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CHAPTER I 

INTRODUCTION 

During the course of an investiga.tion into the develop­

ment of the comedy of manners in England, one is impressed with 

the reappearance of this form of dram.a in the eighteen nineties 

after an absence from the theatrical world of more than a hun­

dred years. The production of "The Case of Rebellious Susan," 

by Henry Arthur Jones, in 1894 sounded a note which had not been 

heard on the island since the days of "The School for Scandal" 

in 1777. Oscar Wilde's "The Importance of :Being Earnest," in 

1895, took its audiences into the topsy-turvy realm of Etherege 

and Congreve. With "The Liars," in 189 7, Jones proved himself 

a rival and even a superior of the older masters. The purpose 

of this thesis is to show that although on first consideration 

the reappearance is most surprising, there were definite and un­

mistakable reasons for the revival of manners comedy in the last 

decade of the nineteenth century. The causes which the writer 

believes led to this revival are as follows: first, that eco­

nomic, social, and dramatic conditions in the eighteen nineties 

were similar to those existing in the Restoration period when 

the comedy of manners was born; secondly, that Wilde and Jones 

were as definitely products of their age as Etherege, Wycherley, 

and Congreve were of the time in which they lived; and, thirdly, 

that Oscar Wilde (in all probability) and Henry Arthur Jones (in 

all certainty) were disgusted with the quagmire into which comedy 

had sunk, and that they made conscious effort to reattain the 

l 
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perfection of seventeenth century comedy, which Sheridan also 

had reattained in the eighteenth century. It is the writer 1 s 

belief that the facts support the opinion that the rise of 

sentimentality, responsible in great measure for the decline 

of pure comedy, left its mark on this very type of drama, and 

that the new high comedy emerged, holding a more perfect "mir­

ror up to nature" partly because of the sentimentalism which 

had threatened to destroy it. 

The purpose of the Introduction is to state the aims of 

the thesis and of the various chapters and to define the term, 

comedy of manners, as it is to be used throughout this study. 

The purpose of the second chapter will be to analyze character­

istics of the Restora tion period a s elements in the soil upon 

which the species flourished. The third chapter is to be an 

examina tion of the plays of Etherege, Wycherley, and Congreve 

in rela tion to their age and in regard to the dramatic technique 

employed in their construction. The fourth chapter will discuss 

the rise of sentimentalism in the eighteenth and early nine­

teenth centuries and the resulti ng decline of pure comedy; it 

will include a consideration of the work of Richa rd Brinsley 

Sheridan as a phenomenon ra the•F· than as a natural growth. In 

Chapter Five conditions in the eighteen nineties will be sur­

veyed, and emphasis placed on the striking parallel with those 

of the Restoration period; an evaluation will be made of the 

contributions of Sir William Schwenck Gilbert and Sir Arthur 

Wing Pinero. Chapter Six will present Oscar Wilde and Henry 
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Arthur Jones as natural products of the "gay nineties" ; it will 

set forth influences whi ch Wilde and Jones received from Resto­

ration dramatists; and it will substantiate the assertion that 

sentimentality, in spite of its far-reaching destruction, gave 

a new and poignant comic element to comedy of manners in the 

eighteen nineties. 

The term, comedy of manners, will be used in this dis­

cussion to mean that type of comedy which reached a height in 

the seventeenth century with the plays of Etherege, Wycherley, 

and Congreve. This is the connotation which is evidently as­

sumed by the ma jority of dramatic critics . Most of these crit­

ics, however, . s t ay a little shy of making a concise definition. 

'Seventeenth century comedy of manners is , as _Nicoll says, "a ~pe-
. 1 

culiar , intangible sort of thing." It is realistic in a nar-

row sense; that is to say, i t refl ects the life of a very small 

portion of London society, the people of f ashi on. It is criti­

cal in an immediate, rather than in a universal way; that is, 

it satirizes not society itself, but those people in society 

who do not quite fit. It is marked by Jonsonian humours, Span­

ish intrigue, and a touch of wit a.nd theme fro m the French 

stage. The plays are hard to analyze because they depend large­

ly upon atmosphere. Plots are slight; about the only requi re­

ment for a story is that it have a pair of witty lovers. Dia­

logue is quick and graceful; people know wha t to say. Much of 

1Allardyce Nicoll, A ~ory of Restoration~~~ (2nd 
ed .; Cambridge : University Press , 1928), p . 184 . 
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the hrnghter come s f r om amusing si t uati ons •,vhich often follow 

one another in rapid succession. The plays are almost wholly 

intellectua l; they lack emotion a s well as moral tone . The 

most distinguishing characteristic is the pervading atmosphere 

of bril1i a nce, of sparkle, of dash . The comedy of manners, 

then, may be defined as a type of critical, realistic comedy, 

wholly i n tellectual and unmoral in tone, and characterized by 

free, gra ceful conversation and scintillating brilli ance of 

style . 



CHAPTER II 

CHARACTERISTICS OF THE RESTORATION PERIOD 

The Restoration period \Vhich developed the comedy .of 

manners was a time of social rea djustment . The Puritan regime, 

which ha d preceded, had tried to turn the whole of life into a 

ns,rrow path of sober righteousness. It had treated many inno­

cent customs as serious offences. It had closed all places of 

:amusement; it had condemned mirth as ungodly. It ha.d declared 

that a man committed "a sin to dance round a May-pole, or to 

eat mince pie at Christmas. Fox-hunting and horse-racing were 

forbidden, and bear baiting prohibited, •not because it gave 

pain to the bear, but because it gave pleasure to the specta-
1 

tors.'" The reign of Charles II was "a time of rea ction in 

manners and morals against the overstrictness of the former 
2 

Puritan control ." The new King was received in England with 

demonstrations of joy. Bells, flags, and bonfires announced 

his coming . He brought with him from the French court a love 

of all that was gay and carefree. His whole aim in life was en­

joyment. The noblemen who surrounded him shared his attitude; 

and his court became, from the first, one of high fashion, of 

extravagance, of pleasure-seeking, of licentiousness. In style, 

in wit , and debauchery the courtiers strove to excel . It is 

1 D. H. Montgomery, The 1,~~din~ Fact~ £f. En~lish Historl 
(Boston: Ginn and Co ., n . d:-T,'° p . 256. 

2E . P. Cheney, An Introduction to the Industrial and 
Social Hi_sto!:Y_ of En_g_land (New York : Macmillan Co., 1909), 
p. 180 . 

5 
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said tha,t on one occasion the king remarked to Lord Shaftesbury, 

a royal f avorite, "Ah ! Shaftesbury, I verily believe you are 

the wickedest dog in my dominions . 11 "Yes, y:our Ma jesty," re ­

plied Shaftesbury, "for a subject I think perhaps I may be . 11 3 

But the loose morality of Restoration society and the 

concentration of that society on style a nd wit r athe r than on 

high seriousness was "something more, perhaps, than a mere reac­

tion to Puritan repres s ion . 11 4 The latter half of the seventeenth 

century was the time when rationalism began in England . The Roy­

al Soci ety for investigation of scientific questions was founded 

in 1662 . Sir Isaac New t on announced his theory of light in 1671, 

and in 1687 h e publi shed his Princi ;eia with its explanation of 

the law of gravity . John Locke wrote his Trea tises on Government 

in 1685 and his~~ Concernin~ _!he Human Under standing in 1690. 

This "was the age when religious persecutions and witch-burnings 
5 

ceased, the age when mo derni sm got a foothold ." A new curio s i t y 

was t aking hold of men ' s minds . Puritan dogma had f a iled . Old 

ideas were being discredited . New values had not been estab­

l ished . But men were beginning to seek the truth from obs e rva­

tion of fact , not from acceptance of prec ept . This is the scien­

tific attitude; and it l eads to skepticism. The cynical manner 

a.ffected by the aristocra tic class was simpl y a re s ult of that 

3 :Montgomery , 2..E • cit . , p . 263 . 

4w. P . Eaton , The Drama. !!l En~isg (New York: Charles 
Scribner ' s Sons , 1930)-;-p. 163 . 

5 Ibid . 
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skepticism which was causing thinkers to question all precedent . 

People were interested not in the past nor in the future, but in 

the actual present . Influential society was ready to live by 

its own dictates r ather than by any tradition or creed . 

These people treated sex as a f ac t rather than as a n emo ­

tion . If man was a licentious animal, then the pursuit of a mis­

tress was his natura l amusement . 6 There was no standard of mo -

rality . 

" • •• • • Charles, indeed , set the fashion, Pepys reporting of 
'Mrs . Stewart that the king 'gets into corners , and will be with 
her half an hour together, kissing her to the observation of all 
the world ' . Courtiers took the hint so that ' the names of 
Buckingham a nd Rochester, of Etherege , Killigrew , and Sedley ' , as 
Bishop Wi l berforce once wrote, •~till maintain a bad preeminence 
in the annals of English vice '. " 

Ladies of the court, also, were not without their escapades . 

They went about masked, disguising themselves 11 to visit their 

lovers in the early morning . 11 8 Unnatural sex relationships ex­

isted in this period , as did incest and disease . 9 Yet underly­

ing all this wickedness (and becoming more evident toward the 

end of the century) actual sex laws remained rigid . :Men may no t 

have wanted the bonds of marriage , but once married they dis­

liked to be cuckolded . Women may have been inconstant, but they 

did not wish to be found out . Virtue retained its social pres-

6Bonamy Dobree, Restoration Comedy (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1924), p . 20 . 

? Ibid ., p . 18 . 

8 rbid . 

9Ni co 11 , .2.£ • cit . , pp . 23-24 . 
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tige. The f a ct that convention still existed whi le men and 

women disregarded it led to the growth of drastic sex-antago­

nism; and sex became a battle of wits rather than a question of 

t . 10 emo ions. 

Since both sexes were participants in the battle, Resto­

ration society gave to its women a mental equality with men 

which has not been equalled in British history until recent 
11 

years. It is true that the Re storation woman had none of the 

rights of citizenship. She was not allowed to own pro perty in 

her own name, nor to sue or be sued, nor to have equal rights 

with the father in the control of children. 12 Nevertheless, she 

had an independence of mind which she did not hesitate to reveal. 

She had complete freedom in her conversation with men. 13 Per­

haps the freedom was encouraged. because it amused and stimulated 

the beaux. Certainly the result was often a skirmish one with 

another in wit and repartee with a frequent victory for the lady 

engaging . She was a self-confident little person in all of her 

undertakings. These were days when women were first coming upon 

the stage as actresses. A woman, ]ft'...rs . Aphra Behn, wrot e many of 

the popular dramas of the period. From all evidences the Resto­

ration woman stood, in social rela,tions, on level footing with 

-------------
10nobr~e, 212.• cit., p. 24. 

11 Eaton , 2.£.. c i t • , p • 16 9 • 

12Gilbert Slater, The Growth of Modern England (Boston: 
Houghton Mifflin Co., n.0.1,p. 169 . ----

13N . 11 1co ... ..,_, 2.E.• cit., p . 22. 
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her male companions. 

The social readjustments we have been discussing should 

be considered mo st seriously as a direct source of nurture for 

comedy of the day . George Me re di th, in his An E,ssal £!l Comedi 

and the~~ £f. the C£.!!!iC §~irit, asserts that the comedy of 

manners began , under Charles II, in order to outrage the Furi­

tan.14 Al though we may not agree tha t Restoration dramatis t s 

wrote purposely to shock Puritan modesty, still we know that 

Restoration comedy was a reflection of the lives of men and wom­

en who would thoroughly have enjoye d shocking all Puritans . 

More important than the reac tionary spirit in its influence on 

the development of comedy was the scientific attitqde resul t ing 

in change in thought. All grea t comic periods have been times 

of rapi dly changing values, of the toppling of old ideals, of 

religious skepticism, and of experiment , For examp le, note 

the periods of Menander in Gree ce and of Louis XIV's reign and 

the Regency in France . Great comedy " deals with disillusion . 

rt comes when the positive attitude has failed, when doubt i s 

undermining values, and men are turning for comfort to the rugged­

ness of life . 1115 So we find the Re s toration playwri ghts inter­

ested. in the life around t hem, not concerned with beginnings or 

endings but with what their associates were doing a.nd saying 

and thinking a t the time . We see them dealing with current s ex -

14George lvreredi th, An ~~I £.!2 Come2;~ and !he Uses of 
the_ Comi <?._ Spi ri !_ (New York : Charles Seri bner ' s Sons, 1923 )-,-:p . 5 . 

15 .1 Dobree, 2.£• cit . , p . 15 . 
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antagonism a s ma tter for some of their mos t b r i l liant scenes . 

W'e hear them repeating the conversation of male and female wits 

in a ll of its frankness and in all of its grace and charm. As 

the first requirement for the production of gr eat comedy Meredith 

lists "a society of cultivated men and women. " 1 6 He goes on to 

say that absence of the Comic s pirit in German literature is part ­

ly due to the poor voice allowed to women in domestic life, and 

tha t the total silence of Comedy in the Orient is for the s ame rea­

son . He tells us that where women 

" •••• have no social fr eedom, Comedy is absent; where they 
are household clrudges , the form of Comedy is primitive ; whe re 
they are tolerably ind .ependent , but uncultivated , exciting melo­
drama takes its place and a sentimental version of them • • ••• But 
where women a re on the road to an equal f ooting with men in at­
tainments and in liberty •••• there , and only in waiting to be 
tre,nsplanted from life to the7sta.ge , or the novel , or the poem, 
pure Comedy flourishes • • •• -"l 

Restoration society , then , prov ided a very fertile ground for the 

flowering of brillian t come dy . The fr ee associ a t ion of men and 

women, the skepti cal attitude of both s exes , and their reaction 

age,inst all that was narrow and dogmatic furnished rich nourish­

ment for the gay, brittle , unmoral comedy of manners . 

Theatrica l conditions, a,l so , are significant in their ef­

fect on the drama of the period . The playhouses a.nd all that re­

l a ted to them were undergoing changes fully a s dra stic a s those 

occurring in soci a l a nd economic life . The rebellion of play­

wri ght s and thea tre manage r s a ga.i n s t Puri t an restriction on drama 

16 0 . t 2 S:!.E. . £:l._ • , p • , • 

17 rbi d . , pp . 54-55 . 
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was making itself felt during aJ.l the Civil War and Coinmonweal th 

~~gime . In spite of the ordinance of September 2, 1642 , command­

ing the cesse,tion of all sta,ge plays, surreptitious performances 

continued to be given at the various theatres . This is evident 

from the statement in the order of 1647/8 that acting had been 

indulged in "by divers in contempt" of the t wo earlier ordi ­

nances . 18 The second ordinance was issued July 17, 1647, setting 

the following January 1 as its expirati on date . When January came 

and Parliament had failed to renew its ultimatum, several theatres 

opened to full houses . The irate Parliament immedi ately passed 

a final ordinance (February 11, 1648) , commanding the actors 

"never to a.ct or play any plays or interludes any more, on pain 

of being dealt with a s incorrigible rogues . " Even so , some inter­

ventions we re still necessary to suppress the insistent vitality 

of the dramatic spirit . Under various pretenses masques, comic 

scenes, and a.dapted episodes survived . In 1656 Sir William 

D'Avena.nt obtained permission to preBent, at Rutland House , an 

enterta.inmen t of declamation and music "after the manner of t he 

ancients ." The performance took place ; and later in the same 

year, at the same place , he produced his " The Seige of Rhodes . 1119 

All this theatrical activity , in the face of stringent rules 

against it, is proof of the undercurrent of reaction in the 

18Nicoll, 2.£• cit ., p . 269 , n . 5 . 

19A. w. Ward , t: Histo!l:. of 
(New and Revised Edition; London : 
1899) , III , pp . 278- 282 . 

English Dramatic Literature 
:Macmi lJ.a.n and Co ., Ltd ., 
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theatre which asserted itself at once upon the arrival of 

Charles II . Several thea tres opened in 1659 and 1660, and dur­

ing the latter year grants of monopoly were given to two of 
20 

them. The t wo patent companies, thriving unde r royal f avor, 

reveled in their new freedom . Surely they were happy to play 

for audiences which delighted, also, in throwing off shackles. 

It might appear that the troubles of the actors were now over , 

so far as restriction was concerned . The patent had stated that 

the patentees should "peruse all the plays before acting and cut 
21 

out the offensive passages ." In other words, the managers 

were to be their own censors . Nevertheless, the old office of 

Master of Revels was revived , and it was sometimes used as an 

attempt at restraint . The Puritan element in English society 

had not been annihilated. A middle class horror at the licen­

tiousness of the English stage remained under the surface and 

sometimes came uppermost for actors and managers and dramatists 

to reckon with . Sir Henry Herbert, Master of Revels, had made 

a complaint before August , 1 660 , although D'Avenant disregarded 

it . 22 In 1663 " The Cheats," a play by John Wilson, was forbid­

den becaus e the character of Mr . Scruple, a Presbyterian minis­

ter, was too exact a replica for the approval of his brethren. 23 

------------------------·-------
20Ni co ll , .Q.E.• ci! ,, p . 269 , 11 . 5 . 

21 rbi£., pp . 270- 27 1, n. 6 . 

22 Ibid ., pp . 270-271 . 

23Montagu Summers, The Restoration Theatre (New Yo r k : 
The Macmi llan Co ,, 1934) , p:-I6 . --
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Collier's attack in 1698 was a summing up of a ll the grievances 

the PuFitans had against the theatre . The London Gazette of -----
Monday, February 2?, 1698/9, stated that the Master of Revels 

had declared that "the Actors do often neglect to leave out such 

profane and indecent expressions as he thought proper to be omit­

ted ." They were charged to be more careful as they should ans ­

wer at their utmost peril. 24 On March 4 a few days later , Dryden, 

writing to ]tTrs. Stewart, said: 

This day was play'd a reviv'd comedy of JKr . Congreve 's, 
call ' d The Double Dealer, which was never very taking . In the 
play-bill was printed---- - - ' Written by J.lrr. Congreve; with sever­
all expressions omit ted.' What kind of expressi ons those were, 25 
you may easily guess , if you have seen the Monday's Gazette •••• 

It may readily be seen that dramatists we re not unhampered even 

in this gay, easy age . They had won out over the Puritan in the 

earlier battle , but through the period there is evi dence tha t 

they still had to struggle agains t the preacher and the pedant . 

The aim of the comic dramatist was to show people in his 

audience e, sort of photograph of t hemselves and to make them 

laugh at the picture . It mus t be remembered t hat the Restora ti on 

audi ence consisted of a mere section of the population of one 

t own in Grea t Br i t ain . Provincial t hea tre s had not been estab­

lished until a much later date . In Ireland, only Dublin had a 

playhouse during the Restoration period , and its producti ons 

were ma.inly plays which had a lready be en accepted on the J...ondon 

24 Ibid ., p . 27, n. 29 . 

2 5 _!bi d • , p • 9 • 
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stage . The fact that for about twenty years two theatres, and 

for t welve years one theatre, served the London play- going pub­

lic shows that only a small portion of contemporary London so ­

ciety was play-minded . The middle classes had no interest in 
26 

drama . The patrons of the theatre were the courtiers and the 

people who imitated them. There were the noblemen and the beaux, 

the fops and the wits , and the vizard-masks, who might be ei the r 

· t 27 Th . f women of quality or cour esans . e attitudes and manners o 

these peo1)le have alrea dy been discussed . That the drama always 

becomes a product of the demands of its audiences has been the 

cry of producers even to our present age . The Restoration aris­

tocrats v,rent to the theatre to be amused . They could enjoy the 

old, impossible heroic tragedy , fa r -removed from their present 

life, because it made them feel superior; they could chuckle at 

the coarseness of humours comedy; and with a supercilious air , 

they could smile at the comedy of manners and its reflection of 

their own gay , immoral lives . These people gave to Restoration 

comedy a sometimes unutterable frankness and also a grace and 

facility of verbal expression which was something new to the 

English stage . The presence of gifted writers who could take 

actual speech and transf er it to the s t age made possible the de ­

velopment of the brilliant drama of the per i od . Since thes e au­

thors were appealing only to a select few, they were enabled to 

26NicQ_1:_!_ , ~ • ci_!: . , p . 3 . 

27 
~ - , p . 8 . 
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employ an elegance and precision of style that would have been 

unattainable had they been writing for the l arge , popular audi ­

ence of former yea rs . 

The size of the thea tres, together with other physical 

characteristics , had (in the writer's opinion) much to do with 

the type of plays which evolved . There is, according to Summers, 

no scientific method of determining the capacity of Res toration 
28 playhouses . We know, however, that the earlier houses were 

converted tennis-courts and that these tennis-courts were small . 

Julian Marshall, in his Annals of ,renni~, mentions the length of 

a certain type of court a.s one hundred feet . The Theatre Royal 

in Vere Street occupied Gibbon's Tennis-Court, and the Duke ' s 

Pl ayhouse in Lincoln's Inn Fields was a conversion of Lisle ' s 

Tennis-Court . 

poorly fitted 

Gibber refers to the Duke ' s house as "small and 
29 

up . " It has been estimated that the first Duke ' s 

Thea tre, in Portuga l Street, was approximately seventy-five feet 

long and about thirty feet wide . The dimensions of the first 

Thea tre Royal, in Bridges Street , are supposed to have been one 

hundred t welve by fifty-eight or fifty - nine feet . The new Duke's 

Theatre, in Dorset Garden, was probably one hundred forty by 

fifty-seven feet . The size of this house , though, must have been 

unusual, for it was considered no be of sumptuous magnificence . 30 

282£• cit . , p . 62 . 
29 

Ibid . 

3olbi1. , pp . 62-63 . 
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Vanbrugh ' s thea tre in the Haymarket was l arger than the a verage 

one. Eut the tendency to build houses of increa sing size was 

31 not felt till the middle of the following century . A small 

thea tre inevitably gives to audience and actors a more intimate 

relation than is possible in a larger house . Any a ctor knows 

that the presentation of sophistica ted comedy is easier in a 

small house, where his slightest intonation can be heard , than 

in a l a rger pl a ce , ·where he ma.y have to "pump fro m his diaphragm" 

in order to mf:ke his voice ca rry . It seems only natural that i n 

the little Restorat ion theatres a subtle, intellectual comedy 

should develop . 

Inside the p layhous es one finds other significant points 

of interest . The interior of the Re stora tion the a tre was a merg­

ing of t he old Elizabethan type with the modern structure a.s we 

know it . The old pla,yhouses h ad been fashioned a.ft er the inn 

yard , with three tiers of balconies , or boxes , extending a round 

three sides . The main floor had been the pit , with a platform 

s t age projecti ng far out into the center . At the back of this 

pl a.tf orm or fore stage , wa s a sma ll rea r s t &.g e \'!i th a curtain . 

As i ~; wel l known , t her e was practic a.lly no scenery emp loyed upon 

the Elizabe t han stage . When D'Avenant began the use of scenes , 

he found it necessary to move the fore sta.g e ha lfv ay back from 

its forme r position . The s t ag e tha t resulted was a cross be-

--- ---------------·------------------
31Alla rdyce 1'Ticoll , Britisg Drama , ~ Historica l§.~~ 

f.~ t h ~ Beg_!!lnin~s to t he Present Tim~ New York : Thomas Y. 
Crowell Co ., 19?5 , p":- 259 .----- --
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32 
tween the modern "picture-frame" and the old platform. There 

vras a considerable a,rea. of rear stage, which was used for scenic 

background and for the be ginning of scenes; and there was also 

a long "apron," whi ch advanced well beyond the proscenium a r ch 

and became the field of the main a ction of the play . 33 In the 

second Theatre Royal , in Bridges Street , the apron projected 
34 

seventeen feet into the pit . Other aprons were evidently in 

proportion to the size of the h ouses . Summers quotes Dr . w. J . 

Lawrence in a comment of the advantages of the apron : 

By this original Form, the usual Station of the Actors, 
in almost every Scene , was advanc' d at least ten Foot neare r 
to the Audience, than they now be ; because , not only f r om the 
Stage ' s being shorten ' d , in front , but l ikewise fro m the addi ­
tional Interposition of those Stage-boxes , the Actors (in respect 
to the SpectG,tors that fill them ) are kept much more backward 
from the main Audience , than they us ' d to be; But when the Ac tors 
we re in Possession of that forwarder Space, to a dva.nce upon , t he 
Voice was then more in the Center of the House , so that the most 
distant Ear had scarce the least Doubt, or Difficulty in hearing 
what fell from the weakest Utte r anc e . All Objects were thus 
drawn nea.rer to the Sense ; every painted Scene was stronger •••• 
Nor was the minutest Motion of a Feature (proper l y changing wi th 
the Passion, or Humour it suited) ever l ost , as they frequently 
must be in the Obscurity of too great a Distance ; And how valu­
able an Advanta ge the Facility of hearing distinctly is to every 
well- acted Scene , every common Spectator is a Judge . 35 

The players , it may be seen , spoke most of their lines fr om a 

vantage point very close to the spectators . Thus , the intimacy 

a.fforded by the small house was increased by the use of the l ong 

32Nicoll , ! ~!.2.!l of Restoration Drama, p . 31 . 

33s · t , ummers , 2.E. • £!._•, 

34 Ib!_9-.., p . 94 . 

35 rbid . , pp . 96 , i?. 

pp . 94, 97 . 
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"apron," and the production of subtle comedy was again facili ­

te,ted. 

The rear stage served principally as a scenic background 

for the main action which took place "down front." The new scen­

ery employed here had, between the time of its introduction in 

1656 and the close of the century, a. marked effect on the struc­

ture not only of comedy, but of all drama . Elizabethan and post­

Elizabethan plays had contained a multiplicity of scenes, made 

possible by the fact that instantaneous changes of scene could be 

accomplished in the imagination . Restoration playwrights inher­

ited the tendency from their antecedents; and early Res toration 

drama follows, in the main, the pattern already estab lished . The 

curtain in the Restoration theatre rose after the Prologue and 

did not fall, except in a few instances, until after the Epilogue . 

The end of an act was shown by a clea r stage . As scenery came 

into prominence, conventions were developed to adapt the new back­

ground to the old drama tic form . Changes of scene were effected 

by the drawing together of two portions of a flat . The t wo flats 

might be drawn off, parting in the center, to begin another scene 

in a new setting . Sometimes a command would be given to open a 

door, or B characte r would knock, and the flats would draw to re­

veal a different scene . 36 Such devices were attempts to make 

possible the quick changes in scene of established dramatic form. 

:By slow degrees , however , drama tists began to f eel the influence 

3 6 rbid ., pp . 97-100 . 
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of these very flats and curtains; and their plays gradually be­

came less scattered in subject-matter a nd more coordinate i n 

structure than older plays . 
3? 

These dramatists , in the intimate theatre of 1660 t o 

1700 , were sensitive to all influences which affected the s t age . 

They were closely in touch with actors and actresses of the day , 

and wrote many parts especially for certain ones of them . Be tter­

ton is partly responsible for the development in Restoration com­

edy of the contemporary , debonair gallant . He it was who f irst 

played Fai nall, in Congreve ' s II The \Vay of the 'Vorld , 11 and Beaufort , 

in Etherege ' s "Love in a Tub . " Charles Hart played the gay gentle ­

man , such as Dorimant , in "Sir Fopling Flutter . " James Noke ex­

celled a.s a comedian, and many comic roles must have been written 

for him. The same is true of Cave Underhill , his companion in 

low comedy . }tountfo rt gave life to the various Spar ki shes of the 

comedy of manners . The women of the theatre exerted, perhaps a 

greater influence upon comedy than did the men . We do not know 

exactly when the first actress appeared in England , no r who she 

was ; but from the time of the e r ecti on of D'Avenant ' s and Killi ­

grew ' s first houses , the actresses were fully established . Th e 

introduction of woman upon the stage led to a dominant sex ele ­

ment in drama . As dramatists wr ote espe ci ally for the a ctors , 

so they wrote for the ac t resses . It is almost cer tain that 

Dryden wrote his light , airy parts for Nell Gwyn , who was hi s 

original "R'lorimel . Mrs . Anne Bracegirdle was the inspirat ion 
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for Congreve's ]lfilla.mant and also for his Angelica. Mrs . Leigh 

impersonated specimens of wasted age, such as Lady Wi shfort . 38 

The actors and actresses , then, gave to comedy of manne rs a 

series of stock types which became an integral f actor of the spe-

cies . 

In revi evv , the thea trical status combines with the social 

aspect in stimula ting the growth of intellectual comedy . The re­

a ction against Puritanism found direct expression on the comic 

stage . JJembers of the select audience, with their blase atti­

tudes , were amused by viewing rea listic presentations of them­

selves . If the vizard-masks did not have the charming "air" of 

J,Killamant, they enjoyed believing that they had; and if the beaux 

were not so dashing in their wo rldliness as Do rimant , they liked 

to imagine that they were . The small thea tres and the close inti­

macy of actors and spectators furnished a perfect setting for 

manners comedy . The use of scenery gradually resulted in s ome 

improvement in the structure of p l ays . And the vital personali­

ties of actors and actresses gave new life and originality to old 

humours types . The presence of writers gifted enough to take ma­

terial s prea d betore them and pattern fro m its warp and woof a 

drama , perhaps accenting here and polishing there, gave to the 

Restora tion period its comedy of manners . 

38 · 11 H. t ~ t t· 64 ?3 J\T1co , f::. _1 s or;y: 01. Res ora 10n Dr~, pp . .- • 



CH.APTER III 

AN EXAMINATION 

OF THE PLAYS OF ETKCREGE , VfYCHERL"EY , AN'D CONGREVE 

It will be recalled t hat the object of this study is to 

trace the relation between the high comedy of the last de ca de 

of the nineteenth century a nd the comedy of manners as it devel­

oped in the Res toration period . In order fully to understand 

this vital relation , it will be advisable, at this poi nt, to give 

some attention to the work of the three leading dramatists of the 

seventeenth century who produced co medies of manners . With Sir 

George Etherege , '.Vil l i am 'Nycherley, and 'Yi lliam Congreve the Re s­

toration comedy of manners carn.e into being and rea ched it s :per­

fection . Comic , realistic drama had raised its head a few time s 

:previous l y in t he h i story of ~nglish dramatic literature, e.s.pe ­

cially in the "humours " of Ben Jonson . But Etherege wa s the first 

to write plays abou t the life he -saw in London , and he laughed at 

his handi work in a sort of j oyous abandon. Wycherley was struck 

with the horrid incongimities which manife sted t hems elves to him; 

a.nd as he cast them into bold relief , his laughter became satir­

ical a.nd even fiendi sh at the deformity he revealed . Congreve 

was a natural heir of the two earlier dramatists . It mus t be 

stated here that, chronologically , he wa s not of the Re stora tion 

peri od at all . His first play did not appear until 1693, eight 

years a fter the death of Charles II . But his work was typically 

and unmistakab ly in the Restoration spirit . His plays wer e a 

summa.ti on of the gay spon t aneity of Etherege and the pointed wit 

21 
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and satire of Wycherley . Ee a dded a b r illi ance of sty l e that 

was individually Congrevian . Oscar Wilde and Henry Arthur Jone s, 

in the ei gh t een nineties , sounded notes surprisingly remini scent 

of Etherege, ,.,rycherley , and Congreve . Let us , therefore , exam­

ine the wo rk of these three men in somB detail . 

'Tlr:hen Sir George :C therege ' s comedy, 11 The Comical Revenge; 

or , Love in a Tub" was presented at the Duke's Theatre , Lincoln ' s 

Inn Fields, in J,,fa,rch , 1 664 , the Restoration audience witnessed 

something new in drama . After the opening of the the2..tres pl ay­

writing had begun again, hut the companies were s till largely 

cJependent upo n pre-ci vi 1 war drama for repertoire . Jonson and 

Fletcher were popular; yet both ·were so mewha t out of date . 

Lo ndon was waiting , although unconsciously , to see itself upon 

the stage . Neither Tuke , Cowley , nor Dryden had quite hit t he 

mark . " The Comical Revenge" was the first of the new play_s t o 

set upon the stage London ' s Covent Garden and Pall IXa ll . 1 The 

piece is a mixture of heroic rhymed drama. , broad f a rce , and prose 

comedy . Although Et herege tried to keep the comi c and the se r i­

ous planes separate by using pros e for the one and the heroic 

couplet and blank verse for the other , the lack of unity is ob ­

jectionable . There is a. love story , concerning two couples , 

which a1most becomes a t r agedy . There are some farci cal episode s 

built around Dufoy , a Fr ench servant , and Betty , a maid ; Dufoy 

1H. F . B. Bret t-Smith (ed . ), The Drama tic 7Torks of Si r 
George Etg~g_~ (" The Percy Reprin t s , No . 6V·; Oxford: Basi l 
J3lackwell , 1927) , " Introducti on , " pp . lxx- lxxi . 
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has falsely blamed Betty for his rnela.ncholia , and she confine s 

him in a tub for punishment . There is a comic duel which is 

reminiscent of Jonson and prophetic of Sheridan . And there is 

an amusing affair between Sir Frede r i ck FrolJ.ick, who refuses 

to be ca.ught, end the 1Nidow Ri ch , who tries to hide the fact that 

she is chasing . The widov'! finally succeeds in getting her man. 

The comic scenes of the play were recognized immediately a s some -
2 thing different and something rea.l . Here was contemporary 

London . Action took place in Sir Frederick 's bedchamber, Lord 

Bevill 's house , a tavern, Covent Garden . In the second scene 

Sir Frederick was taken to task by Jenny, a. maid , for his mi s­

demeanors of the night before . This was a situation with which 

the gRllants in the pit were fa.milia.r . The dialogue had the 

flavor of every-day talk . When Jenny remonstrated "Unhand me; 

are you a man to be trusted with a woman's reputation?," Sir 

Frederick replied , "Tot when I am in a reeling condition ; men 

are now and then subject to those infirmities in drink, whi ch 

women have when th' are sober ••••• 113 This was the first of a 

type of epigram which was to a.muse audiences for the rest of 

the century and was to be revived some t wo hundred years later. 

Here is the beginning of the comedy of manners . Sir Frederick 

and the ~idow originate a line of witty heroes and heroines 

who pursue each other and resist each other through Res toration 

2Brett-Smith , £E• ci!. , p . lxxiii . 

3 11 The Comical Revenge" (The Dramatic ~a rks of Sir Qeorg~ 
Etherege, ed .. H. F . F . Erett-Smith.,IJ,Act Y';sc.ii-.--
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comedy . The widow is in love with Sir Frederick; but once she 

has arranged a meeting , she ridicules him: 

Sir Frederick . V.Jhi ther, whither do you draw me , Widow? 
What's your design? 

?Tidow . To walk a turn in the Ga,rden, and then repose in 
a cool Arbour . 

Sir Frederick . Widow , I dare not venture myself in those 
amorous shades;you have a mind to be talking of Love I perceive, 
and my heart 's too tender to be trusted with such conversation . 

Wid£!:. . I did not imagine you were so foolishli conceited; 
is it your 1.Vit or your Person, Sir, that is so taking? 

Later Sir Frederick scores a po int: 

imagine 

Sir Frederick . By those lips , 
Widow-. --Nay;-pray forbear, Sir: -­
Sir_ Frederi cf. Who's conceiteg now, 
I was so fond as to kiss them? 

Tllfi dow? Cou'd you 

In the end the Widow triumphs, for although Sir Frederick has 

ma.de her a dmit her fondness, he succumbs at last to her charms. 

In such comic dialogues Etherege crea ted a model for re a listic 

comedy which both he and later dramatists improved upon . 

"She wou 'd if she cou ' d" was produced at the Duke '·s 

Theatre, Lincoln's Inn Fields ,' on February 6, 1667/8 . At first 

it ·was not as successful as the former :play, but l a ter its merit 
6 

wa s reco gnized . With this play Etherege gave up the heroic and 

f a rcical mixture , and a chieved unified comedy . The play has a 

complicated intrigue which someti mes becomes tiresome, but the 

ridiculous situations resulting are almost worth the confusion . 

The settings , again, a re rea listic . The first act opens in 

---- ------
4 Ibid ., Act II , sc . i . 

5 Ibicl . 

6Brett- Smith, 2.£.• £it . , xvi, xviii . 
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courtall's dining room, with Courtall and Freeman discussing 

their feminine acquaintances. Tnis type of conversation, it may 

be noted, is found somewhere near the beginning of most comedies 

of manners . The two men are interrupted by the announcement 

that a gentlewoman is below , a.nd Freeman is promptly shuffled 

into a closet so that the interview may be private . The visitor 

proves to be J\Ts . Sentry, Lady Cockwood ' s maid, who has come to 

inform Courtall that her mistress is in town and tha t he may 

visit her . The arrival of Sir Oliver Cockwood, the husband , cuts 

short their conversation; Sentry, therefore, creeps into a wood­

hole . Thus the audienc e sees one person h i ding from another, and 

the second person hiding from a third. This kind of situation, 

with still more comic effects , was repeated many times in Resto­

ration comedy . Etherege uses it again , to better advantage, in 

the last scene of the play , when Freeman has answered the lady 's 

transferred invitation by a visit in person . When Courtall is 

suddenly announced, ]1reeman is immediately put into a closet ; 

and as soon as Sir Oliver is heard without , Courtall is popped 

under a table . ·when Sir Oliv-er starts to look under the t able 

for an orange he has dropped , Sentry grabs the candle and runs 

from the room with Sir Oliver after her . While they are gone, 

Lady Cockvvood is forced to move Courtall into the very closet 

which Freeman is occupying . Such predicaments might be said to 

add a f urthertouch of reali sm to comedy, for al though highly im­

probable, they are just within the range of possibility . The 

Lady Cockwood in question is the person in the play who "wou'd 
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if she cou ' d . " She is the first of a "long series of studies 
7 

in fashionnble virtue coquetting with fashionable vice ." Since 

Courtall and Freeman both succeed in evading her , sh e fi nally 

decides, in desperation , to cease her amorous pursuits . Her deci ­

sion, coming as it does from her utter failure , is as amusing 

today as it was many years ago . The high comedy scenes of the 

play , however, are found in the double love affair between Courtall , 

T!'reema.n, Gatty, and Ariana . These characters do not have a great 

deal of individuality . As Perry has remarked, "It :takes some 

time to discover whether Courtall i s to fall in l ove with Gatty 

a.nd 1i'reemB.n with Ariana , or yice ~~' and when one does realize 

the lay of the l and , it seems after all a matter of s mall im-
8 

:por ta.nee . " T'11e fireworks of wit among the four people , the 

thrusts and coun ter- thrusts , the advancings and retreatings are 

the sources of the charm . With these two couples, Etherege con­

tinued and elaborated the pattern he had set with Sir Frederick 

and the Wiclovv . In this play he improved upon his former wor k be­

cause he stayed with his comic intent and achieved unity . Fo r 

this reason the play may be called the first English comedy of 

manners . 

His last play , however, so far surpasses the two former 

ones that it ria.s become for posterity a symbol of manners comedy . 

7John Palmer , The Come£Y. ,£[~~~(Londo n: G. Bell 
and Sons, Ltd ., 1913 ), p . 67 . 

8Henry Ten Eyck Perry , The Comic §J2.irit ig Re~toration 
12.!§.!!§. (Hew Raven : Yale University Press , 1925T, pp . ?4-25 . 
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"The Man of Mode; or, Sir Fopling Flutter" was a great success 

fro m the time of its first presentati on e t the Duke's House , 

Dorset Garden, on Ma rch 11, 1 676 . Ti me had elapsed . Etherege 

had lee.rnec. more about this Res torati on society of whi ch he was 

a pa rt . He ha d acquired more skill in handling his material . 

"The Jtan of J'.rode" is a bri lli an t & chi evement. Never once does 

it falter . It moves along surely a~d gr acefully from opening 

scene to final curtain . There i s plentiful intrigue; there are 

ridiculous situati ons; but these elements do not interfere with 

the simplicity of presentation . Dorimant and Harriet are the 

culmination of :Etherege's lovers. Dorimant represents the acme 

of Restora tion gallantry. If he appears to o promiscuous and 

faithless and heart less for our modern taste, we must bear in 

mind that the Restoration gentleman was a licentious creatur e 

and the the Restoration woman met him on his own ground . She was 

supposed to be equipped for the battle. If she relented instead 

of ma.king him submit to a legal ceremony, then she had no reason 

to be surprised when he grew wear y . So Dorimant could be very 

"Wicked" in his affairs with l111rs . Loveit and Belinda , and still 

rema i n the idea l lover for a fresh young girl from the country . 

Harriet 'Yoodvil is the cleverest and the most charming of 

Etherege ' s women . The dr ama tist varies his pattern here a little . 

In " Love in a Tub" Sir Frederick pretends to resist the '1idow; 

in "She wou'd if she cou'd" Court all and Freeman give over their 

freedom with reluctance; "but Dorimant open ly pursue s Harriet, 

and she k e eps him guessing . She, like the Wi dow, i s the one to 
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start the game; but once she has it started , she retreats . At 

their first encounter in the " J'fail , 11 when Dorimant begins to 

pay her compliments, she turns to Harry vii th " 1./Ir . Bellair ! let 

us walk , ' tis time to lea ve h i m, men grow dull when th:ey begi n 

to be pa.rticular . 11 Strangely enough, she does not leave . The 

conversation goes on : 

Dorimant . Y'are mistaken , fl a ttery will not ensue , 
though I kno'\,V y' are greedy of the praises of the whole Mail . 

Harriet . You do me wrong . 
Borfma.rit . I do not; a.s I follow' d you , I observ'd h ow 

you v1ere plea sed when the Fops cry ' d She's hands~, .Y.£U 
ha~~, £Y. Q.Q.£ sh_£ is , and v,rhi sper ' d aloud your name ; the 
thousa.nd several forms you put your f a ce into ; then, to make 
yourself more agreeable , how wanton ly you play ' d with your hea,d , 
flung back your locks, and looked smili ngly over your shoulder 
a.t 'em. 

Harriet . I do not go begging the mens as you do the 
Ladies Goo a. liking, with a sly softness in your looks , and a 
gentle slowness in your bows , as you pass by ' em _____ as 
thus, Sir [Ac ts hi!_g . 
Is not thislike you?9 

Harriet never lets up i n her banter . Later in the same evening , 

1~rhen Dori man t speaks of love , she says to him: 

17hen your Love ' s grown strong enough to make you bear 
b~ing l augh ' d a t , I ' ll gi!e i8u le&ve to trouble me with it . 
Tl 11 when pray forbear , S1 r . · 

Even in the last scene, she maintains her aloofness . Dori mant 

asks if he may not hope ; and her reply is, " That depends on 

you, and not on me , and 'tis to no purpose to forbid it . 11 11 By 

the use of asides Ethe rege makes the audienc e certain that 

------------------------------------
911The Man of 1./fode ," Act III, sc . ii . 

l Oi bid . Act IV, sc . i . -- ' 
11 rbid ., Act v , sc . ii. 
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Harriet really dotes upon her lover . Thus the conflict becomes 

all the more };') lea sing . The portrait of Sir Fop ling is of minor 

importance . He is, certainly, an exquisite creation. He was 

recognized as a consummate repre sentation of the follies and 

eccentricities of the Restoration dandy. The deferring of his 

entrance until the third act is a masterly stroke . Still, in 

this play , as in the other two, the spirited sex-battle con sumes 

the interest, and an alluring woman dominates the story . In 

each instance she begins the chase, retracts, and comes off with 

the laurels . The comr11ent may be ventured that in this respect 

the comedies of Etherege are basically moral . In spite of the 

fact that heroes are loose and profligate, in spite of the courte­

sans from Jenny to I'frs . Lovei t, and regardless of the unani mous 

verdict of critics that Restoration comedy was "unmo r al" or " im­

moral ," Etherege ' s heroines remain virtuous. The Widow, Gatty, 

Ariana, and Harriet have the cleverness to call the hands of 

their passionate lovers and bring them at last into submissive­

ness to convention . This is not so far from twentieth century 

practice . The victory is accomplished in " The Man of Mode" with 

graceful style and skillful construction . Etherege 's laughter 

is unselfconscious . His play is a brilliant comedy of manners . 

Wycherley ' s plays deal with the same real world that 
-those of Etherege joyously portray . Yet Wycherley did not fit 

so easily into this gay period as did his contemporary . Palmer 

has stated that he was Il a Restoration gentleman , not bo r n, but 

made," that he usua~ly accepted the pageant of life before him, 
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but tha t at times he could not help seeing through the spectacle 

a h t ' f th ,.;,1• s d. t 12 an_ sou· 1ng or ~ 1sgus . Through his plays runs a cur-

rent of satire and invective that becomes revolting at its high­

est pitch . But there is pr esent , also , a poi nted wit , a sure in­

tellectuality , and a clear structure that have their place in 

the comedy of manners . His first play , " Love in a Wood ; or, 

St . James ' s Park" ( The Theatre Royal, :Bridges Street, .£.§!: • , April, 

1671) was a ming ling of sentimental comedy wi th satire . It is 

i nteresting to note that Etherege , previously, had made a sim­

ilar mistake , and that both men rectified the error in later 

works . In the 'Vycherley play the resulting lack of unity in 

a,tmosphere is rather bad . 'The exposure of vice in the comic 

scenes is so fierce a nd sca thing that the noble sufferi ng of 

Christina is out of harmony . Even the supposed comedy lacks joy­

ousness . The comic characters , bordering as they do upon "hum­

ours ," are only to be despised . A few cynically pointed epi­

grams are r ather good ; but these are a l most lost in the general 

hodge - podge . 

"The Gentleman Dancing- Master" (The Duke's House , Dor­

set r:.arden, £§:. • , January, 1672 ) is the most charming, though 

not the most perfect , of Wycherley ' s plays . Hi:ppolita makes a 

typical little Restoration heroine . She set s out to have a love 

a ff,9,i r , a ncl she has it . A smal l matter such as telling a f a l se ­

hood to help her plan a long does not bother her in the least . 

-------------- --
1 ? .Ql?. • cit . , pp . 93-94 . See 3.lso pp . 120-121. 
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Her intrigues are numerous-- - -- and successful . The plot gets 

well under way in the first scene when she persuades her fiance, 

}!onsieur de Paris, to trick a handsome gentleman into coming to 

s ee her . '~Tb.en the gentleman a rrives, she is much too wise to 

throw herself at him. Young and unpra cticed as she is, she 

quickly lea rns to dissemble . And the di ssembling wins Mr . Gerrard . 

I a ter she even promises to elope with him; and when the appointed 

ti me comes, she refuses. All turns out 'Hell in the end . Toe old 

Spanish Don of a father, who has been fooled into believing 

Gerrard s da ncing-master, gi ve s the two a handsome settlement . 

The jilted fiance decides just to keep a mistress, although mar­

ria.ge is somewhat cheaper . The atmosphere of the play is con­

sistently light . Action is condensed into a little over two days' 

time, '.11J i th all the scenes, but one, ta.king place in the same 

house . There a re only eight scenes in the entire play (a marked 

improvement over the twenty six changes in Etherege's first 

piece ). The funniest situations center around Monsieur de Paris, 

who thinks he is playing a huge joke on Don Diego and Gerrard, 

vrhile all the time Eippolita and Gerrard. a re foo ling him. Wycher­

ley's satire on imitators, both of Spanish customs and French 

manners, is p-roba.bly a little malicious ; but his wit is always 

pointed and laugh-provoking. Sometimes the wit is delicate, a s 

in the argument between ltrs . Caution and Hippolita: 

I was 

will 
care 

HiJ2polita . • ••• Indeed, aunt , I did. not only 
plea sed with my dream when I awaked . 

Yrs . Ce,ution . Oh, is that all? Jay , if a 
p1ease you , you are a modest y oung- woman still : 
of a vision . 

dream, but 

dream only 
but have 
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Hi;ppoli t?.::• Ay; but to he delighted v-hen we wake with 
a naughty dream, is a sin, a.unt; and I am so very scrupulous, 
that r11ould as soon consent to a naughty man as to a naughty 
dream . 

At other times the points are less subtle, but keener edged , as 

in Jtonsieur de Paris 's "For you rr..ust know, 'tis as ill breeding 

now to speak good Englis as to writ e good Eng lis, good sense , or 

a good hancl_ . " 14 Always Wycherley makes his point and c auses us 

to la.ugh wi th him because we have thought with him . 

Fis next pla.y , "Tbe Country Wife , " appeared some time 

between 167? and 1674/ 5 . In unity and in artistry it surpasses 

all of his other plays . It h a s been noisily and justly con­

demnec'l for its immore,lity , a.nd the criticism may not be denied . 

The principal motive is hideous . Our first i mpulse is to turn 

away and not to finish reading. But a.s we go on and re a ch the 

conclusion , vr e see a clean-cut, perfect oneness a.bout the whole 

thing . We pause in surprised admiration . Horner's revolting 

p1an was to spres_d the report that he was an eunuch and thus to 

make his cuckolding of husbands safer . The scheme wo rked . :Men 

even encouraged his close friendship with their wives. Mr . and 

J,crs . Pinchwife , just in from the country, had not hea. rd the t ale . 

Thus Forner ' s flattery of J111argery and her na'i ve interest in him 

gave Pinch.wife many turbulent hours . Finally , with a trick sug­

gested by the ma.id, lfargery inveigled her husband to t ake her to 

-- --------------·-----------
1 3 11 The Gentleman Dancing- l~as ter" {Wi lliam :fycherle;y:, ed . 

~-,, . c. Ward , " The }iTermaid Seri es ," London: Vizetelly and Co ., 
1888 ), Act I, so . i . 

14 Ibicl . A t I __ , C , SC . ii . 
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Horner's lodgings a.nd leave her . When Pinchwife returned and 

discovered his mistake , he was greatly alarmed; but Horner ' s 

physician soon calmed him with the explanation that Horner was 

utterly harmless . And so the husband took his wife ho me again . 

The irony strikes one in the face . The ski ll with which t he 

various threa ds are woven into a unit commands applause . The 

success of Horner ' s scheme gives Wycherley opportunity for some 

of his cruelest satire , particularly on the lewdness of women in 

genera.I . The author ' s attitude towar d Pinchwife , however , i s not 

f ar from the modern v iew of a husband who regards his wife as 

personal property . In this play , one ce.n almost agree with Elia 

that the whole story is impossible . If 1\rr . Horner is modeled upon 

a type of Restoration Gentleman , surely no such proje c t a.s his 

ever took pla.ce . He and his companions are natives of a so r t of 

"Cloud-Cuckooland. , " far removed from actuality . 15 The rea listic 

treatment of an impossible situation results in a masterpiece of 

buffoonery and a classic perfection of structure . 

11 The Plain Dee.ler" (produced between 1674 and 1676) is so 

cruel, so terrible , s.nd so awful that it can hardly be termed a 

comedy at e.11. The Comic Spirit becomes an irnprisoned Caliban, 

striking out against the sham a nd hypocrisy which confine it . 

Through }!"anly , i"J'ycherley hurls his invective, sparing nothing 

that comes in his path . There is one splendidly satirical scene 

in which the author brings t o a ccount the critics of "The Countr y 

-------- - -------- - - --- --
15Palmer , ~ • £,U. , pp . 128-129 . 
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Wife . " But in the rest of the play, laughter is actual ly pain­

ful . If Wycherley had l ived in another age he might have become 

a great tragic writer . Happily, for the Comic Muse, he stayed 

with realistic comedy . Re contributed to this form of drama 

piercing intellectuality, barbed. wit, and improved structure . 

Wi lliam Congreve was, in some respects, closely related 

to Etherege and Wycherley . He had as keen an intellect e,s William 

~irycherley. He saw through life as clearly as ever '.'Tycherley did . 

Fut human follies did not bother b~m personally . His attitude 

was one of smiling d.i sdain . So he was a.s happy a m~1..n perhaps e,s 

Etherege . He borrowed from each of his predecessors, assimila t­

ing and carrying to new heights the type of work which they had 

begun. He wa s exceedingly fortunate in the moment of the appear­

ance of his first play . Seventeen years had passed since t he 

last production of Etherege, and fifteen since the las t p lay of 

"Vycherley . The type of plays was changing. The town gave eager 

welcome to this young dramatist who showed promise of continuing 
16 

the former tradition of manners . In the first scene of Con-

greve's first play the cha r a cters talk as if they had stepped out 

of the pages of Etherege . " The Old Bachelor" opens with the meet­

ing of Bellm.our and Vainlove on the street . Vifi thin a few lines 

Vainlove is making an epigram.: "Ay , ay, wisdom ' s nothing but a 

16 Joseph Wood Krutch (ed . ), -Th ~ &omedies of William 
Q.Qllgrev E:, ( 11 The :Modern Rea,ders' Seri es°;" ed7 AshleyH-:-'fhorndike; 
New York: Macmillan Co ., 192?), "Introduction," p . viii . 
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pretending to know and believe more than we really do. 1117 A 

dual love story , similar to that in "She wou'd if she cou'd," 

is introduced . Two pairs of lovers vie with each other in repar­

tee . Although the dialogue between Belinda and Bellmour is much 

like that of Sir Frederick and the ,,;vidovr, the manner begine to 

assert the real Congreve: 

Belinda . Prithee hold thy tongue ___ lard , he has so 
pester'dme with flames and stuff ___ I think I shan't endure 
the sight of a fire this twelvemonth. 

Bellmour . Yet all can't melt that cruel frozen heart . 
Belinda:- 0 gad I hate your hideous fancy..,,..,,,.. __ you said 

that once before ___ if you must talk impertinently, for 
heavens sake let it be with variety; don ' t come always , like 
the devil, wrapt in flames ___ I ' ll not hear a sentence more , 
that begins with an , I burn --.-- or an , 1. beseech you , ~ dam . 

Bellmour . But teli me how you would be ador 'd ___ I 
am very tractable . 

Be linda. Then know , I would be ador ' d in silence . 
Bellmour . Humph , ~ thought so , that you might have all 

the talk to yourself ••••• 1 

The Fondlewife episodes read very much like Wycherley ; only they 

are more subtle and more suggestive . One gets another trace ---
of Wycherley in the character of Heartwell, the old bachelor , 

who despises the female sex but is drawn to a. woman of question­

able reputation . The satire , h°"•rever , is quiet and reserved . 

Captain Bluffe , the coward , reminds us again of Jonson ' s Bobadill . 

He is probably not so well handled as Etherege ' s Nicholas Cully. 

:Heither is Congreve pa rticularly skillful in drawing the several 

distinct plots together . ~evertheless , the stories are rather 

-------------------------- -------
1711The Old Bachelor" (The Comedies of :_yillia!!! pong_reve, 

ed . J. 1ir . Krutch) , Act I, sc . r:- -----
18Ibid., Ac t II, sc . iii . 
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easily followed . The play (produced at the Theatre Royal, Drury 

Lane, in .January, 1693) was a tremendous success . Dryden said 

"he had never seen such a first play in his life . 1119 Congreve had 

made a place for himself on the thea trical horizon . 

His second comedy, "The Double Dealer , " produced in Novem­

ber of the same yea r, was not so fortunate in its reception by 

the popular audience . 20 Sarne of the critics, however, recognized 

its merits . 21 In one respect, the construction of the play is 

remarkable . It is in one scene throughout, with the exception of 

the drawing off in Act Four to reveal Lady Touchwood's chamber, 

and the closing at the end of the a ct to bring us back to the ori­

ginal scene . This ba.sic scene is a "gallery i!!. the LORD TOUCH­

WOOD'S hou~~' with chamber~ adjoining . " The drawing off in the 

mid.dle of Act Four "sh~ LADY TOUCJ:PTOOD'S Chamber . " At the close 

of the act, the scene "shuts," and the remaining action takes 

pla ce on the "gallery." This handling of the unity of place is a 

masterful achievement for the seventeenth century . The atmosphere 

of the play suffers in comparison. The main plot is a little 

heavy for a comedy. J\faskwell is too black a villain . Lady Touch­

wood is too diabolical in motive . Congreve probably realized the 

danger, for he elaborated the lighter scenes . He wove the whole 

together with considerable ski 1-J:. . Basically, the plot is single . 

19Palmer, 2.E• cit . , p . 146 . 

?OKrutch , .Q.P. . g_i t . ' 11 Introduction, " p • ix . 

21Palmer , ~-£1..!. . ' pp. 179-180 . 
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rt concerns the love affair between Cynthia and Mel lefont. The 

villainy is an attempt to prevent the marriage , and the comedy 

scenes are results of the a ttempt . In this play Congreve at­

tained a chemical fusion of his borrowi ngs from Etherege and 

Wycherley . 22 The comic dialogue retains the gay charm of Ether­

ege and the unfailing satire of Wycherley. It has also a finish, 

a subtle phraseology , that is individually Congreve . Examples 

are numerous . The discourse between J'i:ellefont and Cynthia on 

their approaching marriage foreshadows a more brilli an t scene 

that Congreve wa s to write in the future . On a lower plane , but 

delightful in its comic effectiveness , is a scene between Lady 

:B,ro th and Mr . Brisk: 

Lady Froth ••••• But did you talk of love? O Par nassus ! 
1.1Tho would have thought J',,rr . :Brisk could have been in love , ha , ha , 
ha . 0 Heav•ns I thought you cou ' d have no mistress but the nine 
M'Uses . 

Brisk. No more I have i ' gad, for I ado re ' em all in 
your Ladyship ____ let ::ne perish, I don ' t know whethe r to be 
s plenatick, or airy upon •t; the deuce take me if I can tell 
whether I am glad or sorry that your Ladyship has made the dis ­
covery . 
. I.adz Frat£. O be merry by all means ___ rrince Volscius 
1n Love ! Ha, Ha, ha . 

Drisk . 0 barbarous, to turn me into ri dicule ! Yet, ha , 
ha, ha . The deuce take me , I can't help laughing myself, ha , ha , 
ha , ah ; yet by Heav ' ns I have a violent passion for your Ladyship , 
seriously . 

Lady Ji'roth . Ha , ha , ha ! WJ1at d'ye think I laugh at? Ha , 
ha , ha , 

myself; 
ha, ha., 

Brisk . Mei ' gad, ha, ha . 
Lad~Froth. no the deuce take me if I don ' t laugh at 
for hang me if I have not a violent pass ion for Mr . Brisk, 
ha . 
Brisk . Seriously? 
Lad F th S . 1 h h h 23 ___ y_ ::I.Q_• , er1ous _ y , a. , a , .a . 

22I,lli., pp . 180-181. 

23 11 The Double Dealer ," Act IV, sc . vi . 
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In such dialogues Congreve had come into his own . 

11 Love for Love ," acted a.t the new theatre in Lincoln's 

Inn Fields in April , 1695 , was Congreve ' s most successful play . 

One reason may be that the story is a good one . Although 

loosely put together, it sustains interest to the l as t . It cen­

ters around ·valentine and his love for Angelica. . Congreve , vary­

ing the usual pattern, lets Valentine do all the pursuing . In 

feet, he nearly overdoes Angelica ' s res erve, for one nev er feels 

quite sure whether she lo~res Valentine or not . The hero ' s father 

intends to disinherit him and make ~is sailor son, Ben , his heir . 

'l'o thwar t . the plan and to test his lady ' s indifference , Valentine 

feigns madness . Angelic a outwits him a.nd threa,tens to marry his 

old father . J[i ss Prue Fo r esight, who is supposed to marry Ben , 

has a rough and tumble affair wi th Mr . Tattle. :M:rs . Frail s e ts 

her cap for Ben , but loses interest whe n hi s financial prospects 

grow dim . She is f inally tricked into a. masked marri age wi t h :Mr . 

Tattle . At last Valentine, taki ng Angelica at her v;ord., offers 

to sign away his inheritance to please her; and she, convinced 

of his sincerity , tea rs up the document in her possession and de ­

clares tha t she has lovAo h i m a ll the time . The suoaen announce ­

ment is not very convincing , but rerh&.ps that did not matter to 

the n.estora.tion audi ence . The success of the production may be 

due , also , to the fact that the drama.tis~~!!~ include sever­

al excel1en t "cha.ra.c t er" parts . The crude sailor Ben , the super­

stitious old Ti'oresight , the hoydenish Fiss Frue , the clever 

(though iml?"oral ) Mrs . Fr ail------all these delineations make for 
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"go od theatre . " Congreve runs on in a careles s , easy style . He 

continues to produce a.mus ing situati ons, to create witty dialogues • 

.Always he entertains and pleases . 

n The 17a.y of the World , " p ro duced a t the turn of the cen­

tury, brought the a.u thor's car eer to a brilliant close . It did 

not heve as warm a reception as the former play , probab ly bees.use 

it was too finished a creation for the audi ence . The gradual 

change in this audience fro m the time of the Restoration era will 

be discussed in the next chapter . It i s sufficient , he re, to s ay 

that the specta t ors in the year 1700 we re not entirely of the up­

per circle as they h a d :previou sly been . The pla:'}' concerns an ex­

clusive society . Unooubtedly i t would have succeeded if it could 

have been pre:3enteo. to the select audience of a few years back . 24 

" The TTfay of the '.'!o rld" consummate s Res tora tion comedy of manners . 

'T'he plo t is sli ght; the a t mosphere i s artificial ; t he clwracters 

are not f lesh and blood ; but the whole is cle~n-c~t and polished . 

Three scenes furnish the setting for the entire play . The slight 

(though complica ted) plot is ha r dly i mportant compared with t he 

exquisite manne rs of the people i t donce r ns . Ji.11llamant and ]Fira ­

bell love each other, bu t t he i r marriage i s hindered by the Lady's 

tyra.nnical old aunt , Lady Wishfort . The intrigues with which 

the opposition is got out of the way form the be.s is of the s tory . 

These peop l e breathe a very a ir of artifici a lity . Real values do 

not exist . The purpose of life is to t a l k , if one can , 

-------------
24P 1 a mer , ~ • cit ., p . 189 . 
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like J,ffire.rlell and F"illament . Although the two lovers have no 

more reality than most of their pro to types, they ba ve become t he 

essence of what the fine lady and the fine gentler.a.an ought to be . 

}Eil lanmnt 's affections have r:t lrea dy been won . }.t:ire,bel l has pro­

r:•o sed me.rri age an<'1 been s ccepted . Sti 11 Hi llaman t would be pur­

sued to the last . Their discussion of their corning mar riage has 

been quoted many times . Always it retains its charm. 

Mi llamant ••••• o, I hate a lover , that can da re to think 
he drawsa-·moment ' s air , j_ndependent on the bounty of his mis­
tress . There is not so impudent a thing in mature , as the sawcy 
look of an assured man , confident of success . The pedantick 
arroga.nce of a very husband , hs,s not so pragmatical an a ir . Ah ! 
I' 11 never marry , unless I am first made sure of my ·wi 11 and 
plea.sure . 
- J/l"irabell . 1:Vould you have •em both before marriage ? Or 
will you be contented with the first now , and stay for the other 
•till after grace? 

J,!Tillamant . Ah don 't be i rn.pertinent ___ my dear liberty , 
sha 11 I leave thee? MY f1:\i thful solitude , my darling comtempla-
tion , must I bid you then adieu '? Ay-h adi eu my morning 
thoughts , agreeable wakings , indolent slumber's;all ye cl.oUCf,~, 
y e someils du matin , adieu_ I can 't do 't, ' tis more than i m­
possible positively l1'Irabel1 , I ' ll lye a - bed in a morning as 
long as I please . 

Mirabell . Then I ' ll get up in a morming as early as I 
:please . 

llillarnant . Ah ! Idle creature, get up when you will 
and d'ye hear , I won 't be call ' d names after I ' m marry'd; posi­
tively I won 't be call'd names . 

Mirabell . Names ! 
ilfillama--:ri't . Ay , as wi fe, spouse, my dear, joy , jewe l, 

love , sweet-heart, and the rest of that nauseou s cant , in which 
men and their wives a r e so fulso mly familiar , __ I shall never 
bear that •••• 25 

On she goes and lists other requirements . Never does she lose 

her c.elightful poise . Never does J,firabe ll lack the right word 

at the right time . He is quite as adept in rejoinder with the 

men as with the women . Take for example his retorts after 

25 " The Way of the ,w orld," Act IV, sc . v. 
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Witwoud ha.s spoken of h i s own b r othe r as a foo l. 

1,rirabell . A foo l, Emel your brother , Wi t woud . 
1'Titwoud . Ay , ay , my half brother . My half brother 

i s , no nearer upon honour . 
26 }~r~Qel!• Then ' t i s possible he may be but half a 

fool . v 

he 

P.rilliant dia.logue sparkles through the piece with no remar k that 

does not fit a.nd no point t hat does not bring its laugh . The 

style is consistently fine . The pla.y is a superb conclusion t o 

seventeenth century comedy of manners . Already sources of deca ­

dence had begun . The spirit of t he p iece was not rec a.pture d 

until Osc e r ~ilde , one hundred ninety- fi ve year s l ater , r ealized 

again II the imp or t s.nee of not being earnest • 11 27 

-------------------------------
26I!?.i£,., Ac t I , s c. vi . 

271/ialcolm ~lwi n , The Playgoer ' s Handboo! to Restorat ion 
Dra~ (London : J onatha.n Cape , 1928 ), p . 17 5 . 



CHAPTER IV 

THE DISAPPEARA.i: CE OF PURE COMEDY UNDER THE RISilTG 

TIDE OF SENTIFENTALISM 

In order to account for the reappearance of the comedy 

of manners in the eighteen nineties, it will be necessary to go 

into so~e of the most apparent reasons for the decline of this 

form of drama in the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. 

As the deve lopment of the species can be tra.ced to conditions 

inherent in the social and dramatic ba,ckground of the Res t oration 

period, so the decline of comedy in the years following may be 

explcdned in the complete change in social and theatricaJ. aspects 

of the times . During the Re storation period the important people , 

socially and economically , we re the a ristocra ts . Since land 

formed the basis of wealth, the landed a ristocracy held the reins 

of power . There came , however, a complete reversal of the social 

order . The change had begun in the late seventeenth century, 

though it was hardly perceptib le at fi rst . The Act of 1661 had 

prs,ctically abo lished the l a.s t traces of feudalism. It had 

" turned all tenures of estates in land, other than copyholds , into 

' free and common socage .' 11 Thus lords of manors , who had been 

hereditary servants of the State, became "proprietor s , continu-

ally enriched by the increa se of rents . 111 The Revolution of 1688, 

which deposed James II and brought William of Orange to the throne 

----------------·--------- -------- -----
1slater , The Grow_lli of Mode!£ England , p . 2 . 
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of England , had started the nat ion up on a new era of limited mon­

a rchy and parliamen t ary government . 2 The seventeenth century had 

seen an amazing growth in foreign tra de . Various trading com­

panies had either reorganized or extended their a ctivities . :Money 

was the medium of exchange . It was to become the b a sis of wealth . 

'."Then t he Bank of England we,s establish ed in 1694 , the commercial 

system was provided with a centra l ga nglion . These conditions 

gave opportunity f or the man of the middle cla ss to gain equal 

footing i n the economic world with his aristocratic superiors . 

The change begen to make itself felt in the closing yea rs of the 

seventeenth century . In the ei ghteenth century t he rise of the 

middle class became one of the most outsta,nding phases of the so­

cial h i sto ry of F.ngla.nd . As trading companies flourished, their 
3 memhers amass ed huge priva te fortunes . These members we re not 

ne ce ssarily of noble 'blood . The a cquisition of wea lth did not 

re qui re a title , a lthough titles were sometime s conferred upon 

men who had a chieved financi a l success . The purpose of the en-

4 tire country in these yea rs appe a re d to be t h e getting of money . 

The whole-hea rted pursuit of ma teri a l aims produced grea t achieve­

ments in industry a s well as in commerce . Inventions, ·which fol­

lowed one another in r apid succession, led to t he dis card of the 

domestic system of manufacturing and the developmen t of the fac-

2A. s . Turbevi lle , English llen and Hanners in the Ei ght­
eenth Q~tury (2 nd ed .; Oxford : Clarendon Pres~l929J,pp . 13-14 . 

3J . S . Shapiro, 1~02:,~ and Contem;porar;y_ Suro:e~a n Histor;y 
(Boston: Houghton 1/l1fflin Co ., 1918;, pp . 400 - 40 1 . 

4s1a ter , 2.E. • ci!., p . 3 . 
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tory system . This change , which extended far into the nine ­

teenth century , is sometimes called the industrial revolu t i on . 

From its beginnings it fostered the rise of a group of weal t hy 

factory owners who , with the prosperous tradesmen, banker s , and 

other successful men, became the capitalist class . l~ny of t he 

capitalists were from the group of more prosperous townsmen; 

some were draftsmen who had app l ied their ingenuity in the new 
5 

industr i al order . ~ith money came power, not only i n e c ononic , 

but in politi cal and social groups . So me of the t ownsmen , not 

quite so fortunate as their capita list brothers,gained affluence 

on a smaller ecale . In the rapidly growing cities they found 

places as shopkeepers and p rofes s ional men with considerable 

money-making oppo rtunities . 6 The great middle clas s had come 

into its own . 

These middle class people exerted more and more inf l u­

ence on t h e ~orld abou t them . All forms of li te r ature felt their 

presence . From the closing years of the seventeenth century 

these people ca.me into the t h eatres in ever increasing numbers . 

Since the beginning of the decline of the comedy of manners can 

he traced to their presence in the audience , it will be 7ell to 

consider some of their points of view and their idea ls . Atti ­

tudes of a newly rich middle class are likely to be quite dif ­

ferent from those of an old a ristocra cy . It has bAen said that 

5schapiro , 2.E • cit ., p . 37 . 

6112.iQ.. 
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mankind may be divided into two classes , " tender- minded" people 

and "tough-minded" people . The tender- minded group is able to 

ime,gine itself in the ple.ce of a less fortunate division of hu­

manity , to feel what people on lovrer level s may be feeling . The 

tough-minded sec tj_ on is arJt not to feel , but to !,hint_. If there 

are ln the vrorld human beings who a,re suffering , the reason may 

be found in tbe slothfulness or lack of cleverness of those very 

human beings . At any r c1te , the tough-minded man cannot bother 

about the condition . It may he seen that an aristocracy, ac­

customed to recognized superiority , naturally tends to have a 

more or less tough-minded at titude, and that even an aff l uent 

middle class, which may personally have experienced some depriva­

tion, le2ns tovrn.rd t he t:ender-minded view. This tender - minded ­

nes sis the basis of sentimentalism; it has connection with an 

earnes t moral viewpoint; and it is , as a gene r a l rule , chara c­

teristic of the middle cla ss . In a sincere form it is , of course , 

a noble thing . ~7hen it becomes maudlin bnd self-conscious, i t 

is not only hypocritica.l, but destructive . Through the eighteenth 

century, evidences of real sentimenta.lism , a s expressed in genu­

ine humanitarianism , existed side by side with the att itude in 

its degenerate form . During the early ye1::-, rs mer,1hers of wealthy 

c& pi tc, list fa.mi lies, of ten in term& rrying vJi th the nobility , mi m-

i eke a. the fashions and vices of the a.ristocra.cy . ~7ith their inii­

tations they retained midale class ideals and moral standards . 7 

7JT • 1 7 ''. l CO .L-~ , p . 261 . 
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This condition mao.e for a generci.l hypocrisy and lowering of 

rnorc:-i le . Aff ec t ri ti on took the p l ace of in tellec tuali ty . If.e n be­

came interested not in witty jests and pointed epigrams , but i n 

,_.,, i gs 2.ncl shoes end ribbons . 8 I:'."en ' s a ttitude toward wome n changed . 

They riegE,n to look upon membe rs of the oppo s i te sex as play­

U.Lin1.ss , to be flattered , humored , and trifled wi th . The women , 

accep ti ng t he opinion , centered their mi nds upon triviali ties . 

They h8cl lost the i r inteJ.lectual power . The re we r~ , to be sure , 

some notable except i ons , such as Lady lr-ary 1-ontagu , l ~rs . ::-nizab eth 

:
0ontasu , Fanny Burney , Hannah Vore, and a t the end of the century , 

Na.ry "!o 11 s t onecre.ft . 9 The c1.c ti vi ti es of these women , hovrever , 

with their struggles for intellectual eqm1,li ty , serve only to ac­

centuate the s l i ght ve.lue that man placed upon t h e mind of woman . 

Toward the latte r par t of the century men end ~ omen became s ome­

v:ha t more r1ecorous in their manne rs t han t h ey had been in the 

e a r!y years . 10 At a ny r a te the clo ak of decency appeared to be 

of sl i ghtly t hicker materi a.l . Jn t h ese years , a l so , Rousseauesque 

theori es of huma.n i tar i a nism c a.me to Engla.nd fro m Fr a nce a nd had 

t . , 1 • h th. k . ll g re a 1nf~uence on Bng~1s 1n 1ng . Some pri vate philanthropy 

12 
became noticea ble . Social reforms increased . The nineteenth 

------------

n r e,ma, --

8 rbid ., p . 282 . 

9 Turbervil le , 2.£. • ill•, pp . 109- 110 . 

l OAllardyce Nicoll, f;_ Histori of La te Eifjlteenth Centur;y: 
!'.?22.-1800 ( Cambridge University Press , 1927 , p . 5 . 

ll[r'Jil_. , p . 2 • 

12 Turberville , ££• cit ., p . 8 . 
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century saw the continuation of these trends . The Ileform Bi ll 

of 1832 gave supreme political power to the middle classes , and 

the yea rs followi ng are someti mes called the era of reform in 

,.,, , d 13 .i,ng..Lan • The slave trade had been done array with in 1806 . In 

1833 a law vms passed to abo lish sla very throughout the empire . 

':1:'he roor Law was reformed in 1834 . P,y 1861 there were marked im­

provements in prison conditions as well as in the criminal co de . 

Gree t a _vance '.'las ma.de in popular educ a. ti on. Various l e.w s for 

f a ctory r0forrn were passed . These data simply illustrate the fact 

that Rnglishmen had become increas ingly conscious of their fellow 

men . This wes an age of gre~.t religious zeal . It was the t ime 

of the Oxford movement , the Christian Socialist movement , a,nd the 

reestc:blishment of the Roman Cat:tolic hierarchy in England . The 

reign of VictoriH , beginning in 1837 , had a stabiliz.ing effect 

on the life of the country . The Q,ueen was an able ruler and a 

determined woman . She had definite ideas of proper conduct , which 

coincided with current mora l and religious views . Fer me,rriage 

to Prince Albert we.s one of affection . To the great mass of 

English people the roy8 l pair be came a model of domestic virtue 

and happiness . The Victorian era , with its :pa..ssion for propriety 

and its moral ea r nestness , was , in part at le&,st , a culmina ti on 

of middle class s t anda rds and ideals . 

The complete change in t he face of the English social 

order was a gradual development . Its influence on the theatre 

- -----------------
1 3 s , · · t 61 . cnap1 ro , 212,. 22:..,_. , p . • 
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was not outwardly noticeable in the closing yea,rs of the seven­

teenth century , a.l though dr ama a lready was begi nning to f eel its 

impress . The playhous es still appeared to be f i lJ.ed with the 

a ristocracy . Bu t this a ristocracy, as has been noted , was inter­

marrying with weal thy members of the middle class . Tr adesmen , 

thus , were entering the theatres a.nd Yrere bringing wi th them 

their middle-class tenets and precepts , cloaked over by their 

imitations and affectations . J~n ' s interest in fashion rather 

than in intellectuality , their patronizing attitude tovrnrd women , 

their general senti men t al viewpoints (whe ther true or false ), gave 

the death blow to the comedy of manners . The fact that play­

wrights began to spring from the rising class had a positive in­

fluence upon developmen ts . There ca,me upon the stage a genera tion 

of helpless , delicate heroines and strong , noble heroes . Dia­

logue became enerva te d . Gone was t he o l d sparkle of wi t in con ­

versation , though some dramatists trie d to keep it alive . 1."licked­

ness and immorality mi ght exist through a drama , but ahvays there 

had to be a conclusion which showed beyond a doubt tha.t virtue 

triumphecl in the end . This became an age of fifth-act repentances 

a.ncl reformations . Sentimental drama had stif led intellectual com­

edy . Toward the close of the century increasing decorum in t he 

audience caused sti ll more excessive sensibi lity and even prudery 

1 4 in plays . A re2,ction against mav.rkish sentimentality flared up 

in the "''O rk of Goldsmith and Sheridan . nut moral earnes t ness be -

----------------·------------ --- -·-------
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came more marked in the early nineteenih century than it had 
15 

ever been before . In the days of ea rly and mid- Victorian 

seriousness men a lmost forgot how to laugh . Co medy did not l i ft 

its hec1d until a defini te rea ction had set in . 

Another theatrical condition joined with the cha.nge in 

2udience to keep the comedy of manners off the stage f or many 

years . There was a decided tendency after t he midd le of the 

ei ghte enth centur y to build theat res of increasing size . The 

tendency , it i s true , h a d started back in the reign of Charles I I 

with the erection of Dorset Garden playhouse, and was continued 

by Vanbrugh in his t h ecJ tre in t he HaymE>., rke t . But in those ea rly 

yerrs this ~as countered by the fact that smaller houses con­

tinued to s pri ng up and achieve more popularity than the l a rger 

thea tres . The Licensing Act of 1?3? , however , silenced the 

less er houses (technica lly , if not a ctually); and the drama cen­

tered in Drury Lane , Covent G-a rden , and the Eayma,rket . Vfi t h in­

creas ing audiences these thea tres grew i n size until they reach ed 

vo.st di mens ions . A time came when subtle a cti ng wa s no longer 

possib le, V'hen a.ctors had to ro ar to f a r di s t ant ga ller i es in 

order to 1)e heara. . 16 Eelodrama , spectacle , and nusi ca l extrav­

aganza flour ished in this setting . Delicate comedy , however , 

does ;1ot " go over" in such a situation; o.nd the sitm,,tion was 

not corrected until 1843 , ??hen t he Act "for regulating thea tres" 

15 Ibif•, pp . 15-16 . 

16nicoll , r ritish Dr~, pp . 259 - ?60 . 
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17 destroyed the monopoly of the two patent houses . Sentimental 

attitudes drove the comedy of manners from the stage . The in­

creasing size of the theatres, from 1737 to 1843 , placed an al­

most insurmountable difficulty in the way of revival . 

Since this study is dealing wi th the revival of the man­

ners style whi ch came in the eighteen nineties , it will not be 

necessa ry to discuss the various authors who tried to keep alive 

the spirit of comedy in the early eighteenth century , nor to men­

tion those who ca rried on the sentimental movemen t in later years . 

The statement must be made, however , that h onest s em.t imenta lism 

should not be condemned too hea rtily . While it paralyzed the 

growth of the comedy of manners for a long period of time , it 

marked an attempt of dramatists to get inside of the he arts and 

minds of men and women instead of de e. ling with them on the sur­

face . The workings of the human mind a,nd the tricks of the hu­

man heart can have their comic aspects . Put dramatists of these 

years did not quite see the point . Even in their comedies the 

sentimental element continued to be serious . Oliver Goldsmith 

and Richard Brinsley Sheridan , with a few other writers in the 

seventeen sixties and seventies , took a rea ctiona ry sta nd against 

over-emphasis on "feeling" in dr ama . Yet Goldsmith ' s two pl ays 

are themselves permeated with an atmosphe r e of sentiment . Two 

of Sheridan ' s plays , h oweve r , are very much in the spirit of 

the Restoration comedy of manne.rs . They a.re cal led by some 

---- - ------- - ---------
17 lli£.. , p . 338 . 
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critics phenomena of their age . Though purged of immorality, 

they haves continuous sparkle of wit; and though both have defi­

nitely sentimental endings, they remain gay and carefree . "The 

Rivals" (1?75 :}, presents a number of delightful, if overdrawn, 

"humours" cha r a cters . ]f.:.rs . Mala.prop , 11 wi th her select words so 

ingeniously misapplied, 1118 is never to be forgotten when once 

she is known . Bob Acres is a thoroughly ludicrous specimen of 

the ] obadill and Nicholas Cully type . " The School for Scandal" 

( 1777) is e. better comedy than " The Rivals . 11 Here Sheridan al­

most beats the Restoration writers a t their own game of heaping 

up intrigue after intrigue until the plo t appears hopelessly en­

tangled. The s creen scene, i n which he a dds suspense to sus­

pense and then sta rts the unwinding process, is one of the most 

brilliant episodes in English comedy . After the production of 

this play the comedy of manners in England was silent for over a 

century . It did not r aise its head again until a definite re­

action set in and a change in theatrical conditions had been ef­

fected . 

----- --------------------------
1 8 11 The Rivals ," (The Ma j oE_ ~~~ of Richard ~sle~ 

~ridan, ed . G. H. Ne ttle ton , "Athenaeum Pr ess ," Boston: Ginn 
and Co ., n . d . ), Act I, .sc . ii , 1 . 157. 



CHAPTER V 

CONDITIONS WH ICH LED TO 

THE REVIVAL OF JVIA NJ{ERS COMEDY IN THE E IGHTEEN NINETIES 

More than a hundred yea rs after the production of "The 

Schoo l for Scandal" the comedy of manners appeared once again 

on the London stage . :None the vJOrse for its long period of si­

lence, it seemed just as gay, just as brilliant, just a s accu­

rate a mi rror of f a shionable town socie ty as the drama of 

Congreve had ever been . The purpose of this chapter will be to 

show that the reviva l of pure comedy in the eighteen nineties 

wa.s not without a reason, tha t intellectual and dramatic influ­

ences of the times led as certainly to the reawakening of this 

form of drama as conditions of the Restoration era had led to 

i.ts birth . Let us review for a moment some of the factors in 

the social and theatrical b a ckground of the Restoration period 

which stimulated the original growth of manners comedy . First, 

those were days of r apidly changing va lues, of joyaus re action 

against the sour soberness of Puri t a n repre ssion . lJTembers of 

court society were exulting in their ability to be gay . Sec­

ondly, the a ristocrats inclined to view life from a skeptical, 

disillusioned angle, living by their own desires rather than 

by precept or example . It wi ll be remembered, also , tha t the 

scientific attitude was ca.rri ed into sex life and that men con­

sidered s elf-gra tifica tion ·their natural privilege. The posi­

tion of woman was tha t of a men t a l equa l with man; she me t h im 

on his own ground; a.nd she was expected to hold her own with 
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him in any battle of wit and repartee . In the theatrical world 

the small size of the theatres and the select, small audience 

afforded an intimate relation between actors and spectators 

which f a cilitated the production of subtle comedy. These were 

the conditions which led to the former comic development . An 

investigation of the last decade of the nineteenth century pre­

sents strikingly similar characteris tics. 

In the first place the eighteen nineties followed a long 

era of sober, self-satisfi ed righteousness, not far different 

from that of the Puritan regime in the mid-seventeenth century. 

'' Those earnest Victorians" had never closed the theatres nor for­

bidden dancing a round a Maypole ; but they h ad, from the dignity 

of family pews and family prayers , solemnly frowned upon pleasure 

~ 1 When indulged in for its own Sa,ke . A fa.vori te old Victo ri an 

text used to be : "As for me and my house , we will serve the Lord . 11 2 

The great mass of :Englishmen in early Victorian days we re reli­

gious . High churchmen still gave adora tion to a, mystical Deity; 

but the evangelists prea ched, as a general rule, a Lord of wr ath 

with a chastening rod; and the influence of evangelism extended 

from the lowly to the highest in the land . As for inhabitants 

of small cottages and of great houses, in outvvard manifestation 

at least , "they served the Lord . 11 3 The paternal severity of God 

York : 

York : 

1Esme Wingfield-Stra. tford, The Victorian Sunset (New 
1.lllilliam Morrow and Co ., 19321,pp . 38-39 . 

2Esme ;rvingfield- Stre,tford, Those Earnest Victorians (New 
William 11.irorrow and Co., 1930), p . 56 . 

3wingfield-Stratford , The Victorian Sunset, p . 39 . 
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the Father ca.st a depressing influence over the age. 4 The Vic­

torians concentrated on morality to an extent hardly pa r alleled 

before or since . The intensified mora l earnestness , however , 

gave to the age its grea t literary giants , Tennyson and Browning , 

Carlyle and Ruskin, with their superb messages of f ai th . If 

these were sober years , they were also ye a rs of hope and inspira­

tion . Thoughtful men trusted not only in the Divine Spirit, but 

e lso in scientific pr ogress to bring order out of whatever chaos 

that might exist . It is true tha t the publica tion of Darwin ' s 

The Origin of f3P,ecies in 1859 a roused a storm of discussion that 

was to endure for gener a tions . Da,r win ' s theory W8S war mly es ­

poused by such di.stinguished scientists e.s Alfre d Russel Wallace, 

fhomas Huxley , and Herbert Spencer . It was emphatic a lly con ­

demned by other eminent Victorians as a direct attack on the 

Bibica l story of crea tion. Carlyle ca lled it the " monkey darnni­

fic a tion of manki nd . 11 5 Bu t the idea of evolution, together wi th 

the other scientific discoveries in geology, ohemistry, and 

physics , had permanent effect on nineteenth century thought . For 

this reas on the period is sometimes c alled an age of doubt . Old 

established beliefs were questioned so openly tha t even the 

staunchest conserva tives must have felt a little puzzled . Some 

of the Victorians , on a. more or less middle ground , trie d to 

r a tiona lize the scientific with the religious a ttitude . These 

-------------------
4wingfield- Stra tford, !~~s~ Earnest Victori~ , p . 68. 

5Philo M. Buck , Jr ., The 'Vorld ' §. Great ~ (New York: 
Macmillen Co ., 1936), :p . 313 . 
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rationa lizations gave to the Deity various names: "a power not 

ourselves making for righteousness," a "life force," "the spirit 

of progress ," "the wo rld spirit," an "increasing purpose . 116 

Matthew Arnold, though he never broke entirely away from Christi­

anity, sought nevi interpretations of old religious truths . Yet 

regardless of the doubt and the questioning and the seeking that 

was , directly or indirectly, a result of scientific findings, 

there ran through Victorian literature a steady current of opti­

mism a.nd faith in what science would accomp:Jii sh. Advances made 

in the study of biology, chemistry, and physics had elready revo­

lutionized the practice of medicine and saved many people from 

death a nd pa.in . New and improved inventions were constantly being 

put into practical use . The factories grew bigger and mo re airy 

and brighter; railroads cut away dista nces from one huge city to 

another; on the ocean British steamships carried British goods. 

Tennyson voiced his faith in the amazing possibilities of the fu­

ture in his poem, 11 Locksley Hall . " Macaulay spoke in no unmis­

t aken terms his confidence in the certa in progre ss of mankind . 

Everywhere men seemed convinced "that grea t changes were taking 

place, year by yea r, the effect of which would be to make the 
7 

wo rld, and everybody in it, uni maginably better." The optimism 

was serious and earnest , as were most Victori a n attitudes . To ­

ward the end of the century came the re a lization tha t all was not 

so bright E, s it had seemed . Science had not yet brought about a 

6'ilJ'ingfield-Stra tford, Those ];_§:!nest Victorians, :p. 61 . 

? Ibid . , p. 113 . 



5..6 

Utopia upon earth , nor was there any rosy prospect that such a 

thing would be a ccomplished in the future . Inventions a nd discov­

eries were still being put into use; but men , also, were still 

being born i n to the world and living and suffering and dying , 

just shout as they had alwr,ys done . The wo rld was probably no 

more "right" a place th8n it h a d ever been . Tennyson , again re­

flecting on the state of the world in his poem, "Locksley Hall 

Sixty Ye2rs After," expressed his disappointment over the way af ­

fairs ha,a gone . The di si llusi on , accompanied as it iNas by a na tu­

ral reaction ege inst the intense moral earnes tne ss of the period , 

brought the Victori an age to a close a number of ye a rs before the 

death of Vi ctori a , the Q,ueen . 

W'ingfield-Stra tford sets the year 1 870 as the beginning 
8 

of the pa.ssing of the real Victorian age . It was not tha t any 

stBrtling change took place in 1870 or in the y ears i mmediately 

following . But by this time it was becoming obvious that staid 

old Victorian attitudes were changing . The theory of evolution 

had given a definite jolt to English theologics.l teaching . The 

understanding that science was not a panacea for all ills had 

begun to dawn . And people we r e beginning to grow a little t ired 

of being led by their noses into the paths of righteousness . 

The reaction against Victorian prudery took form in a quickening 

of the tempo of life which , when it reached its maddest pace in 

the nineties , we.s very much like the aftermath of vri ld gaiety 

8 The Victorian Sunset , p . 59 . 
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vvhj_ch followed the overthrow of the Puri t a.n regime in the seven­

teenth century . The main difference in the t wo periods i a that 

the opportunity for Restoration society to live its own life 

came suddenly , whereas the outburst in the nineties had been 

working under the surface f or some time . One of the mos t con­

crete evidence s of the breach with tradition was the widespread 

popularity , through the seventies and eighties and nineties , of 

the Prince of Wales and his beautiful young wi f e , Alexandra . At 

I!farlhorough House the Princ e and JJrincess entertained a, weal thy , 

fashionable set composed of &ristocra.ts and wealthy commone rs ; 

end they gave their sanction to the pur suit of ple ~sure to an ex­

tent vrhich , in the eyes of the stolid Vic t ori ans , e,mounted t o the 

ea.me thing as sin . Certeinly there wa s mar k ed contrast between 

the goings-on at TEarlbo r ough Fouse and the sfately conduct at the 

h ome of the Q,ueen . Prince Albert Edward was, first &,nd last , a 

man of pl ea sure . Re was fre quently bored , and he desired con­

sta.ntly to be amused . If he ca red little a,bout books , he knew 

much abou t li fe . He had ma.ny friends . Like Charles II h e was a l­

ways able to find exactly the right thing to say at the right 

time . Iike Charles II, also , he was decidedly Parisi an in every­

thing bu t birth . Yet with all his plea sure-loving cha r acteris­

tics the Prince of 'i!ales s too d as the first gentleman of the na-

t . 9 
10n . The f ac t that he was ac cepted by society to be admired 

and emula. ted shows cl ea rly the he ginning of a change in t he old 

9 r b i d ., pp . J.9-25 . 



58 

set viewpoints . P.y the eighties the Victorian era was fast 

slipping away , though Victoria was still on the throne; and a 

ne\" world Vic:S coming into existence . The aesthetic movement , 

ins pi red by '7fa l ter Pater in 1868, had got into full swing by 

1875. In the eighteen eighties it swept the country , 1ith Oscar 

~ilde as its apostle . Origina lly the movement had been connected 

with the Pre - Raphaelite school . As it expressed itself in the 

eighties it wa. s 8, delibera te attempt to bre ek away from the 

stodginess and ugliness of mid- Victoria,n surroundings. It incul­

cated itself in the drawing room as a craze for musical par ties 

and for Chinese &nd Japanese art products . Ey the ea rly nineties 

i!!illi a.m s . Gilbert had laughed the new fad almost to death . Yet 

the fact that men and women we re able to laugh at themselves was 

significant . In the last decade of the century the fashionable 

world of England could no longer be called Victorian in any sense 

of the word . The elders may have been shocked at the activities 

of the rising gemeration, but the "youngs ter s " (even if they were 

~ature in age ) took continual delight in kicking over one con­

vention after the other . These we re ye ars of the snapping of 

apron-strings, of the "free" young man and the "independent" 
10 

young woman . The unrest was more than a traditional sowing of 

wild oats . It was not merely a letting off of steam in order to 

settle down; it was a letting off of steam and a refusal to settle 

--------------------------------------
10Holbrook Jackson, The Eight~ Nineti~, ~ Re view of 

fil and Ideas at the Close of the Wineteenth Centur;1: TNewYork: 
Alfred A. Knopf , n . -d:--r,p. 30-.- - -
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down and a defens e of outrageous conduct by impassioned argu-

11 ment . People were acutely conscious of the decade in which 

they were living; they felt that they were passing from one cul-
12 

ture to another . The term, fin £.~ si ecle , w2.s on the t i p of 

many tongues . J\!en were proud to be a pa.rt of this age of many 

ppssibi lities . The F•djective, "new, " was almost as popular as 

the fin de siecle phrase . Grant Allen wrote about "The New 

Hedonism. " H . D. Traill, in his essay on "The New Fiction , " said , 

"}Tot to be new is, in these days, to be nothing . " William Sharp 

a dvoc a ted the "New Paganism . " There were referenc e s to "The New 

Vol up ti ousness, 11 the 11 :New Spirit, 11 the "New Humour ," the "New 

Realism," the 11 New Drama," the "New Woman , " Everywhere people 

. d . . 1·t 13 h t f . we re seeking novelty an or1g1na 1 y . Tear o posing came 

into f a shion . "The first duty of life," Osc ar Wilde said, was "to 

be as artificial as possible . " And he added, "Vfuat the second 

duty is no one has as yet discovered . 11 14 A new spirit of pleas­

ure chased r a.mpant through the years . It found expression in the 

nonsense chorus of Ta-~- ~ - boo!!!- ,£,£-~, which "spread like a danc­

ing flame through the l and , obsessing the minds of young and 

old ••• • • " From 1892 to 1896 the song "a ffecte d the country like 

an epidemic; and during those yea rs it would seem to have been 

the absurd~ ira of a generation bent upon ki cking over the 

----------- --- -------------
12ill.£., p . 31 . 

13 rbid . , pp . 19-22 . 

14 Ibid ., p . 63. 
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traces . "15 All authority was under fire . One young poet of the 

times remarked that he was quite happy tha t day because he had 

t t t 1 d . t,,, . d 16 ,jus go ang e up w1 u a marri e woman . People of the nine--

ties were bored with convention; and they , like their Restoration 

antecedents, expressed their boredom in wild abandonment to their 

own desires . 

The fashionable ennui led to a mad search for new sensa­

tions, mental, spiritual, and physical . l,f.u ch ha.s been written 

about the decadence in the eighteen nineties . Arthur Symons de­

fined it as an endeavor " to fix the last fine shade , the quintes ­

sence of things; to fix it fleetingly ; to be a disembodied voice, 

and yet the voice of a human soul; tha t is t he ideal of Deca-

a ,,17 .ence . The movement was , in a way, a heightened form of the 

aesthetic tendency . Jackson says that w·al ter Pate r became a deca­

dent influence b ecause of a misapprehension of the precise me an ­

ing of the "Conclusion" to his The Repaissance . 18 Pater omitted 

the "Conclusion" from the second edition of the volume and re­

vised it for the third . Even the revised version, however , could 

well have acted as a spark for this susceptible generation . A 

part of the "Conclusion" re ads : 

The service of philosophy , of speculative culture, to-

------------- ----
15lbid ., pp . 31-32 . 

16Richard Le Gallienne, The Romantic ' 90 s (1st ed . ; New 
York : Doubleday , Page and Co . , 1923) , pp . 221:'222 . 

17 
Js.ckson , Q.E • cit . , p . 57 . 

18 Ib i d • , p . 5 9 • 
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wards the human spirit is to rouse, to startle it into shaip ~nd 
eager observation . Every moment some form grows perfect in hand 
or face; some tone of the hill or the sea is choicer than the 
rest; some mood of passion or insight or intellectual excitement 
is irresistibly rea l or attractive for us , _ __,..._for that moment 
only ~ Not the fruit of experience , but exper ience itself , ·1~ the 
end . A counted number of pulses only is given to us of a varie­
gated, dramatic life . How may we see in them all that is to b e 
seen in them by the finest senses? How shall we pass most 
svviftly fro m po int to point , snd be present always a t the focus 
where the gre a test number of vital forces unite in their purest 
energy? To burn always with this hard , gemlike flame , to main­
tain this ecstasy , is success in life • •••• 19 

To find and "mainta in this ecstasy" became the fervid aim of the 

decadents . An insistent euriosity obsessed them . The age was 

skeptical, tired , and blas~ ; but it had an unbounded ~nergy to 

reach out for sensation . There was believed to be a kind of 

:mystical joining of physical excess with spiritua l desire . The 

Victorians had demonstrated the folly of seeking salvation by 

morality . T'he rationalists had failed to a chieve salvation by 

rea.son . The decadents, in a fit of desperation, set abou t to a t­

tain respite in salvation by sin . 20 It became fashionab le i n 

"ar tistic" circles to drink absinthe and other exotic drugs as 

me2ns to extend sensation beyond t h e range of ordinary conscious­

ness . The age was unusually sensitive to the suggestivenes s of 

sex . Toe subject wss discussed wi th a nev1 frankne ss , and sex­

inqui si ti veness led to the rumor that perverse practices we r e 

21 associated with the "advanced" movement . Some of the writers 

of t he times sentimentalized about such things as a lcoholic poi-

- - ---- ---- ---·------------- ----------- -
19 Ibid ., p . 60 . 

20 Ibid ., p . 132 . 

21 Ibid ., p . 127 . 
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soning 2 nd promiscuous sexua lity . The decadence is , of course , 

only one asrect of the period; and it should not be considered 

as repre s entative . It does , nevertheless, spring from a disil ­

lusion, a cynicism, and an abandonment t o desire tha t a re on a 

close parallel with the skeptic i sm , th~ pleasure-seeking , and the 

i1r11TiorBlity of the Restora tion period . 

One of the most interesting phases of a comparison be­

t v.reen t he t wo eras is the consideration of the place tho..t woman 

held in the social world . Investi ga tion shows th2t woman , in the 

eighte en nineties , enjoyed more personal freedo m and more social 

recognition than she had known since the Restora tion period . 

The rise of sentiment2,.li sm in the eighteenth century ha.d trans­

for111e d th e ,.d tty , self-assu red :Res tora tion ·woma n into a modest 

1::nd cle lic c;te maiden . So she had remained through the most of 

the Victori an age . Before the eighteen nineties she had begun 

to join her hea dstrong bt'others in breaking away fro m time-worn 

custom , and by the l a st decade of the century she was t a lking 

about living her own life . She was , perhaps , a more important 

person in the dravring room or on her bicycle or on the tennis 

court than she was in political circles . Still her definite 

2nd ste2dy gcdns in lega l rights showed tha t she wa s coming more 

and more to be recognized as the mental equa l of man . In 1867 , 

during the debates on the Reform Ei 11 of tha.t y e a r , John Stuart 

Mil l had introduced an amendment for the enfranchisement of wom­

en , but it was defeated by a vote of a hundred ninety- six to 
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t 1 22 
seven y - t1ree . In 1869, however , woman suffrage in municipal 

elections was granted to women householders ( single women and 

widows) . An act was passed in 1870 enabling women to vote at 

school-board elections and to become members of such boards . 23 

The Ysrriea 1~!omen ' s }To:perty Act of 1882 estciblished t he right 

of the ma rried woman to hold property in hAr own name . A law 

of 1AP6 gave the mother equal rights with the father in the con-

1 f t,,._, • ,,_. ld 24 m • r . 1 . 1 1 1 94 tro..,_ o ·11e1r Cul ren . 'c.rle I'ar1s.1 Counc1 s Bi of 8 gave 

to every man encl womsn v1ho hac:1 resided in the :pari sh for a hvelve ­

month the right not only to vote for members of the I ·arish Coun­

cil, but to run as candidete for electi.on to th2.t body . 25 Thus 

we see thrt woman was , slowly but quite surely, achieving a 

pnlitical sta tus , and that by 1894 she had become a distinct 

lPge l personality . In social life ~h e was even more a person to 

be reckoned with . T'he very f &shions in clothing of the eighteen 

seven ti es poi n t to a reversion fro m priggish roman ti ci sr.~ to a 

r1:ther fr a nk sensuousness . There wss not s t this time any 

m2,rked decre1:, se in prudery . As lc.1, te a,s the eighties "a man ws. s 

left to dro,rn in a lake becE,use so me ladies in s., bo2.t we re too 

modest to fish him out n2.keo. . 11 26 :Sut change in fashion often 

p . 607 . 

23 · 
Mo ntgomery , The Leading Eact§_ of :Snglish !::t!:_st.QL;z. , 

p . 384 , n . 2 . 

~4 h · · t 609 · Sc ap1 r o , ££ • £2:_., p . • 

?5 
T~on t gomery , 2.E• 2_it . , pp . 394 - 395 . 

~6111Tingfi eld - Str2 tford, The Vi ctori ~ Sunset , p . 84 . 
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indicates or foretells change in manner . J?unch , in 1874 , t E" lks 

of the "loudness , fastness, E, nd slang of the girl of the period . " 

It was certa inly a r a ther mild slang , i ncludi ng such expressions 

ES "awfu l ly ,jolly sad . " Yet f~nch introduced a. new t ype of 

young woman , Kiss Sharplei gh or l.'::is s Sin j_ cal , who speci alized in 

cutting repartee . There a re other evidences the, t men and women, 

during these years , a ttempted to inject a so rt of competi tive 

smartness into their co nversc:;tion , t o fj_nd pertinent an s1Hers and 

to hold their own with ea ch other in verbal comba.t . There wa. s a 

little book called Society Small Ta.lk current in the se venti es 

which gave examples of the kind of conversation to a i m a t . A 

gen tleman might say to his f a ir partner , "I envy tha t butterfly 

perched so dainti ly on your h a ir close to t hat shell-like ear . 

What secre t s wou ld I not whisper we re I so ne a r ! Eappy butter-

fly ! 11 The lady v:ould not , like he r mother before her, blush ,'.:?,nd 

cover her f a ce ~i th her f an . She would probably counter wi th 

some such rema rk a.s , 11 The butterfly is not so happy as you think; 

I shut it u p in a velvet ca se vihen I go home for fe a r of lo s ing 

it . Wow one could not shut you up •••• " 27 and so on . The speci­

mens may sound a. little ina ne to modern ea rs, but they reveal an 

interest in a kind of f eminine wit a nd a breaking away from old­

fashioned demureness . 'J'he f a shionable woman of the nineties was 

no longer coy a.nd shy . She asserted her fr eedom in her wo r ds 

and in her actions . She looked man in the f a ce, and in her cha.rm-

~?Ibid ., pp . 85-87 . 
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ing way , she said wha t she pleased to him . The pose of both 

men and ·women was to be serious about nothing and vivaciously 

brilli an t abou t everything . Flirtations often consisted in end­

less smart inuendos without ever co ming quite to the point . 28 

The capricious young woman cannot be taken as entirely represen ­

tBtive of t he whole of English womanho od . ?lfrs . Grundy wa,s still 

alive, a nd the "nev1 " woman of the nineties kept one eye on the 

old lady just as Restoration misses had done . The boldest mem­

bers of both f ashi onable worlds had no desire to be found out in 

their naughtiness . rerhaps their audacity and their evasion 

made them the charming crea tures thc:i.t they we re . Ce rtainly it 

is true that in the ga:y nine ti es, as in the days of Charles II, 

woma n ' s menta l alertness gave an added point to conversation, 

which wai ted only to be caught and idea lized by some clever 

dram2tist . 

In the thea tres , a s well as in the society of the late 

nineteenth cemtury , the way was gradually being opened for the 

comic dramatist to make his appea rance . The preparation was a. 

slow process , for sentimental drama , burlesque, extravagan za , 

f a rce, and melodrama had a firm hold on the Victorian stage . 

The monopoly which the t wo large patent houses and the Haymar ke t 

retained until 1843 li rrited any work the smaller thea tres did 

to the summer months or to surreptitious performances or to musi ­

cal shows . Even after the monopoly was broken , new theatres did 

28 rbid ., p . 299 . 



not spring up for a number of yea rs . Yet one of the mi nor hous es , 

as ea,rly a.s 1831, had begun a trend away fro m excess and vulgar­

ity into t h e direction of simplicity and re ality . In this year 

j\ffadame Ves tris , the first woman ma nager London had seen , began 

t f th 01 . m,,, t 29 her enure o e ymp1c ~ae a re . She and her second husband , 

Charles I":.atthews , ma de the house a comfort ab le and intimate place • 

. J . R. Pla,nche wrote for them; a nd though his work often took the 

f orm of extravaganza , he had a more definite purpose than mere 

exploitation of scene . He tried to link specta cle and f antasy 

·with a rationa l libretto , and he did much to pr epa re the way f or 

iV . s . Gilbert . 30 The a c ting of ChPr les J./ratthews vvas cs. sual and 

easy . 31 It had its influence in the l a. ter bre c1 k avrn,y from rant 

ancl hombc=st . In 1839 Vestris and I'.~a tthews took over Covent Garden , 

where in 1841 they presented Dion Boucicault ' s "London Assurance . " 

They a cted it in contemporary c l othes, s peech, and manners . The 

play has a sort of illusion of genuine comedy ; the dialogue has 

a certa in sparkle; but the lustr e is r a ther f a lse and the a trica l . 

In 1865 Hari e Wil t on- Bancroft and her husbc' nd , Squire Bancroft , 

set out to continue the tradition of common sense which Ves t ris 

and lfat thews had begun . Tuey joined H. J . Byron in the manage­

ment of the little theatre in Tot t enham Court Road, which they 

called the Prince of ·wales Thea tre . The small size of the house 

---------- ----------- --
29Earnest Reynolds , Early Victori~n Drama (1830 - 1870) 

(Cambridge : W. Heffer a nd Sons Ltd ., 1 936;, pp . 147- 14,8 . 

3oibid . , pp . 69 - 70 . 

31 Th · 1 · h Eaton , e Drama 1n En~2:_~ , p . 22.2 . 



67 

f1d.apted its elf to the Bancroft a ' standar ds of natur al techni que . 

The place was made homeli ke and comf ort able , a nd a code of t aste ­

ful realism WBS inaugura t ed upon the stage . The produc tion of 

T. "~r . Robertson ' s Societ:ic at t his theatre on November 11 , 1865 , 

was a positive revolt against saccharine love scenes and ex ces- · 

sive sentimentality . As Robertson continued to wri te f or the 

Bancrofts , his ideas combined with thei r s for impr ovement of 

thea trica l conditions . Actors were drilled into natura lness of 

speech and action with instructions to avoid stagey effects . 

Dialogue be t ween heroes a nd heroines was brus que and unemotional, 

though often suggestive of feeling . Rober tson ' s plays are chiefly 

melodramas . They have not held their own upon the stage . Yet a s 

pioneer work in the direction of restra int and realism they are 

important even in the development of comedy . 

After the opening of the Prince of irra les Theatre in 1865 , 

other small thea t res and companies bega.n to spring up . J1~r . and 

~rrs . Kende,l, fore time , associated t hems elves with Gilbert in 

the same way t hat the Bancrofts had atta ched themselves to 

Robe r json . 32 They present ed " The Palace of Truth" at the Hay­

market in 1870 , and "Br oken Heart s" at the Court Theatre in 1875 . 

Their mos t brilliant period beg&.n in 1879 when they joined J ohn 

Hare in the management of the St . James . Here they produced ot her 

plays by Gilbert , and the work of thi s gr oup became f amous for 

----------
, 32 Thomas H. Dickinson , The Contem~orarx Q!~ £f ~~gland 

{" rhe Contempo r 2ry Dr ama Se r ies ," ed . Richard Burton , Boston : 
Little , :E rown , and Co ., 1925) , pp . 53 - 54. 
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exquisite judgment and discrimination . 33 Though Gilbert ' s ea r lier 

comedies have made no l a sting impression , they denote a str ain of 

irony that wa s to find its place in the delightful Savoy operas . 

These ridi culous musica l pla.ys , with their charming Sulli van 

tunes , sang their way into the hearts of the London populace . The 

s t orie s e re pure nonsense . Bu t the li lt of Gilbert ' s verses com­

b i ned vTi th his good- na tu.red s a tire to make English people l augh 

at themselves . ~ilhert was IDareful not to offend Victorian prud­

ishness . He ma,c3-e his heroines alvrn.ys conventiona l in thei r obser­

vance of the obli ga tions of marri age or engagements . Still he 

poked f un a t the best -established Victorian institution s . In 

" Tri a l by .Jury" (1875) he l aughed a t British courts and the jury 

system in genera l and a t brea ch of promise suits in parti cula r . 

"H. }.~. S . Pinafore; or , The I.ass That Love d a Sailor" (1878) 

t re2.ted f an t a stically of Engl a nd ' s pri de i n her navy . The jingles 

of " The Pi r B tes of Penzance " ( 1879) touched the nat i onal awe of 

the nobi l ity and the pompos ity of English off j_ ce r s . The rhymes 

v.r i th 1i''hich the I~ jor- General i n t r oduc es h i mself a re e;_ui te deli ­

ci ous . They clo se with the followi ng wo r ds : 

:F'or rny milita r y knowledge , t hough I ' m plucky and adv entury , 
Has only been brought down to the beginning of the century; 
But still in ma tter s vegetable , an i mal , and mine r al 
I 8m the very model of a mode r n ma jor-g i ner 21 ! 3 4 

" Pa tience; or Bunthorne ' s Bride" (1 8P4 ) held up t o scorn the aes -

-------------
33 r b . a __ 1 _ . • ' pp . 54-55 . 

34 " The Pi rs.tes of Pen zance" {.;£he Vi kado and _Qth,£! 1' 1.§L§. 
QY. ir.f . S . Gilbert , ed , Cla rence Day , Jr ., ITei:.r York : The Hodern 
Library, n . d, ) , Act I , 79. 
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thetic craze , mentioned earlier in this chapter, and had to do 

wi th the decth of the f ad . " The :.~ikado; or , The Town of Titipu 11 

(1885 ) s2tirized the curren t J apanese i nfluence, and it also in­

cluded subtle laughter in other di rec ti ons . Avc:1.ri c e and b ri bery 

2.no even emotion over the dea th of loved ones c&,me in for mild 

ridicule . These are probahly the most outstanding of the Gilbert 

and Sullivt;n operettas . Their importance lies in the f a.ct tha t 

they got 8}Na y fro m spectacle , tha t they improved the artistic 

te.ste of audiences and produce r s , and t hat they introduced a note 

of topsy-turvy satire which the English people liked. Gilbert 

might be called a forerunner of the reviual of the English comedy 

of manners . Another personality of the late nineteenth century 

contributed much to the reviva l . Sir Arthur Wing Pinero, follow­

ing the lead of Robertson, began in the seventies to write plays 

that were based on re r~l, every-dc,y life . In subj ec t - m&.t ter he 

sometimes felt the influence of Ibsen . In form he made us e of 

the pattern of t he French "well - made" 1,lay . Pinero ' s plays have 

various moods . Ee goes fr om ~elodrama and serious drame to f arce . 

One of his comedies , " The Gay Lord Q,uex , " approaches the comedy 

of manners . Fis clc •. rification of structure , hov.rever , is his chief 

contribution to mod ern drama . n.rhen Wilde and Jones came to write 

their comedies they had Pinero to thank for examples of well - built 

plots vri th a 111ini nmm number of s cenes . As the nine ti es came on , 

the work of t he Bancrofts and Rober tson, of the Eendals and 
r, . , ,,_ ~1 ~,Jert , and of Sir Arthur Pinero had borne fruit . Various smaller 

theatres ~e re prospering : the Criterion , the St . J ames , the 
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r< _:i }T • l,('" • t f 35 vOme\.•.Y ' ;l R .r.~a.J es y s . Drametists we re demanding smaller 

stages for c1 ction , 2nd their improved drc;,matic technique w:.;,s 

drawi ng a more select audience than the extravaganza had at tracted . 

The DJ:'ron of the old fore stage had gr2,dually receded until the 

stage had become the picture-frame of nodern ti mes . But an inti­

ma,te relation bet,!reen actors Ecnd 2,udience he,cl. been a ccomplished 

i.n the decre·J se in the size of the houses . This , it vrill be re­

membered , was one of the f ac tors which made the production of 

:S.estorc tion co medy of r.12nne rs easy . Jn the s mall t he::itres of the 

nineties inti ma te dr'0 rna. could. he presented; with naturalness of 

a ction it could be interpreted; a nd by the mo re discerning audi­

ences it could be a1:.;preciated . ':rhe the c .. tre of the nineties , as 

,.rnll es the men and women in the fashi onab le v·orlc., had :prep&red 

the ~ay for the appea rance of comedy . 

'I'he closing yes.rs of the century , then , p rovided a.s fer­

tile 2 ground for the ~evelop~ent of co medy as the Resto ration 

:period had furnj_shed . The bubbling up of witty , j_ntellectual 

orc1mr~, in such 8, setting 'NBS a most natursl result . The eE,rlier 

comedy of manners , it will be recalled , sprang fro m a rea ction­

ary spirit in society which exp re ssed itself in a mad search for 

pler sure . The ls.ter high comedy eme rged from a simi l .sr and e v en 

a. more concentra ted a.ttempt to throv? off the shackles of old 

conventions snd to find ne•r exci ter1ent in life . Ponamy Dobree, 

in 2 statement quoted in Cbapt~r II of this thesis, said that 

35nickinson , 2.E. • cit ., p . 137 . 
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great comedy 11 de8.ls with disillusion," t hat it comes at a ti me 

"vvhen the positive attitude has f a iled , when doubt is undermining 

values, and men are turning for comfort to the ruggedness of 

life . 11 36 If one wo rd had to be chosen to describe the basic 

spirit of the eighteen nineties, the spirj_ t from which various 

manifestations arose , ths.t word might well be "disillusion . " 

These yec:.rs, no less than those of the reign of Cl12,rles II, were 

11 ti mes of rapidly changing values , of the toppling of old ideals , 

of religious skepticism, and of experiment . 1137 It is small won ­

der that this age produced a brittle , somewhat cynical comedy re­

flecting its own gaiety and di si llusi on . •Yorne.n in these new 

comedies have complete freedom of speech and action . We are re­

minded of Keredith ' s first requirement for the production of great 
38 

comedy, " a society of cultivated men and women ;" and we remember 

his further statement that where women 

11 •••• ha,ve no social fr eedom, Comedy is absent ; whe re they 
a.re household drudges , the form of Comedy is pr i mitive; whe re 
they a re tolerably independent , but uncultivated , exciting melo­
drama takes its place and a s entimental ver sion of them ••••• But 
•1here vromen ere on the road to an equa.l footing with men in at ­
t ~inments and in liberty •••• there , and only wa iti ng to be trans ­
planted from life to the stage , or the novel , or the poem, pure 
Comedy flouri shes ••••• 11 39 

And so pure comedy flourish ed again in the eighteen nineties . 

The theatres of the period had returned to dimensions in which 

36Restoration Comedy , p . 15 . 

37 
Supra . , p . 9 • 

38 
~ Ess~ £!! Comedy, p . 2 . 

39 rbid ., pp . 5~-55 . 
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subtle , witty dr ama could be produced . Dramat i sts were trying 

to attein a reflection of ac t ual life about them. The reaction 

against Victorian p r udery , the changi ng ideal s and a t t i tudes , 

e.nd the flash of vvi t between man and woman brought back to the 

stage the comedy of manners , because fo r the fir s t time since 

the Restora.tion period appropria.te stimuli were joined toge t her 

for comic development . 



CHAPTER VI 

OSCAR WIIJ)E AfID HENRY ARTHUR J01:TES : 

THE REVIVAL OF nm COMEDY OF J.JAN11ERS 

By the eighteen nineties the smart set of Engli sh 

society had become a perfect group for reflection in a contempo­

rc1ry comedy of manners . Fashionable people had the love of 

gaiety , the blas~ attitudes , and the appreciation of wit to be 

combined and e.ccentua ted upon the stage in a subtle , comic drama . 

Pioneers in the theatre had accomplished much in making the play­

house a more intimate place, in encouraging natura lness of action, 

and in attracting a discerning audience . This chapter will deal 

wi th Oscar 1Vi J.de and Henry Arthur Jones , the t wo playwrights of 

the eighteen nineties who caught the spirit of the fashionable 

group a.nd presented it upon the stage in comedies of manners . 

These two dramatists wi ll be presented as products of their own 

time , just as Etherege , 1Vycherley, and Congreve were products of 

the seventeenth century . The chapter wi ll make use of 1:Yilde's 

plays to suggest that Wilde , in all probability, felt the influ­

ence of Restoration dramatists ; and it will reveal the fa.ct that 

Jones was positively conscious of the excellence of certain Re s to­

ration comedies , and that he aimed directly at a similar achieve­

ment . Jones ' s comedies will be analyzed in regard to their re­

lation to Restorat ion drama and in regard to their contribution 

to the English stage . The ·writer will call attention to those 

fe,cts which support the opinion t hat there is present in these 

comedies a cleverness in the evolution of comic plot and a qual-

73 
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ity of dialogue from comic character which may be due to the in­

fluence of sentimentalism upon the playwright . 

Oscar ~1ri lde was , "beyond comparison , the incarnati on of 

the spirit of the ' 90s . 111 In the preceding decade he had been 

a lea der of the aesthetic cult , whi ch was an outstanding "move ­

ment" of that time . Though he had incurred ridicule in many 

quarters (pa rtly because of the satire of Gi l bert's "Pc:1, tience") , 

he was gene r a lly looked upon as a being of pure sunshine , an in ­

tellectual huffoon , 1Nho t a lked his brilliant nonsense with the 

sole object of giving pleasure , and thereby of a chieving dis­

tinction . It was not until the nineties that 1.Vilde attained 

literary recognition . But in the few short years of acclaim that 

were gran ted to him in that dec ade , he bec ame, as a personality 

and as a litera ry genius , the ultimate expre ss ion of that decade . 

Pe conquered the social world without seeming to try . 11 The man 

who ca.n domina te a London dinne r-table can dominate t he wo rld , " 

he had said . 2 And during these years he dominated many a London 

dinner-table . He was a brilliant conversa tionalist; and he 

cha rmed his listeners by his joyous attitude , his good humor , 

his fine schola rship , and his re a dy wit . ~ffen admired him be­

c2cuse he could sa.y whe, t they would like to have said but had 

never thought of . In spea king of the Holy Bible , he could de ­

clare " that when he thought of the ha.rm tha t book hs d done , he 

----------------------------- ----- ---
1Le Gallienne , The Rog§_ntic ' 90s , p . ?.69 . 

2Jackson , The Tiight~ Ni£.£ties , p . 76 . 
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despaired of doing anything to equal i t. 11 3 He could pas s judg­

ment on the Atlantic Ocean with the ·words , "I am not exactly 

pleased with the Atlcm t ic . It is not so ma j estic cs I ex:pe cted . 114 

If he sometimes indulged in app r opri o.ting the ideas of othe r pe o­

ple, as he was accused of doing , he expr essed those idea s in a 

phra.seology that was h is own . He had a genius for catching the 

spirit of the time and for saying the "right" thing in a "new" 

way , for turning old thoughts upside down and making them poign-

8,nt . Fe achieved his first dn:tmatic success with the production 

of II Lady '.Vindermere ' s Fan" in 1892 ; and in the three short years 

that followed , he a t tai ned even grea ter popularity with his three 

other comedies . At the beginning of his trial in 1895 , " The 

Impo rtance of :Being Earnest" and "An Idea l Husband" were running 

simultaneously at the St . James and at the Haymarket . During 

these three years Wilde ' s prestige in the the a tre and in society 

had no bounds . He wos " looked up to as a master by the younger 

generation , courted by the fashionable world , loa ded with com­

missions by theatrical managers , interviewed , pa ragraphed, and 

pictured by the Press , and envied by the envious and the incom­

petent . 115 Dickinson has analyzed the unstinted applause that 

was accorded Wilde , and has discerned the rea son underlying it : 

Wh a t, then , made "Tilde 1 s popularity? It was his II tact" 
for discovering the passing Mead of the time and expressing it 

311Jingfie l d- Stra tford , The yictorian Sunset , p . ?42 . 

4 . 
Jackson , ££ • cit ., p . 73 . 

5 Ih i d • , p • 7 6 • 
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gracefully . No writer who has written in English has floated 
upon his age as has Wilde . He carried the a rt of superficiality 
up to genius . He was nothing apart from his time , and when his 
time repudia ted him he had no life left. His repute fo r the 
daring and original came from his abi l i t y to surprise men at 
themselves . His plays are the work of a quick and brilliant 
talker who snticipates the ideas of h i s fellows and gives them 
back adorned with crisp words .6 

This ability of 1Yi lde 1 s to reflect the spirit of his a.ge enabled 

him to write comedies of contempo rary London manners . He under­

stood this society ab out which he was writing . He knew that 

fashioneble men and ~omen wan ted to live idle, c&refree lives , 

ana to spice a monotonous existence with an occ as ional flirt a ­

tion . He knew how these men and women wished to t alk , to excel 

eech other in witty jests . Because he knew , he crea ted upon his 

stage the kind of wo rld in whi ch these people liked to live . 

Into the mouths of his cleverest characters he placed epigrams 

and paradoxes which people in the audience would hc~.ve liked to 

originate , and which he could coin with ea se . His plays a re 

art ificial in the wa y that Restoration comedies are artificial; 

th8.t is, they r eproduce and idealize and accentu:::-;. te 2n 2rtifi-

cial society . 

One can easily imagin e the plec:sure vrhich the first pro ­

duc tion of "Ledy .,.,,rindermere I s Fan" affo rded its audience at the 

St . James Theatre on February 2 0, 189? . The nearest ap1)roaches 

to sophistica ted comedy that these people had been witnessing 

were the musi c c=i l plciys of Gilhert and Su1liv2n. In the field 

of legiti~ete drama Pinero a nd Jone s had been striving , for some 

6Dickinson , T1.a~ Contemporary Drama of 2nglE:_nd, pp . 147-
14P . 
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time , to ~rite plays that were better than the shoddy products 

of preceding y ear s . But J'i nero' s wo rk h ad taken the form of 

serious dramR , melodrarr.;=; , and f &rce; and Jones , u·~ to this time , 

had been devoting his efforts to me lo dr ame . "Lady ~indermere ' s 

Fan" helcl the mi rror u p to London dravdng rooms as 11 The Comical 

~evenge , " years before , had held it to Covent Gard en e,nd Pall 

Iv:all . The st . J ames auo ienc e "•ms de li ghted ,Pith wh at it aaw . 

It wrs "a pi cked audience o f the best heads in London," and its 

judgment was that the plry was brilliant and interesting . 7 If 

some of the critics nere annoyed at the trite conventi ona li t y of 

the plot 8nd the mixture of satire with sentiment , the audience 

did not care . People were quite c1ccus tomed to vievrj_ng s e nt i ment 

upon the stege . ,"i.hat they liked wes the representation of the 

leisurely, fashionahle ~orld , the steady sparkle of ~itty epi­

grc1w 2nd pare,aox , the c3.elici ous caricature of types of man a nd 

women ,~rhon: they knew . The play was " a seven days ' wonder i n 

London . People talked of nothing but 'Lady Windermere ' s Fan .' 

The witty words in it ran from lip to lip like a tidbit of 

sca ndal . 118 Osc i:a. r iAfi lde had brought the essence of the comedy 

of manners back to London, though h e had woven that come dy 

e,round a sent imental plot . It is interesting to remember that 

:E'.therege used a similar mixture in his first play , a nd that 

7 Fr~mk Harr i s , Oscar ""'Tilde , Fis Life a,nd Confessions 
( Garden City , PeTT Yor : Garden Ci ty Iublishing Co ., Ind. , i 930 ) , 
p . 99 . 
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WycherJ.ey , in his initi a l a.ttemp t &t drama , committed the same 

err or . In "La dy "'TinderP'lere ' s F 1:1 n" t h e f ault, sorr!ehovr , does not 

~.:ppear so grc1ve 3S it seems in " The Comic a l ~evenge " or in "Love 

in 2 "Too cl . 11 The merging of the t wo element s is r2 t he r easy and 

convincing . Even modern audience s respond to the brilliant dia­

logue 2nd , it mu ,3 t be adr:1itted , t o t he ne lodroP12ti c plot . 

~ e the:r or no t 'Yilde hacl :qeston: tion comedy in rLino ~-:hen he wrote 

this 2nd h i s three folJ.owing plays i s 8 point on ·which no con­

crete evidance has been found . F i s chi e f aiP'l w2s unquesti on ably 

to reflect 2.nd 8,ccen t mi t<?- c on tem:po r 2 .. ry eoci ety . ::ut there are 

in h is p l ays so rn.a,ny reminders of the older corriedy of rr1c:mners 

that one is inclined to think he someti~s rent direc tly to t he 

old pl2ys for suggestions . In "Lady "'!i nn.ermere ' s ~an" we find 

typicc: 1 -r:es tor2tion settings , the r,orni ne; room 2nd the drc~wing­

roor- of 2n ari s tocr2.t ic J,ondo n house cmcl , i n the third c ct , 2. 

gentleman ' s apartment . The structure of the p l ay is, of course , 

2. great improvemen t upon the n.es tora ti on mo dels . - J • 1, ere , c, s 1n his 

next tvto come cl i es , VJ'i lde ..-rc::..s influenced by t he French scho o 1 . 

The play i s in four 8,cts of one scene e a ch , r:.nd from the gegin­

ning speeches the act ion builds ste8dily u p to t he climax in the 

t hi rd a ct . Toe p lot is essentic1lly me lo cl.ramc1.tic e.n c the e trical . 

Lord "'inderrne re h&s ma rried a be"'ut iful hut r2,ther I)uri t 0,nic 

young woma.n vrho i s , e lthough she is i gnora nt of the f 8c t, the 

dB ughter of the notorious J/ rs . Erlynne . l"rs . :3; rlyrme is a wom­

an 'd th "a p2.st before her " ; a nd hec .s use of her poise , clever­

ness , 2.nc. cha r m, she may Blso ha.v 8 2 future . She has been 
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blaclo11ailing 'Winderme re and. hRs forced him to invite her to his 

house to a pe.rty . I.ady Vfindermere threatens to strike the woman 

with her fen if she comes . When the momen t arrives , she lacks 

coure.ge and lets her fan drop to the floor . Stung by wha t she 

considers her husband ' s villainy, she slips away to the rooms 

of Lord Darlington, v,ho has declc:i.red his love for her . The 

young wife le a ves her husband a note . l1Trs . F.rlynne finds it 

a.nd is startled by a feeling of a-wakened mo ther love . She rushes 

off , finds her daughter alone in the bachelor's rooms , El.nd per­

suades her to return to her husband and child . Before they can 

leave , they hear Darlington , 'Yindermere , and a group of friends 

entering . lady ''lindermere steps behind a. curtain , and at last 

is ar--le to ge t away . J.~rs . Erlynne goes to an adjoining room; 

but when the men discover J,a,dy 1:Tinderrnere's fc=rn, a.nd are forming 

their own conclusions abou t her , the mother f aces them . She 

claims that she took the fen by mis t ake fro~ the ryindermere 

house , and she makes no excuse for being in Darlington ' s apart­

ment . It is a great sacrifice . ~ith it she gives up her last 

cha.nee of getting bB.ck into London society and of marrying Lord 

Augus tu.s, who is one of the party . :Next day , Lady 1.1.Tindermere 

:plans to tell her husba nd the truth of the whole affair ; but 

~~s . Erlynne , paying a last visit, forbids her to do so . After 

Jfys . Erlynne has received the fan and a picture of her daughter 

and grandchi ld as gifts , she leaves . i'fe learn from old Lord 

Augustus , to whom she has " explained everything," that she has 

:Promised to marry him and that they are going to live abroad . 
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This is the plot through which '.1Tild.e sprinkles his brilliant 

repa.rtee . Fis letting the audience in on the iclentity of Mrs . 

Erlynne and 'J\Ti thholding the knov,ledge from everyone in the play 

but Lord ·nndermere. makes us think of old t ricks and disguises . 

~ilde make s use , also , of the convention of hiding characters 

from other chara.cters, as Etherege , 1l!ycherley , Congreve , and 

Sheridan had done . The purpose of the hidine; in this play , how­

ever, is for dramatic tension rather than for comic eff ect . The 

comedy lies in the brilliant dialogue t hat ripples through every 

act , in the insolen t carica ture of old people and young people , 

in the surprising paradoxes which are merely ,n lde 's st& .. rtling 

i deas , but which seem to come e8sily to the lips of the people 

who utter them . Wilde's best phra.ses, to modern ears at least, 

have as sub tle a turn as those of Congreve and as pointed a 

satire as those of 'ilfycherley . Lord Darlington pays his compli­

ments ibo Lady TTTindermere a.s gracefully as ever a. Restorati on 

gallant spoke to his fair lady : 

Lord Darlington . 
Wi ndermere:-

Vileness is a t errible word, Lady 

I.ad;y ,, indermere . rt is a terrible thing, Lord Darlington . 
!,,£!£ Darling,!2.E_ . Do you know I am afraid that good peo­

ple do a grea t deal of harm in this world . Certainly the great ­
est harm they do is that they make badness of such extraordinary 
i mpo rtance . It is absurd to divide people into good and bad . 
Peopie a re either charming or tedious . I take the side of the g 
charming, and you, lady Windermere, can't help belonging to them. 

'~Ti lde del ights j_n epigra.m and paradox; and always he sta rtles 

his audience by making h i s poin t: 

911 Lady 11Tinder me re's Fan" (The Comedies of Oscar Wilde, 
tew York : Grosset and Dunlap, n . cf:l" , Act I . 



La9,;;y_ Wind~ ~ • 
Lorg_ ;Q~rlington . 
Ladv Winde r mere . 
--"-

life, then? 
Lor2; Darling,1£12 . 

important a thing ever to 
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I~rd Darlington is trivial . 
Ah, don ' t s a.y that, Lady Windermere . 
VThy do you talk so trivially about 

Because I think that life is ~a r ioo 
talk seriously about it ••••• 1 

A few yea.rs later Osca r Vfi lde was to combine hi s flair for say­

ing witty things with a.s great a talent for creati ng amusing 

situations . He had already , however, given his pub lic a taste 

of a new type of conversation upon the stage . His next t wo 

plays were to continue the combination of wit and melodrama . 

"A Woman of No Import ance ," produced by Beerbohm Tree 

as the Haymarket on April 19 , 1893 , was received with continued 

enthusiasm. The theme of the play is most pathetic and heavily 

sentimental . It is the story of a woman who has been wronged 

by a man . The woman has paid , and the man ha,s gone free . At the 

end of the first act Lord Illingworth , the man, refers to his 

former mistress with the words, "Oh ! no one . No one in particu­

lar . A womc1n of no importance . 1111 At the close of the play 

the woman, Mrs . Arbuthnot , dismisses the thought of her former 

lover in simila r phr ases, " Oh ! no one . No one in particular . 

A man of no importance . 11 12 There is a complication about the 

illegitimate son who does not know that Lord Illingworth is his 

father, and about the son ' s American sweetheart who rallies to 

l O Ibi £• 
11 

"A Woman of No Importance " (Comedies of Oscar Wilde , 
Grosset and Dunlap ), Act I . ---

12Ibid ., Ac t IV . 
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the forsaken mother . Wilde's main interest, however, is in the 

dramatic effect he achieves with the repetition of the "no impor­

tance" phre,se , a.nd in the steady repartee he keeps up through 

the first act . This 2-.ct is untainted with any note of sentiment . 

The cu r io sity which Lord Illingworth a rouses about the "woman of 

no importance" is , at this time, only mild and pleasant . That 

very dull young woman, Hester Wors ley, gives a hint or t wo that 

she may indulge in some very fine emotion at a le,ter hour . :But 

through the first e,ct we f eel t h a t we ha ve returned to the cold, 

clear a ir of Restora tion comedy . From Lord Illingvrn rth ' s first 

speeches we recognize him as a cha rmingly cynica l and "wicked" 

gentleman , not unlike Rtherege ' s Dorimant . He i s introduced to 

us in the followin g manner : 

Lad;y:: Stutfielcl. The world says t ha t Lord Illingwor t h is 
very, very wicked . 

Lord Illingworth . But wha t world says that , La dy 
St utfield? It must be the next world . This world a.nd I are on 
excellent t erms . (Si t s down beside Mrs . Allonby .) 

LadY- Stutfield . Ev ery one l know says you are ve ry, very 
wicked . 

Lord Illingworth . It is perfectly mons trous the way 
peo ple go about , nowadays , saying1!hings behind one ' s back that 
a re abso lutely a nd entirely true . 

'Vilde holds this sort of pace consistently . A speech of Mrs . 

Allonby ' s is typical not only of the entire act, but of the a ge 

it represents . 

Lady_ Caroline . As f a r as I can make out , the young 
women of the pre sent day seem to make it t he so le object of 
their li v 0 s ta be always playing with fire . 

![rs . Allonby . The one advan t a ge of pl ayi ng with fire , 

--·------
13 rbid ., Act I . 
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Lady Caroline , is that one never gets even singed . It is th1 
people who don 't know ho1N to play with it who get burned up . 4 

ure are reminded of how some of Etherege ' s and i_rrycherley ' s ladies, 

also , 1.oYed to play with fire . This Jrrs . Allonby, herself , is 

just such a lady . One feels almost sorry tha t Wilde did not 

build his main plot around the affair that he suggests she is 

having with Lord Illingworth . These two people furnish some of 

the most entertaining conversation in the play . On tne subject 

of America they express the following opini on: 

}:Trs . Allonby. They say , lady Hunstanton, that when good 
Americans die they go to Paris . 

Lady Funstanton . Indeed? And when bad American s die , 
wher~ ao they go to? 

Lord Il1:_in~vrQ_rt£_ . Oh , they go to America . 15 

'Vb.en the two are alone, their verb c1,l fencing sounds decidedly 

reminiscent of Sir Frederick and the Widow: 

Mrs . 
Lord 
Mrs":" 
Lord 
lfrs":° 

tired of-.-

Allonh;z . ifua. t a thoroughly ba.d man you must be ! 
Illil'!g,~or1b;• 1:J.ha t d,o you ca.11 a bad man? 
Allonb;x . The sort of man who admires innocence . 
Illi!!_gworth . And a ba.d woman? 
~112,nb;x . Oh ! t he sort of woman a man never gets 

Lord Illingworth . You a.re severe--on yourself . 
1'ffrs . AlJ.2,nb;x . Define us as a sex . 
Lord Illingworth . Sphinxes vrithout secrets . 
Mrs . A~lOTI£Y• Does t hat include the Puri t an w·omen? 

. Lor~ Illingvorth . Do you know , I don ' t believe in the 
exi s tence of Puri t an women? I don ' t think there is a woman in 
the world who would not be a little fl a ttered if one made love 
to her . It is that ':1hich makes ·women so i rresistibly a dorable . 

1'.'rs . Allonby. You think there i s no vroman in the world 
who vrould object to being kissed? 

Lord Il~ingw:orth . Very few . 
l{rs . Al;!;_onbY: • Yiss ·7orsley wou l d not let you kiss h er . 
Lord Illing~th. Are you sure? 

14rbi a. . 
15 Ibid . 
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J1J.rs . Allogb_y . Q,ui te . 
Lord Illingworth . What do you think she ' d do if I kissed 

her? 
rrs . ~llonby. ~ither marry you , or strike you across the 

face with her glove . ·wh a t would you do if she struck you across 
the face with her glove ~ 

Lord Illingworth . I ' d f a ll in love with he r probably . 
J'.Frs . Allhonty. Then it is lucky you a re not going to 

kis s herT-
Lord Illingworth . Is tha t a challenge? 
]/fr.§_ . Allonby. It is an arrow shot in the a ir . 1 6 

Such dialo gues give an idea of the genera l fl avor of Act One . 

Wi tty speeches , continued through the re st of the pl ay,keep up the 

artj_fi ci a l atmosphere . The ca ricature i n some amusing 11 humour" 

characters gi ves an added comi c note . Bu t in the seco nd act the 

serious theme is t cJ.ken up , and therea fter the play drips with 

sen ti ment . Fester ~'Tor s l ey , t h e Puritan , makes an impa.ss ioned 

speech on the shallown e ss of ~nglish s ociety: 

Hester • ••• • You rich people in Eng l and , you don 't know 
how you 2re living . How coul d you know? You shut out from your 
society the gentle 8.nd the good . You l augh D. t the simple and 
the pure . Living , as you a ll do , on others and by them , you sneer 
at se lf- sacrifice , and if you t h row bread to the poor , it is 
mere l y to keep t hem quiet for a sea son . 1.7i th al l your pomp and 
wea l th and a rt you don r t kno~ ho~ to live you don 't even 
know thet . You love the beauty that you cansee and touch and 
hand l e , t he beauty that you can destroy , and do destroy , but of 
the unseen he a.uty of life, of the unseen be auty of a higher life , 
you know noth ing . You hs.ve lo s t life ' s se cret . Oh , your }~nglish 
society seems to me shallow, selfish , foolish . It has blinded 
its eyes a nd s to pp ed its ears . It li es li ke a le J er in purple 1 
It sits like a dead thing smeered with go l d . It is a ll wrong . ~7 

These li ne s have a t sng tha t ca,lls to mind the s:pir i t of 1!!i lli am 

'fycherley , using h is cha racters as his mouthpiece to cry ou t 

2gainst the sham and hypocrisy of his age . Hester 's words sugge st 

16 Ihi d . 

l? _!bi d • , Ac t I I. 
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the i cl.ea thP t , perhaps , in Wilde 's soul there vn,rn a struggle 

egainst the superficiality 2nd the cynicism of which he was a 

ty~ic a l expression . Hester continues her noble speeches through­

out the pla.y . Someti mes she makes us think of that other Puritan , 

Lady ·"inderr1ere . In this p l ay , however , tne merging of the ele­

ments of s ent iment and wit i s not so skillful as it is in " Lady 

"!inder1::ere's Fan ." The comedy po rtions gi ve the effect of being 

set apart fro m the heavy theme . It is recilly too b ad that they 

we re not left apart . 

The heavy mora lizing tone continues and increase s in 

"An Ideal Husband , " presented at the Haymarket on Janua ry 3 , 1895 . 

Sentiment joins again with wit and caricature to make an enter­

taining drama . This is a better play than "A '1i!oman of No Impor­

t<'rnc e;" and it is , in some ws ys, a better co me dy of manners than 

11 Lady <''!indermere's Fan . " The thick intrigue of the plot would 

do jus tice to the most comp lica ted of Res torat ion dramas . It 

evolves a.round a weR. lthy man ,vhose fortune i s fo unded_ on the s a le 

of EJ . cc1binet secret in his youth , and his \7ife , another :Puritan , 

who h2s ide2 lized her husb2nd into a. sort of god . The lives of 

Sir Robert and Iady Gertrude Chiltern move a.long smooth ly until 

l~s . Cheveley begins her plan to blackmail Sir Robert and to 

f orce him to support an underhanded canal scheme . It r equires 

all the c1evernes s of Lord Goring , the bl::-, se dandy , to ou twit 

t he Rfventuress and to ca tch her in her own net . ~ven after 

tl:is is 8.ccomplisheo , the Purit .s,n has to be t aught 8 les s on . 

I~rd Goring finally convinces h~r tha t an i dea l ~an is m~de of 

• 
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the s2rre clay from ,•rllich the rest of ma,nkind is molded , a nd tha t 

•roman 's rr: ission in life i s not to judg e 2-,nd condenm , but to p a r-

don 2,:nd love . Fere , c1gai n , is that spi rit of "'?ycher ley in 0sc 3 r 

·-~iJ.de , :pointing out just •:rhat i s vr r ong i:1ith t he world . The 

serious ton e of Lord Go r ing ' s wo r ds on t his sub j ec t co me s a s a 

Fild surprise , for he has been p r esen ted consistently as a cha r m-

ing nt,n -whos e sole purpose in life is h i s ovrn amu s ement , who 

t 2lks seriously only on t he firs t Tue sday in every n°onth , and who 

positively must not have any s erious conversation af t er seven 

6 ' clock in the evening . Bis d i alogue with his but l er 8t the be ­

ginning of Act Three t ak es us b ack to t he second scene of " The 

C!omicril P.evenge , 11 when Sir J.'rederick incluJ.ges in s on'e ·n i tty re-

narks to Dufoy . Lo rc1. Goring makes such observations ;=.,s t hese : 

You see , Phi pps , f cishi on i s wha t one vrears oneself . -,7ha,t 
i s unfa shionab l e i s wha t other 11eo p le 1rvec1, r • 

•••• vulg2-rity is s i mply t he condu c t of other pe op l e . 

Sxtraordina ry thing about t he l owi~ classes i n Eng l and 
--they o r e a hrnys lo sing their rela tions . 

Phipps ' s contribution is i n his r ep ly , "Ye s , my lord ! They a re 

extreme ly fortunate in t hat respect . 1119 The ro man ce bet-ween thi s 

deh ona ire young Arthur Goring a nd tha t deliciously fresh young 

vroman , :r- -abel Chiltern , runs t hrough the play like -::1, f a i nt brea th 

from II The Gentleman Da,ncing- Jras ter . " E2.bel' s a r t le ssne ss con­

tra s t s with Fippolita 's a rt in 11 dissernb ling ; 11 yet both girls 

1 8 11 An Idea l J-1)1.s'hi.:lnd , " Act II I. 

19 I b id . 
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ha.Ve a na.'i ve charm in their frank pursui t of the ma le . L,.abel' s 

candor i s irresistible ~ 

l~abel Chiltern ••••• Lord Goring, wiJ.J. you give me some 
supper? 

Lord Goring . With pleasure, ITis s Fabel . ( Fov~§_ away 
1rri th her :Y-

---J!ia be l Chiltern . How horrid you have been ! You have 
never talked to me the who l e evening ! 

Lort Gorigg_ . How could I? You v.rent away with the child­
di:plomati st . 

}'l"abe l Chiltern . You might have follo,.e:red us . Pursuit 
'rnuld have been only po l i te . I don ' t think I like you 8 t all 
this evening . 

_!;ord God.~ . I li ke you i rimensely . 
Fabel Chiltern . '.'Tell, I ·wish you'd shovr it in a rn.ore 

marked 1rray . 20 

'"!hen Lord Goring has broken an appointment to ride with the y oung 

woman , she is quite furious with him . He bids her good morning 

three times before he gets any response . 

!,<)rd Goring_ . (';:Ti th increased emphasis) . Good morning , 
Fiss liabel ! 

Mabe l Chi 1 tern . ( Turni~ round with feigned sur:r2ri se) . 
Oh, e.re you here? Of course you understand thc1,t after your 
breaking your appointment I am never going to speak to you 
ags in . 

!_ord Gorig_g_ . Oh , plec-1. se don't say such a thing . You 
are the one person in London I rea lly like to have to listen to 
me . 

]~bel Chiltern . lord Goring , I never believe a single 
'\'lord thateither youor I say to e a. ch other . 21 

A fe1i1 minutes later , ra.bel shovr.rs a little more guile . 11!hen 

Arthur has e,dmitted that he is c1.bout to mB,ke a proposal , she is 

vroman enough to say , " I am so glad . That makes the second 

toda,y ." Arthur is irr..medi a.tely annoyed into making a more ardent 

declaration : 

---
20 rbid ., Act r . 
21 rbid ., Act IV. 
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Lord Goring . Oh ! bother Tommy Trafford . Tornmy i s a 
silly little ass . I love you . 

i,rabel Chi l tern . I know . And I think you might have 
mentioneditbefore . I am sure I have given you heaps of oppor ­
tunities . 

Lorg_ Gorin~ . Jl.lfabel , 
Habel Chiltern • .Ah ! 

alvrays says t o agi rl before 
never says it a.fterwa r ds . 

do be seri ous . Pl ease be seri ous . 
that is the sort of thing a man 

he has been marri ed t o her . He 

Lora. Goring_ . (taking go l d of ger hand ) . Yahe l , I have 
told you that I love you . Can ' t you love me a little in return? 

::-~o.bel Chi 1 tern . Y6lu silly Arthur ! If you knew anything 
about ••• anything , which you don ' t , you would know that I adore 
you . ~veryone in I~ndon knows it except you . rt is a public 
scandel the vray I adore you , I have been going about for the 
last six months tel1ing the whole of society that I adore y ou . I 
wonder you consent to have anything to say to me . I have n o 
character left at all . At least , I feel so happy that I am qui te 
sure I have no characte r l eft at a11 . 22 

This kind of atmosphere , which, in spite of the mor.s.lizing , per­

meates the play , is the real e ssence of comedy . It is the spirit 

of 'Restoration comedy of manners adapted to the la.st decade of 

the nineteenth . centur y . 

In his last play Wi lde dropped h i s moralizing and went 

for a journey with sheer nonsense and wit as his companions . 

" The Importance of :Reing Ear nest " (produced at the St . James 

Th ec1.tre on February 14 , 1895) set upon the stage the ridiculous 

we.y of that amusing vrnrlo of the eighteen n i neties . The pla.y is 

even more artificial than Congreve ' s last play . It presents an 

artificial socie t y , standing , f or a l i t tl e while , upon its head , 

and doing ama zing and laughs.ble things . The plot itself is a 

gay paradox . Jack morthing has , f or the sake of conv enienc e, 

adopted the name of Ernest i n tuwn and Jack in the country . 

22 Ihid . 
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Gwendole1. Fs.irf ax , of London , h as fallen in l ove with the Ernest 

she knows; but her aunt, Lady Br acknel l , refuses to consen t to 

their marri 8.ge because Yr . Worthing 's only ancestry consists of 

a hand- bc1.g . Cecily , Jack ' s ward in 1r~oolton, Rartfordshire , has 

become enamoured of the fic titi o11s Erne st whom she has never 

seen . Algernon T,,-oncri eff is s. fr i end of Jack and a ne:rihew of 

Lady Bracknell . He visits 'Yool t on, introduces himself as J a ck 's 

bro thE"r , Ti; rn es t , e.nd i s soon as much in love vJ'i th Cecily as she 

is vrith the 1<;rnest she be lieves him to be . 1:rJhen Cecily and 

rrvr endoJ.en meet , t here i s much a rgumen t about which lover is really 

Er nest ; ana t he result is a mad scramble for christening s . The 

confusion is finally termina t ed by an exp l anation a bout the hand­

bc.; g , which l e8cls to the discoYery t ha t Jack i s rea lly a brother 

of Algernon , and consequently of s a tisfa ctory parentage for an 

a lli ance w·ith Gwendo1en . } i s name is revea led to be Ernest :John, 

which fact proves tha t a ll of his life he "has been speaki ng 

notDing but t h e truth . " Here 1.'Ti lde h as a chieved pure comedy of 

manne rs . No sentimen t a lity disturbs t he joy of our l aughter . 

From the moment t he curtain ris es a nd Algernon begins his solemn 

fooling , we know tha t here is a gay , incon sequen ti~ l world~-a 

world vhere noth ing mat t e rs bu t quick wit and fun . It is a 

wo rld in which an amus ing conver sa tion cs.n t ake p l a ce even about 

cucumber sandwiches : 

wi ch es . 
one and ---

Algernon ••••• Plea se don't touch the cucumber sand­
Tuey are ora.ered s p eci al ly for Aunt .Augus t a . ( Takes 

eats it) . 
J ac t: . - Wel l , y ou h s,ve been ea ting them a ll the ti me . 
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Al§-ernon . That is quite a different ma tter . She is my 
aunt •••• :-Z 

The wit in this play , unlike tha t in Wilde ' s other three com­

edies , is insepa r a ble from the plot . In f a ct the gay talk actu ­

a lly 1veaves tne story 2ncl keeps it going . T11e weaving process 

is begun in Act One , and is enhanced in Act Two by the succes­

sion of one ridiculous situation af t er another . Wilde proves 

himself e,n eq_ual of Restoration pla.ywrights in this respect . 

The appeara.nce of Jack, in Act Two, dr essed in deep mouitming for 

the non-exis tent Ernest , vvhile "Ernest" all t he time i s in t he 

ge,rden making love to Cecily , is one of the most l a ugh- provoking 

scenes in English com_edy . The entr2. nce of Cecily a nd " Ernes t" 

heightens the comic effect . The situation gives po i nt to the 

reconciliation 1'Vhich Cecily achieves be t ween the two " b rothers . " 

All this confusion of identity reminds us again of Resto r a tion 

disguises . 'I'he double - entendre , however , is quickly thrown 

aside vrhen Jack and Algy are a lone ; a,nd soon the t wo " brothers" 

are ouarreling . 

Jack . l~e rri man , order the dog-c,::: r t ci,t once . F r . Ernest 
has beensudd enly called hcwk to tovm . 

J':~errima n . Yes , s ir . ( Goes back into the house) . 
~.1,g_ernon . "\'Vhat a fearful l i ar you are , J a ck . I h a ve 

not been c ~l led b a ck to town a t all . 
J ack . Yes , you h a.ve . 
Algernon . I haven ' t hea rd any one call me . 
Jack . Your duty as a gentleman calls you back . 
Algernon . Tty duty as a gentlema.n has never interfe red 

with my pleasures in the smallest degree . 
,Jack . I can quite unders t and that . 
~lger!2.£!2_ . "TeiJ_, Cecily is a darling . 

23 11 Toe Importance of Being Fiarnest , 11 Act I . 
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,Tack . You are not to talk of }Tiss CarcJ.ew like that . I 
don 't like it . 

A!gernon . Well , I don't like your clothes . You look 
perfect ly ridiculous in them. ·why on earth don't you go up and 
cha.nge? It is perfectly childish to be in deep mourning for a 
man who is a.ctually staying for a ·who le week with you in your 
house es a guest . I call it grotesque . 

Jack . You . are certainly not staying with me for a whole 
•7 eek as a guest or anything else . You have got to leave ••• by the 
four-five train . 

Alge~no n . I certainly won ' t leave you 
are in mourning . It would be most unfrierldly . 
mourn ing you would sta y with me , I suppose . I 
very unkind if you didn't . 24 

/ 

so long as you 
If I were in 

should think it 

This, of course , is absolute nonsense; but surely it is ju s t 

ar,out as delightful nonsense 8S anybody ever heord . rr:'he play is 

a r,ure coP'iedy of manners of the 1::. te nineteenth century . It is 

a recapturing of the artificially brilliant atmosphere of "The 

··:ay of the -~!or l d , 11 an atmosphere in ·which the only values are 

quick •~rit c1nd refined intelligence . "Tilde called the play " a 

25 
trivial co~edy f or serious people ." In its charmingly subtle 

triviality , he found expression for h i s genius . There i s no 

way to ascert8in whether or not Wilde did any of his work in con­

scious imita tion of the older coirtic me.sters . ':ie k_novr tha t the 

eighteen nj neti es were ye c; rs ·when people wa,nted to be f omi l i a r 

with the literatu re of the pas t . -.-re kno,.'J' , also , the.t ·7i lde a t­

tended Oxford , and that he had fine schola.rship . There is no t 

much question tha t he ~as , a t leas t , acquainted with the Re sto­

ration drama tists . Fis reputation a s a plRgiarist af idea,s 

migh t lec d one to think that imita,tion was highly probable . The 

? 4 Ibid . , Act I I . 

25Dickinson, ££ • £it ., p . 149 . 



92 

continuous pre sence in h i s :ple.ys of e l ements whi ch are rem.ini s ­

cent of ~estor2tion drama leads to the opinion thst he often went 

to -qestoration comedy fo r suggestions . It must be rememr: ered , 

hoq~ver , t hat contempora ry London society was -irilde ' s first :r:Jodel , 

2nd that the reflection of th[t soc i e t y could have called forth 

r~ny of the evidences ~hich seem to point direct l y to ~estora t ion 

comedy . Certainly , t here are echoes i n al l of 7 ilde's plays f rom 

"'"::therege , "!ycherley , and Congreve . ri:.'he importa.nt facts are that 

-.··i th "Lady ''rinoermere I s Fan" 'Vi lde brought ba ck to the London 

stage t he spirit of the comedy of manners , that he gave to English 

drama a bril liant s t y l e ·which is·ut terly hi s own , and that with 

" The Importance of neing Ear nest" he a.chieve d ,Pure , joyous comedy. 

The comedies of Henry Arthur Jones differ from thos e of 

Wilde almost as much as the personality of Jones, the man,dif­

fered from that of Osca r Wilde. Henry Arthur Jones was fond of 

quoting W'ilde's three rules for writing plays: "The first rule 

is not t o wri t e like Henry Arthur Jones , the second and third 
26 

rules are the same !" Yet in their comedies these two men 

v1rote abou t the same world, the f a shionable world of the e igh­

teen nineties . :Roth wrote pure comedy . The VB.st difference in 

their me t hods lies in their a ttitudes towa r d t he soc iety v~ich 

they resented upon the s t age . And the se attitudes bring us to 

the men themselves . Oscar ~ ilde was a rar t of the society about 

~ Dori s Arthur J ones , Taki n the Curtain Call , the Life 
and Letters of :-renrv Arthur Jones rev:;-Yo rk : 1''acrni I I an Co .-,--
~ y---- "- ---- ---'-, ,_;O ; , p . 15 6 . 

;r 
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v:hich he wrote . For ci fe1 "! yer~rs he was a n outstD.nding figure 

in f2shionE1r-lP. 8ncl " E.r tistic" circles; and he viewed the p eople 

&1-iout hirn ,·rith a s11,j_le , alrnost of d i sde in . Fenry Arthur Jones , 

on the other hand , was "thoroughly representative of that great 

d . dc1 le cl2ss wi1. i ch is justly regE, ro ed es the c:•ckbone of the 

fif1_ ti on . 11 27 Fe 'tl.T["l,., s 1::-,orn in Septer,~er , 1851 , in an old I:ngli sh 

fElrnt.ouse at Grc=mo.h orough in ruckinghan,shi re . Fis father was a 

tencnt farmer . Fis r10 t her "iaB a very religious V'om::m , s. con­

fir~ea naptist , in fact; and the g8ve to her son a set of early 

Victoric=,n s t cnctords fro1,-:: •;·hich he never got entirely a,v2.y . Henry 

Arthur received h i s only fo ri112 l education a t 2, J.ocal gro,1m11ar 

1,. 1 ?8 
S CilO O-'- • At t he c1ge of thi rteen he w;:is p l aced 7;ith & co1nr'lercie,l 

firn . Ja t er he ~ent i nto .us i ness at Fr r dfo~d , and for some 

yeers he v'ras;;; comrr:erci~:i l 
29 

trr veler . Until he bege.n h is dr ama-

tic cr,reer in 1 P7 8 with the sale of " It ' s Only :={ound the Corner , " 

he ~BB an ordinary , mid~ le - class , ~or:ing ran of ~~gland . Clayton 

Familton c omments on the typically 3 nglish quality of Jones ' s 

mime: 

In the first place,it should be noted that, in birth and 
breeding, Jfir. Jones is more characteristically English than any 
other of the leading playwrights of his time. He has often said 
to me a nd to many of his other friends that his name has been a 
handicap to him in his career~~--that it would have been less 

·----------
27c1ayton Hamilton , Representative ~lays £Y. Hen~ Arthur 

1~ {Boston: Little, Brown and Co., 1925, I, "Introduction, " 
p. xxvii. 

28Jones, .Q.P.• £ii., pp. 3-6. 

29Hamilton, 2.P.• cit., p. µvii. 
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difficult for him to attain recognition as an artist if his name 
had not been so commonplace as Jones and his first name had not 
been so plebeian as Henry. In my opinion, however, his name af­
fords an excellent label for his work, because it indicates that 
representative J:::nglish quality which is comparatively lacking in 
the work of his fellow-dramatists . 30 

Hamilton compares Jones with the patrician, John Galsworthy, who 

was "phi le,n thropi ca,lly concerned in his dramatic writings with 

the plights and problems of the desperate poor ." The critic goes 

on vvi th another important comment on J\f_r . Jones: 

" •••• but the plebeian, Mr . Jones , ace us to med to poverty 
in his early yea rs, i s satirically concerned, in his dramatic 
writings , with the foibles and frivolities of the aristocracy. 
Unquestionably, one of the reasons why Mr . Jones has excelled all 
his contemporaries in the comedy of manners is the fact that, as 
a representative of the middle class, he was able to consider the 
aristocracy from an external point of view.31 

Here, then , is the difference in the attitudes of Wilde and Jones. 

The latter playwright viewed the goings -on of the fashionable 

world from a.n ·· i mpersonal, disinterested point of view . He was 

mildly amused to note that , with all their gay escapades, these 

peo ple were still annoyed by old traditions and sta,nda rds which 

they could not quite lea ve behind them. Jones, hims e lf, could not 

get entirely away from early Victorian teachings, though he hated 

narrownes s and priggishness . Because of his upbringing , he knew 

tha t Jrrs . Grundy ·wa s still alive . Re knew also tha t "the 'new' 

woman of the nineties kept one eye on the old lady, j us t as Resto-

t . . h a a "32 ra ion reisses a . one . 

- ----------· 
30 ill£., p . xxviii. 

31 Ibid . 

32 supra . p . 65 . 

His heroines,therefore, are , always 

·-----
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very sure to follow the eleventh commandment, "Thou shalt not 

be found out . " The foundation of his comedy lies in the adher­

@nce of pretty women to this corr.mandment . It is in this respec t 

that Jones's comedies are most typical of their time, and it is 

in the same respect that they are most reminiscent of Restoration 

models . 

There is no question tha t this nineteenth century d r am­

atist was conscious of the charm of seventeenth century comedy, 

and that, when he turned his hand to comedy of manners , he s e t 

about to achieve a similarly charming product for his own age . 

When Jones sold his first play in 1878 , the sta,tus of English 

drama, it will be remembered, was not exceedingly high . As s oon 

as he had achieved financial success with the returns f r om " The 

Silv-er King ," in 1892, he devoted an ever-incre cS sing amount of 

time to a cee.seless campaign by letters , erticles in the papers, 

pamphlets, and lectures on behalf of the rena scence of English 

drama, • 

•••• Fe contended t hat the Dr ama was t he highest and mos t 
difficult form of literature , and in the first tvien ty yea rs of 
his c& reer as a J)l ey wrigh t he hemmered &:vray unce::t s ingly i n his ef­
forts to get the gener&l pul"::I. i c to rer, J.i se that t:he Dra.m8 is o, 
part of literature . 33 

The fact tha.t :J"ones worked earnest ly for the improvement of the 

national drama shows that he realized the crying need for such 

improvement . Fe wa s sensitive, also, to any steps that were 

t aken forward in the direction of be tter dramatic c onditions . 

-------- -------- -----------
33 · Jones, .2.E. • cit., p . 51 . 
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In Jfurch, 188~, he wrote a reply to a l etter published in the 

Era from :,.,,.r . Herman :rre rivale , in which the l at ter h ad said, " Pl ay­

goers of today do not c a re for litera t u r e on t he stage . " A part 

of Jone s ' s reply follows : 

•••• I-Tave we not hc1,d nearly enough of these c omp lain ts of 
the dulness and stup i dity and ignorance of the British playg oer? 
Although the Drama. iR s till in a bad enough plight, are not things 
gradua,lly improving? Have we not mad.e great a dva nces during the 
last ten years in plays , in criticisms , and , above all , in au­
diences? The old type of bur l esque has l ong a go dragged its 
r ibald and putri d body to ' the spi t al , and there died of senile 
ge,ngrene; f 2rc ical comedy , getting wild er and wilder , has a t 
length dashed its brain less fe a ther-hea d aga inst one of the p osts 
of its numberless hide - and-seek entra nces ; sensation , like some 
huge porpoise cast upon the shore , lie s puffing , and b loated, 
and sprcniV ling , with n othing l eft it but to 'tie llow its bad luck, 
and flouncler deepe r and deeper into the mud ; and , further, it is 
rumored tha t a t the end of the run of Iola nthe Mr . Gilbert will 
cease to pe r s u ad~4 people to nourish their brains by standing on 
their hea ds •• • •• 

'l'hese s te.tements show clearly Jones' s understanding of the quag ­

mire into whi ch early nineteenth century d r ama h ad sunk , and his 

hopefulne ss over ·wh a. tever progress ha.d alrea dy been ac com1,lished . 

''lhen we re8 d some of his ee rly rn elodrc1.ma s , we may wonder a t ti mes 

just ho1,-; he thought he wc1s he l p i ng tha t renas cence of d rama 8,h out 

1:.chich he wrote s o f e rve n tly . Yet v1hen ~-,re rea l ize 1~1ha t the sta te 

of Englisr1. drama WAS when he and }1inero took ho ld of it, i,,·.re see 

ths.t the s e t wo men worked unde r gre a t difficu lti es . In later 

yeers J ones made th e s t Gternent , " I should n eve r have v.1r i tten 

melodrc1m;_=,. 'hut f or the f a. ct t ha t Wilson Barre tt was t he only man ­

ager who vr ou l c1 l ook at my \'! Ork in tho se days ." 35 In 1924 Jo n es 

34 I b ig_ ., p . 5? . 

351.b i d • , p • 3 7 • 
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wrote to his old friend, Brander Matthews : 

•••• I am pleased tl12.t my se lected p l ay will come into 
your hands for review . Looking back a t what the drama was in 
1884 (Saints §:Dd Sing£!.§_ year ) , I think I helped to move things . 
But there was so much to sv:reep away . I 1 ve writ t en in all about 
ninety plays , and have had great and world- wide successe s . But 
only four or five times in my life have I been EJ.ble to write t h e 
play I should have written if the conditions of the English 
Theatre had been as e2sy f or the dr amat i st as t hey are today . 
However , I mu s t not blame ' conditions ' for the mistakes and fail- 36 
ures -the,t are due most likely to my ovm weakness and cowa,rdice ••••• 

It was not until the nineties that Jo nes turned to the wri ting 

of comedy ; and in the early years of that decade "he tried hi s 

hand at severa l different tyres of drama., as if he were deliber­

a tely seeking the logical line for h i s future development .« 37 

That line for developmen t was found in " The Case of Rebellious 

Susan ," produced hy Charles Wyne.ham at the Criterio n The a tre on 

October 3 , 1894 . In regard to Jones ' s progression into the realm 

of co~edy , Familton ~rites: 

1~r . Jones 1 s growth was a gra dual develo pment out of melo­
drama, through romance and sa tire, to his ultimate goal of comedy; 
for it was in comedy that he finally found hi~ successful metier. 
It was only after many experiments tha t he came to re a lise that 
for that earnest social censure which he desired ardently to 
utter, neither melodrama nor romance nor even fantastic satire 
offered an appropriate medium. What he needed was to achieve com­
ma.nd of the more disinterested medium of high comedy; and this 
command came to him at las!8with the compostion of "The Case of 
Rebellious Susan" in 1894. 

It would almost seem that Jones had waited, all these years, un­

til he was ready to write comedy . His association with Charles 

36,!bid., p. 89. 

37 c1a.yton Hamilton, Representative Plays £I. Henry Arthur 
Jones, II, "Introduction," p. v. 

38 llli • , p • V • 
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Wyndham , which had begun the year before, may have had something 

to do with the turn of the :playwright's mind, for Wyndham was in­

terested in the comic method. 39 The Criterion Theatre, at which 

Wyndham was actor-manager, wa, s, for a quarter of a century, the 

most aristocratic playhouse in London. 40 It may be that Jones 

conceived the idea of holding up a mirror before the very ladies 

and gentlemen in the Criterion audience, and showing them how 

they looked to a representative Englishman of the middle class. 

Whateve r ma.y have been the reason, Henry Arthur Jones wrote, in 

1894, a pure comedy of manners. The acquaintance between this 

middle-class English gentleman and the Restoration dramatists 

was of long standing . This man, who had been taken out of school 

at the age of twelve, had the comprehensive education that comes 

from wide reading . In the early yea rs of his dramatic career he 

devoted a large proportion of his time to reading the great early 

dramatists. A passage from one of his letters to Emery Walker 

shows the range of his investigation: 

The following dramatists will be useful to me, if you 
wi ll kindly look out copies of any or all of them--- - Marlowe, 
Webster, Ford, Ben Jonson, Chapman, Tourneur, Dekker, Rowley, 
Mi ddleton , Shirley, Greene , Peele , Kyd, Beaumont and li'letcher, 
and perhaps two or three others whom I do not now call to mind . 4~ 
Congreve, Wycherley, Farquhar, and perhaps the two Colmans ••••• .,_ 

On one occasion Jones wro te to his daughter: 

• ••• J'm gradually getting my library straight after im-

--------------------
39nickinson, ~• cit., p. 55. 

40Hamilton, £1?.• cit., II, "Introduction," p. xvii. 
41 Jones, .212.• cit., p. 17. 
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mense pa.ins to sort them out. There are so me very grim results 
too, owing to the exigencies of space, size, binding , and class 
and quality of litera ture ••••• Sophocles • • • • is not quite of the 
same order of mind as Vanbrugh, the Restoration dramatist, but 
they are just of the same stature of body, so they have got· to 
hobnob . What will be the result of their coll,Soboration I can­
not foretell • • •• 42 

These two letters reveal Jones's interest in the seventeenth 

century playwrights . His daughter, Doris Arthur, tells us that 

her father was fond of talking about the Re storation dramatists, 

and that he knew their wo rks as well as he knew those of 

Shakespeare. She quotes him as saying, "Congreve at his best 

was altogether finer and more subtle than Sheridan. 1143 This 

statement from Jones's own lips shows his admiration for the 

work of Congreve----and (we incline to think) of Sheridan also . 

'1.Wl'hen we remember that Jones was consts,ntly working for the im­

provement of English drams,, when we know that lie had intimate 

acquaintance with the Restoration dramatists and that he admired 

Congreve, and when we read his two comedies of manners which 

we re produced in the eighteen nineties, we become very sure that 

he was often smiling to himself and thinking of the older dram­

atists as he set his characters upon their merry way . 

·when "The Case of Rebellious Susan" ms fir s t published, 

it was dedicated by the author to Mrs. Grundy . That august per­

son wa s addressed a s "De c;, r and Honoured. Madam," and she was told: 

If you must have a mora l in my comedy, suppose it to be 
this----"That as women cannot retaliate openly, they may re­
taliate secretly----and lie !" And tru.ly shocking moral it i s, 

-------------------- --
42~. , p . 334. 

43ill£., p . 332 . 
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In other w-ords, the play is l aid in the amusing world of appear­

ances that Jones saw f ashionable society of the eighteen nineties 

to be . The play-'vvright must have chuc]Ued to himself as he thought 

of that simi l a r world of Restoration comedy, where people could 

play with fire and even get singed , j us t so long as no one found 

out . It interests us to know tha t Charles Wyndham believed Lady 
45 

susan should be innocent, and that Jones refused to make her so. 

Both men , however, saw the advantage of leaving the question mark 

hanging in the air . The t antalizing unc ertecinty tha t resulted 

contri butes a l a rge portion of t h e charm of the play . It calls 

to mind an old play of Vanbrugh ' s, "The Pro vok'd Wife ," in which 

a simile: r question is left unansvrnred . "Tb e Ca se of Rebell i ous 

Susan " deals only with the polite surfaces of life . 1.'fve never 

know ~xaO tly what is underne a th . I a dy Susa n Har abin has de cided 

tha t "Wh a t i s s auce for the goos e i s sauc e f or the gander "; and 

sh~ ha s determjned to pay ba ck her hu sband ' s j_n fideJ. i ty in his 

o'Nn coin . When she tries applying t he ga.nd er sauce, ho·wever, she 

rune into difficulties . She is quick to lea rn that if one ever 

ea ts any of thi s gander sauce , she mu s t lie about it to the world . 

Susan , howeve r , does not lie to her husband ; nor does s he tell 

h i m the truth . She tea ses a,nd torments hi m with uncertainty . 

She refuses to tell him abou t any affair she may ha ve h a d until 

h e makes a full confession to her . This , of course , is i mpossible 

-- -------
44Hamil t on, 212.• £!.!• , II, "Int ro duction ," p:p. xix-xx . 
45 Jones , £E.• cit., pp . 132-137 . 



101 

from a gent leman ' s point of view. At l ast Sue condescends to 

return to her husband, provided tha t they both agree to ask no 

questions . In her husband's di scomfort she has her revenge , 

though we a"re never absolutely certain how far whe has gone in 

her 1:1.tternpt at getting even . Here i s ridicule for the husband 

inste&d of condemnation for the wife . As we l augh a t James 

Har e.bin , we cannot help remembering lfr . Finchwife a nd Sir Oliver 

Cockwood , those t wo seventeenth century husbands , who granted 

themse lve s every license, but who expedted their wi ves to be 

models of chastity in return . It appears to this writer that 

with "The Case of Rebelli ous Susan ," Jones not only rec .. 3ptured 

the auos.c ious on<l evo.s ive a ir of Restore.tion comedy , but that he 

added a ne~ and invaluable comic element to ~nglish comedy of 

ma.nners . In this p l ay (as in "The Iiers ," whi ch -rws presented 

three years later ) the action r esults fro m t t e clash of charac-

ter upon character, and the friction produces hieh comedy . Jones's 

dialogue is laughahle , not only in itself , but in its relBtion 

to the men ancl women it concerns . There is nothing particul.s,rly 

funny in J ames Ha r r,.bin ' s remark to his wi f e, " It's extre1:1ely 

cold ," nor in Lady Susan ' s reply , 46 "Extreme ly . " Yet these t wo 

re~arks , uttered by these two people under the perticula r circum­

stances , a re incredibly amusing . Har abin ' s next trite statement 

is equa 11y comic : "There' s every i nci ca ti on of a very heevy 

snoTifall . '' Such effects are produced without resort to cari ca-

46 11 The Case of T.{ebellious Susan" (Eepresentative Pla;ys 
of Benr;y_ Arthur Jones , ed . Cl ayton Fami 1 ton, II) , Act I II. 
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ture or "humours ," except in the case of minor characters. The 

explanation of this comic achievement appears to be that a long 

experience with sentimental drama had taught Jones much about 

the workings of human nature . When, after fourteen years of 

play-writing , he turned to comedy of manners, he had a well of 

human understanding to draw from. His handiwork reveals that 

he had learned what eighteenth and early nineteenth century 

drama tists had failed to learn; that is, that human character 

itself (without being exaggerated into caricature) can be inde­

scribably funny . The natural evolution of comic plot and dia­

logue from comic character was Jones's contribution to high com­

edy. He carried his technique to grea ter artistic heights in 

"The Liars.'! If an influence from sentimentalism was necessary 

for the contribution , then the long predominance of sentimental 

drama through nearly two centureis was not without ·a happy cli-

max . 

By 1897, Jones had polished and improved his comic 

method; and on October 6 of that year , he presented to the stage 

a masterpiece of English comedy. "The Liars" was produced by 

Wyndham at the Criterion Theatre, where it ran for two hundred 
47 

ninety-one nights. It has held the English stage for nearly 

a half century, and always it retains its charm. This play is 

another representation of aristocratic society as that society 

appeared to the middle-class gent leman , Mr . Henry Arthur Jones. 

-------
47Jones, 21?.• £ll., p. 154. 
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The representation was so typical that George Bernard Shaw was 

moved to say, "In _!he Liar~, the 'smart' group which carries on 

t he acti on of the piece is hit off to the life, with the result 

that the originals will probably feel brutally misrepresented . 11 48 

Hamil t on expres s es the opinion tha t " The Li a rs" is a s representa­

ti ve of a ri stoc ra tic Engli sh life at the end of the nineteenth 

century as t h J c omedies of Congreve are representa tive of ari s to­

cratic English. life in the Restora tion period . He believes "that, 

as genera tions pa ss and time goes on, ' The Liars' will t ake on 

more and more an historica l importance a s a documenta ry exposi­

tion of the manners of its t ime . 11 49 As in " The Ca se of Rebe l lious 

Susan," the a ction of t he play is based on an attempt to disre­

gard convent i on without being discovered . As in the former c om­

edy , laughter a r ises fro m the effort t o fool the husba nd of a 

pretty woman . In these two respects both plays revea l their kin­

ship with " She vrou ' d if she cou ' d , " " The Country ~;rife ," and "The 

School for Scanda l . " The plot of " The Li a rs" evolve s a round a 

lie , ·which poor , dec1 r I.8.dy Je s sica Uepec=,n has t o t el l i n order 

t o exp l a in h e r pre s ence a t t h e Sta r and Garter on a certa in Pon­

day evening . Je ss ica ' s conduct ha s been innocent enough , because 

she ha s b e en interrupted , before her dinner wi th Edvrnrd Falkner , 

by her husb~nd ' s brother , George Nepe an . She t e l ls he r fri ends 

t ha t h e r on l y reas on for ~eing a t t he Sta r and Ga rt e r , in the 

4 8 Ih i d • , p • 15 ?- • 

49 :n.epre s enta tive E!sL§. Q;L :Sena Arthur ;Ione~ , III , 
"Introduction ," p . xvi . 
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first plc=ic e , was that she "took the wrong turning" on her way 

to the s tc1 ti on, a 1 though she had made the same mis t ake once be­

fore . Never theless , she and her sister , Lady Rosamund Tatton , 

feAl that e. lie is necessary . On the next morning, e,t Lady 

? os0mund ' s house , the lie is ha tched; and the t wo women are pre ­

pf! red to face t he accusing brother-in-law . J3ut the entra nces of 

numerous people so confuse matters tha t , as the lie changes its 

form , it becomes more and more complicated . At last the t r uth 

must he to lrt to the hushand, in a. passiona te declar::,t ion by 

Palkne r . On the following day , the husband goe s for advice t o 

Sir ehristopher Deering , the k indly raisonneur of the piece . Sir 

Christophe r ' s advjce i s for Silbert to go h ome and t ake his wife 

''out rb o the very bes t dinner tlrn.t London ca n provi c_e." Lady 

,Jessica is persuaded to a.ccept her husband ' s invitation . 1.Vhen he 

asks if she will come home ond dress and go the the Savoy to sup­

per , she re}Jlies , "Delighted . 1150 J ones ' s cra f t smanship in t he 

construction of this play re 2ches the finest art , and goes be­

yond the technique of the Restoration dramatist s . He p lans the 

exrository first a ct with apparent ease . In the second ac t he 

builds up the intrigue and stimula tes. i nterest in the en t angl e ­

ment . 'rhe third , or penultimate , a,ct dea l s ,Jith the cumulative 

growth of the lie , whi ch increases in size as it passes from 

mouth to mouth . HerA Jones sho~s his masterf ul technique a t i ts 

best . The building up of dr amatic suspense i n this thi rd act 

50 11 The IJc1,rs , " (Rel2_re~nt~i ve Plac £Y. Henry: Arthu r 
I Q.£~, III) , Act IV . 
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has oftfm been compared with Sheridan ' s methocl. in the screen 

scene of " The School for Scand81. 11 The third act of " The Li ars " 

begins with only two people on the a tage , and it takes on an in­

creesing intensity as ea ch of the other cha racter s make s his en ­

trance . The lie continues to expand until it re2ches the bre,c1.k­

ing ro int; and as soon as tie tru th i s out , the ac t is finished . 

This super1J dramc1. tic craftsman ship is an 8 rt '!"hi ch concee ls i t­

s elf . In spite of the cumulctive construction , the intricacy of 

plo t , an~ the cleverness of plan , the evolution of the comic 

:plot still appe2.rs to come fro m the inherent comedy of human na­

ture . In regard to · Jones ' s handling of the rela tion between 

chr:,rocters and action , "'alter Prichard .,,:aton makes the f oll owi ng 

comment : 

•••• Jones , in "The Liars ," peopled his play with men and 
" 1omen of 1896 . They spoke the language of 1896 , not 1696 . Be ­
hind them you feel the social forces and ideas of 1896 . And i n 
developing hi s plot , his i ntri gue , J ones works with the utmos t 
ca.re to make every situation p l ausible , eve r y fresh complicati on 
a logical and inevitable ou tgro1• th of the one before , every emo ­
tional scene the result of the charocters being .v1hat they are , 
not the result of t h~ir being placed in a gi ven set of circum- . 
stances . Fetween such an arbitrar y plot as that of Congreve's 51 
"Love for Love" R.nd the plo t of " The Lia.rs " is a wide gulf .•••• 

111ax Bee r bohm, a lso , speaks of Jones ' s technique: 

We ere not made conscious of it whi l e the play is in pro­
gress . From. the very outset we are aware merely of ladies and 
gentlemen behaving with apparent freedom and na t uralnessG It is 
only when the play is over thc1 t we notice the art of it . 2 

51:B:a.ton , Tue Drama in Engli·sh , p . 2.53 . (:r;;a ton gives 1896 
as the date of this play;- Doris Arthur .Jones ci.nd Clayton Hamilton 
give 1P97 ). 

5~ Ha inilton" QJ2·• _£it ·.,; ,III , " Introduc ti on ," pp . x vii-xviii . 
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Jones's skill in portraying natural , amusing characters a nd i n 

evolving fro m them an intric2 te, coMic p lot is , agc in , an un­

question2ble evi dence of his deep underst anding of human nature , 

which he had acquired fro m working wi th human emotions in his 

sentimenta l p lays . In t his play he a chi eve s h i s co medy from the 

~ell rounded (though weak and frivolous ) cha r a c ters . Never once 

c_oes he resort to c a,ri c c ture or "humours . " '.1:'he " l e.di es a nd 

gentlemen 1:iehaving vri th apr;,:.i rent freed.or, and naturc:.lness 11 give 

rise to some of the riost amus i ng a nd l)Olished d i a lo gue in Eng l ish 

comedy . J ones ' s style , in its reproduction of the vrit of the 

e~ghteen nineties , iiva l s anything t hat Congreve ever wrote . 

T'any of the lines ~,· re mir th-provoking because they a.r e uttered 

hy pert icular people in parti cula r s i tuations . Lady J ess ica ' s 

exp l anation 2.hout her presence a t the Sta r Fmd Garter falls into 

this class ~ 

I vrss going back to town t onight . I thought I'd va1k to 
U\e station----it' s so de l ightful 8,cross the fields . ;.fell , you 
know the path ; I ~ent on a ll ri gh t till I c ame to those t wo turn­
ings , anc1_ then----I must have te,ken the ·rrrong one , for instead 
of fi nding myself at the st.s tion, I f ound myseJ.f here . 53 

'T'he audien c e kno,:rs Locy .Tessica , and is sure t h::.,t she i s fib ing . 

Therefore her excuses bring a, l augh . '"then Je ss ' s explr:cn,tion is 

repeeted severc:l ti mes in the third a c t , it hecoi:1e s n ore amusing 

each ti me i t is uttered . Jon es sho~s , here , his mas tery of the 

e rt of re:pe ti ti on, of knovr i ng vrhen to repeat c1 line for c omi c ef­

fect e Yueh of the dialogue in t his play is amusi ng in itself , 

5311 The Liars , " ( -qepresenta ti ve I_lay~ QY. Fenry £};;£thur 
l~, III) , Ac t II . 
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but always personalities give point to conversation . \J!fhen 

Jessica and Iady Rosamund speak of the latter's husband, Freddie, 

the audience is amused because it knows what kind of person Freddie 

is: 

talking 

I don't 

Lady E£samund . (very seriously) . Jess , the men are 
about you. 
Lady Je:3sica . (very ca~relessly) . Oh, are they? ·who is? 
I,ad~ Rosamun1. My Freddie says that you----
La£.l. Jessi ca . ( interrupting on " says" ) • My dear Rosy, 
mind what your Freddie says any more than you do . 54 

Jessica's first conversation with her husband on the subject of 

her flirtation is typical of the char m and triviality of her 

na ture. 

Gilbert . What's all this tomfoolery with Falkner? 
Lady Jessi.£~• Tomfoolery? 
Gilbert . George says you are carrying on some tomfoolery 

with Falkner . 
Lad;y:_ Jessica . Ah ! that's very sweet ~nd elegant of 

George . But I never carry on any tomfoolery with any one---­
because I ' m not a tomfool, therefore I can't . 

Gilbert . I wish for once in your life you'd give me a 
pla in answer to a plain ques tion. 

I,acly: Jessica . Oh, I did once . You shouldn't remind me 
of that . But I never bear malice . Ask me another , such as---­
if a herring and a half cost three ha' pence, how long wil l it 
take one's husband to lea rn politeness enough to remove his cap 
in his wife's presence?b5 

The discussionsabout the lie a re perhaps the cleverest lines 

in the play, both in their intrinsic humor and in their revela­

tion of character . A moment after Lady Jessica has discovered 

that she will have to change her story a little, Dolly Coke 

comes in . Lady Jessica is overjoyed: 

54ill,g_ . , Act r . 
55ni£. 
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!ia,d_i. Jessica . (goes affectionate!l_ ~nd ~ littl~ ~ ­
terical!l_ 1£ g~. ) Dolly ! How good of you ! Kissing her . 

;Qolly . vVha t ' s the matter? 
I,ady Jessica . Dolly, you dined with me, or were going to 

dine with me at she Star and Garter at Shepperford last evening . 
Don't say you can't and didn't, for you must and did ! 56 

Dolly agrees to have dined with Jessica , but whe wants to know 

a few more details . 

Dolly . (to Ladv Jessie~) . Very well, dear . I quite 
understand . After George went away , you were so upset at his 
suspicions that you came back to town without any dinner . Did 
I stay and have the dinner? 

fu C~ristoRher. No, no . I wouilidn't go so far as that . 
J2olly;- But what did I do? I must have dined somewhere, 

didn ' t I? Not that I mind if I didn't dine anywhere . Eut won't 
it seem funny if I didn't dine so mewhere? 

La£Y. I~sic!• I suppose it will . 
;!2o1J:z . Very -we ll, then, where did I dine? Do tell me . 

I know I sh3.,-1 get in to an awful muddle if I don't know . Whe re 
did I dine? 

A little l ater, Dolly tells the cock-and-bull story to Gilbert. 

A8 she feared, Gilbert asks what she did after Lady Je ssica had 

gone home without dinner: 

Gilbert . And wha t did you do? 
D£11~. (very nervous) . I came up to town too. 
Gilbert . Without any dinner? 
Dol!;i_. No---- I ----
Gilbert. Where did you dine? 
DoITz. I didn't rea lly dine anywhere----not t o say dine . 

I had some cold chicken and a 5~ttle tongue when I got home -- -­
(pa us e)----and a tomato salad . 

These quotations illustrate the smooth polish of the dialogue . 

In this play Jone s proved himself to be a master of style , con­

s truction , and amusing character portrayal . Turning his hand t o 

-----·--- -------------------
56rbid ., Act III . 

57 Ibid . 

58~-
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the writing of comedy after a long experience in the theatre, 

he found a successful medium of expression in "The Case of Rebel­

lious Susan." With "The Liars" he gave to the theatrical world 

a masterpiece of sophisticated comedy. This play was the culmi­

nation of nineteenth century comedy of manners, as Congreve's 

"The Way of the World" w:as the culmination tif seventeenth century 

comedy. The chief contribution of Henry Arthur Jones to this 

form of drama was his creation of natural, amusing characters 

and his building from them a superbly handled plot and a smoothly 

graceful dialogue. 

Wones's representation of the aristocratic society of 

the eighteen nineties was based upon his impersonal, middle dlass 

obeervation of the foibles and follies of that society. Wilde 

viewed the same fashionable group from the attitude of a blase 

member of the circle about which he wrote. In their comedies 

both men are as representative of the fin de siecle age as 

Etherege, 1:Vycherley, and Congreve, in their dramatic writings, 

are representative of the Restoration era. A blase, cynical, 

pleasure-mad society nourished the first growth of the comedy of 

manners in England in the seventeenth century. In the eighteen 

nineties a similarly tired, disillusioned, fin de siecle world 

stimulated a second development of pure comedy. A long era of 

sentimentalism, in life and in literature, intervened between 

the two periods; a.nd for a time it choked out comic achievement. 

'T'he revival of the comedy of manners in England in the lase decade 

of the nineteenth century was due to the repetition,in these 
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years, of the same kinds of stimuli which had led to the devel­

opment of comedy in the seventeenth century. The presence of 

tv 1 0 gifted dram2 tis ts, Osca,r '1Ti lde and Fenry Arthur Jones, vvho 

( like :B;therege, 17,Tycherley, and Congreve) could take the material 

of life before them " anc'l pet tern from its vmrp and woof a 
59 

dra.ma," made possible, in the le.st decade of the nineteenth 

century, the revival of the comedy of manners in :England. 

59 Supra. p. 2.0. 
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