , 

particularly, those scholarly and learned essays concern

ing Greece and her literature. A t h ird division may be 

18 The Ca rmelite, Act IV. 

19 Memoirs, p . 303 . 
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made of the philosophical, mo r a l, and religious essays. 

For this study, it will be sufficient to mention the 

essays from the first and third divisions which definitely 

set forth the social themes and problems of the day . 

Cumberland truly believed that man's general socia l 

condition was far improved over that of any preceding age. 

In his essay upon the present state of society he enu

merates the ways in whi ch man had been benefitted: 

A man will now find his superior more accessible, 
his equals more at t he ir ease, and his inferiors more 
mannerly tha n in any time past. The effects of public 
education, travel, and a general intercourse with man
kind, the great influx of forei gners , the variety of 
public amusements, where all ranks and degrees meet 
promiscuously, the constant resort to bathing and water 
drinking places in the summer, and above all the company 
of the fair sex, who mix so much more in society than 
heretofore, have, with many other conspiring causes, 
altogether produced an ease and suavity of manners,; 
throughout t he nation, a s have totally changed the face 
of society , and levelled all those bars and bar riers, 
whi ch made the approaches to what was cal led good company 
so troublesome, and obstructed the intercourse between 
man and man . 20 

In giving his general observations on the social 

character of the age, he pays a tribute to eighteenth 

century England : "VJith a nation so free, so highly en

lightened, and so eminent in lette r s as the English, we 

may well expect to find the social qualities in their 

20 Ti e Observer, No . 91 (Chambers, Br i tish Essayists, 
Vol. XXXIX . ) 
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best state; and it is but justice to t he age we live in, 
21 

to confess those expectations may be fully gratified." 

He calls to mind several existing conditions that stand 

as degr ading practi ces in society . The worst of these is 

the tendency to ridicule t he mentally afflicted . He gi ves 

a very good guide to social conduct when he says : 

There is scope enough for all the eccentricities of 
character without turning cruelty into sport; let satire 
take its share , but let vice only shrink before it; let 
it silence the tongue that wantonly violates truth, or 
defames reputation; let it batter the insulting towers 
of pride, but let the air-castles of vanity, much more 
the humble roof of the indigent and infirm, never provoke 
its spleen .22 

This same benevolent spirit caused Cumberland to 

make an attack upon the national prejudice against the 

Jew . There are nine papers given to the discussion of 

the inhumanity toward this persecuted race and to the 

story of Abraham Abrahams . A letter from the i mag inary 

Ab r aham expresses his plea for consideration and charity 

from the public: 

I observe with much concern that you grea t writers 
of plays take delight in hanging us out to public rid
icule and contempt on all occasions; if ever they a re 
in search of a rogue, an usurer, or a buffoon, they are 
sure to make the Jew serve the turn: I verily believe 

21 The Observer, Vol. XXXIX , No. 84. 

22 Ibid ., No. 84 . 
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the odious character of Shylock has brought little less 
persecut ion upon us poor scattered sons of Ab raham, than 
the Inquisition itself .23 

In his group of moral essays, Cumberland condemns 

the practices of gaming and of duelling as two great 

social evils . After a long analysis of the first men

tioned practice, he concludes: 

My proper concern in this short essay is to shew, 
that gaming is t he chief obstructing cause, that affects 
the state of society in this nation , and I am sensible 
I need not have employed as many words to convince my 
reader that gamesters are very dull and very dangerous 
companions . 1Vhen blockheads rattle the dice -box , when 
fellows of vulgar and base minds sit up whole nights 
contemplating the turn of a card, their stupid occupation 
is in character; but whenever a cultivated understanding 
stoops to the tyranny of so vile a passion, the friend 
to mankind sees the injury to society with that sort of 
aggravation , as would attend the taking of his purse on 
the highway , if, upon seisure of the felon, he was un
expectedly to discover the person of a judge .24 

Through the account of the character of Leontine, 

Cumberland attacks the practice of duelling as a means 

of justifying an insult. He believes that this practice 

is increasing because men do not control their tempers; 

thus, they rush furiously and unthinkingly into an action 

of fatal consequence. He gives a warning to his r eader 

as follows: 

23 The Observer, Vol. XXXVIII , No. 38. 

24 Ibid. No. 22. -- ' 
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I would seriously recommend to my readers of all 
descriptions , to keep a careful watch upon t heir tempers , 
when they enter into argumentation and dispute; let them 
be assured that , by their management of themselves on 
such occasions , they are to decide their characters; and 
whether they are to pass as men of education , temper, 
and politeness, or as illiterate , hot , and ill-bred block
heads , will depend upon their conduct in this particular . 25 

In his paper upon modern marriages , Cumberland regrets 

the fac t t he institution of marriage is not viewed with 

the serious attitude that it demands. He cites instances 

of individuals who married for wealth , power, or position 

without a thought of love or mutua l happ iness. "'I'he 

parties , " he says , nought not to unite without some mutual 

explanation , some previous understanding of each other ' s 

temper , a nd some reasonable ground of belief, that the 

contract t hey a re about to enter into for life , is likely 
26 

to hold to t he end of the term for which it is made . " 

The increase in t he divorce rate was appalling to 

Cumberland . In his paper on divorces , he gives a group 

of ironical rules for the further propagation and en

coura gement of divorce. He lays the cause of increas ing 

divorces to the lack of serious consideration , before 

marriage , by both parties concerned . The fact that the 

divorc e proceedings were published in such an infamous 

25 The Observer , Vol . XXXVIII, No . 18. 

26 Ibid ., No . 28. 
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way called forth Cumberland's condemnation upon the licen

tious man who prints the pamphlets and upon the callous 

society who reads them. He says: 

It is become a very gainful trade with our small
ware venders of literature to expose certain pamphlets 
in shop-windows and upon stalls in a lleys and thorough
fares , which , if any police wa s kept up in this grea t 
capital , would be put down by the civil magistrates as 
a public nuisance; I mean Tria ls for Adultery, the pub
lishers of which are not content with setting down every 
thing verbat im from their short-hand records, which t he 
scrutinizing necessity of l aw dr aws out by pointed inter
rogatory, but they -are a lso mad e to allure t he curiosity 
of the passenger by tawdry engravings, in which the 
heroine of the t a le is di spl ayed in effigy, and the most 
indecent scene of her a r mours selected as an eye-trap to 
attract t he youth of both sexes, and by debauching the 
morals of the rising generation, keep up the stock in 
trade , and feed the mar ket with fresh cases for t he Com
mons, and fresh supplies for the retailers of indecency.27 

A tribute to t he system of public education is set 

forth in the story of Gemellus and Geminus. The f a ther 

of these boys could not decide between a public and a 

private education for his sons. Due to his own lack of 

education, he wa s forced to listen to his friends upon 

the question . He finally decided to g ive Geminus a pri 

vate education and Gemellus a public educat ion. After 

the two boys have completed their education, the result 

is noted as follows: "The contrast which this meeting 

exhibited spoke in stronger terms t han language can 

27 The Observer , Vol . XXXVIII, No . 13 . 
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supply, t he decided preference of a public and liberal 

system of education, to the narrow maxims of private and 
28 

domesti c tuition." 

Anyone who finds interest in the instructive rather 

than in the stimulating essay will be pleased with the 

papers published in The Observer. Cumberland shows more 

definitely, if possible, his avowed purpose of reforming 

society in these papers than in his dramas. In 1798, 

the last edition was added to The British Essayist, quite 

an honor to the essayist and a recognition to his work. 

Williams, our modern critic, says : "The Observer contains 

some of Cumberland's best non-dramatic work, and was per

haps his most successful attempt outside the field of 
29 

sent i mental comedy." 

In all the prose writings of Cumberland we may dis

cover the dramatic point of view. :Many of the papers of 

The Observer are sentimental comedies in narrative form. 

His first two novels, Arundel and Henry, adapted to 

dramatic form, wo uld constitute sentimental comedies. In 

this, however, Cumberland is exemplifying his theory that 
30 

"the novel may be considered as a dilated comedy." He 

28 The Observer, Vol. XX.XVIII, No. 37. 

29 Richard Cumberland, p. 221. 

30 Memoirs, p. 333. 
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gives us his definition of the novel as follows: 

A novel, professing itself to be t he delineation of 
men and women as they are in nature, should in general 
confine itself to the relation of things probable, and 
though in skillful hands it may be made to touch upon 
things barely possible, the seldomer it risks those ex
periments , t he better opinion I should form of the con
trivers conduct; I do not think quotations ornament it, 
and poet ry must be extremely good before I can allow it 
is of any use to it. In short, there should be author
ities in nature for everything that is introduced, and 
t he only case I can recollect in which the creator of 
the fi ctitious man may and ought to differ from the 
biographer of t he real man, is, that t he former is bound 
to deal out his rewa r ds to the virtuous and punishments 
to the vicious, whilst t he l atter has no choice but to 
adhere to the truth of facts, and leave his hero neither 
worse nor better than he found him.31 

In the application of his theory of t he novel, 

Cumberland does not a l ways hold to his ovm tenets. His 

moral purpose takes, at times, pr e cedence over the log

ical development of the plot and the lifelike character

ization of his men and women. Arundel (1?89) and Henry 

(1?95), his f irst two novels, were deservedly well re

ceived by the public. John De Lancaster (1809}, his last 

novel and t he one for consideration in this study, was a 

labor of old age, and was less fortunate. Cumberland had 

hoped for much more recognition from his last fictitious 

effort. "I have planned," he says, "and in great part 

finished, one more novel, upon which I have bestowed much 

31 Memoirs, p. 332. 
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time and care, anxious to leave something behind me in 

that way , which may interest the schola r as well as the 

idler; something which gravity may read without contempt, 

and modesty without a blush; a work of fancy, t hat may 

prove I have not quite exhausted my capacity to amuse , 
32 

nor quite abandoned my endeavors to i nstruct." 

In John De Lancaster, Cumberland loses sight of his 

professed mission of social and moral re f orm in his 

pathetic appeals to the reader for tolerance. The novel 

was plainly created at the demand of poverty . However, 

from a social viewpoint, we are interested in his por

trayal of domestic happiness and in his ideas concerning 

the training of children. Devereux, who has come to 

England from Spain to investigate t he char acter of David 

Ap-Owen, t he seeker of his sister 's hand , gives his idea 

of the parent's interference in marriage when he is t a lk

ing to Robert De Lancaster , the grandfathe r of our hero: 

I have been long persuaded, that the controul of 
parents over the affections and attaclunents of their 
children s hould, by t he laws of nature and of reason, 
be only exercised for t he prevention of ill-advised, 
unworthy , indiscreet connections, which cannot fail to 
lead to ruin and repentance. A dissipated profligate , 
a vain fool, a gamester , a disbeliever, libertines with
out princ i ple and conceited puppies without employ have 
been known to ca tch t he eyes of an unthinking girl, but 
't is the parent's duty to repulse them; so is it not 

32 Memoirs, p . 384. 
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his duty , but the abuse of it, when he refuses to be
stow her fortune upon the worthy man , whom she has 
honourably singled out , and wisely chosen, not by the 
eye, but heart, to be the sharer of her happiness . 33 

As to t he guidance of the children in the home, 

Cumberland believes that principles of benevolence and 

virtue should be instilled into their characters from 

the beginning . Any tendency toward cruelty should be 

checked entirely . Mrs. Owen would excuse any childish 

amusement of her son, David. ttPoor fellow, said Mrs. 

Owen , you shall play with little Don when your uncle is 

not present : boys must be amused; must they not Hr . 

Lancaster? Not with cruelty I should hope , he replied; 

they ought not to be indul ged in that amusement; and it 
34 

is a very bad prognostic, when they can be amused by it." 

Aga in, when Mrs. Owen preferred to follow the course of 

least resistance and not correct her son, she is crit

icized by Mr. De Lancaster . Hhen Philip, his son , re

marked that his friend, Mrs. Owen, did not like her 

brother-in-law, Sir Owen, to correct her son, the father 

answered, "Then she should have taken the trouble out of 

his hands, for t he boy deserved correction, and I am 

33 John De Lancaster, Vol. III, pp. 214-215 . 

34 Ibid., Vol . I, p. 158. Cumberland 's punctuation 
has been reta ined. 
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afraid will shortly become incorrigible . n 
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Regar ding the education of children, Mr. De Lancaster 

prefers the instruction of private tutors to that of the 

pub lic school for his grandson. "Vfuen I admit ," he says, 

"that public schools are the fittest nurseries for public 

characters , I may be allowed to say that private educa

tion is properest for those, who are destined to fill 
36 

private stations . n He regrets the fact that the public 

instruction would tend to mold all the pupils just alike , 

regardless of their individualities. He says further, 

nrn this country we manufacture our children, male and 

female, and by the labour of the workman attempt to give 

them all the same polish, let the materials they are 
37 

composed of be ever so inert and heavy." 

The hero, John De Lancaster, gives evidences of his 

virtuous and benevolent spirit through his kindness to 

Nancy , a servant girl in his grandfather's household who 

was brought to her ruin through the treachery and licen

tiousness of young David Ap-Owen. He brings comf'ort to 

t he poor unfortunate when he says: 

35 John De Lancaster , Vol . I, p . 163. 

36 Ibid ., Vol. I , p . 242. 

3? Ibid ., Vol. I, p . 243. 
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I am John De Lancaster, and come to comfort you , 
to clea r your character, to restore you (with God ' s 
l eave) to health and happiness, and to sooth the sor
rows of your father , whom you shall shortly see : 
again I say , compose yourself , I am your friend, and 
will not desert you , nor suffer you to be ill treated 
any longer . 38 

This characteristic of the hero is the basic theme 

of the three volumes that constitute t he novel . The 

story tells in a peaceful tale of the unexceptional 

families of the De Lancasters of Kray Castle, the Morgans 

of Glen-Morgan, the maternal ancestorsof t he main charac 

ter, and t he Ap- Owens , the evil force in the path of 

virtue . Three generations of the f irst family are shovm 

us . Of the first is the eccentric Robert who is looking 

to the perpetuation of his noble line through his color

less son , Philip , or his efficient daughter , Cecilia . 

Through the a rrangement of Mr . De Lancaster and Mr . Mor

gan , Philip and the l atter's daughter are united in a 

dut iful marriage . The son of this marriage is John, the 

hero of the novel . Philip is completely indifferent to 

his son , and l eaves him wholly in the hands of the child ' s 

grandfather and aunt . John receives a mora l education , 

and eventually marries Amelia, a daughter of a lover of 

his mother ' s . John's strength of character is tested 

38 John De Lancaster, Vol. II, p . 266 . 
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through his unsought associations with the villain, David 

Ap-Owen , who climaxes his insults against John by the 

destruction of Philip , the father of his enemy. In the 

end , David and his mother are justly punished for their 

crirues, and happiness is the just reward for the benev

olent John. Thus, virtue comes forth triumphant! 

Cumberland's efforts in the field of social better

ment through literature brought him praise during his 

lifetime and an increasing appreciation of his pioneer

ship after his death . Not only did he bring social evils 

to public attention, but he persisted in his attacks in 

such a way that public opinion was aroused. Thus, social 

consciousness was stimulated into social action . If such 

a stimulus be made in every phase of his literary en

deavors toward social betterment, would we not truly be 

justified in saluting Richard Cumberland as the pioneer 

in the field of social literature? 



CHAPl'ER FIVE 

CUMBERLAND ' S PLACE IN THE HISTORY OF ENGLISH DRAMA 

How Cumberland would have revelled in the all

powerful social drama of todayt Here he would find the 

perfect embodiment of, as he believed, the true mission 

of drama . In recalling Cumberland's dramas, we hear 

the dominant call to pity and revolt; pity for the lot 

of those less favored than ourselves; revolt against the 

in justices of the social order of which we are a part. 

That call which echoes and reechoes throughout the life 

and works of Cumberland has become the clamor of the 

modern drama. It is no longer the meek, timid, and un

certain voice of a socially minded philanthropist 

pitched against a gallery of jeers from its antagonists, 

but a strong , clear, positive voice speaking for one 

common purpose: t he intention of advancing the cause 

of civilization. 

The t wo words, "pityn and "revolt," are apposite 

to Cumberland's dramatic career and to his associations 

with his contemporaries. He pitied himself as well as 

the unfortunate whose cause he advocated. He revolted 

against those who opposed him as well a s against those 

conditions of life which he condemned. It was an 
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unfortunate fact that Cumberland lived through an age 

of bitter dramatic controversy. He was too sensitive 

to opinions of the fickle public . A bit of flattery 

or scorn produced a responsive inflation or deflation 

of his spirits . Williams suggests that Cumberland 

is not unlike one of his own characters, Lord Sensitive, 

in First Love. "With feelings rather quiet than deep," 

he says , "Cumberland tended to create for himself a world 
1 

of sentiment a s. unreal as that of his mvn comedies." It 

is no wonder that Cumberland, as the protagonist of 

sentiment, was the inevitable t a r get of those who were 

its antagonists. 

The two dramatic tendencies which had been going on 

side by side during the early eighteenth century became 

more divergent during the career of Cumberland. There was 

on the one hand an increasing inclination to fill the 

stage with types which were designed to serve no further 

end than trivial amusement. Farce, burlesque, satire, 

and light opera were produced in great quantity. The 

quality was generally low, and the writers were often 

little but translators or, at best, adaptors of tradi

tional plays. On the other hand, there was a vast output 

1 Richard Cumberland, !li§_ Life~ Dramatic Works, 
p. 308. 
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of plays which were excessively moral and serious, and 

which , as the century progressed, were tempered more 

and more with the tepid current of virtuous and tearful 

sentimentalism. It will be remembered that in tracing 

the development of the literature of sentiment we noted 

a period of slow progress in the field of dramatic 

sentimentalism about the middle of the century, due to 

the initial flourish of the novel. The revival of 

interest in the drama of sentiment came, as has also 

been noted, through the works of Richard Cura.berland, 

Hugh Kelly, and Thomas Holcroft, with a group or minor 

writers following in their lead. 

In this field of sentimentalism, of which Cumber

land was indisputedly the leader, there were evidences 

of two indefinitely merging classes: the serious, 

tearful type patterned from the French, and the serious, 

more humane type patterned rrom the English. Those 

dramas swayed by the tearful mus·e were similar to the 

French comedie larmoyante, and the lighter drama, less 

oppressed by sentiment, and relieved by comic scenes, 

like the comedie bourgeoisie, and still more like the 

English domestic draraa, which developed through Steele, 

Gibber, and Lillo. "It may, then, broadly speaking, 

be said," comments Williams, "that Kelly and Holcroft 

incline towards the more tearful French school, while 
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Cumberland , with an occasion exception, continues the 

Engl ish tradition. In support of this statement, it is 

noticeable tha t Kelly is openly connected with the 

French school, for False Delicacy, his best comedy, en

joyed a fame in France which none of Cumberland's plays 

ever att a ined there. But Cumberland. repudiates French 

influence. His models are Fielding, Smollett, and the 

English dramatists; his plays are filled vri th English 
2 

scenes and char a: cters.n Further evidence of t his repu-

diation is found in the Prologues to The Brothers and 

The Fashionable Lover. In the first, he remarks, "You 

shall receive and judge an English play." In the second 

he declares his play to be: 

Home-bred and born, no strangers he displays 
Nor tortures free-born limits in French stays. 

Cumberland prided himself upon his freedom from false, 

as opposed to true sentiment; thus he is less domineered 

by the tearful muse than his contemporaries , Kelly and 

Holcroft. This is one reason for Cumberland's superior

ity over his rivals in sentimental comedy. 

Thus, even in the works of the protagonist of 

sentiment we see evidences of t he advancing theories of 

2 Richard Cumberland, p . 310. 



125 

t he anti-sentimentalist. Nor, is it possible to assert 

t hat the products of the anti-sentimental school were 

completely free of that tendency of the drama, sentiment, 

which they so vigorously condemned. Despite their 

bitter contempt and scorn of sentimentalism, the great

est of the anti-sentimentalists, Goldsmith and Sheridan, 

often slip back into the most popular channel- of eight

eenth century drama. In the expression of the opposi

tion we find sa~ire in the place of sentiment, boistrous 

humor in the place of tears, and flashes of brilliant 

wit in the place of artificial sympathy. Nettleton, a 

modern commentator, says: "In it argument and satire 

combine to press the question whether 'the true comedy 

would not amuse us• more than this 'species of bastard 
3 

tragedy' called sentimental comedy." However, the one 

cannot be entirely eclipsed by the other. The moralized 

ending of The Good Natur'd Tuian and the surcharge of 

sentiment in the concluding lines of both~ Rivals and 

~ School For Scandal show that not even Goldsmith and 

Sheridan wholly shook off the yoke of sentimental drama 

with which they were essentially in revolt. Only in~ 

Stoops to Conquer does the genuine comic spirit maintain 

3 English Drama .Qf the Restoration~ Eighteenth 
Century, p. 283. 
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its triumph over sentimental drama to the very end. 

It should be kept steadily in mind that these 

two dramatic schools were parallel t hroughout the 

eighteenth century the ascendancy of one over the 

other subject only to popular demand . It is true 

that the sentimental drama tended to hold the position 

of favorite , but the satirica l drama, musical comedy, 

and farce played close upon its heels. Samuel Foote 

helped to prepare the vray for Goldsrni th and Sheridan 

in his comedy,~ Handsome Housemaid. Here he bur

lesques the false delicacies of moralized sentimental 

drama . 

The fluctuating margin of interest in the contri

butions of these two schools may be noted from the most 

popular publications of Cumberland, the sentimentalist, 

and of Goldsmith and Sheridan, the satirists. The 

dramatic controversy of the age received additional im

petus from Oliver Goldsmith's~ Good Natur'd Man 

(1?68) which was brought forward as an attack upon the 

style of Ke lly, Cumberland, and their kin . The audience 

realized fully the cleverness of the work, a lthough 

their tastes would not per.mit them to accept, without 

protest, the "low" scenes which Goldsmith had introduced 

into his play. In 1769, Cumberland seems to have an

swered this attack with~ Brothers, a comedy v.rritten 
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in the most pronounced sentimental vein. The senti

mentalist holds the popular favor for a short period 

with the production of his best play, The West Indian, 

in 1771 , and a comedy of lesser rank, The Fashionable 

Lover, in 1772. It was in these plays that Cumber

land first becomes the social champion of the victims 

of prejudice. By t hat time, the public was quite 

ready for a pinch of salt in its literary diet. 

Goldsmith offere4 his best comedy, She Stoops .lQ. 

Conquer, in 1773. In this attack against sentiment, 

nobody is idealized, reformed, or wept over. Nearly 

everyone is amused by the actions of the others; and 

all, without exception, a re amusing to the audience. 

Yet no character in the play is satirically lashed after 

the manner of the comic dramatists of the Restoration. 

Instead of deriding faults, Goldsmith smiles at foibles. 

His Comic Iviuse is not a social satirist, but a merry 

jade who descends to practical jokes. He attempts to 

destroy sentimental comedy without offending the kindly 

attitude toward human nature which is the basis of its 

existence. Bernbaum says of this comedy: "The success 

of~ Stoops to Conquer was so great that its enthu

siastic admirers declared it had 'banished triumphantly 

those mawkish monsters of fashion,' -- the sentimental 
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comedies; and that Goldsmith, together with Foote, had 
4 

'laid the ghost' of sensibility." 

Although entirely different in character and in 

a i m, and with only the common objection to the sentimen

tal style, Richard Brinsley Sheri dan continued Gold

smith 's work. His dramatic work marks at once the 

height of the reaction against sentimental drama and 

the most finished achievement of the English comedy of 

manners. His plays date from 1775, with the production 

of~ Rivals, to the end of the eighteenth century, 

when his adaptation of Kotzbue's drama, Pizarro, won 

him enormous popularity. His plays that bear most 

directly against sentimentalisru. after~ Rivals were 

The Duenna, also in 1775, The School K2.£ Scandal, 1777, 

and~ Critic, 1779. The School~ Scandal marks 

the height of the development of the comedy of manners. 

It is the a rtificial comedy of the Restoration purged 

of indecency, but undiminished in lustre. It is also 

the triumph of comedy of manners over sentimental 

comedy. With this comedy and~ Critic, we reach the 

culmination of the anti-sentimental movement. From 

the outset of the latter, sentimental drama is ridiculed. 

Sheridan directs a particular thrust at Hugh Kelly in 

4 The Drama of Sensibility 1 p. 245. 
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the character Sneer. He makes a more vigorous attack 

upon Cumberland in t he character Sir Fretful Pl agiary. 

There may have been more per sonal enmity involved in 

this attack than commentators have noted, due to the 

bitterness aris ing between Cumberland, the author, and 

Sheridan, the producer, over t he pl ay,~ Battle of 

Hast ings, produced in 1778. Later, however, Sheridan 

expressed a great admiration for Cumberland , the grea t 

schol a r and dr amatist. 

The statement that is often made that The School 

For Scanda l brought t he death blow to sentiment in the 

drama i s a f a l s e a ssertion. It is quite true that it 

definitely caused the shift in popular f avor toward the 

comedy of manners, and thereby caused the submergence 

of the sentimental comedy for a time. However, an in

vading stream of humanitarianism was seeping into every 

expression of literature. In 1794 and 1795 Cumberland 

reached a last pinnacle of glory for sentimenta lism in 

the eighteenth century with the production of The~ 

and The v'fueel of Fortune . In these t wo works, philan

thropinism, the child of humanitarianism, is blended 

with sentimenta lism in a most interesting manner . In 

no work of the eighteenth century are the t wo charac

teristics of the modern social drama, pity and revolt, 

set forth so strikingly as in The~- It was Cumberland's 
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prime function to bring man to a consciousness of his 

r esponsibility for others and to incite him to con

structive measures for social reform. Could it be that 

t he sentimental comedy whose downfall was acclaimed in 

1779, ha d evolved, through the sway of humanitarianism, 

into the drama of social concept? This change is most 

evident in the works of Richard CUI!lberland. The fact 

t hat the critics praised Cumberland for his social mo

tives set forth.in these two later comedies without 

t he customary condemnation of his sentimentality is in

dicative of an affirmative answer to the question. 

Although his sentimentalism had caused Cumberland to be 

the butt of ridicule and scorn for the larger part of 

his life, it must be remembered that, toward the end of 

his career, great honor and appreciation was being shown 

the protagonist of social betterment. 

One of the most outstanding emulators of Cumber

land's social mission was Thomas Holcroft. He possesses 

a sterling quality which makes his dramas rank as capable, 

if not brilliant, productions. In all his works, despite 

the anti-sentimentalist movement, he consistently held 

to his moral and social theme. In his drama, Duplicity, 

in 1781, he says he "would rather have the merit of 

driving one man from the gaming-table than of making a 
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5 
v1hole theatre merry." He makes a great appeal to our 

social consciousness in The Road to Ruin, 1792, the 

best known of his plays. His revolutionary, as ·well 

a s his socia l, idea s are set forth in his supposedly 

extemporaneous Prologue: 

The author had mounted on the stilts of 
oratory and elocution: 

Not but he had a smart touch or two, about 
Poland, France, and the revolution; 

Telling us the Frenchmen, and Polishmen, 
and. every man is our brother: 

And that all men, Ay, even poor negro men, 
have a right to be free; one as well 

as another! 
Freedom at length, said he, like a torrent 

is spreading and swelling, 
To sweep away pride and reach the most 

miserable dwelling: 
To ease, happiness, art, science, wit, and 

genius to give birth; 
Ay, to fertilize a world, and renovate old 

earth!6 

The chief social theme of this dr ama deals with the 

condemnation of gambling . Despite its sentimenta lity, 

there is something at least definitely hinting at the 

natural expression of genuine feeling , in a semi

realistic setting of daily life. Eaton, a modern com

mentator says, "The play is no masterpiece, certainly. 

5 Quoted by Nicoll, Eighteenth Centur.z Drama, 
1750-1800, p. 134. 

6 Quoted by Nicoll, British Drama, p. 288. 
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But it is a logical evolution of eighteenth century 

tendencies , and looks toward a still distant future as 
? 

Lmch , perhaps, as toward a fading past . " Thus, it is 

the medium through which Cumberland's influence invades 

the nineteenth century . 

By t he time of Cumberland's death in 1811, there 

was a not iceable decl ine in the dramatic field. The 

light of Cumberland 's torch for social betterment through 

t he drama was gradua lly losing its vivid flare. Despite , 

however, the many and varied gusts of literary winds 

whi ch were distinctly undramatic, the light was never 

completely extinguished. Although Cumberland would be 

ashamed of the degenerated state of his favorite child, 

he nevert heless must recognize her in t he form of senti

ment a lism which wore the guise of mawkish prudery. He 

would be pleased, however, to see her set forth in the 

rich humanitarianism of the l ater nineteenth century. 

The dramatic efforts were very feeble in the early part 

of the century and, although the thread of Cumberland's 

influence wore very thin indeed, that thread vras never 

lost, but forms the central knot of our modern social 

drama . His initial i mpetus in the eighteenth century 

sentimental drama becomes a stronger force day by day 

7 The Drama in English, p. 209. 
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in the modern drama. 

The evident decline in the drama after 1800 was 

due to several causes. Chief in importance, unques

tionably, is that which concerns the size of the play

houses . About 1?92, both Covent Garden and Drury Lane 

were enlarged to such an extent that the distance of 

the stage from the pit and galleries rendered subtle 

acting impossible and forced the perfor.m.ers to indulge 

in rant and bombast . This condition gave rise and 

popularity to the spectacular play . Never before had 

scenic artists and machinists had so much to do. All 

kinds of gorgeous tableaux were arranged . The words 

of the drama mattered little so long as the plot was 

crudely indicated and plenty of opportunity given to 

the manager to devise attractive scenes and ensembles. 

Also, the power of music increased. The drama vra.s be

coming a purely theatrical production. It is little 

wonder that the writer who had a definite message for 

his audience turned to some other medium of expression. 

As a second cause, the size of the theatres served to 

intensify the evils of the audience. Society vvas lib

ertine and vulgar, and the upper class set a tone in the 

playhouses which was aped by the more dissolute among 

the bourgeoisie. Debauchery, fashionable vice, evils of 

all kinds centered in these houses of amusement, and the 



134 

saner, soberer people who mi ght have aided tmvard the 

elaboration of a finer drama were forced to keep them

selves apart . Due to these facts, we find in this 

period an ever-widening gulf between men of letters and 

the theatre . Nearly every poet of the time attempted 

to create something in t he medium of drama , but nearly 

all were repulsed. The consequence was that when some 

write r of genius decided to pen a play he did so for 

the reading public. Never before were there published 

so many unacted plays . 

In the ea rly nineteenth century every year brought 

forth its regular series of unacted poetic plays. But 

a drarna is not a collection of poems. The romantic 

movement which was definitely ushered in in 1798 was 

distinctly subjective in temperament, and therefore was 

not conducive to the drama which is strictly objective. 

Poetry, not drama, is the best medium for the expres

sion of the subjective. It is assuredly true that the 

outstanding Romanticists, who are chiefly known for 

their lyrical expressions, each had a try a t drama. 

Wordsworth gave us~ Borderers, a poetic drama . Cole

ridge followed the German romanticists in his play, 

Remorse. Byron contributed ~ and Manfred, t vlO bitter

ly satiric poetic dramas. Shelley's,~ Cenci, is the 

only drama produced by any of the Romanticists which has 
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any tendencies tmvard real drama. It was Shelley's 

purpose that his drama should represent, as nearly as 

possible , the characters as they really were, and that 

his drama should not be mere poetry. He looked back 

to Shakespeare fo r his theme and form; thus, he lost 
' 

his contact with his ovm age . His chief difficulty l ay 

in the fact that he did not lmow hoviT to write a true 

drarna . However, it is one of the most striking tragedies 

among the many poetic plays of the century. The poetic 

drama gradually evolved into the symbolic drama . In late 

years, this t ype shows three marked movements in its 

general course: that toward t he supernatural and fairy 

world, that tovre.rd historica l themes, and that toward 

the poetic trea tment of real life. 

Due to t he limited scope of this study, only~ brief 

mention will suffice to show the revival of Cumberland's 

influence in the dramas of the late nineteenth century. 

This renewed interest in the social concept was antic

ipated by the appearance in the north of Europe of 

Henrik Ibsen, destined to become the greatest force in 

the revival of t he present-day theater. According to 

Nicoll, Ibsen's influence is inestimable: 

In the first place , his drama is a domestic drama . 
Of the old i mpossible heroics and pathos of the roman
tic melodrarna he knows nothing . His a im. is to drama
tize the life of his ovm day. He realized perfectly 
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that the long-antiquated emotions of the spectacula r 
plays had nothing in comm.on with ordinary men and 
women; that t he drama, if it was to rise to its pris
tine greatness, would have to a dapt itself to the 
needs of the present, be a mirror of the age, and 
instead of escaping into romantic frip peries, make 
itself the stern monitor of the time. In this, as 
we have seen , Ibsen was anticipated by Heyvvood in 
the seventeenth century and by Lillo in the eighteenth, 
but neither of these had attempted to reveal the fun
damental probleL'lS of social life. Ibsen wove together 
the tragedy of t he individual soul with the tremendous 
forces whi ch move in social life like some blind 
destiny searing and destroying mankind in their dis
ast rous path, seeming no more than an insect flutter
ing ineffectually against t he mi ehty barriers which 
loom up against it. In Ibsen, we have not merely 
domestic tragedy 1 but social tragedy, the forces of 
life forming dominating dramatis personae who move un
seen across the stage and raise the whole work to the 
level of tragic passion .a 

With the treat ment of domestic scene and of social 

problems he introduced a new frankness, which at first 

grated harshly on the ears of prudish Victorians ac

customed to the pleasing commonplaces of Tennysonian 

melody. In Ibsen t hey found a man who dared to speak 

of things they deemed unspeak:able, and v,ho laid bare 

the most festering sores in the body social. Soon the 

English accepted this frankness, thus opening up new 

worlds fo r the dramatists . Cumberland would have dis

approved of such a startling frankness, but he would 

have been gratified at the growing power and force of 

8 British Drama , pp. 343-344. 
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social concept in the drama, his own favorite prodigy. 

Ibsen 's great dramatic achievements were angli

cized through the dramas of Sir Arthur Vting Pinero and 

Ur . Henry Arthur Jones. In these we find the develop

ment of the prob lem pl ays . Both P inero and Jones at

tempted to broaden and deepen the subject matter of 

English drarna , and to treat contemporary life without 

gloves. Ea ch gave himself entirely to t he theatre as 

a profession, and fought successfully to establish play 

writing once more as one of t he ma jor branches of the 

fine arts. Regarding Pinero, no one in the 'nineties 

fought harder t han he, or more effectually, to destroy 

the convention that a pl ay was a mere means of arnusement, 
' to regain the right of the dramatist to regard his art 

seriously, and to reinstate the drama as a criticism of 

life. All of his forty odd plays are alike in dealing 

with problems of socia l life in a manner tragic or ap

proaching to the tragic. With Pinero must be associated 

Mr. Henry Arthur Jones. Some of the latter's most 

brilliant plays are comedies of manners, and his great

est success was a melodrama,~ Silver King, which at

tained great popularity in 1882. Social satire enshrines 

all his serious plays. The earnestness of his social aim 

in his comedies of manners reflects the serious moral and 

social aim of Cumberland's comedies of sentiment. 
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Cumberland's social muse has come into the height 

of her glory through the contributions of Granville 

Bar ker, John Galsworthy, and Bernard Shaw, to the social 

drama , t he queen of t he modern theater. In the works 

of these writers and others, we find that sex and the 

problems of sex occupy by far the greatest place in the 

new drama, sharing their position only ·with the problems 

of l abor and t he problems of youth. The plays of Barker 

render concrete a dominant problem of social life. 

Nicoll says of Barker and his work: 

Mr. Granville Barker's theatre is a thing of its 
own, yet bound by many ties to the dramas of his con
temporaries. He is probably a greater delineator of 
char a cter than any of t hose with whom we have just dealt, 
and he has carried the realistic style to the utmost 
bounds of perfection. His plays seem, even more so than 
those of Mr. Galsworthy, to be excerpts from life. The 
curtain rises, and we seem to be actually and not fic
tionally in the drawing-rooms of upper middle-class 
society. The dialogue is the dialogue of ordinary men, 
the native brilliance of Mr. Granville Barker's style 
being restrained so t ha t the naturalistic effect may be 
the greater. This produces a powerful atmosphere of its 
own; no man has succeeded better in reproducing in 
dramatic form that crushing littleness which dominated 
so many English homes in the nineties of the last century 
and which still, in those dismal realms called suburbia, 
exercises its baneful effect upon the many miserable 
beings cabined and confined in a prison which Edward 
Voysey saw \vas worse than Wormwood Scrubs. 9 

John Galsworthy r anks along with Granville Barker 

9 British Drama, p. 3?3. 



139 

in the t reatment of domestic and social problems. A 

list of plays, which include Strife, Justice, The 

Pigeon , and many others, shows Mr. Galsworthy's keen 

dramatic activity, and when it is remembered that these 

are among the most unquestioned literary successes of 

the twentieth century we realize that he was a dominant 

force in the present-day theater. Eaton says of him: 

Galsworthy the humanitarian, the social observer, 
puts his characters in situations which illustrate the 
ironies and imperfections of our social structure, 
wake our sympathies, and breed a wholesome desire for 
better understanding, greater tolerance, even practi
cal reform. He is a problem dramatist. His technique 
is generally that of the well-made play, of Pinero, 
but somewhat simplified; and his aim always is to 
reproduce an atmosphere of absolute reality.lo 

The same social passions were evident in the works of 

Cumberland, only the means used to arouse those feelings 

were different. Cumberland was handicapped by artifi

ciality and sentimentality, the t wo tendencies of his 

age, in instigating his reform; Galsworthy was helped by 

frankness and reality, the two tendencies of our age, in 

driving his reform to its goal. 

Of the great masters of the modern social drama, 

George Bernard Shaw shows less evidence of "Cumberlandism" 

than Barker or Galsworthy. In fact, the ironic laughter 

10 ~ Drama 1!!, English, p. 283. 
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of Shaw reminds us more of the satirical gibes of the 

ant i-sentimentalists of the late eighteenth century. 

However, his didacticism holds sway over his cynicism, 

and his criticism and interpretations of society and 

its problems have greatly influenced modern life and 

the modern theater. A fevv of his ma jor themes are: the 

evils of poverty, the crimes of militarism, the theory 

and pr actice of medicine, political controversies, ques

tion of woman's status and her relation to man, problems 

of marriage and divorce, duties of parents, and staid 

and accepted conventions. Morgan, a modern cornmenta tor, 

says of Shaw: 

He has looked at life and our modern civilization 
with an eye clearer perhaps than that of any of his 
contemporaries. His single aim has been truth. Gifted 
with his great faculties he has regarded life critically, 
and with t he hammer and ar dour of the iconoclast he has 
strewn his stage wi th broken idols. But he has done 
much more. if/here he has pulled down, he has built. He 
has, at any rate in some of his plays, touched the vital 
and elemental facts of life, and with the hand of a 
creative artist he has constructed for the help of man
kind his philosophy of life. It is not perfect, it is 
not complete. But it is a real contribution to human 
thought and to the interpretation of the great issues of 
existence.11 

In the eighteenth century, the theater of Kelly and 

Cumberland was looked upon as "a school of morality"; 

11 Tendencies of Modern English Drama, p . 92. 
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in the t wentieth century , the t heater is regarded as 

an i nstrument f or minstering to t he socia l needs of 

t he people . It wa s not until the time of Cumberland 

and his works that there were evidences of a growing 

socia l consciousness of t he social problem. An initial 

impetus t o t his consciousness came t hrough Cumberland's 

sent i mental comedies which were i mbued with the social 

aim and purpose. A modern critic has given t h is same 

char a cteristic to t wentieth century life: 0 The new con

t ent of contemporary lif e and art is epitomized in the 
12 

t wo words: Social conscientiousness." The seeds of this 

social conscientiousness and t he socia l drama which were 

sovm in t he works of Richard Cumberland, a sentimentalist 

of t he l a te eighteenth century, have reached maturity in 

t he t wentieth century socia l drama and bloom forth in 

t he great social dramatic studies of Barker, Galsworthy, 

and Shaw. 

12 Henderson, The Changing Drama , p. 288. 
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