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ABSTRACT 

Wycherley's plays have long been interpreted as re

flections of their author's schizophrenic personality. He 

has been seen both as a complacent Restoration rake, glorying 

in the intrigues of Horner in The- Country Wife, and as a 

Puritanical moralist, scourging Restoration socelty through 

Manly in The Plain Dealer. Most recent attempts to define 

the essential informing principle of Wycherley's plays, or 

his "artistic vision," have suggested, in spite of the moral 

ambiguity which pervades the plays, that above all Wycherley 

is a satirist with a black-and-white moral vision. It is the 

thesis of this study that the moral ambiguity and apparently 

psychological ambivalence which have troubled critics of 

Wycherley are manifestations of Wycherley's "ironic vision," 

his characteristic dual response to the ambiguous and para

doxical nature of human experience. 

In order to aohieve the multiple perspective of irony 

in his plays, Wycherley employs three major techniques: 

parody, the fiction of the satirist satirized, and emphasis 

of the play as play. For example, Manly's "irregular great

ness" places him in the tradition of the Herculean 

iv 
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protagonists of Restoration heroic drama and introduces into 

The Plain Dealer a set of absolute values which clash with 

the relative values of Restoration society, thus complicating 

the process of making value Judgments. Likewise, the in

direct satire on Horner, the satiric spokesman in The Country 

Wife, casts doubt on the ultimate validity of his seemingly 

authorial point of view. Finally, Wycherley's self-conscious 

presentation of the play as artifact, as in the "critique 

scene" of The Plain Dealer, constantly forces the audience to 

acknowledge the reality behind the imitation. 

In his early plays, Wycherley's use of ironic tech

niques is inconsistent and sporadic, indicating his reluc

tance to deviate radically from the traditional comic form. 

Love in a Wood, for example, presents three views of love--

platonic, realistic, and bestial—which ostensibly constitute 

a hierarchy with platonic love as the absolute ideal. By the 

end of the play, however, it is clear that Wycherley's 

ultimate purpose is not to establish the validity of an 

absolute ideal but to explore the inadequacies of all three 

approaches to love. The Gentleman Dancing-Master ends with 

the conventional union of lovers who have outwitted a Jealous 

father, a cautious aunt, and a rival. Yet in his ironic 

treatment of the heroine, Hippolita, Wycherley calls 

attention to the absurdities of the romantic formula which 

cannot withstand the test of reality. 
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products o.f ·;;yeiwrley 1 s ironic vision.. The former ex:plorE~s 

Hycherley' s favorite ironic theme---self-deception. ~rhe three 

dupes--)?inchvlifc, Sir Jaspar Fidget, and Sparkish--are pri-

marily v1.ot.1;.o:ts of their o\-Tn machinations and only second

arily vlnt.L:w of Horner, '>fho is relatively pass:tve th:;:-oughout 

the play. r\.n:-thermore, the irony is compounded. '\'Then it 

becomes evident that Horner is trapped in"'lio cout:i.nuing to 

play the eunu.ch in order to preserve the appearances which 

Hargery Pinchvlife 1 s ignorance of city vays has threatened. to 

destroy. 

idealism aga.lnst the realistic doctrine of expediency es-

paused by Freemen~ ~1c resulting clash of values reveals 

tha·i.i both Hanly's and ]'reeman' s vi errs of life are only 

partially correct and that compromise is a fact of life. 

Tho play is constru::;t<.;d upon the paradoxical rela tiom·Jhip 

be t·;'leeJ.1 opposir1g sets t~:f' values; in comic! terms, f.1an.ly' s 

comp:com5.se is 11 soc:tal ~cedempt:ton, 11 but in moral terms 1 t is 

11 d•':eenerat1.on," eo:l tom1zed by his sexual encounter N':tth 

characters~ And, characteristically~ Wycherley refuses to 

S '~'lY •. )"':t-·inJ·L·i"P"''1" l!t""'i.<' -\C'i I""iri·J·t· a 
t,...lltt) \.A.V~ ..a. J.. .. V -J .. J .i.J. .. t:.J' ,.t,.•::.> -'-CI". '. 



CHAPTER I 

A SURVEY OF WYCHERLEY CRITICISM 

In the six-year period between 1671 and 1676, London 

audiences witnessed William Wyoherley's entire dramatic out

put of four plays. The first two—Love in a Wood (1671) and 

The Gentleman Dancing-Master (1672)—are generally considered 

respectable apprentice work, the former having been quite 

popular when first produced. However, the characters in 

these two early plays are notioeably one-dimensional, the 

plots depend heavily upon simple dramatic irony in the form 

of mistaken identities and disguises, and the satire seldom 

goes beyond the level of maimers. Therefore, Wycherley's 

modern reputation has been based primarily on his later 

plays, The Country Wife (1675) and The Plain Dealer (1676). 

These mature plays have assured Wycherley a perma

nent place in the history of English drama and have drawn 

upon their author oritlcal praise and damnation for almost 

three hundred years. William P. Carstens, whose dissertation 

provides a thorough analysis of the body of Wycherley criti

cism through 1952,1 indicates the diversity of Wyoherley 

1. "Wycherley and the Critics," (Jh.D. disserta
tion: State University of Iowa, 1954), p. 1. 

1 



criticism when he says: "Of all the Restoration Dramatists, 

Wycherley ... appears to have emerged as the prototype of 

both the best and worst in Restoration Drama" (p. 2). A 

brief survey of Wycherley's fluctuating reputation will pro

vide the perspective necessary for later discussions of his 

dramatic method. 

According to Carstens, "the verdict of critics who 

wrote about Wycherley before 1698 was preponderantly favor

able" (p. 23). For example, Dryden's comments on Wycherley 

in "The Author's Apology for Heroic Poetry and Poetic 

Licence," which is prefixed to The State of Innocence (1677) 

attest to Wycherley's reputation as a satirist: 

Many of our present writers are eminent in both of 
these kinds (comedy and satire] ; and, particularly, 
the author of the "Plain Dealer," whom I am proud to 
call my friend, has obliged all honest and virtuous 
men, by one of the most bold, most general, and most 
useful satires which has ever been presented on the 
English theatre.2 

And in a poem "To My Good Friend Mr. Oongreve on His Comedy 

called The Double Dealer" (1693), Dryden expresses what by 

then had become a critical commonplace-^ concerning Wycherley 

2. Dryden: the Dramatic Works, ed. Montague Summers 
(New York: Gordlan Press, 1968), III, 419. 

3. Dryden thought Wycherley's reputation widely 
enough known to use him to illustrate the satire of Juvenal 
in his Discourse Concerning the Original and Progress of 
Satire: "If a fault can be justly found in him CJuvenall. 
'tis that he is sometimes too luxuriant, too redundant; says 
more than he needs, like my friend the Plain Dealer, but 
never more than pleases." See also Congreve's Prologue to 
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In him Ccongreve] all beauties of his age we see, 
Etherege his courtship, Sou theme's purity, r 
The satire, wit, and strength of Manly Wycherley. 

In 1698 Jeremy Collier established a trend In Resto

ration dramatic critioism which survives to this day. Al

though his attacks In A Short View of the Immorality and 

Profaneness of the English Stage seem to have been aimed pri

marily at Dryden's and Congreve's plays, Wycherley's works 

are attacked on the same grounds. One of the greatest evils 

of the "stage-poets," according to Collier, Is that they 

"make their Principal Persons Vicious, and reward them at the 

End of the Play.11"* Collier cites as examples of Wycherley's 

violation of poetic justice the success of "smutty" Horner 

and "false" Harcourt in The Country Wife and Freeman's un

deserved suooess in The Plain Dealer.** "To sum up the Evi

dence," says Collier, "A fine Gentleman is a fine Whoring, 

Swearing, Smutty, Atheistical Man. These Qualifications it 

seems compleat the Idea of Honour" (p. 143). 

Although Collier's attack was influential enough to 

precipitate a pamphlet war,^ Wycherley's plays continued to 

Love for Love: "Since the Plain Dealer's scenes of Manly 
rage /Hot one has dared to lash this crying age." 

4. The Poetical Works of John Drvden. ed. George R. 
tfoyes (Boston: Houghton Mifflin, 1950), p. 412. 

5. Third Edition (London, 1698), p. 140. 

6. Collier, p. 140. 

7* CarBtens, p. 40. 
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be produced in the increasingly moralistic atmosphere of the 

London of Addison and Steele. Among Wycherley's defenders 

during these years was John Dennis, who, in a letter to 

Congreve entitled "A Defence of Mr. Wycherley's Characters 

in The Plain Dealer," writes: 

As 'tis the Business of a Comick Poet to paint the 
Age in which he lives, which if he doth not paint, 
he doth nothing at all, Mr. Wycherley had by no 
means shewn himself so great a Master in Comedy as 
he has done if he had not brought these witty Fools 
upon the Stage, because in the reign of King Charles 
the Second they in all places abounded.8 

Even Sir Richard Steele, an influential proponent of moral 

purpose in literature, found occasion to comment favorably 

on Wycherley. Steele, writing in April of 1709, after having 

seen The Country Wife, is far from offended by it and, in 

fact, finds it a moral play. He praises the obvious morality 

of depicting the "gradual steps to ruin and destruction, 

which persons of condition run into, without the help of a 

good education to form their conduct," and calls the whole 

9 
"a very pleasant and Instructive satire."7 

Until the 1750's The Country Wife and The Plain 

Dealer were a part of the repertoire of the Drury Lane and 

8. The Critical Works of John Dennis, ed. £. N. 
Hooker (Baltimore: The Johns Hopkins Press, i939)» II, 233. 

9. Biohard Steele, "The Tatler Ho. 3" (April 16, 
1709), in The Tatler (London, 1764), I, 12-13. 
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Lincoln's-Inn-Field Theatres,10 and they were performed an

nually between 1725 and 1735.** After 1750, Wycherley's 

12 
plays virtually disappeared from the stage, and his repu

tation entered its bleakest period. Apparently the "age of 

Johnson11 looked upon Wycherley, as did Dr. Johnson, as Mthe 

old scribbler"^ who had a misunderstanding with Pope. 

In the nineteenth century, Wycherley's plays were 

produced only in revised form. There was, however, a renewal 

of interest in Restoration drama which led to H. . . serious 

attempts on the part of men with established literary reputa-

14 
tions to evaluate Wycherley's work. . . ." Among the 

prominent literary men of the nineteenth century Wycherley 

found three defenders—Charles Lamb, William Hazlltt, and 

Leigh Hunt—and one very formidable opponent—Thomas 

Bablngton Macaulay. 

10. Emmett L. Avery, "The Reputation of Wycherley's 
Comedies as Stage Plays in the Eighteenth Century," Research 
Studies of the State College of Washington. XXI (1944), 133. 

11. According to Avery, p. 134, during this period 
The Country Wife was performed at least sixty-eight times 
and The Plain Dealer fifteen times. 

12. Carstens, p. 104; it should be noted, however, 
that The Country Wife and The Plain Dealer continued to be 
performed periodically in revised form, the two most impor
tant revisions being David Garrick's The Country Girl (1766) 
and Issac Biokerstaff's The Plain Dealer (17*65). 

13. Lives of the English Poets, ed. George Birkbeck 
Hill (New York: Octagon Books, 1967), III, 92. 

14. Carstens, p. 104. 
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The renewal of interest in dramatists of the Restora

tion can be attributed largely to Leigh Hunt, who brought out 

an edition of the works of Wycherley, Congreve, Vanbrugh, and 

Earquhar in 1840. In his introduction, Hunt calls Wycherley 

"the earliest of our comic prose dramatists, who forsook the 

fleeting shapes of custom and manners . . . for the more 

lasting wit and humour natural to the prevailing qualities 

of mankind."*** Comparing Wycherley with Etherege, Hunt says, 

"Etherege was the first 'dandy* of the prose drama, and 

Wycherley the first man" (p. zvi). Hunt does not overlook 

what appeared to some critics and readers to be Wycherley's 

coarseness in the portrayal of Manly's sexual revenge on 

Olivia, but, striking the dominant note of nineteenth-century 

apologetics for Restoration comedy, he pleads for an histor

ical approach to moral judgment: Manly's character "is so 

deformed so as no other age but a one as that of Charles the 

Second could suppose manhood to be so deformed, and yet re

main consistent with Itself" (p. xvli). 

The most charming defense of Restoration comedy is 

Charles Lamb's essay, "On the Artificial Comedy of the Last 

Century." However, Lamb takes away with one hand what he 

gives with the other. Defending Restoration comedy against 

15. "Biographical and Critioal Notices," The Dra
matic Works of Wycherley. Congreve. Vanbrugh. and Farquhar 
(London, 1840), p. xvl. 
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charges of immorality, he denies any serious purpose under

lying the plays and makes the dramatists appear to be little 

more than witty but uninvolved observers of life, writing 

literature of escapism: 

I do not know how it is with others, but I feel the 
better for the perusal of one of Congreve's—nay, 
why should I not add even of Wycherley's—-comedies. 
I am the gayer at least for it; and I could never 
connect those sports of a witty fancy in any shape 
with any result to be drawn from them to imitation 
in real life,10 

Iamb goes on to characterize the lack of serious purpose in 

Restoration comedy by saying that not only do the characters 

not offend his moral sense, nthey do not appeal to it at 

all," for "they have got out of Christendom into the land— 

what shall Z call it?—of ouckoldry—the Utopia of gallantry 

. . . .  I t  i s  a l t o g e t h e r  a  s p e c u l a t i v e  s c e n e  w h i c h  h a s  n o  

reference whatever to the world that is" (p. 280). 

An interesting contrast, which points up the degree 

of divergence of critical opinion concerning Wycherley, is 

afforded by Macaulay and Eazlitt. Macaulay, reviewing Hunt's 

edition of Restoration dramatists for the Edinburgh Review in 

1841, goes beyond even Jeremy Collier in his damnation of 

Wycherley when he says of The Country Wife: 

16. The Works of Charles Lamb, ed. Alfred Ainger 
(London: The Macmlllan Company, 1B99}» I» 279-280. 



We will not go Into details. In truth, Wycherley's 
Indecency Is protected against the critics as a skunk 
Is protected against the hunters. It Is safe because 
It is too filthy to handle and too noisome to apy7 
proach. It is the same with the 'Plain Dealer. ' 

Macaulay concludes his discussion of Wycherley by stating his 

relief at being able to turn to Congreve (who is also guilty 

of Indecency), knowing "that we are past the Nadir of 

national taste and morality" (p. 514). With this view may be 

contrasted Hazlitt's remarks on Wycherley's last play: "Tne 

Plain Dealer is ... a most severe and poignant moral satire 

. . . .  N o  o n e  c a n  r e a d  t h i s  p l a y  a t t e n t i v e l y  w i t h o u t  b e i n g  

the better for it as long as he lives. ... It is worth ten 

18 
volumes of sermons." One wonders whether Macaulay and 

Hazlitt were speaking of the same play. 

The broad differences of critical opinion already 

noted have carried over into twentieth-century criticism with 

one significant change of emphasis: the moral question has 

beoome decreaslngly important as critics have probed more 

deeply into the aesthetics of Wycherley's plays. However, 

disagreement over major problems of Interpretation still 

17* Thomas Babington Macaulay, "Comic Dramatists of 
the Restoration," Edinburgh Review. CXLVI (January, I841)t5# 

18. William Hazlitt, "Lectures on the English Comic 
Writers," The Complete Works of William Hazlitt. ed. P. P. 
Howe (London: J. M. Dent and Sons, 1950-34), VI, 77-78. 
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exist8 and should provide a starting' point for a definition 

of Wycherley's artistic vision. 

The primary interest of twentieth-century criticism 

of Wyoherley has not been to apply a strict moral test to 

the plays. But early in the oentury new problems arose when 

the moral approach of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries 

was replaced by the psychological approach of critics who 

failed to distinguish between Wycherley's attitudes, implic

itly expressed in the artistic whole of a particular play, 

and those of his characters, whloh are only parts of the 

dramatic dlalectlo. The result was to find schizophrenic 

tendencies in Wycherley, which in turn were used to inter

pret the plays in psychological, rather than artistic, terms. 

The psychological paradox of Wyoherley is a point of 
i o 

primary emphasis in the writings of John Palmer 17 and Bonamy 

<" 20 
Dobree, who recognize two Wycherleys, one a fundamental 

Puritan and the other a complacent Restoration gentleman. 

These two views arise from the confusion of Wycherley with 

Manly and Homer, generally taken to be the protagonists of 

his last two plays. To Palmer and Dobree, the moral fury of 

Manly and the amoral flexibility of Horner represent alter

nating and inconsistent attitudes in the writer rather than 

19» The Comedy of Manners (London: G. Bell and 
Sons, 1913)* 

20. Restoration Comedy: 1660-1720 (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 1924). 
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two manifestations of a oomplex and detached artistic view

point. 

In The Social Mode of Restoration Comedy (1926), 

Kathleen Lynch continues the tradition of seeing tfycherley 

as a writer without a consistent artistic vision. Lynch 

finds in The Country Wife and The Plain Dealer "a serious 

indictment" of the artificiality of the Restoration social 

mode, with its reliance upon conventional behavior, but she 

goes on to say that "the mode was stronger, of course, than 

the indictment, Wycherley was forced to acknowledge, in the 

heat of his attack, the stability of the social order he 

21 
assailed." Lynch's study does, however, mark a turn 

toward an aesthetic approach to Wycherley's plays. Although 

she foouses much of her attention on Wycherley's apparent 

inability to present a consistent moral attitude toward 

Restoration society, Lynoh does not allow her view of 

Wycherley the man to govern her critical approach. Her pri

mary concern is with the work of art, not with the author, 

and she seriously attempts to define the structure of the 

plays, in which characters are differentiated according to 

their awareness of, and ability to use, social conventions 

to achieve private ends. 

In 1952, Thomas Fujlmura also attempted to apply a 

consistent standard of Judgment to Wyoherley's plays, one 

21. (Hew York: Octagon Books, 1965), p. 167. 
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based on the naturalistic and skeptical philosophy of Hobbes: 

It is my belief that the morality of Restoration 
comedy is naturalistic, and that the dramatists 
dealt with moral issues, though wittily rather than 
soberly.*2 

The major weakness of Tujlmura's approach is its reliance 

upon the assumption that Wycherley was sympathetic toward 

Restoration society and wrote in deference to that elite 

group that critics have designated "libertine gallants.n 

This assumption oauses Fujlmura to overemphasize the grada

tion of "wit" as the governing structural principle of the 

plays and thus to lose sight of the possibility of Ironic 

satire of the apparently invincible "Truewit." 

The recent works of Norman Holland and D. R. M. 

Wilkinson indicate that even now the moral controversy over 

Wycherley*s plays has not ceased. Holland reveals himself 

as the most moralistic of modem Wycherley critics when he 

states that "Wycherley's unique contribution to Restoration 

comedy was a sense . • . that there is a right way and a 

wrong way,"2^ and that the structure of the plays reflects 

this dichotomy. Holland's position becomes less morally ab

solute when he equates "right" and "wrong" with "success" and 

"failure" in the "social" and "personal" worlds, thus allow

ing for the complexity which results when a character is 

22. The Restoration Comedy of Wit (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1952), p. 4. 

23. The First Modern Comedies (Cambridge, Massachu
setts: Harvard University Press, 1959)* p. 70. 
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successful in the social world and unsuccessful in the per

sonal world. Underlying the various combinations of right 

and wrong in different value contexts, however, is Holland's 

assumption that somehow the private world is superior to the 

social world, a "romantio" notion which, I suspect, 

Wycherley's age would not have accepted. Holland's emphasis 

on value Judgments is counterbalanced by Wilkinson, who goes 

back to the position taken by Lamb that Wycherley shared the 

assumptions of a select segment of society and wrote to 

please that segment rather than to "persuade others to feel 

24 
the validity of his own well-grounded convictions." 

Finally, Wycherley's most recent critic, Rose 

Zimbardo, has carefully attempted to define his artistic 

vision in totally artistic terms by applying to his plays a 

theory of combined formal classical satire and Elizabethan 
pc 

dramatic satire. Zimbardo's study is important because it 

represents the first detailed analysis of the stylistic ele

ments of Wycherley's art—plot, oharacter, and theme—in 

terms of a formal genre which was familiar to Wycherley and 

his age. The study suffers, however, from the author's at

tempt to make the plays fit a pre-established pattern which 

tends to negate their essential quality. For example, when 

24. Comedy of Habit (Leiden: Universitaire Pers, 
1964), p. 144. 

25. Wycherley's Drama (New Hfcven: Yale University 
Press, 1965)* 
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she says that Wycherley "as a satirist ... cannot afford 

moral ambivalence" (p. 14), she is relying too heavily upon 

a preconception about the nature of satire which is belied by 

years of criticism pointing to the ambivalent and paradoxical 

nature of Wycherley's plays. Zlmbardo herself provides a 

fitting conclusion to this account of criticism on Wycherley: 

"Wycherley's plays have never been accommodated gracefully to 

a theory of Restoration comedy" (p. 3)* 

The polarity of critical response to Wycherley's 

plays is an Indication of their complexity and ultimately of 

the complexity of the mind of their author as he turned his 

perceptions of life into works of art. The characteristic 

Intellectual viewpoint, or attitude, from which Wycherley 

perceived and interpreted human experience constitutes his 

"artistic vision," and it will be the purpose of this study 

to define the specific nature of that vision. Just as the 

informing principle of Dryden's Absalom and Achltophel has 

been designated a "conservative myth," It is my contention 

that Wycherley's characteristic response to life was an 

ironic appreciation of its apparent absurdity. This response 

is manifested in the plays in Wycherley's attempt to convey 

26. Bernard Schilling, in Dryden and the Conserva
tive Myth (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1961), p. 1, 
uses "myth" to describe what I call "artistic vision;" he 
defines it as "a complex of ideas, feelings, attitudes of 
mind—a whole way of looking at things. ..." 
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his acute awareness of life's multiplicity by endowing each 

play with an ironio multiple perspective. The calculated 

result is best described by the key terminology whloh has 

emerged from modem Wyoherley criticism. The texms ambi

guity. ambivalence. contradiction. Inconsistency, and paradox 

all Indicate similar, though not identical, responses to the 

essential quality of the plays, a quality which, as we shall 

see in Chapter II, has been casually defined as irony by most 

of Wycherley's critios. 



CHAPTER II 

TOWARD A DEFINITION OF WYCHERLEY'S DRAMA 

The problem of explaining Wycherley's psychological 

duality, raised by Palmer, Dobree, and Lynch, is manifested 

in Wycherley criticism in the continuing attempt to reconcile 

the lashing satirist, Manly, with the triumphant libertine 

hero, Horner. Lynch is representative of those who see 

Wycherley as the puritan reformer behind his plain dealing 

misanthrope, and she makes the common mistake of confusing 

author with character as in the following statement where she 

compares Manly's, rather than Wycherley's, attitudes with 

Etherege's: "Manly's stem aphorisms cut and wound the pre

tenses of the age with such injuries as Etherege would never 

have dreamed of inflicting" (p. 169)* Among those who regard 

Wycherley's plays as the product of a libertine attitude are 

D. R. H. Wilkinson and T. W. Craik, who emphasize the por

trayal of Horner in The Country Wife. According to Wilkin

son, "It is clear from the play • . . that Horner is never 

seriously challenged by any of the dramatis personae. And it 

looks very much as though • . . Horner ... is indulged by 

the author" (p. 139)* Craik goes even further in describing 

Wycherley'8 Indulgent attitude toward Horner and thus pin

points the central critical problem of Wycherley's plays—the 

15 
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author'8 apparently ambivalent attitude toward Restoration 

society: 

The Country Wife has here been discussed as though 
Homer were the hero. So, of course, he is; but so 
also is Hare our t, the wit who marries Alithea; and 
the two heroes embody completely different and con
flicting moral codes.1 

The ambivalence of Wycherley's satire disturbs Craik because, 

in his opinion, it "does not spring from a consistently moral 

view of society," and he concludes, therefore, that Wyoher-

ley's plays suffer "the characteristic Restoration weakness 

of being hollow at the center" (p. 179). Craik's judgment is 

clouded, I suspect, by his belief in a "characteristic Res

toration weakness" and the necessity of a "consistently moral 

view of society." 

The basic problem a critic of Wycherley's plays must 

deal with, then, is moral ambiguity. This is not to say that 

one must prove that Wycherley was either a Puritan or a 

libertine; too much criticism has already failed to achieve 

this end. Instead, one should look beyond particular setp of 

moral attitudes to discover the more detached artistic atti

tude which transforms moral and ethical perceptions into art. 

This is not to say that the author is denied a moral posi

tion, but that the emphasis is on a different context, one in 

which the author, like Pope in his Essay on Man, attempts to 

1. "Some Aspects of Satire in Wyoherley's Plays," 
English Studies. XLI (I960), p. 179. 
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account for individual cases of evil in terms of a philo

sophical overview of mankind and nature. The attempt to ex

plain one context by direct or Indirect reference to another 

context is one of the major characteristics of Wycherley's 

method. He consistently brings together characters who rep

resent different value systems and allows them to test the 

validity of one another's assumptions through interaction. 

The real meaning of Wycherley's plays, therefore, does not 

lie in an absolute and strlotly defined code of ethics by 

which his characters are to be judged, but in the vision of 

mankind which accepts both fools and wits, honest men and 

hypocrites, Horners and Manlys. The problem facing the 

critic is to define such an artistic vision. A part of the 

definition, at least, can be found in scattered references to 

Wycherley's ironic turn of mind. 

Critics have always noticed in Wycherley's method a 

strong leaning toward the ironic. Fujimura finds the pri

mary source of Wycherley's wit to be his "sensible acceptance 

of this world11 and "his Ironic commentary on life" (p. 153)* 

Fujimura goes on to say that the overall Impression we have 

of Wycherley after reading his four plays is of a "Truewit 

who is ironic and intellectual" (p. 153)* He cites as "the 

finest expression of this side of his temper" Horner, "whose 

plain dealing, like the author's, is so ironic that it is 

misunderstood by the victims" (p. 153)* Fujlmura concludes: 
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"we must remember how often Wycherley has his tongue In 

cheek, and how easily his Ironic wit can be mistaken for 

savage indignation" (pp. 153-154), 

John Wilcox has also felt the presence of Wycherley's 

ironic temper, and, like Fujimura, he suggests that irony is 

the most fundamental aspect of Wycherley's artistic vision 

when he says: "With the subtlest irony of all, he perfected 

the familiar Restoration level of his play with such atten

tion to realism that many in his audiences would unwittingly 
O 

applaud their own satirization. It is interesting to note 

Wilcox'3 linking of irony and realism, for one more often 

3 
associates exaggeration than realism with satire or irony. 

What Wilcox implies is that an ironic method is inextricably 

related to a realistic portrayal of maimers. While the 

author appears to be sympathetic toward what he portrays 

minutely and objectively, he is counting on the audience's 

recognizing that the sooial manners and conventions being 

presented cannot stand such close scrutiny. Thus a highly 

realistic presentation of manners can be a deceptively 

subtle ironic attack on their superficiality. 

2. The Relation of Mollere to Restoration Comedy 
(Hew York: Columbia University Press, 1938)» p. 94. 

3* Alvln Kernan makes this point in The Cankered 
Muse (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1959), p. 23, as 
does Gilbert Hlghet in The Anatomy of Satire (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 1957), p.153. 
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Examples of Wycherley's tendency to express himself 

ironically are not limited to his plays. One of his most 

notable nondramatic pieces, the "Epistle Dedicatory" to The 

Plain Dealer, was recognized as such by Joseph Addison, who 

says: "the Ironical Commendation of the Industry and Charity 

of these antiquated Ladies £prostltutesj| ... makes up the 

Beauty of the inimitable Dedication to the Plain Dealer, and 

4 
is a Master-piece of Raillery on this vice." The effect of 

the "Epistle Dedicatory" is the result of Wycherley's main

taining, throughout, the ironic mask of the plain-dealing 

poet by which he elevates a well known Madam, and her younger 

followers, to the status of patrons of the arts. Wycherley's 

purpose was to defend The Plain Dealer against charges of 

obscenity like those whioh Olivia, in the "oritique" scene 

(II, 419-421), levels against The Country Wife. In order to 

do this, he reverses the roles of prostitutes, whose business 

is with obscenity, and "women of honor," the prototypes of 

modesty. His ironic elevation of Lady B—— centers around 

exaggerated praise of her modesty, which is proven by the 

fact that she has not been to see The Plain Dealer. He then 

proceeds to attack the hypocritical ladles of honor who 

"ravish a Poet's innocent words, and make'em guilty of their 

own naughtiness," and then damn the poet like a woman who 

4. "The Spectator No. 266" (January 4, 1711-12), in 
The Spectator, ed. Donald P. Bond (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press,1$6£), II, 537. 
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cries rape and has a man hanged "for giving her pleasure, 

only that she mig*it be thought not to consent to 't.H^ 

In 1704, Wycherley published a folio volume of 

6 
Miscellany Poems. By this time experience had taught him 

that anything he wrote would be under attack from one quarter 

or another, so he once again prepared an ironic defense which 

appeared as a prose "Preface" addressed to "My Crltlcks ante 

manum. who were my Crltlcks, before they were my Readers.1" 

Adopting the mask which many critics have mistaken for the 

real Wycherley—-the honest and Indignant plain dealer—he 

proceeds to disarm his critics by posing as a self-depre

cating poet and admitting to more than they accuse him of: 

". . . since Detraction is your Pleasure, I will deprive you 

of it, by owning more Faults, or Follies than you can lay to 

my charge" (Works. Ill, 4)• Then, through exaggerated praise 

of their astute judgments, Wycherley turns the tables on his 

5. William Wycherley, "Epistle Dedicatory to The 
Plain-Dealer." The Complete Plays of William Wycherley. ed. 
Gerald Weales (New York: Doubleday, 1966)» p. 379. Future 
references to Wycherley*s plays will be to this edition and 
will be given in the text by Act and/or page number only. 

6. Wycherley'8 1704 Poems were in no way altered by 
Pope, who at this time was only sixteen years old and just 
becoming acquainted with Wycherley; it was Pope's later re
vision of Wycherley'8 poems which allegedly caused a breach 
in their friendship. 

7. "The Preface to Miscellany Poems." The Complete 
Works of William Wycherley. ed. Montague Summers (London: 
Nonesuch Press, 1924}, ni, 3. Future references to rrne 
Complete Works will be cited in the text as Works. 
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critics and springs his ironio trap on them by asking that 

they treat him as an enemy so that he will not be thought by 

"Men of True Sense" to be the friend of "Men of False Judg

ments" ('.forks. Ill, 7). 

The Ironic point of view which is established in the 

"Preface" is carried on in "The JDedicatlon to the Greatest 

Friend of the Muses Vanity," In this introductory poem, 

Wycherley adopts the mask of the honest poet who gives credit 

where credit is due by declaring that it is vanity and 

nothing nobler which inspires men, especially poets, to per

form public feats: 

You, Contradictions reconcile 
Betwixt Men, both with Sword, or Stile; 
Who most incline most modest Men 
To bold Attempts, with Sword, or Fen; 
For none sure wou'd, as wise Men think 
But for Thee, shed their Blood, or Ink . . • 

(Works. Ill, 21) 

The poet continues in his Ironic vein by saying that even 

those who lash out against vanity do so in the service of 

vanity: "Thou dost those Books to Sophs indite / They but 

against Thee for Thee write" (Works. Ill, 19)* Thus is 

vanity ironically elevated to the place traditionally re

served for the muses and ideal women. 

Having accepted the validity of the term "irony" to 

describe an important aspect of Wycherley's plays, we en

counter the problem of determining the validity of the term 

as it was used during the Restoration. According to Borman 
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Knox, "although the central meanings of Irony are not hard 

to substantiate, there 1s some question as to whether irony 

really did convey certain peripheral meanings during the Eng-
Q 

llsh classical period." The central meanings to which Knox 

refers are variations of a single method, "the rhetorical 

device of attacking someone or something from behind—or 

through—a mask of ostensible praise" (p. ix), and the words 

most commonly used to describe it were raillery and banter. 

Basically, this is the method used by Swift In A Modest 

Proposal (1729) and, earlier, though with less success, by 

DeFoe in The Shortest Way With Dissenters (1702). The 

peripheral meanings to which Knox alludes concern the concept 

of Irony as "the informing principle of a fairly long piece 

of writing" (p. 185). Knox goes on to say that in the second 

quarter of the eighteenth century "people became increasingly 

conscious . . . that an author could present in an ironic way 

not only arguments and opinions but also—and most important 

—characters and action" (p. 185). Knox concludes that by 

the time Swift was writing A Tale of a Tub (1704), irony was 

an established mode, but he falls to mention that the ironic 

temperament is to a great extent Indigenous to seventeenth-

century metaphysical thought. If we define irony as the 

tension which arises from balancing appearance against 

8. The Word Irony and Its Context. 1500-1755 
(Durham, North Carolina: Duke University Press, 19^0, 
p. viii. 
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reality or two or more disharmonious elements against one 

another,^ we can see its roots in "a favorite seventeenth-

century theme known as concordla dlscors."10 In his chapter 

on Sir Thomas Browne in The Seventeenth Century Background. 

Basil tfilley characterizes the seventeenth century generally 

as a divided world, embodying the new scientific spirit 

alongside the old spirit of scholasticism; and in this dis-

unlfled world he sees Browne as the representative of a meta

physical sensibility which was able to "live in divided and 

distinguished worlds, and to pass freely to and fro between 

one and another, to be capable of many and varied responses 

to experience, instead of being confined to a few sterotyped 

ones."11 Finally, Wllley attributes at least part of the 

unique quality of the metaphysical mind to the "fact of its 

not being finally committed to any one world. Instead, it 

could hold them all in a loose synthesis together. . ." (p. 

50). 

Perhaps the best representatives of the ironic tem

perament of the seventeenth century are the metaphysical 

poets in their attempt to link the abstract and the concrete 

9. G. G. Sedgewick, in Of Irony. Especially in Drama 
(Toronto, University of Toronto Press, 1935) and Robert B. 
Sharpe, in Irony in the Drama (Chapel Hill: North Carolina 
University press, 1934), both describe the essence of irony 
in terms very similar to those which I have used. 

10. George dePorest Lord, ed., Andrew Marvell: Com
plete Poetry (New York: Modern Library, 1963), p. z. 

11. (New York: Doubleday, 1934), p. 50. 
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through elaborately conceived metaphors often founded upon 

paradox. Andrew Marvell is of particular interest since he 

was a contemporary of Wycherley. Harold Toliver, in 

Marvell's Ironic Vision, bases his study of Marvell's irony 

on his characteristic ability "to leave opposites carefully 

1 9 
balanced." The most remarkable example of Marvell's mul

tiple vision, according to Toliver, is "An Horatian Ode Upon 

Cromwell's Return from Ireland," the success of which is at

tributed to Marvell's ability to accept Cromwell without re

jecting Charles I. The tension created by a dual loyalty 

does not, as might be expected, give rise to an artistically 

unsatisfying paradox, but instead reinforces the ironic theme 

of the necessity of accepting contradiction and paradox. The 

poetic truth in such cases lies not on one side or the other, 

but in the calculated tension of ambivalence. 

The ambiguity which characterizes Wycherley's works 

is, then, common to other writers of his age and an Important 

indication of an ironist at work. In defining irony, 

Northrop Frye suggests that one of its basic elements is a 

calculated ambiguity, "which in literature becomes most com

monly a technique of saying as little and meaning as muoh.as 

possible, or, in a more general way, a pattern of words that 

turns away from direct statement or its own obvious 

12. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1965), p. 2. 
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meaning."1^ Here, of course, Frye is speaking specifically 

of irony in its simplest form, that of saying one thing and 

meaning another, usually the opposite. Later Frye expands 

his concept of irony to include an author's attitude or 

artistic point of view, and he comes close to defining in 

general terms the nature of Wycherley's vision when he says: 

"whenever a reader is not sure what the author's attitude is 

or what his own is supposed to be, we have irony • • •" (p. 

223)* He goes on to explain that quite often the author's 

subtlety in creating a calculated degree of ambiguity is not 

Immediately perceptible, but becomes increasingly apparent 

upon reflection (p. 220). This "delayed action" process is 

entirely appropriate to irony, since the ironic effect—an 

uncomfortable, though often delightful, perception of incon

gruity1 often results when we are trapped into pursuing a 

false position and are forced, upon realizing the author's 

true attitude, to reevaluate his position in a new perspec

tive. Such is the effect of being too easily trapped by the 

specious logic of Swift's hackwriter in A Tale of a Tub, only 

to be awakened when we reach a logical impasse. We must 

always be especially careful when approaching a work 

13. Anatomy of Criticism (Princeton: Princeton Uni
versity Press, 1957), p. 40. 

14. Alan R. Thompson, in The Dry Mock: a Study of 
Irony in Drama (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
194ti), pp. 10-11, defines the basic ironic reaction in this 
way. 
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constructed on ambiguity not to accept too readily the first 

interpretation that presents itself, or we may find ourselves 

in the embarrassing position of the Irish Bishop who, after 

reading Gulliver's Travels, declared in all seriousness "that 

he didn't believe a word of it."1^ 

A. E. Dyson also considers ambiguity to be indigenous 

to irony, and he suggests that we have generally underrated, 

rather than overrated, the subtlety of writers in the ironic 

mode: "The great ironists are so much more ambivalent than 

theorists normally think them."1*' In support of Dyson, and 

because one must eventually deal with the question of moral

ity when working with Wycherley, it is helpful to consider 

the Judgment of Soren Kierkegaard. According to Kierkegaard, 

sinoe irony "belongs to the metaphysical sphere • • . , it 

must be borne in mind • • . that moral determinations are 

17 
essentially too concrete for irony." In place of moral 

determinations, irony offers skeptical inquiry or, to use 

18 
Dale Underwood'8 term, "comic questioning." Underwood 

15. Highet, p. 15, cites as his source for this 
anecdote Swift's letter to Pope dated November 27, 1726. 

16. The Crazy Fabric (London: The Macmillan Company, 
1965), pp. ix-x. 

17. The Concept of Irony (New York: Harper and Row, 
1965), p. 273. 

18. Etherege and the Seventeenth Oentury Comedy of 
Manners (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1957), p. 123. 
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Implies that "the basically ambivalent character of Restora

tion comedy of manners" (p. 145) is the result of the intel

lectual climate of scientific empiricism which pervades the 

age; and he further suggests that the essential character of 

comedy of manners consists in "its careful balance of oppos

ing sets of assumptions, its testing of each by the exper

ience projected in its comic action, but its pervasive 

equivocality in terms of final convictions and values" (pp. 

145-146). Irony is, then, an elusive quality, difficult to 

define and perhaps more difficult to point to with certainty. 

In the narrowest sense it is the simple sarcasm Involved in 

saying one thing and meaning the opposite, and in the 

broadest sense it Is an abstract feeling about the paradox

ical nature of human experience. 

It is apparent that tfycherley's penchant for Ironic 

expression has not gone unnoticed by his critics, and the 

notice that has been taken of it suggests that irony is the 

essence of his artistic vision. Yet there have been no at

tempts to define tfycherley's method in terms of Irony. Most 

critics seem satisfied to mention the "why" and to neglect 

the "how" of Wycherley's irony. It is one thing to say that 

tfycherley is ironic because he seems to be sympathetic with 

the society he portrays when he is actually ridiculing It; 

it might be more helpful to an understanding of his dramatlo 

method, however, to elaborate on the speoific techniques 



that the Ironist employs in order to effect his ironic point 

of view. The following chapters will present first a de

tailed discussion of Wycherley's Ironic techniques and then 

analyses of the individual plays as products of Wyoherley's 

Ironic vision. 



CHAPTER III 

WYCHERLEY'S IRONIC TECHNIQUES 

In practice, the ironist cannot possibly duplicate 

the complexity of reality; practical artistic considerations 

demand that he select a limited number of particular events 

to represent what he wants to say about the complexity of 

life. His selective vision of complexity will usually 

manifest itself in terms of a paradox or a double vision in 

which such Irreconcilable concepts as idealism and realism 

or appearance and reality are played off against one another. 

This characteristic double vision of irony is the result of 

some distinct dramatic techniques exhibited in various forms 

by Wycherley: the employment of parody, the fiction of the 

satirist satirized, and the self-conscious presentation of 

the play as play. 

In order to understand clearly Wycherley's use of 

parody, it is necessary to define the term parody as it is 

used throughout this study. Although a reliable working 

definition is attainable, there is an obstacle to the precise 

definition of the term, and that is the tendency of critics 

to use the related terms parody and burlesque interchangeably 

as the general term for the literary teohnique defined by 

29 
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Richmond P. Bond as "incongruous imitation."1 For example, 

Bond defines parody as a limited type of burlesque which 

"mimics the manner of an individual author or poem" (p. 4). 

On the other hand, Gilbert Highet defines burlesque as a 

limited type of parody in which an elevated subject is 

treated in a low style (p. 107)# For the purpose of describ

ing Wycherley's dramatic method, the term parody will be em

ployed as the general term for incongruous imitation—the 

unconventional treatment of conventional fictional matter, 

characters, and sentiments. The primary effect of parodic 

2 
imitation is the double vision of irony in which the con

ventional object and the parody of it are comprehended simul

taneously in relation to one another. Beginning with an 

essentially comic action involving stook comic characters 

speaking a comlo idiom, wycherley works Interesting and often 

confusing changes on his comic world by interjecting into it 

recognizable elements from Restoration heroic drama, Renais

sance romantic comedy, and tragicomedy, or simply by using 

comic conventions in unconventional ways. The result is 

1 . English Burlesque Poetry: 1700-1750 (New York: 
Russell and Russell, 1964), p. 3. See also Highet, pp. 67-
69, and M. H. Abrams, A Glossary of Literary Terms (New York: 
Holt, Rinehart and Winston, 1957), pp. 9-10. 

2. Frye, p. 103, in bis discussion of literary 
arohetypes and conventions, links parody to "paradoxical 
or ironic £use of] convention." 



Incongruity between the values represented in the literal 

dramatic fiction and the values implied by the form parodied. 

It should be noted that parody oan produce two distinct 

effects. It can be used satirically to create the clear 

standard against which vice and folly are to be measured; or 

it can be used to create the complex double vision of irony 

in which there is no clear standard of judgment. Pope 

achieves the former effect in The Rape of the Lock (1712-

1714) where the parody of epic structure, conventions, and 

language clearly reflects unfavorably on the lap-dog society 

in which great things are indistinguishable from trivial 

things. The idealistic virtues of the heroic age are gro

tesquely mimicked by Belinda and her train of followers, and 

because their actions are pushed to the point of absurdity, 

we discern the moral shallowness which lies beneath them. 

Wycherley himself exhibited his inclination for 

parody in the mock-heroic vein at an early age with the 

anonymous publication in 1669 of Hero and Leander in Bur

lesque. It was later attributed to him in The Posthumous 

Works of William Wycherley (1729), in which it is titled 

"Hero and Leander, in Burlesque. Written by Mr. Wycherley 

under 20 years of Age." Wycherley's retelling of the 

3. Summers, Works. I, 18-24, discusses in detail 
both the serious and burlesque traditions of the Hero and 
Leander story. 



well known legend, although metrically awkward, Is pervaded 

by a delightful sense of incongruity which became character

istic of his plays. The two lovers, traditionally represen

tatives of ideal romantic love, become in Wycherley's hands 

creatures of the flesh. Leander is a barber's apprentice 

noted for his meticulousness: 

He was so handy, nimble, tight, so neat 
In's Person, and his Implements compleat: 
His Towels, like his Skin, were white and fine, 
Nought but his Face his Bason could out-shine; 
So pickt, so washt his Combes of Ivory, 
Unless his Teeth their whiteness nought came 

nigh; 
With others that were made of Horn, or Box, 
He often wou'd compare his golden Locks. . . . 

(Works, IV, 76) 

The physical description of Leander by comparison with the 

tools of his trade makes him a striking oontrast to Marlowe's 

golden-tressed, ivory-shouldered hero, whom Neptune mistakes 

for a beautiful maiden. As a barber, Leander is a man of 

many accomplishments: "For he wore Nails as long as Bill of 

Bittern, / For what? to sorape Teeth, and to play on 

Cittern" (Works. IV, 76). Turning to Hero, we discover that 

she comes from a suspicious background, for she lives "With 

her own Mother, a largehearted Woman, / Whose House to merry 

Greeks was alway common" (Works. IV, 77). Although profes

sing the desire to remain a maiden herself, Hero 

. . .  b o l d l y  u s ' d  h e r  o w n  g o o d  q u a l i t i e s  
Not only for her self, but other foke, 
Cou'd break mad ranting Girls to th1 marriage-

yoke. 
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To bashful, or dumb Lovers she was oommon, 
And publick mouth, or as we say Spokes-woman: 
In other tezms a Maldenhead-ensurer, 
A Wife, or as It were a Wife-procurer. . • . 

(Works, IV, 78-79) 

The courtship scene, in which Hero is cast as the passionate 

aggressor, becomes a Punch and Judy farce as the two lovers 

forego Idealized love talk for a more direct approach. Hero 

is speaking to Leander: 

But you for me shall not your self torment: 
For in spight of your teeth you shall consent, 
To take on me your full divertisement• 
So took him round the Neck, and was so quick, 
Leander had not time to turn his Cheek. 
But scarce cou'd five be told, when with his 

Pist, 
Flac'd in the Fit-hole of her Love-sick Breast, 
Her tender Breech he had laid on the Ground, 
Had not kind Hassock in its way been found. . . • 

(Works. IV, 93) 

Hero puts her drunken lover to bed and waits impatiently for 

morning in order to consummate their pledge. Leander then 

bolts from the house to avoid discovery and returns to his 

home across the Hellespont. Rough seas keep the lovers apart 

for six days until Leander "like a drunken Hero headlong 

leapt" (Works. IV, 100) into the waters and swam to his love. 

But, says Wycherley, 

. • . then Leander1s time was come, when Lamp 
Went out, or when his left Leg had the Cramp. 

(Works. IV, 101) 

The mock-tragedy climaxes when Hero takes "her poor Leander 

for a Whale" (Works. IV, 102) and, leaning out of her window 

to get a better look, falls "Into the Brine upon her pickled 
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Lover" (Works. IV, 102). Wycherley then concludes by assur

ing us that Hero and Leander had a happy endt having passed 

on to a lovers' paradise: 

Now, hasty Lover, do not damn the River, 
Which though a while true Lovers it did sever, 
Yet did unite 'urn afterward for ever. 
And let none take my tristful Song to Heart, 
Or for drown'd Lovers be concern'd a Part; 
For they but div'd directly to Ellzlum. 
Where such Folkes pass their time as you cou'd 

wish 'um. 
(Works. IV, 102) 

As Summers has pointed out, Wycherley's poem is apparently 

not a parody of any particular version of the Hero and 

Leander story, nor is it the first burlesque treatment of the 

subject (I, 24). It is, rather, an attack on idealized love 

poetry in general and an assertion of the claims which 

reality has upon the most basio of human emotions. 

Although the effect of parody in "Hero and Leander" 

is clearly the satiric ridiculing of idealized love poetry, 

Wycherley rarely uses parody in his plays solely to establish 

the black and white contrast of satire. He uses it instead 

to create tension between conflicting value systems which 

qualify one another. For example, in the language of his 

plays Wycherley often echoes heroic sentiments in order to 

establish "specific meanings for abstract terms denoting 

values inherited from the Christian-humanist tradition—love, 

honor, virtue—in order to show the way in which they are 



35 
A 

qualified by social relationships." tfycherley's treatment 

of the concept of "honor" in The Country Wife is typical of 

his use of this technique. Throughout the play, there is a 

contrast between honor in the abstract, and honor as a mask 

of hypocrisy which some characters put on only in public. 

This contrast is especially apparent in Horner's perceptive 

description of Lady Fidget and her friends: "And then the 

next thing, is your Women of Honour, as you call 'em, are 

only chary of their reputations, not their Persons, and 'tis 

scandal they wou'd avoid, not Men" (I, 263). In Act II the 

women of honor drop their masks and prove Horner's remark 

accurate: 

SQUEAMISH. *Tis true, no body takes notice of a 
private Man, and therefore with him, 'tis more 
secret, and the crime's the less, when 'tis not 
known. 

LADY FIDGET. You say true; y faith I think you are 
in the right on't: 'tis not an injury to a Husband, 
till it be an Injury to our honours; so that a Woman 
of honour looses no honour with a private 
Person. ... 

(II, 284) 

In Act V, the clear contrast between ideal honor and false 

honor, which has functioned satirically throughout the play, 

is obscured when Horner is faced with the dilemma of exposing 

Margery's deception of her husband or of pretending that 

4. Cynthia S. Matlack, "Dramatic Techniques in the 
Plays of William Wycherley," (Ph. D. dissertation, University 
of Pennsylvania, 1967), p. 2. 



Alithea Is really his secret lover. In dealing with this 

problem, Horner finds it necessary to hide his dishonorable 

actions behind a mask of heroic honor: 

ALITHEA. What mean you Sir, I always took you for a 
man of Honour? 

HORNER. Ay, so much a man of Honour, that I must 
save my Mistress, I thank you, come what will 
on't. (Aside.) (V, 355) 

Horner's loyalty to his mistress, even at the expense of 

damaging honest Alithea's reputation, calls to mind the 

idealized sentiments of heroic love. Dobree emphasizes this 

point in his discussion of Restoration tragedy when he says: 

"A sound guaranteed heroic love was excuse for any betrayal 

of friendship or derelectlon of duty. It was a law unto 
c 

itself that overbore all other laws."^ Strictly speaking, 

the clandestine love affair between Horner and Margery is 

not a parody of the fictional matter of the heroic tradition, 

but conventional comic fare. It is, however, a good example 

of Wycherley's application of the sentiments of the heroic 

tradition to a fictional situation which does not really 

warrant such sentiments in order to create a sense of incon

gruity within the comic framework. The effect is similar to 

the effect of actual parody of fictional matter and, there

fore, this technique will be included under the term parody 

as it is used throughout this study. 

5. Restoration Tragedy (Oxfords Oxford University 
Press, 1929), p. 21. 
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Wycherley's parody, therefore, is double-edged. He 

uses it to create a satiric contrast between the ideal and 

the corrupt reality, but, at the same time, the ideal value 

is portrayed in such a way as to question its usefulness as 

a guide to behavior. As Horner's rationalization exhibits, 

the concept of honor can be distorted and still retain the 

appearance of honor. The qualification which the ideal 

undergoes in its clash with reality should not be construed, 

however, as a synthesizing process which produces a third 

value system by which the others are to be Judged. The plays 

do not support such a contention, for, in the end, they leave 

one with a sense of irreconcilable conflict, which is the 

essence of Ironic paradox. Through parody, therefore, 

Wycherley attacks both the perversion of Ideal values and the 

practical ineffectuality of the Ideals themselves, thereby 

exposing "the paradoxical relationship that successful social 

behavior often has to traditional values. 

The most apparent manifestation of Wycherley*s parody 

is his employment of characters straight out of heroic drama 

and romance. The most striking of these intruders into the 

realistic Restoration social scene are Manly and Fidelia in 

The Plain Dealer. It has been argued that these two are 

idealized figures who stand as norms by which the action of 

the play is to be Judged, but the Inability of critics to 

agree on Just what standards Manly and Fidelia represent 

6. Matlack, p. 2. 
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should make one wary of looking for an ideal representative 

in any of Wycherley's plays. Cynthia Matlack suggests an 

interesting alternative in pointing to the ironic paradox of 

relative value systems; "Wycherley deliberately Included 

'heroic* characters and sentiments in his comedies in order 

to pose the question of their effectiveness in society" 

(p. 96). The best example is Manly, whose Idealistic faith 

in absolute truth is tested against the values of Restoration 

society. In this case, the heroic character is used to 

establish a conflict which poses an important question: "Can 

an idealist find his ideal in this imperfect world in which 

appearances can never really be consistent with nature?"''' 

It is not surprising, therefore, to find Dobree linking 

Wycherley to the tradition of heroic tragedy: 

Thus, in this tragedy we find man, not so much 
exploring his daring and measuring his acceptance, as 
reaching for the absolute, trying to establish some
thing definite in opposition to the unsatisfactory 
compromises of life. It is the reverse of most of 
the comedy of the period, which on the whole very 
much accepted the human animal for what he was, how
ever much it may have declared its wish to profit. 
It is true that something of the same quality, the 
search for the absolute, is to be found in Wycherley; 
but it is normal for comedy to seek the average, and 
the comedy of that period did so very consistently in 
the main. 

(Tragedy, pp. 21-22) 

The search for the absolute that Dobree senses In 

wycherley is most evident in Hazily, who has been seen by 

7* Holland, p. 108. 



8 • 9 
various critics as a "madman," lfycherley's "beau ideal." 

10 
and a floundering idealist oaught in the mire of reality. 

As John Wilcox has pointed out, the primary source for the 

main action of The Plain Dealer is Moliere's Le Misanthrope, 

But Wilcox is careful not to overemphasize the debt with re

gard to Manly4s character: 

Reduced to general terms, the evidence is clear that 
Wycherley selected thoroughly English personalities 
fitted to the special society of Restoration England, 
and placed them in an action that followed Moliere's 
general scheme. For example, Alceste, the polite, 
cultured gentleman of the French court, beoomes 
Manly, the outspoken brutal ship captain. (p. 99) 

Many of the difficulties of Interpreting Manly's character 

disappear if Moliere's influence is not allowed to obscure 

a more apparent influence—the Herculean protagonist of 

Restoration heroic drama. Wyoherley's debt to herolo drama 

can be seen by comparing Manly with Almanzor in respect of 

five characteristics of the heroic protagonist mentioned by 

Eugene Waith: (1) a sense of uniqueness, (2) an irregular 

and excessive nature, (3) natural or primitive nobility, 

8. Lynch, p. 172. 

9. Henry Ten Eyok Perry, The Comic Spirit In 
Restoration Drama (New York: Russell and Russell, 19^2), 
p. 52. 

10. Holland, p. 105• 
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(4) superhuman strength, (5) susceptibility to love, the 

heroic passion.11 

Although the language employed by Dryden and 

Wycherley differs greatly (of necessity, since decorum de

manded prose in comedy and verse in serious drama), Almanzor 

and Manly are one in spirit. The heroic protagonist's sense 

of uniqueness is clearly expressed by both characters. 

Almanzor, threatened with death by Boabdelin, scorns the king 

and declares his allegiance to none but himself: 

No man has more contempt than I, of breath; 
But whence hast thou the right to give me death? 
Obey'd as Soveraign by thy Subjects be; 
But know, that I alone am King of me. 
I am as free as Nature first made man, 
'Ere the base laws of Servitude began, 
When wild in woods the noble Savage ran. 13 

(Part I, I, 34) 

Likewise, Manly condemns the "Decorums, supercilious Forms, 

and slavish Ceremonies" (I, 389) of Restoration society and 

is accused by Lord Plausible of wanting to be unique: 

PLAUSIBLE. What, will you be singular then, like no 
Body? follow Love, and esteem no Body? 

MANLY. Rather than be general, like you; follow 
every Body, court and kiss every Body; though, 
perhaps at the same time, you hate every Body. 

(I. 389) 

11. The Herculean Hero in Marlowe. Chapman. Shake
speare and Dryden (New York: Columbia University Press. 
1962) .  

12. All references to Dryden's plays are to Dryden: 
the Dramatic Works, ed. Montague Summers (New York: Gordian 
Press, 1968). 



The heroic protagonist's Irregular greatness and 

excessive nature are admired by society, but because society 

cannot cope with radicals, it attempts to exert its control 

over them. This gives rise to a "major paradox in the situa

tion of the Herculean hero, the opposition between his free

dom and the demands of society."13 Almanzor and Manly share 

this conflict, as indicated by the following passages: 

ABM [AMAR] . 
What in another Vanity would seem, 
Appears but noble Confidence in him 

^Almanzor). 
No haughty boasting; but a manly pride: 
A Soul too fiery, and too great to guide: 
He moves excentrique, like a wandring star; 
Whose Motion'6 just, though 'tis not 

regular* 
(part I, V, 78) 

Like Almanzor, Manly exhibits confidence in his ability to 

stand against society: "• . • I'll have no Leading-strings, 

I can walk alone" (I, 389)* 

The primitive nobility of the Herculean hero is most 

often expressed through the natural imagery by which he is 

described. Almanzor, for example, is seen by Abdalla, Ozmyn, 

and Almahide in the following ways: 

Vast is his Courage; boundless is his mind, 
Rough as a storm, and humorous as wind. . . . 

(Part I, I, 35) 

13. Waith, p. 155. 



The brave Almanzor. to whose arms we owe 
All that we did, and all that we shall do; 
Who, like a Tempest that out rides the wind, 
Made a Just battle 'ere the bodies Joyn'd. 

(Part I, II, 39) 

Mark but how terrible his Eyes appear! 
And yet there's something roughly noble there, 
Which, in unfashion'd Nature, looks Divine; 
And like a Gemm does in the Quarry shine. 

(Part I, III, 53) 

Similarly, Manly's sailors and Freeman describe him thus: 

1 SAILOR. A pox he's like the Bay of Biscay, rough 
and angry, let the wind blow where 'twill. 

2 SAILOR. Nay, there's no more dealing with him, 
than with the Land in a Storm. . . . 

(I, 393) 

FREEMAN. ... I shou'd tell you, that the World 
thinks you a Mad-man, a Brutal. ... 

(I, 397) 

In exhibiting superhuman strength, Manly must give 

way to Almanzor, who is able to turn the tide of battle 

slnglehandedly. Manly, however, is still depicted as a war

rior, a sea-captain who relishes battle: "'Tis true, I never 

saw him pleas'd but in the Fight, and then he look'd like 

one of us, coming from the Pay-table, with a new lining to 

our Hats under our Arms" (I, 392). 

passionate love being an heroic virtue, it is not 

unusual that Almanzor and Manly should experience its power 

in a degree equal to their heroic stature. Almanzor, on 

first seeing Almahide, is overcome: 
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I'me pleas'd and paln'd since first her eyes I saw, 
As I were stung with some Tarantula: 
Armes, and the dusty field I less admire; 
And soften strangely In some new desire. 
Honour burns In me, not so fiercely bright, 
But pale as fires when master'd by the light. 
Ev'n while I speak and look, I change yet more; 
And now am nothing that I was before. 

(Part I, III, 54) 

Manly, even after being betrayed by Olivia, finds himself 

still under love's influence: 

MAHLY. Damn'd, damn'd Woman, that cou'd be so false 
and infamous! And damn'd, damn'd heart of mine, 
that cannot yet be false, tho' so infamous I 
What easle, tame, suffering, trampled things does 
that little God of talking Cowards make of us. . . . 

(IV, 467) 

The apparent brutality of Manly's desire for revenge on 

Olivia, which Zlmbardo calls disguised lust (p. 16), is 

placed in a more favorable light by Manly's relation to the 

heroic tradition where extreme passion was considered an 

ennobling force. Granted, it is a weakness, but It is the 

product of heroic excess rather than comic deficiency as 

exemplified by Pinchwife's petty Jealousy. 

Although Manly and Almanzor share heroic character

istics, the world of Restoration comedy is not the world of 

heroic drama. It is a world ruled by social custom and 

practicality which, in spite of its artificiality, exhibits 

a high degree of stability. When a heroic free spirit like 

Almanzor appears in this world in the guise of Manly, the 

result is an inevitable confliot of values—the heroic 

virtues versus social expediency. The resulting conflict, 
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however, is not presented from the satiric point of view of 

right and wrong, for although Manly's heroic attributes are 

admirable, they are undeniably out of place in the unheroic 

world of everyday London. Manly's battlefield heroism—"the 

Rogue has been these two years pretending to a wooden leg" 

(II, 423)—may qualify him to claim kinship with Hector, but 

in the London salons his "Lyon-like meen" and "Captain-like 

carelessness" (II, 426) bring upon him charges of "Hectoring" 

and the nickname "Captain Swaggerhuff" (II, 427). Manly's 

character seems to be based in part upon the typical hero of 

Restoration heroic drama who is placed in an alien context, 

a world which does not recognize his right to transcend 

social custom. 

Fidelia is another character who has troubled critics 

because she is an alien in Restoration society. Perry has 

called her a copy of Shakespeare's Viola, "lifted bodily 

out of Twelfth Night and sent on Restoration business" 

(p. 52). The parallel is appropriate though perhaps over

stated. In the tradition of Renaissance-comedy transvestite 

heroines, Fidelia, like Viola, serves the man she loves in 

the disguise of a boy. Moreover, she and Viola are both 

called upon to be proxy wooers of characters named Olivia. 

Finally, both heroines woo so well that they endear them

selves to the two Olivias and Inadvertently become unwilling 

rivals of the masters. In spite of the similarity of their 
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situations, Fidelia should not be considered a carbon 6opy 

of Viola. A significant difference between them is the 

spirit in which they undertake the proxy wooing. Viola 

enters into it in llghthearted fashion, seeming to enjoy 

playing the courtship game: 

VIOLA.. . • . What I am, and what I would, are as 
secret as maidenhood: to your ears divinity; to 
any other's profanation. 

OLIVIA. . . . Now, sir, what is your text? 

VIOLA. Most sweet lady—• 

OLIVIA. A comfortable doctrine, and much may be 
said of it. Where lies your text? 

VIOLA. In Orsino's bosom. 

OLIVIA. In his bosom? In what chapter of his bosom? 

VIOLA. To answer by the method, in the first of his 
heart. • . 

(I, V, 314) 

To Fidelia, the proxy "pimping," as Manly calls it (III, 

441), is not a game. It poses a serious dilemma reminiscent 

of the conventional heroic love-honor conflict: 

Were ever Love or Chance, till now, severe? 
Or shifting Woman pos'd with such a task? 
Forc'd to beg that which kills her, if obtain'd; 
And give away her Lover not to lose him. 

(Ill, 443) 

The atmosphere which envelops Fidelia's predicament is not 

purely comic. It is closer to the traglcomlo atmosphere 

14. All references to Shakespeare's plays are to 
The Complete Pelican Shakespeare, general ed. Alfred Harbage 
(Baltimore: Penguin Books, 19&9). 
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which pervades Cymbeline. where Imogen disguises herself as 

the boy Fidele. In addition to the name parallel (which sug

gests a line of influence extending even further back to the 

character Fidelia in the anonymous Rare Triumphs of Love and 

Fortune 0 582] ), Fidelia and Imogen (Fidele) both experience 

the "ritual death"1 common in tragicomedy, Imogen when she 

takes the potion given her by Fisanio (IV, 11), and Fidelia 

when she is wounded during the final scene of The Plain 

Dealer. 

Wycherley appears, then, to have drawn upon two of 

Shakespeare's transvestite heroines in creating Fidelia, a 

character who performs a traditional comic function which 

makes her suffer a degree of anguish uncommon for a stock 

comic character. However neither Viola nor Imogen (Fidele), 

may be considered direct sources for Fidelia. But the 

similarities which have been discussed suggest "areas of 

influence" that gave shape to the character of Fidelia—>a 

shape which points to Wycherley's ability to combine various 

source materials in order to create his distinctive fictional 

world. 

The conventional heroic love-honor conflict which 

Fidelia faces is treated comically in the Harcourt-Allthea 

plot of The Country Wife. The plot revolves around 

15. Frye, p. 179. 



Harcourt*s attempts to woo Allthea away from Sparkish, the 

fop she feels bound by honor to marry because she has given 

her word: "... I must marry him, my reputation wou'd suffer 

in the World else" (II, 280). Haroourt exposes Sparkish's 

witless lack of true devotion by courting Allthea in his 

presence, but it is not until Sparkish draws his sword on 

Harcourt that Allthea finds love coming into conflict with 

her sense of honor: 

ALITHEA. I must not let'em kill the Gentleman 
neither, for his kindness to me; I am so far 
from hating him, that I wish my Gallant had his 
person and understanding:---Kay, if my honour— 
(Aside.) 

(II, 281) 

For the next three acts, Allthea fights her natural 

inclination for Harcourt in a pseudo-heroio conflict which 

is ironic beoause Sparkish is so obviously a witless fool 

that Allthea's lack of perception becomes absurd. Despite 

Holland's (p. 83) and Zimbardo's (p. 163) contention that 

Allthea and Haroourt stand as the ideal In the play, any 

symbolic role accorded Allthea would be severely qualified 

by her lack of perception, luoy, the typical witty servant 

of Restoration comedy, whose power of perception often sur

passes her mistress's, tries to convince Allthea of her 

mistake, but Allthea persists in being true to a false idea 

of honor: 
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LUCY. Nay. Madam, I will ask you the reason, why 
you wou'd banish poor Master Harcourt for ever 
from your sight? how cou'd you be so hard
hearted. 

ALITHEA. 'Twas because I was not hard-hearted. 

LUCY. No, no; 'twas stark love and kindness, I war
rant. 

ALITHEA. It was so; I wou'd see him no more, beoause 
I love him. 

LUCY. Hey day, a very pretty reason. 

ALITHEA. You do not understand me. 

LUCY. I wish you may your self. 

ALITHEA. I was engag'd to marry, you see, another 
man, whom my justice will not suffer me to deceive 
or injure. 

LUCY. Can there be a greater cheat, or wrong done 
to a Man, than to give him your person, without 
your heart, I shou'd make a oonsoienoe of it. 

ALITHEA. I'll retrieve it for him after I am married 
a while. 

LUCY. The Woman that marries to love better, will be 
as much mistaken, as the Wencher that marries to 
live better. No, Madam, marrying to encrease 
love, is like gaming to become rich; alas you only 
loose, what little stock you had before. 

(IV, 312) 

Lucy's indirect reference to Pinchwlfe, a wencher who "only 

marry'd to keep a Whore" (I, 271), makes Alithea guilty by 

association of the same type of perverted rationalization 

that afflicts most characters in the play. 

In Aot V, Alithea finally sees Sparkish for what he 

is and would dlsoard him exoept that the marriage oeremony 
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has already been performed. Fortunately, Alithea discovers 

that her marriage to Sparklsh in the previous act was really 

performed by Harcourt disguised as a chaplain and is not 

valid. She then realizes that she has deceived herself by 

holding to an unrealistic concept of honor, and she happily 

acoepts Harcourt at the end of the play. 

The effect of Wycherley's parody of the love-honor 

conflict is to reflect lronloally on traditional ideal values 

which are compromised by reality. The ideal is neither 

totally undercut nor presented as an absolute standard; in

stead it is shown to be only part of the complex way of the 

world. That Wycherley's audience would have been aware of 

the intentional parody is reasonably certain, considering 

that as early as 1671 most of the conventions of heroic drama 

had been parodied in Buckingham's The Rehearsal. Among the 

wittiest passages in that play is the satire on the love-

honor conflict portrayed in Prince Volsclus' unsuccessful 

attempt to put on his emblematic boots: 

My legs, the emblems of my various thought, 
Shew to what sad distraction I am brought: 
Sometimes with stubborn honour, like this boot, 
My mind is guarded, and resolvfd to do't: 
Sometimes again, that very mind, by love 
Disarmed, like this other leg does prove. 
Shall I to honour, or to love give way? 
Go on, cries Honour; tender Love says, nay: 
Honour aloud commands, pluck both boots on; 
But softer love does Whisper, put on none. 
What shall I do? What conduct shall I find, 
To lead me through this twilight of my mind? 
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For, as bright day, with black approach of night, 
Contending, makes a doubtful puzzling light; 
So does my honour, and my love together, 
Puzzle me so, I can resolve for neither. 
(fioes out hopplnfl) l6 

(III, 42) 

Heroic drama continued to flourish, however, in spite 

of Buckingham's attack, and it would not have been unusual 

for a Restoration audience to applaud the heroic sentiments 

of Aureng-Zebe one night and the realistic wit of The Country 

Wife the next. Not until Addison's Oato (1713), according to 

Dobrle (Tragedy, p. 178), did heroic drama expire. The 

simultaneous popularity of heroic drama and parody of its 

excesses makes it not unlikely that any time the ideas of 

love and honor were joined, the audience called to mind both 

the serious and unoonsoiously oomlo aspeots of herolo drama. 

In this way, subsequent parody of heroic conventions by 

Wycherley had the effect of linking ironically two systems 

of behavior which qualify one another and question the re

lationship between theoretioal values and experience. 

tfycherley's plots also provide numerous examples of 

parody. Consider, for example, Wycherley's treatment of the 

conventional happy ending of comedy without which the comic 

structure is incomplete. As Alvin Kernan says, "the essence 

of comedy is that things somehow do 'turn out all right11' 

16. The Rehearsal, ed. Montague Summers (Stratford-
upon-Avon: Shakespeare Head Press, 1914). 



(pp. 31-32). The predictability of the happy ending enables 

the ironist to use the convention in an unexpected way—to 

question the idealized relationship between virtuous action 

and reward. When the happy ending Is misapplied so as to 

violate the sequence of probability established throughout 

the play, the effect is a feeling that somehow things are 

not "all right" in spite of the comlo resolution. Such is 

the case with the ending of The Plain Dealer, which most 

modern orltlcs have found artistically Inadequate. Ann 

Messenger says: "• . .no moral or artistic coherence exists 

in this tale of a man richly rewarded for learning how to 

17 
sin." The reference is to Mbnly's recovering his Jewels 

and money and being paired off with Fidelia, a newly-made 

heiress, in spite of what Zlmbardo Interprets as his moral 

degeneration (p. 141). The point Wycherley makes through 

parody of the happy ending seems to be made clear in the 

Prologue, which prepares the audlenoe for the improbability 

of what is to oocur: 

And where else, but on Stages, do we see 
Truth pleasing; or rewarded Honesty? 
Which our bold Poet does this day in me. 

(Plays. 386) 

The ideal relationship between action and result, in which 

17. "The Comedy of William Wycherley: A Critioal 
Reading of the Plays with Emphasis on The Plain-Dealer." 
(Ph.D. dissertation, Cornell University, 1964), p. 17^. 



virtue is rewarded and vice punished, is shown to be an inac

curate description of reality since rogues do escape punish

ment and idealists like Manly and Fidelia are forced to 

compromise their honor. What seems to be artistic incoher

ence in comic terms is consistent, however, with the complex 

vision of irony, which attempts to analyze the paradoxical 

relationship between idealistic motivation and socially 

pragmatic behavior. 

The comic resolution is often accompanied by a ritual 

marriage dance which celebrates the rebirth of society. In 

The Country Wife, Wycherley presents what at first appears 

to be a conventional marriage dance but which is, in fact, 

a grotesque parody of one. In the final scene of the play 

Horner's pose as a eunuch is so nearly exposed that all of 

the deceived characters go away with doubts, giving in to the 

necessity of self-deception in order to preserve the appear

ance of honor and thus reversing the normal comic movement 
18 

from "illusion to reality." The preservation of appear

ances is celebrated, as a stage direction indicates, by 

"A Dance of Cuckolds" which, according to Weales, was prob

ably accompanied by the well known tune, "Cuckolds All in a 

Row." Weales continues, pointing to the ironic lnoongruity 

between the ritual danoe as symbol of oomlc resolution and 

18. Frye, p. 169. 
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the implications of the music: "Since pinchwife and Sir 

Jaspar have just been assured that they are not cuckolds, 

the use of a familiar tune would contradict the lines and 

provide a laugh" (pp. 370-371, note 12). The play ends, 

then, on a note of discord—an ironic laugh which underouts 

the illusion of order restored. 

Another dimension of Wycherley's parody is his 

employment of heroic language or sentiments. Fidelia's 

soliloquy on love and honor in Act III is spoken in blank 

verse, a form traditionally, though not exclusively, reserved 

for serious drama, prose being considered proper for comedy. 

Dryden makes this distinction clear in Marriage a la Mode 

(1673) by using a modified blank verse for the herolo plot 

and prose for the comic plot. The incongruity of set 

speeches in verse in comedy probably would have been recog

nized a heroic parody, especially since, as Dobree points out, 

stage verse, whether heroic couplet or blank verse, was 

written for oral delivery in the exaggerated declamatory 

style of Restoration serious drama (Tragedy, pp. 46-65). 

In The Plain Dealer, blank verse speeches oocur five 

times, eaoh time spoken either by Manly or Fidelia. In Act 

IV, while Manly is seduolng the unsuspecting Olivia, Fidelia 

remains outside the door and soliloquizes: 
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0 Heav'nsl is there not punishment enough 
In loving well, if you will have't a Crime; 
But you must add fresh Torments daily to't, 
And punish us like peevish Rivals still. 
Because we fain wou'd find a Heaven here? 
But did there never any love like me, 
That, untry'd Tortures, you must find me out? 
Others, at worst, you force to kill themselves; 
But I must be Self-murd'ress of my love, 
Yet will not grant me pow'r to end my life, 
My cruel life; for when a Lover's hopes 
Are dead, and gone, life is unmeroiful. 

(IV, 484-485) 

The Juxtaposition of Fidelia's tragic sentiments with the 

knowledge that Manly is, at the very moment, making love to 

Olivia gives rise to an emotionally complex atmosphere. On 

the one hand, we relish the poetic justice being effeoted 

through the comio bed trick, but we also are aware of some

thing sinister in the situation whioh tortures Fidelia to the 

point of desiring death. 

Manly, too, reveals his innermost thoughts in a 

soliloquy in blank verse. At the beginning of Act III, he 

admits the necessity of playing the hypocrite in order to 

avoid the soorn of Freeman: 

How hard it is to be an HypocriteI 
At least to me, who am but newly so. 
I thought it once a kind of Knavery, 
Nay, Cowardice, to hide ones faults; but now 
The common frailty, Love, becomes my shame. 
He must not know I love th1 ungrateful 

still, 
Lest he oontemn me, more than she: for I, 
It seems, oan undergo a Womans scorn, 
But not a M&ns— 

(III, 439-440) 
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Another Important lronlo technique employed by 

Wycherley is the fiction of the satirist satirized. The 

structure of satire, says Kernan, is threefold, being 

comprised of scene, satirist, and plot (p. vii). And its 

emphasis is on the attack whloh the satirist or satiric 

spokesman levels at the corrupt social scene. The satirist's 

standard of judgment is relatively clear and, as Zlmbardo 

says (p. 14), he carefully avoids "moral ambivalence." 

When presented ironically, however, the satirist's attack 

becomes double-edged and Includes the dramatic figure of the 

satiric spokesman, "the self appointed censor" whose moral-

19 
istlo pose is often suspioiously self-righteous. 17 When we 

become aware that the fictional satirist is not entirely 

identifiable with the author, we are forced to detach our

selves from his viewpoint and to evaluate it in the light of 

his character and motives, thereby adopting an Ironic double 

perspective toward the action. 

Wycherley employs two versions of the satirist 

satirized in his plays: the idealistic misanthrope, whose 

excess of a good quality brings him into conflict with his 

20 
environment, and the "parasite-satirist," who is involved 

19. Robert 0. Elliott, The Power of Satire: Magic. 
Ritual. Art (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 19&0), 
p. 222. 

20. See Zlmbardo, pp. 60-80. 
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in the vice he exposes and attacks. John Wilcox convincingly 

shows that Wycherley's plain dealer, Manly, is in the tradi

tion of Moliere's classic misanthrope, Alceste. The greatest 

similarity between The Plain Dealer and Le Misanthrope, how

ever, Is not in the particular likenesses of the two protag

onists (Manly is much less a courtier than Aloeste), but in 

the method of presenting an idealistic character in two ways 

at once. Throughout the play, Alceste gives vent to his mis

anthropy as he rails at the social vices and follies he finds 

around him. Similarly, Manly ruthlessly attacks his society 

for its hypocrisy and deceit. In his one-man crusade for 

honesty, Aloeste gains a degree of heroic stature, as is in

dicated by Eliante's description of him: 

His oonduct has been very singular lately; 
Still, I confess that I respect him greatly. 
The honesty in which he takes such pride 
Has—to my mind—its noble, heroic side. 
In this false age, such candor seems outrageous; 
But I could wish that it were more oontaglous. 01 

(IV, 1, 94) 

In the last two aots, however, "Alceste's talent for the 

extreme is given full scope and leads him qulokly enough Into 

22 
absurdity" when he discards Celimene for not going off into 

exile with him and exits vowing to become a hermit. Manly's 

similar desire for isolation is apparent In two descriptions 

21. The Misanthrope, trans. Rlohard Wilbur (New 
York: Harcourt, Brace, and World, 1955). 

22. Elliott, p. 178. 
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of him, one by Wycherley In the dramatis personae, the other 

by one of his sailors. According to the author, Manly Is 

"Of an honest, surly, nloe humor, suppos'd first, In the time 

of the Dutch war, to have procur'd the Command of a Ship, out 

of Honour, not Interest; and choosing a Sea-life, only to 

avoid the World" (Plays, 387). Prom one of his sailors we 

learn that "he was to settle himself somewhere In the Indies 

. . . , for he was resolved never to return again for 

England" (I, 392). Manly rejects his society before the play 

begins, whereas Aleeste arrives at this point only at the 

end of Le Misanthrope. Apparently Wycherley Is not as 

willing as Mollere to accept man's ability to reject society 

and Isolate himself from it, for he prooeeds to show his 

idealist reluctantly accepting a compromise with his society. 

In spite of the heroic stature that both characters attain 

through their devotion to absolute truth and their primitive 

nobility, their way of life is ultimately "shown to be in

adequate as a solution to the problem of how one is to live 
23 

as a man among mankind." In both oases, heroic idealism 

is qualified by social necessity, and the result is "a com

plex response composed ... of apparently contradictory 

23. Elliott, p. 183. 
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24 
elements" —we must see Aloeste and Manly both as hero and 

satiric butt. 

In his portrayal of Horner in The Country Wife. 

Wycherley presents what has been called one of the Restora-

25 
tion versions of Volpone —the satirist who himself becomes 

symbolic of the vice he exposes. Horner Indeed becomes 

emblematic of the hypocritical lust of his society when he 

adopts the pose of a eunuch in order to seduce the "women of 

honor" who are concerned only with reputation. The problem 

presented by the parasite-satirist, as portrayed by Wycher-

ley, is how to interpret his apparently unequivocal success. 

Unlike Volpone, Horner escapes exposure and punishment and, 

therefore has been called Wycherley's true-wit hero in the 

play. The irony in the portrayal of the parasite-satirist 

is much more subtle than that in the portrayal of the ideal

istic misanthrope, for as a member of the society which he 

takes advantage of, he appears not to be in conflict with 

the society's values but rather to accept and use them to 

achieve his goals. The satiric undercutting of the parasite-

satirist is presented, therefore, in terms of conflict within 

24. Elliott, p. 184. 

25. Ronald Paulson, The Plotions of Satire (Balti
more: The Johns Hopkins Press, 1967), p. 92. Paulson also 
calls Manly a version of Volpone, a contention whloh is not 
substantiated by a comparison of Horner and Manly. 

26. Fujimura, p. 145. 
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one value system rather than as a conflict between two value 

systems. lynch was one of the first critics to emphasize the 

Importance of a "double comlo standard" in Restoration 

comedy, which puts even the libertine heroics of the 

parasite-satirist into ironic perspective: 

Really intelligent persons cannot completely adjust 
their conduct to an artificial social pattern with
out paying a price. A conflict ensues between their 
natural selves and the selves which society pre
scribes for them. They may sacrifice the former even 
willingly, but the dramatist knows and the audience 
knows that the social compensation, however gracious, 
is transitory and inadequate. In contrasting social 
pretenders with these accomplished people of fashion, 
the dramatist asserts a double comic standard, upon 
which he relies for enlarging the scope of his 
comedy, (pp. 37-38) 

As Lynch implies, the confllot between natural desires and 

artlfiolal social behavior oreates a self-limiting oontext. 

When the true-wit accepts society's rules, even for the pur

pose of exploiting that society, he is limiting his environ

ment. This is true of Horner, according to Holland, who 

says: "He, however, wins only limited success. He is, in 

effect, maimed, cut off from the real and permanent happiness 

represented by the exuberant union of Harcourt and 

Allthea ..." (p. 83)• Thus, through the ambivalent por

trayal of Horner and Manly, Wycherley creates the double 

perspective of irony characteristic of his best plays. 

The Ironic perspective is further achieved by means 

of Wycherley18 antl-llluslonistic treatment of the play as 
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artifact. Weales calls attention to Wycherley's self-

conscious theatricality when he says: 

The plays are sprinkled with reminders that we are 
in a theater, perhaps none more obvious than the one 
at the end of Act II of DaneIng-Master when a sin
ger in no way involved in the action of the play, 
comes on to perform; "She's come," Hippolita says, 
"as if she came expresly to sing the new Song ..." 

(p. xiv) 

Similarly, Wycherley treats the conventional comic plot in 

ways which emphasize and call into question its formulaic 

nature. As Weales says: 

The end of The Gentleman Dancing-Master is presumably 
a conventional one, with the young lovers outwitting 
the stern father and the foolish fiance, but after 
watching Hippolita for five acts, one wants to con
gratulate Monsieur on escaping marriage with her. 

(p. xiv) 

Likewise, Manly1s being lavishly rewarded after his question

able revenge on Olivia, and the "dance of cuckolds" at the 

end of The Country Wife, ironically undercut the sense of 

comic resolution. 

Another technique flfyoherley employs in order to 

emphasize the play as play is the breaking of the dramatic 

illusion. This forces the audience to shift from Involvement 

in the limited scope of the dramatic aotlon to a broader more 

detached point of view encompassing the playhouse situation. 

In order to break the illusion, Wycherley Interjects topical 

references to plays and actors into the dramatic action. In 

Act III of The Gentleman Dancing-Master, for example, 



Monsieur and Hippollta carry on a debate over the relative 

merits of two contemporary actors—Angel and Nokes: 

HIPPOLITA. Methinks now Angel is a very good Fool. 

MONSIEUR. Nauh, nauh, Mokes is a better Fool, but 
indeed the Englls' are not fit to be Fools; here 
are ver few good Fools. 'Tis true, you have many 
a young Cavalier, who go over into France to learn 
to be the Buffoon; but for all dat, aey return but 
mauvals Buffoon, Jarnll. 

HIPPOLITA. I'm sure, Cousin, you have lost no time 
there• 

MONSIEUR. Auh le brave Scaramouche. 

HIPPOLITA. But is it a Science in France. Cousin? 
and is there an Academy for Fooling:sure none go 
to it but Players. 

MONSIEUR. Dey are Comedians dat are de Matres, but 
all the beaux monde go to learn, as they do here 
of Angel and Nokes: for if you did go abroad into 
Company, you wou'd find the best almost of de 
Nation oonnlng in all places the Lesson whloh dey 
have learnt of the Fools, dere Matres, Nokes and -
An&ol• 

(in, 171-172) 

The dramatic illusion is broken and ironic perspective 

achieved because Monsieur was played by James Nokes and the 

other object of debate, Edward Angel, "probably played Son 
27 

Diego." "Needless to say," says Holland, "Nokes prefers 

Nokes" (p. 67). The audience, watching Nokes as Monsieur, 

would be forced into the position of viewing Nokes as both 

actor and character and applying Monsieur's comments on 

"the beaux monde" to themselves. 

27* Holland, p. 67; see also Weales, p. 245, n. 2. 
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In Aot V, Wycherley again focuses ironically on the 

play as play when he has Hippolita remark that her "story" 

might be material for some dramatist: 

GERRARD. ... come, what are you thinking of? 

HIPPOLITA. I am thinking if some little filching 
inquisitive Poet shouTd get my story, and represent 
it on the Stage; what those ladies, who are never 
precise but at a Play, wou'd say of me now. . • • 

(V, 220) 

Again the audience is reminded that It is watching a repre

sentation, but the emphasis on the play as artifact makes 

even more apparent the reality behind the artifact. 

In The Plain Dealer. Wycherley adds ironic dimension 

to the action when he has Eliza and Olivia discuss his own 

earlier play, The Country Wife: 

OLIVIA. Very fine I then you think a Woman modest, 
that sees the hideous Countrey Wife, without 
blushing, or publishing heir detestation of it? 
D'ye hear him, Cousin? 

ELIZA. Yes; and am, I must confess, something of his 
opinion, and think that as an over-conscious Pool 
at a Play, by endeavoring to shew the Author's 
want of Wit, exposes his own to more censure: so 
may a Lady call her own modesty in question, by 
publlckly cavilling with the Poets. . . . 

(II, 419-420) 

There follows an extended discussion of the name "Homer" 

and of the "China scene" through whloh Wycherley oreates an 

Indirect relationship between audience and author by exhib

iting his awareness of their opinions and expressing his own 

in the dialogue between Olivia and KLiza. 



In The Country Wife. Margery Pinchwife's description 

of a typical Restoration audience has a similar effect. It 

places the audience in the position of performers by making 

them aware of being watched by one another: 

ALITHEA. Did he not carry you yesterday to a Play? 

MRS. PINCHWIFE. Ay, but we sate amongst ugly People, 
he wou'd not let me come near the Gentry, who sate 
under us, so that I cou'd not see 'em: He told me, 
none but naughty Women sate there, whom they tous'd 
and mous'd; but I wou'd have ventur'd for all that. 

(II. 273) 

In Act III the playhouse situation is referred to again when 

Sparklsh damns the stage poets because "they make a wise and 

witty Man in the World, a Fool upon the Stage. . . . for I 

know not but it may be my own case" (III, 297)* Hareourt 

replies: "But why should'st thou be afraid of being in a 

Play, who expose your self every day in the Play-houses, and 

as publlck Places" (III, 297)* Horner then adds: "'Tls but 

being on the Stage, Instead of standing on a Benoh in the 

Pit" (II, 298)* The playhouse, therefore, becomes a stage 

where one may play the fool in the pit and not be distin

guished from the fool on stage. 

Prologues and epilogues traditionally have been the 

playwright's vehicle for direct communication with his 

audience. He sometimes attacks them for want of wit, pleads 

with them for fair judgment, or defends his practice from 

expected criticism. In all cases, the conventional prologues 



and epilogues frame the plays with authorial commentary, 

which, however unrelated to the action of the play, empha

sizes that the play Is a representation. Whether prologues 

and epilogues affect the dramatic Illusion once the action 

begins Is difficult to surmise, but In some cases It Is ap

parent that prologues and epilogues are Intended to prepare 

the audience for the action and to relate the stage to 

reality. The Prologue to The Plain Dealer performs both of 

these functions. First, the thematic significance of the 

Improbable happy ending Is prepared for by the remark that 

only on stages Is truth rewarded. The emphasis on play as 

play begins In the opening lines of the Prologue when the 
28 

actor Hart steps forward and establishes his character: 

I the Plain-Dealer am to Act to Day: 
And my rough Part begins before the Play. 

(p. 385) 

He then defends the play as a reflection of reality: 

But the course Dauber of the coming Scenes, 
To follow Life, and Nature only means; 
Displays you, as you are: makes his fine Woman 
A mercenary Jilt, and true to no Man; 
His Hen of Wit, and Pleasure of the Age, 
Are as dull Rogues, as ever cumber1d Stage: . . . 

(p. 386) 

Wycherley uses the Epilogue to The Country Wife to 

comment on the action which has Just been completed In order 

28. Weales, p. 387, says that Hart was listed as 
Manly In the 1677 quarto edition of The Plain Dealer. 
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to relate It to his audience. In doing so, he has Lady 

Fidget ironically Invert the relationship, showing how, in 

life, the pattern of deception represented by the witty 

Homer is reversed: 

In fine, you Essens't Boyes, both Old and Young, 
Who wou'd be thought so eager, brisk, and strong, 
Yet do the Ladies, not their Husbands, wrong: 

Sncourag'd by our Womans Mian to day, 
A Horners part may vainly think to Play: 
And may Intreagues so bashfully disown 
That they may doubted be by few or none, 
May kiss the Cards at Picquet,. Hombre,—Lu, 
And so be thought to kiss the Lady too; 
But Gallants, have a care faith, what you do. 
The World, which to no man his due will give, 
You by experience know you oan deceive, 
And men may still believe you Vigorous, 
But then we Woman,---there's no cous'ning us. 

(pp. 361-362) 

This survey of Wycherley's Ironic techniques has been 

an attempt to explore the specific nature of his ironic 

vision. His use of parody, the fiction of the satirist 

satirized, and the emphasis on play as play all suggest a 

complex artistic vision characterized by ambivalence. The 

two Wycherleys that early oritlcs were aware of—the liber

tine and the moralist—can now be understood in terms of the 

artistic duality of irony. Wycherley the artist does not 

fluctuate between the positions of moralist and libertine, 

but exhibits both attitudes at once. James Sutherland 
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describes the primary characteristic of Wycherley's art when 

he says: "In all Wycherley's work we have a sense of the 

divided mind."^ 

Wycherley's method indicates that he recognized 

life's complexities and described them without imposing a 

moral order on them. His recurring themes are ambiguity, 

contradiction, paradox, and he explores them in his plays by 

establishing tension between conflicting ideas or ideologies 

which qualify one another and require compromise. The fol

lowing chapters will examine Wycherley's four plays olosely 

in an attempt to show that what have been called moral and 

artistic inconsistencies are assimilated In Wycherley's 

ironlo vision. 

29. English Satire (Cambridge, England: Cambridge 
University Press, 1958), p. 144. 



CHAPTER IV 

SEEDS OP IRONY: LOVE IN A WOOD AND 
THE GENTLEMAN DANOING-MASTER 

Wycherley's first two plays have elicited relatively 

little serious consideration from modern critics. Perry 

calls them apprentice works which show "glimmerings of the 

genius which was later to manifest Itself so powerfully in 

The Country Wife and The Plain Dealer" (p. 3 5 ) .  And although 

Love in a Wood was so well received by Restoration audiences 

that it "passed into the regular repertory of Killigrew's 

company"1 and was periodically revived for "some forty 
o 

years," it is now thought to be "a very uneven work, as one 

might expect from the dramatist's first attempt."^ Wycher

ley's second play, moreover, was coolly received even by 

Restoration audiences. John Downes, bookkeeper and prompter 

for Davenant's Lincoln's-Inn-Fields Theater from 1662 to 

1706, reports that The Gentleman Dancing-Master was the 

"third new play Acted there" and "lasted but 6 Days, being 

1. Summers, Works. I, 68. 

2. Montague Summers. The Playhouse of Pepys (New 
York: Humanities press, 1964), p. 354. 

3* Fujimura, p. 133* 
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lllce't but Indifferently," Zimbardo has said that the play 

"has little value as a work of art, but it can be useful in 

showing us the progress of Wycherley's development" (p. 49), 

and Fujlmura has criticized it for being "too farcical to 

give rise to the highest comic wit" (p. 133)* Only Holland 

finds The Gentleman Dancing-Master a play of substance, 

calling it "perhaps the most ingenuous and innocuous comedy 

of the period" (p. 64). 

The prevalent twentieth-century attitude toward 

Wycherley's early plays is due primarily to their being com

pletely overshadowed by The Country Wife and The Plain 

Dealer, two masterpieces of Restoration comedy with which 

they are inevitably compared. To be sure, they lack the in

tellectual depth and force of characterization of the later 

plays. Neither presents a Manly, who stands alone and pauses 

to consider the implications of rejecting society in order to 

preserve his personal integrity. Nor does either play pre

sent a Horner, who dominates the social world by means of 

artful deceit and manipulation. However, in Love in a Wood 

and The Gentleman Dancing-Master, we find Wycherley experi

menting with ironic techniques that will later be used more 

effectively. But the early plays do not achieve the unity of 

ironic effect found in the mature plays, but exhibit instead 

4. Rosclus Angllcanus. or an Historical Review of 
the Stage, ed. Montague Summers (New York: Benjamin Blom, 
196b), p. 32. 



only flashes of effective parody and only partial success In 

creating an atmosphere of ambiguity through ambivalent char

acterization. 

In her recent book on Wycherley, Zlmbardo attempts to 

show that Love In a Wood Is a Restoration pastoral, 'patterned 

after Fletcher's The Faithful Shepherdess. In which the 

characters represent clearly delineated attitudes toward 

5 
love.^ The attitudes, according to Zlmbardo, range from the 

sententlously Platonic to unverballzed bestiality, and the 

business of the characters "is to enact or to discuss ques

tions of love—-the pseudo-problems of the Renaissance, 

Italian courtly tradition, suoh as, the value of absence 

from the beloved, the uses of jealousy, etc." (p. 28). 

Zlmbardo1s desire to see Love in a Wood as a clearly 

defined pastoral treatise on the nature of love is an exten

sion of her thesis that pastoral and satire are two sides of 

the same coin and that Wycherley1s development was merely a 

matter of flipping himself over (p. 22). Her assumption 

that Wycherley is a satirist with a black-and-white moral 

vision causes her to seek in the early plays a pastoral 

idealism which indicates the "constancy of his adherence" to 

the ideal of "romantic love, with the accompanying virtues 

5. Weales, p. 118, note 11, calls Zlmbardo's attempt 
to show that Love in a Wood is a Fletcherian pastoral "com
pletely unconvincing•" 



of honesty, modesty, courage" (p. 49). A large part of Zlm-

bardo's argument rests on her interpretation of St. James's 

Park as a pastoral wood which functions, "as the pastoral 

wood must" (p. 33), first to complicate and then to unravel 

the plot. Before turning St. James's Park into Arcadia and 

calling the play a pastoral, however, one should consider 

that it is the setting of only two scenes in the entire play, 

and that in these scenes it functions primarily as a device 

for plot manipulation. The park never takes on the pervasive 

otherworldly quality of the Shakespearean green world, which 

clearly does represent a way of life detached from everyday 

existence. At best it is an imitation—a conscious attempt 

to preserve within the confines of a city the illusion of 

pastoral simplicity. It is apparent in Love in a Wood that 

the characters who go to the park are aware that they are 

merely doing the fashionable thing. We find, therefore, a 

self-conscious attitude toward the park and what it stands 

for, which makes it impossible for us to take this pastoral 

element more seriously than do the characters: 

RANGES. Hang me if I am not pleas'd extreamly with 
this new fashioned catterwouling, this midnight 
coursing in the park. 

VIHCENT. A man may come after Supper with his three 
Bottles in his head, reel himself sober, without 
reproof from his Mother, Aunt, or grave relation. 

BAMGER. May bring his bashful Wench, and not have 
her put out of countenanoe by the impudent honest 
women of the Town. 

(II, 30) 



The primary reason for going to the park is not to recapture 

a pastoral golden age, but to gain more easily the question

able pleasures of the town. St. James's Parle is, then, 

neither simple nor pastoral, a fact attested to by historians 

of London life who indicate that the parks and pleasure 

gardens "were often so crowded with pleasure seekers that 

they created their own problems of congestion and embarrass

ment."^ To a large extent, London's parks were but another 

facet of city life which had little in common with the 

Idealized concept of a pastoral forest. Zimbardo herself 

admits that the transference of "the meadows and forests of 

Arcadia to the midst of Restoration London ... is so de

lightfully absurd that it skirts parody" (p. 33). And once 

the absurdity of a conventional pastoral wood within London 

is recognized, it becomes Impossible to attribute a serious 

pastoral function to it. Likewise, its possible function as 

a satiric contrast to the realities of city life is question

able because of Wycherley's refusal to present it consist

ently in ideal terms. Instead, Wycherley's utilization of 

St. James's Park seems to represent an early attempt to 

create the ironic juxtaposition of two value systems—the 

pastoral-romantic versus the city-realistic. The focus of 

the play, however, is consistently on the realistic world of 

6. R. J. Mitchell and M. D. R. Leys, A History of 
London Life (Baltimores. Penguin Books, 1963), p. 253. 



72 

Restoration London, which has circumscribed the wood and 

turned it into a city park. 

The structure of Love in a Wood is deceptively 

simple, being based, as Zimbardo suggests, on a hierarchy of 

attitudes toward love. On the lowest level are the charac

ters of the subplot, who view love as an economic commodity. 

Lady Fidget Introduces the equation in Act I: "Not a Husband 

to be had for mony" (I, 10). In Act III Dapperwlt balances 

his amorous account: "The gaining Gripes daughter, will make 

me support the loss of this young Jilt here" (III, 61). And 

in Act IV Alderman Gripe and Joyner, the professional match

maker, strike a bargain: 

GRIPE. . . . shall I have my pennlworths out of the 
little Gentlewoman for all this? 

JOYNER. I'le be engag'd body for body for her, and 
you shall take the forfeiture on me else. 

(IV, 73) 

At the opposite extreme are Christina and Valentine, 

the lovers of the main plot who consciously imitate the ideal 

behavior of conventional romantic love. Christina's vow "to 

see the face of no man" (II, 42) until Valentine returns from 

exile causes Lady Flippant to refer to her twice as "faithful 

Shepherdess" (II, 41, 46). In seclusion Christina laments 

Valentine's absence in what Zimbardo.oalls "properly elevated 

diction" (p. 36): 
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Unhappy Valentine, could*st thou but see how soon 
thy absence, and misfortunes have disbanded all thy 
Friends, and turn'd thy Slaves all Renegades, thou 
sure would'st prize my only faithful heart. 

(II, 41) 

Upon his return, Valentine, too, speaks of the period of 

separation in Ideal terms: ". . . as absence is the bane of 

common and bastard Love; 'tis the vindication of that which 

is true and generous" (II, 47). 

The main plot also provides a third view of love, 

exemplified in the realistic Intrigue involving Ranger and 

Lydia. Ranger, as his name indicates, is the Restoration wit 

who ranges through St. James's Park "upon some probable hopes 

of some fresh Game" (I, 21), while Lydia, his equally witty 

mistress, follows in an attempt to catch and expose her 

philandering lover. Both consider love a match of wits and 

gaily play hide-and-seek through London, enjoying the game 

as much as the expected prize. 

The stratification of attitudes toward love invites 

the critic to compare the views and to make value Judgments 

concerning their relative merits. This approach has led 

critics like Zimbardo to focus on the apparent satiric con

trast between romantio idealism, witty realism, and gross 

carnality, and to conclude that tfycherley stands firmly be

hind the romantic idealism of Christina and Valentine. It 

is rarely noted, however, that Wycherley tries to temper the 

satiric contrast with Ironic ambiguity which tends to erase 
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distinctions. Revealing the characteristic skepticism of his 

age concerning absolute truth, Wycherley's attitude toward 

man's capacity to love resembles Rochester's attitude toward 

mankind's capacity for honesty: 

The difference lies, as far as I can see, 
Not in the thing itself, but the degree, 
And all the subject matter of debate, 
Is only; Who's a knave of the first rate? 

(11. 170-173)' 

From both the subplot, where love is an economic 

transaction, and the main plot, where Valentine and Christina 

play faithful shepherd and shepherdess while Ranger and Lydla 

play an amorous game of wits, there emerges an image of com

mon confusion which qualifies the moral distinctions between 

characters. In the main plot the two pairs of lovers become 

tangled, Inadvertently, in a maze of confusion resulting from 

mistaken Identity and false appearances. Ranger, having 

recognized Lydla following him in the park, pursues her to 

Christina's house, where Christina hides Lydla and persuades 

Ranger that he has made a mistake. Bewildered, Ranger makes 

the best of the situation by claiming to have followed 

Christina herself. lydla overhears all and suspects that 

Ranger and Christina have met before. Soon afterward, 

Valentine, who has returned to London secretly, overhears 

Ranger boasting of his new mistress and immediately suspects 

7. "Satyr Against Reason and Mankind," The Complete 
Poems of John Wllmot. Earl of Rochester, ed. David M. Velth 
(Hew Haven: Yale University Press, I96ti), p. 100. 
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Christina's faithfulness and becomes enraged with jealousy. 

False appearances add to the confusion when Lydia forges 

Christina's name to a letter in order to test Hanger and all 

of the characters arrive at the same place by coincidence. 

Ironically, it takes a final confusion of identities in the 

dark at St. James's Park to pair the lovers correctly. 

In the four-way intrigue of the main plot, two things 

are emphasized—the inevitable clash of an ideal concept with 

the demands of a real situation and the great extent to which 

chance rules the characters' lives. The necessity of compro

mise between romantic idealism and reality is presented 

through the inability of both Christina and Valentine to live 

up to their romantic conceptions of love. Christina, we re

member, has gone into a melancholy seclusion to lament prop

erly the absence of Valentine. The reasonableness of such 

ideal romantic behavior is called into question, however, by 

Christina's woman, Isabel, who reveals the attitude of "the 

Town" toward the comical figure of the melancholy lover: 

They say, then, since Mr. Valentines flying into 
France, you are grown mad, have put your self into 
Mourning, live in a dark room, where you'l see no 
body, nor take any rest day or night, but rave and 
talk to your self perpetually. 

(II, *0 

In the interchange which follows, Wycherley's saroasm is 

unmistakably behind the indignant tone with which Isabel 

chastizes her mistress: 
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CHRISTINA.. All this hitherto, is true; now to the 
rest. 

ISABEL. Indeed. Madam, I have no more to tell you, I. 
was sorry, I'm sure, to hear so much of any Lady 
of mine. 

(II, 41) 

Christina's romanticism is then tested when Lydia seeks 

refuge at her house while avoiding Hanger. Christina's 

noble vow to see no man's face until her lover returns from 

exile is challenged by Lydia's plea for help: "By that 

Friend, and by the hopes you have to see him, let me conjure 

you to keep me from the sight of mine now. • . . let your 

charity prevail over your superstition" (II, 42). By break

ing her vow and helping Lydia, Christina reveals her inabil

ity to achieve the ideal state of romantic love. But, 

ironically, her deficiency as ideal lover is a human virtue, 

and her rejection of "superstition" for "charity" Indicates 

that in Wycherley's mind the cold conventionality of romantic 

idealism is neither desirable nor attainable in an environ

ment in which chance forces people into contact with one 

another. 

Romantic Idealism is dealt a final blow when, in the 

park scene of Act V, Christina reveals that she and Valentine 

are formally betrothed. She says to Valentine, thinking he 

is Hanger: 

He wou'd have sought me out first, if you had not 
made him flye from me; our mutual love, confirm*d by 
a contract, made our hearts Inseparable; till you 
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rudely, if not maliciously, thrust in upon us, and 
broke the close, and happy knot. ... 

(V, 105) 

The contract between Christina and Valentine, although appar

ently welcomed by both lovers, is reminiscent of the imposed 

contract which often functions as an obstacle to the union of 

the lovers. Wycherley himself uses the imposed contract in 

two of his last three plays: in The Gentleman Dancing-Master 

Hippolita is formally betrothed to the Monsieur, and in The 

Country Wife Alithea is contracted to Sparkish. In both 

plays the contract exemplifies an economic view of love which 

is at odds with the romantic concept of love. The contract 

between Valentine and Christina is, therefore, delightfully 

ironic considering that ostensibly their idealized concept 

of love stands in opposition to the economically oriented 

view of love in the subplot. Moreover, the ineffectuality of 

such a contract is made clear by Christina's unintentional 

admission that their hearts were "inseparable" only until 

the strength of the "happy knot" was tested. Wycherley's 

use of the contract to cast doubt upon the ideality of the 

Valentine-Christina relationship is both confusing and heavy-

handed. Gerald Weales dismisses the idea of a formal be

trothal because he finds it inconsistent with "Valentine's 

later lines about securing a promise of the ladles £v, 11 i] 

(if we take them as anything other than the playwright's 

bringing the play to a neat and formal ending. . . .)" 
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(p. 124, note 7). It is more likely that the problem is a 

result of inconsistency on Wycherley's part, a failure of the 

novice playwright to achieve perfect unity in his first play. 

At this stage in his career, Wycherley was experimenting with 

subtle variations of the traditional structure of romantic 

comedy, but he was not yet ready to minimize the traditional 

structure and to emphasize the ironic. 

Throughout the play Valentine and Christina are un

successful in their attempt to play the roles of romantic 

hero and heroine. Par from being Wycherley's ideal, they are 

used to represent the inadequacy of the ideals for which they 

have been said to stand. Their relationship is a parody of a 

pastoral romance which is surrounded by reality. It is the 

dramatization of the conflict of two orders of existence, 

which Holland sums up in this way: "The world is a pretty 

imperfect place, and quasi-heroic perfectionists like 

Christina and Valentine have to be comically taught its im

perfections by being dragged through its mire" (p. 44). 

The witty Ranger-Lydia intrigue also presents an 

image of confusion arising from the disparity between a 

character's concept of love and its realization. The focus 

is on Hanger, the typical Restoration gallant who goes to 

St. James's Park in search of "fresh game" and who considers 

women "poor credulous Creatures, easily deceived" (I, 21). 

To Ranger, love is a game of wits and deception the only 
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rule. Kathleen Lynoh has called him Wycherley's libertine 

hero because he "becomes Involved in amusing predicaments 

. . . , from which he extrloates himself through his invari

able politeness, affable flattery, and Ingenious lying" 

(pp. 164-165). In spite of his apparent success as a witty 

gallant, Ranger is ready in Act IV to give up his libertine 

ways and settle down with Lydia. In a quasi-philosophical 

speech fraught with romantic sentiments, Banger takes his 

leave of philandering: 

Lydia. triumph, I now am thine again; of Intrigues, 
honourable or dishonourable, and all sorts of 
rambling, I take my leave; when we are giddy, 'tis 
time to stand still: why shou'd we be so fond of the 
by-paths of Love? where we are still way-lay'd, with 
Surprizes, Trapans, Dangers, and Murdering dls-ap-
pointments: 
Just as at Blind-mans Buff, we run at all 
Whilst those that lead us, laugh to see us fall; 
And when we think, we hold the Lady fast, 
We find it but her Scarf, or Veil, at last. 

(IV, 91) 

If it were better prepared for, Ranger's conversion from 

realist to romantic would make a delightfully ironic parallel 

to Christina's and Valentine's development in the opposite 

direction. The fact is, however, that Wycherley provides no 

significant motivation for such a reversal other than Ranger's 

momentary "giddiness." It is, therefore, difficult to accept 

it as permanent. And when he ends the play with a highly 

ambiguous statement of the nature of marriage, Wycherley's 

attitude becomes quite unclear: 
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The end of Marriage, now is liberty, 
And two are bound—to set each other free. 

(V, 112) 

The statement reflects both an ideal attitude—that 

"marriage, the social form, should release the private life 
Q 

or nature" —and an ironic attitude—that the social form en

ables both partners to pursue illicit pleasures under the 

cover of respectability. The balanced ambiguity of the 

play's ending is not entirely Justified, however, because 

Wycherley falls to develop it consistently and clearly 

throughout the play. We find, Instead, an attempt to graft 

ironic ambiguity onto conventional comiu structure, resulting 

in both structural and thematic inconsistencies. 

The image of confusion is even more evident in the 

subplot, which rivals Congreve's The Way of the World for 

complexity of relationships. For example, in the subplot the 

reader is hard-pressed to remember that Dapperwit is pursuing 

Martha, Alderman Gripe's daughter, while Gripe pursues Lucy, 

Dapperwit's former mistress, while Sir Simon Addleplot (not 

knowing that he is being used by Dapperwlt) disguises himself 

to pursue Martha and woos Lady Flippant, Gripe's lecherous 

sister, in his own person. In addition, the sense of con

fusion is effectively presented through parody of romantic 

diction and sentiments by characters whose concepts of love 

8. Holland, p. 44. 



are anything but idealized. Dapperwit, whose obsession with 

being a truewit causes him to affect a courtliness he does 

not understand, provides the most effective examples of 

romantic parody. In describing his mistress to Ranger, for 

example, he attempts a conventional romantic blazon which 

culminates in his unintentional ironic deflation of the 

romantic mood: 

DAPPERWIT. Well, she's a ravishing Creature, such 
eyes, and lips, Mr. Ranger. 

ROGER. Pre thee go. 

DAPPERWIT. Such neck and breasts, Mr. Ranger. 

RANGER. Again, prethee go. 

DAPPERWIT. Such feet, legs, and thighs, Mr. Ranger. 

RANGER. Prethee let me see'em. 

DAPPERWIT. And a mouth no bigger than your Ring; I 
need say no more. 

RANGER. Wou'd thou wer't never to speak again. 

DAPPERWIT. And then so neat, so sweet a Creature in 
bed, that to my knowledge, she do's not change her 
Sheets in half a year. 

(Ill, 55) 

The immediate effect is the satiric exposure of Dapperwit's 

distorted view of romantic love and his Inability to speak 

in truly Idealized terms; there is, however, a secondary 

emphasis aimed at satirizing the conventionality and artifi

ciality of romantic dlotion and sentiments which must always 
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9 
exaggerate the object being described. 

A similar effect is achieved when Dapperwit rational

izes, in heroic terms, his betrayal of Sir Simon Addleplot" 

VINCENT. Still betraying your best friends. 

DAPPERWIT. I cannot in honour but betray him. ... 

• • • 

DAPPERWIT. Betray him, I'll not be a Traytor to Love 
for any man. 

(I, 22) 

When treated realistically in comedy, the heroic love-honor 

conflict appears ridiculous. It is transformed from an 

Idealized soul-searching experience into a pragmatic Justifi

cation of means which emphasizes how easily traditional val

ues oan be distorted and still retain a respeotable facade. 

Romantic Idealism is further parodied through the 

character of Simon Addleplot, whose gullibility is traceable 

to the romantic fantasy he has built up around the wooing of 

Martha: 

SIR SIMON. At length, you see, I have freed the 
Captive Lady, for her longing Knight. Mr. 
Dapperwit. who brings off a Plot cleverly now. 

(V, 91) 

A large part of the fantasy is Sir Simon's false image of 

himself as a "Worthy, Noble, Brave, Heroick Knight" (V, 92). 

The fact that he is only a fool who lives by appearances is 

9* pf« Shakespeare's "Sonnet OXXXX" ("My mistress' 
eyes are no thing like the sun"). 



made clear when he says: "I'le go, put on my own oloaths, and 

look like a Knight" (V, 93). 

In a less humorous vein, Lady Flippant enacts a 

parody of the neglected lover In a speech In which she ex

presses the bestial part of her nature In elevated pastoral 

terms: 

FLIPPANT. Unfortunate Lady, that I ami I have left 
the Herd on purpose to be chas'd, and have wandred 
this hour here; but the Park affords not so much 
as a Satyr for me. • • . 

(V, 96) 

The same sort of confusion occurs when Mrs. Joyner, the pro

curess, accuses Dapperwit of having charmed Lucy "Into some 

Heathenish Imp with a hard name" and has to be corrected by 

Lucy: "Hymph, you mean God-mother" (III, 52). The distortion 

of romantic diction and sentiments, therefore, is one way in 

which the main and subplot characters are differentiated. 

Although Christina and Valentine are deficient as romantic 

lovers, they are aware of the ideal; in contrast, the sub

plot characters blindly ape the outward forms that they ob

serve in their social superiors. 

In spite of the moral and intellectual gap which 

seems to separate the characters in Love In a Wood, it is 

important to recognize that Wycherley also draws significant 

parallels between them. As the play develops, a common pat

tern emerges in both plots—all characters find themselves 

unable to achieve what they consider to be love's ideal 



state. Granted, in the subplot the ideal state is neither 

romantic love nor a perpetual, witty love game, but physical 

possession. But even this seemingly attainable goal is 

elusive, and the confusion which Christina, Valentine, 

Banger, and Lydia experience is compounded in the subplot. 

Lady Flippant and Sir Simon, for example, marry for money, 

each having been deceived concerning the other's wealth; 

Dapperwlt uses Addleplot to attain Martha (and her father's 

money) only to discover that he has been trapped by one who 

is "six months gone" (V, 109) with another man's child and 

that Gripe's marriage to Lucy will disinherit Martha; final

ly, Gripe, whose ardent desire is "communion" (III, 62) with 

an Innocent maiden, agrees to marry Lucy out of revenge even 

though she is a known whore. 

The play ends in the conventional comic manner with 

a rash of marriages and a dance, but beneath the superficial 

illusion of order, one senses that none of the characters is 

completely fulfilled. Wycherley has presented, in some 

respects Ineptly, a confused society in which all characters 

are forced to compromise and to settle for less than they 

desire. 

Wycherley's second play has been called his only true 

comedy because it follows closely the classical comic formula 

in which a young man (adulescens) triumphs over a father 
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(senex), who stands between him and a young woman (vlrgo). 

The plot is Wycherley's least complex, revolving entirely 

around a single device--a gallant's pose as a dancing-master 

—which was borrowed from Calderon's El Maestro de Danzar, 

Mr. James Formal, an English merchant who affects Spanish 

manners and calls himself Son Diego, keeps his daughter, 

Hippollta, locked up in "the Spanish fashion" under the 

watchful eye of her aunt, Mrs. Caution, until the daughter 

can be married to the Monsieur de Paris, a nephew who affects 

the French mode. Desiring to avoid marriage to her foppish 

cousin, Hippollta tricks Paris into arranging a rendezvous 

with Gerrard, a fine gentleman of the town whom she has heard 

the Monsieur mention. Gerrard breaks into the gallery of 

Hippollta*s house and the two are immediately attracted to 

one another. Before they can elope, however, they are caught 

by Don Diego and Mrs. Caution, and the witty Hippollta passes 

Gerrard off as her dancing-master in order to appease her 

suspicious father. For the next three acts Don Diego and 

Caution come close to discovering the deception but foil one 

another because each wants to be thought wiser than the 

other. Meanwhile, Gerrard and Hippollta engage In a match 

of wits, come to terms, and are secretly married by a parson 

provided by the unsuspeotlng Monsieur. The play ends with 

the Monsieur*8 soothing his injured heart with the 
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prostitute, Flirt, in a mock-marriage, and with Don Diego's 

pretending, in order to save face, that he knew what was 

happening the whole time and approved because he realized 

that the Monsieur was a fool. 

The primary weakness of the play is that it relies 

too heavily on repetition of a single situation. Since for 

three acts the conflict between Don Diego and Caution is 

presented without significant variation, it quickly becomes 

monotonous. Each time either Don Diego or Caution sees 

through Garrard's bumbling disguise (he can neither dance, 

sing, nor play the violin) and tries to make the other see 

the truth, egotism gets in the way and the exposure of 

Gerrard is prevented: 

DON DIEGO. . . . he's no Dancing-master by drawing 
his Sword so briskly: . . . 

CAUTION. Hold, hold! pray, Brother, let's talk with 
him a little first, I warrant you I shall trap 
hi m  . . .  

(II, 161) 

CAUTION. . . . he's no more a Dancing-master than I 
am a Maid. 

DON DIEGO. What! will you still be wiser than I? 
voto. . . . 

(Ill, 181) 

CAUTION. Vfliat, will you let her whisper with him 
too? 

DON DIEGO. Nay, if you find fault with it, they 
shall whisper; though I did not like it before, 
I'le ha' no body wiser than my self; . . . 

(IV, 211) 
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The battle of humors characters is further presented 

in Don Diego's attempt to make the Monsieur into a pseudo-

Spaniard like himself; 

DON DIEGO. Well, in short, if you will not be wiser, 
and leave off your French Dress, Stammering, and 
Tricks, look you, you shall be a Fool and go 
without Daughter, voto. 

MONSIEUR. How, must I leave off my Janti Franch 
Accoustrements, and speak base Englls' too, or not 
marry my CousinI 

(III, 177) 

Each time the two characters confront one another, the scene 

is repeated for the sake of farcical humor which culminates 

when the Monsieur is led around the stage by a Blackamoor 

whom Don Diego has engaged to convert him: 

MONSIEUR. Must I have my Dancing-master too? come 
little Master then, lead on. 
(BLACK struts about the Stage, the MONSIEUR follows 
him. imitating awkwardly all he does.) 

(IV, 194) 

The affectations of Don Diego and the Monsieur emphasize time 

and again the theme of reliance on false appearances which is 

reflected in the title of the play. Neither man can see be

yond superficial manners, and therefore both are easily de

ceived by Hippolita and Gerrard. 

Although far too much time is devoted to the repeti

tion of stock situations, in the scenes involving the lovers 

Wycherley succeeds in going beyond the stock courtship situ

ation by virtue of the complex characterization of his 
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heroine. In a play with few complexities, Wycherley's 

Hippolita stands out as something of an enigma. As Fujiraura 

has pointed out, she exhibits a "peculiar mixture of native 

wisdom and naivete" (p. 134), qualities which, although not 

necessarily incompatible, seem so in her. One moment she is 

aggressive and impatient in her pursuit of Gerrard and the 

next she is modest to the point of distraction. Her spon

taneous about-faces suggest at first that Wycherley is por

traying her as a coquette, but her coquettish pose is carried 

so far as to confuse both Gerrard and the audience: 

GERRARD. • . • Come, come away, the Coach and Six is 
ready. 

HIPPOLITA. 'Tis too late to take the Air, and I am 
not ready. 

GERRARD. -You were ready in the morning. 

HIPPOLITA. I, so I was. 

GERRARD. Come, come, Miss, indeed the Jest begins to 
be none. 

HIPPOLITA. What, I warrant you think me in jest 
then? 

GERRARD. In jest, certainly; but It begins to be 
troublesom. 

(IV, 204-205) 

The only possible motive for Hippolita's reversal of attitude 

other than gratuitous oaprlce is a sudden pang of conscience 

which she mentions: "• . . it goes against my Conscience to 

be accessory to so ill a thing" (IV, 204). But hesitation 

on moral grounds is too inconsistent with her desire to be 



rescued from marriage with the Monsieur to be taken seri

ously, We must remember that in Act I Hippolita is ready to 

run off with practically anybody in order to prevent her 

marriage to the Monsieur: 

If we knew but any man, any man, though he were but 
a little handsomer than the Devil, so that he were 
a Gentleman. 

(I. 132) 

Although we come to admire Hippolita's ability to 

manipulate a precarious situation to her advantage, we are 

disturbed by her tendency to caprice. In the Epilogue, 

spoken by Flirt, the prostitute, wycherley gives us a clue 

to help unravel what he seems to have anticipated would be 

a "problem" character: 

Yet lest the Merchants Daughters shou'd to day 
Be scandallz'd, not at our harmless Play; 
But our Hip-pollta. since she's like one 
Of us bold Flirts, of t' other end o' th' Town; 
Our Poet sending to you (though unknown) 
His best respects by me, do's frankly own 
The character to be unnatural; 
Hippolita is not like you at all; 
You, while your Lovers court you, still look 

grum, 
And far from wooing, when they woo. cry mum; 
And if some of you, e're were stol,n away, 
Your Portion's fault 'twas only I dare say. . * . 

(Plays. 235) 

Die Epilogue is a good example of the techniques of ironic 

concession and mook-praise. Through Flirt, Wycherley con

cedes that Hippolita's forwardness is unnatural according to 

the standards of the merchants1 daughters, and he pretends 

to praise their natural hypocritical coyness. Since, 



however, we recognize forwardness as a positive and "natural" 

trait in a romantic heroine, the inversion of values which 

has taken place is righted and the stigma of unnaturalness 

attaches Itself to the false modesty of the merchants' 

daughters• 

However, there is a problem created by Hippolita's 

tendency, in spite of her natural forwardness, to exhibit 

the same coyness with Gerrard that is Ironically censured in 

the Epilogue. Her apparent inconsistency raises an important 

question: Can Hippollta function dramatically as both a 

standard of naturalness against which the hypocritical mer

chants' daughters are to be measured and also as an object of 

satire in so far as she represents the merchants' daughters? 

The answer is yes, and the key to understanding Hippolita's 

dual function is recognizing that the confusing ambivalence 

in her character portrayal looks forward to the more success

ful ambivalent portrayal of Horner in The Country Wife. In 

spite of the essential differences in their characters, 

Hippollta and Horner serve similar functions. Both are used 

by Wycherley to attack satirically that which they represent, 

the main difference being that Horner attacks sexual hypoc

risy directly as satiric spokesman while Hippolita's natural 

forwardness becomes, in the Epilogue, an implied standard 

for oensuring hypocritical coyness. Furthermore, both 

Hippollta and Horner consciously play roles in order to gain 



their ends. In this regard, Hippolita is even a more complex 

character than Horner, who plays only the role of a eunuch. 

In Act II alone, Hippolita is seen in three roles. First, 

after having wittily contrived to get Gerrard into her house, 

she feigns Ignorance: "... I am but a home-bred-simple 

Girl" (II, 153). Moments later in an aside, she admits her 

role playing: "... the mask of simplicity and innocency is 

as useful to an intriguing Woman, as the mask of Religion to 

a States-man, they say" (II, 154). The "intriguing Woman," 

however, has difficulty getting Gerrard to carry her off and 

finds it necessary to cast herself in a romantic fiction in 

order to entice him: "Nay, I know you come to steal me away; 

because I am an Heiress . . ." (II, 157). 

Hippolita*s tendency to visualize herself in various 

roles points to the most neglected and most Interesting as

pect of the play—the ironic emphasis on the play as play. 

The reader will recall that near the end of the play 

Hippolita refers to her "story" which "some little filching 

inquisitive Poet" might represent "on the Stage" (V, 220); 

Hippolita's ironic self-awareness of role playing suggests 

that one way of looking at The Gentleman Dancing-Master is 

as an experiment in parody in which the author allows his 

heroine to create her own story by finding romantic analogies 

for her own situation. 



Beginning with a traditional comic structure, 

Wycherley uses parody to create ironic counterpoint to the 

romantic formula according to which the beautiful heiress is 

kept locked up by a domineering father until she is rescued 

by the hero. The heroine, appropriately named after the 

legendary queen of the Amazons, is even guarded by Caution, 

"the watchful Porter of this house" (V, 219)» a stock comic 

guardian, whose character also calls to mind the allegorical 

figure of Daunger in The Romance of the Rose: 

And Daunger erly and late, 
The keyes kepte of the utter gate. . . ,i0 

(11. 4207-4208) 

The ironic dimension of parody is achieved when the romantic 

formula is brought into sharp contrast with the problems of 

reality. The most obvious example of this is the difficulty 

which Hlppolita has in getting Gerrard to carry her off. 

Affected by her "Lovely Innocency" (II, 155), Gerrard becomes 

annoylngly bashful and hesitates even when prodded. Signifi

cantly, Hlppolita bombards him with hints couched in terms of 

a conventional romantic situation: 

HIPFOLITA. Well, all this fooling but loses time. 
I must make better use of it. (aside.) I cou'd 
let you kiss my hand, but then I'm afraid you 
wou'd take hold of me and oarry me away. 

GERRARD. Indeed I wou'd not. 

10. Geoffrey Chaucer, trans., The Complete Works of 
Geoffrey Chaucer, ed. P. N. Robinson, 2nd edition (Cambridge, 
Massachusetts: Houghton Mifflin, 1957), p. 604. 



HIPPOLITA. You wou'd, you wou'd, I know you wou'd. 

GERHARD. I'le swear I wo' not—by— 

HIPPOLITA. ... he does not like me sure well 
enough to carry me away, (aside.) 

(II, 156-157) 

Palling to motivate Gerrard to carry her away, Hippolita 

tempts him with her fortune: ". . . I am an Heiress, and 

have twelve hundred pound a year" (II, 15T)• Gerrard's 

interest is now awakened, and Hippolita pursues the romantic 

analogy further, suggesting that fate has thrust them 

together: 

HIPPOLITA. Besides, I have been told my Fortune, and 
the Woman said I shou'd be stoln away, because she 
says 'tis the Fate of Heiresses to be stoln away. 

GERRARD. Well, Madam, since 'twas foretold you, what 
do you think on't? 'tis in vain, you know, to 
resist Fate. 

(II, 158) 

To her chagrin, Hippolita disoovers that it is sometimes 

quite difficult to get oneself carried off in romantic fash

ion. Later, when she has doubts about Gerrard*s motives and 

stubbornly refuses to elope with him, she again resorts to 

romantic cliches: 

HIPPOLITA. ... I know not where you live, nor 
whither you might carry me; for ought I know, you 
might be a Spirit, and carry me to Barbadoes. 

GERRARD. No, dear Hiss, I wou'd carry you to Court, 
the Play-houses, and Hide-Park— 

(II, 166) 



Garrard's reply effectively contrasts the real world with the 

Never-Never-Land of romance and points out the absurdity of 

the romantic context when juxtaposed with a realistic con

text. This is a reiteration of the point made earlier when 

Gerrard crashes through the gallery window in true romantic 

fashion, and she asks him: "But pray who shall pay for the 

glass you have broken?" (II, 154). Unlike the writers of 

serious romance, Wycherley does ask who pays the hero's 

reckoning. 

The Ironic tension between romantic sentiments and 

reality is heightened as Hippolita tries to discover whether 

Gerrard is more interested in her or In her money. In order 

to test him, she "confesses" that she is not really an heir

ess (IV, 206), and he responds acoordlng to the formula by 

saying that it doesn't matter. Hippolita, however, is 

shocked, and as quickly as she suspected Gerrard's love, she 

suspects his wit: "What, wou'd you take me without the twelve 

hundred pound a year? wou'd you be such a Fool as to steal a 

Woman with nothing?" (IV, 206). Hippolita's apparent fluc

tuation from her romantic analogy to her real situation re

sults, ultimately, in her confusing the two and indicates 

what can happen when life begins to Imitate art or when art 

imperfectly fuses two aspects of life. It is a short step 

from the confusion Hippolita experiences to the complete 

confusion of appearance and reality represented by Don Diego 



and the Monsieur. As it stands, the character of Hippolita 

is inconsistent, perhaps reflecting confusion on Wycherley's 

part. As Fujimura says, "Hippolita is not a successful 

artistic creation. ... her motivation is not always plau

sible" (p. 134)• Attempting to present Hippolita from two 

different and contradictory points of view, Wycherley at 

times loses control of the character, and as a result calcu

lated ambivalence becomes puzzling inconsistency. At the 

same time, however, it should be noted that Hippolita*s puz

zling character makes The Gentleman Dancing-Master a much 

more interesting play than Love in a Wood and points the way 

to Wycherley's masterful handling of character in his later 

plays• 

In spite of all the difficulties they encounter, 

which are in part of Hippolita*s making, the lovers are 

married and the comic formula completed. However, there is 

a suggestion near the end of the play that Wycherley's 

sympathies do not lie entirely on the side of the romantic 

concept of love and marriage exemplified by Hippolita and 

Gerrard. He counterbalances their conventional romantic 

union with a mock-marriage between the Monsieur and Flirt 

which stands as an "attack on conventional marriages, and an 

Ironic holding up of 'keeping* as a more honorable institu

tion" 1 

11. Fujlmura, p. 138. 



MONSIEUR. . . . Gome, come, I am thine, let us 
strike up the Bargain, thine according to the 
honourable Institution of Keeping, come. 

FLIRT. Kay, hold, Sir, two words to the Bargain, 
first I have ne're a Lawyer here to draw Articles 
and Settlements. 

MONSIEUR. Howl is the World come to that? a man 
cannot keep a Wench without Articles and Settle
ments, nay then 'tis e'en as bad as Marriage 
indeed, and there's no difference betwixt a Wife 
and a Wench. 

(V, 230) 

The play ends, then, on a note of ambivalence. Al

though Hippolita and Gerrard are successfully united and Don 

Diego and the Monsieur are reconciled, Wycherley has 

thoroughly ridiculed the conventions of romantic love, and 

in addition, has allowed the Monsieur to suggest that in 

reality marriages suoh as Hippolita1s and Gerrard's are rare. 

Wycherley's first two plays cannot in all fairness be 

compared to his mature works. They can, however, help us to 

understand some of the apparent ambiguities in the later 

plays, for they point to one of the essential aspects of 

Wycherley*s method: the use of foxm to convey Implied 

meaning. Once we realize that Wycherley's attitudes are em

bodied in his parody of character, language, and stage con

ventions, we oan begin to approach the plays as works of art 

rather than as manifestoes of a schizophrenic Puritan-

libertine. 



CHAPTER V 

IRONY OP SELF DECEPTION: THE COUNTRY WIFE 

Most modern critics agree that The Country Wife is a 

masterpiece of Restoration drama. There is little agreement, 

however, on why it is such an important play. Wilcox 

attributes its success to the subordination of "ethical im

plications" to "the presentation of social satire" (p. 102). 

Fujlmura places the emphasis on the naturalistic doctrine 

which he considers the foundation of the play and, more 

specifically, on the character of Horner, Wycherley's "most 

striking Truewlt—a plain dealing, yet ironlo Wit, mordant 

and blunt in his speech, libertine in his principles, skepti

cal in temper, and rationalistic" (p. 145). Holland takes a 

more moralistic approach and accordingly says: "the signifi

cance of the play lies In the contrast and interaction of 

three closely woven lines of intrigue. Two of these 

intrigues define a 'wrong way,' a limited, half-successful 

way of life. The third intrigue defines a 'right way' that 

contrasts with the limitations of the other two" (p. 73). 

Finally, Zimbardo emphasizes the forual satiric structure of 

the play, arguing, as does Holland, that Wycherley presents 
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a definite ideal: "Alithea and Harcourt are the twin virtues 

that oppose the double vice of the thesis. Alithea, as her 

name suggests, is the truth that opposes hypocrisy; Harcourt 

is the romantic love that stands against lust. For every 

aspect of vice presented, the opposing virtue Is held up for 

comparison in Alithea and Harcourt" (pp. 161-162). 

Although different in emphasis, the approaches 

mentioned above have two things in common: they are based on 

the assumption that in portraying the vices and follies of 

Restoration society, Wycherley adopted the black-and-white 

moral position of satire, and they attempt to find Wycher-

ley's personal views expressed by a character (Horner as 

satiric spokesman) or clearly represented (the successful 

union of Harcourt and Alithea as satirlo norm). The assump

tion of Wycherley's satiric point of view has caused critics 

to interpret The Country Wife in terms of what Fujimura calls 

the "outwitting situation involving Truewits, Witwouds, and 

Witlesses" (p. 165). In this view, the truewits (Horner 

and Harcourt) deceive the less perceptive characters (Plnch-

wife, Sir Jaspar Fidget, and Sparkish) and thus expose them 

to ridicule. What most critics fail to emphasize adequately, 

however, is that although deception plays an Important part 

in Initiating the successful maneuvers of Horner and 

Harcourt, it is the dupes' self-deception which moves the 
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plot forward. Essential to the understanding of Ylycherley's 

method In The Country Wife Is the realization that all three 

intrigues are informed by irony and caloulated to illustrate 

the Ironic theme stated by Pinchwife in Act III: . . 

Cuckolds and Bastards, are generally makers of their own 

fortune" (III, 292). In all three plots, the emphasis is 

not on the ingenuity of the truewits, but on the inevitabil

ity of the fools' actions bringing about results opposite to 

those intended and expected. The clash of truewit and fool 

is traditional, being rooted in the classical comic concept 

of the struggle between eiron and alazon which Prye calls 

"the basis of the comic action" (p. 172). Wycherley's fools 

are certainly alazons. "imposters" who are characterized by 

"a lack of self-knowledge.1,1 And Horner's passive exploita

tion of society is characteristic of the classical eiron. 

"who is an eiron figure because . . . the dramatist tends to 

play him down and make him rather neutral and unformed in 

character." 

In the two plots centering around him, it is not 

3 
really accurate to call Horner an "agent of destruction." 

1. Prye, p. 172. 

2. Prye, p. 173. 

3. Anne Righter, "William Wycherley," in Restoration 
Dramatists, ed. Earl Miner (Englewood Cliffs, Hew Jersey: 
Prentice-Hall, 1966), p. 112. 



100 

Except for the initial deception—causing the rumor of his 

being a eunuch to be spread through the town—Horner is 

relatively passive throughout the play. In fact, the success 

of his pose requires that he be passive and cold toward women 

in order not to give himself away. Sir Jaspar notes Homer's 

seeming lack of Interest in Act I: 

SIR JASPAR. Won't you be acquainted with her Sir? 
(So the report is true, I find by his coldness or 
aversion to the Sex; but I'll play the wag with 
him.) (Aside.) Pray salute my Wife, my Lady, 
Sir. 

(I, 260) 

Horner knows that in order to succeed he must rely solely 

upon the initiative of husbands who are seeking harmless 

companions for their wives, and "women of honor" who are 

seeking lovers in whose hands their reputations will be safe. 

According to Frye, the self-deprecating attitude which Horner 

presents is appropriate to the elron. and his employment of 

the "technique of appearing to be less than one is" is essen

tially ironic (p. 40). Horner's ironic passivity Is espe

cially apparent when his approach Is contrasted with Ranger's 

delight in the love chase in Love in a Wood. In its basic 

construction, therefore, The Country Wife is not unlike most 

traditional comedy, which employs the formula of elron and 

alazon. However, Wycherley appears to have modified the 

formula slightly by deemphasizlng the active role of the 

elron and focusing on the stupidity of the alazon. The 
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result is an intensification of the dramatic irony which is 

evoked by a character's being almost entirely responsible 

for his misfortune. 

The first of Horner's victims, Sir Jaspar Fidget, is 

characterized as a "grave Man of business" (I, 262) who 

believes that "'Tis as much a Husbands prudence to provide 

innocent diversion for a Wife, as to hinder her unlawful 

pleasures®' (I, 261-262), Deceived by Horner's feigned aver

sion to women, Sir Jaspar thrusts Lady Fidget upon him, 

coaxing her to accept him as "an innocent Play-fellow" (III, 

288). Then, at the end of Act II, he rushes off to attend to 

business, blindly encouraging Lady Fidget to engage In "busi

ness" with Horner whloh will make him a cuckold: ". . .go, 

go to your business, I say, pleasure, whilst I go to my 

pleasure, business" (II, 290). Having been let in on 

Horner's secret, Lady Fidget appreciates the irony of Sir 

Jaspar*s situation and points to the comic justice of his 

being cuckolded: 

LADY FIDGET. 
Who for his business, from his Wife will run; 
Takes the best care, to have her bus'ness done. 

(II, 290) 

Sir Jaspar's propensity for self-deception is easily 

overlooked in a plot which brilliantly exposes the false 

modesty of the hypocritical "women of honor," who, in 

Homer's words, are "only chary of their reputations, not 
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their Persons" (I, 263) .  Early in the play, however, it he-

comes apparent that Sir Jaspar is a humors character whose 

obsession with business affairs leads to his embarrassing 

misfortune: 

SIR JASPAR. Nor can I stay longer; 'tis—let me see, 
a quarter and a half quarter of a minute past 
eleven; the Oouncll will be sate, I must away: 
business must be preferr'd always before Love and 
Ceremony with the wise Mr. Horner. 

(I, 261) 

As his name indicates, Sir Jaspar is as "fidgety" about his 

apparently trivial business affairs as Lady Fidget is about 

her reputation; he, however, is blinded by his self-created 

image, whereas Lady Fidget uses her hypocritical facade to 

blind others. Sir Jaspar*s self-induced blindness is almost 

complete, although he does ezperlenoe two moments of aware

ness—first in the "china" scene (IV, 325-326) when he finds 

Lady Fidget in Horner's embrace and, secondly, in the final 

scene (V, 358) when Horner's deception is almost uncovered. 

In both cases, however, Sir Jaspar's doubts are easily over

come, and in neither does he present a serious threat. In 

fact, Sir Jaspar's characteristic blindness is so well estab

lished that his moments of partial perception seem to be mere 

accidental deviations into common sense which he quickly 

checks. Horner's passive triumph over Sir Jaspar is, as it 

were, by default, and the result is a primarily exemplary 
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plot, in which conflict between characters is replaced by 

self-exposure of a humors character. 

The dramatic conflict which is conspicuously absent 

from the Fidget plot abounds in the Pinchwife plot. Recently 

returned to town with his "country wife," Pinchwife, a stock 

"Jealous husband," is concerned to discover that Horner knows 

of his marriage and is even more upset by Horner's insinua

ting Jibe, "Why, the next thing that is to be heard, is 

thou'rt a Cuckold" (I, 268), Horner's threatening presence 

becomes the focal point for Pinchwife's obsessive Jealousy, 

and the interaction of the two constitutes the conflict of 

the main plot: 

PDTCHWIFE. Well, well, I'll take care for one, my 
Wife shall make me no Cuckold, though she had your 
help Mr. Homer: I understand the Town, Sir. 

(I, 270) 

As with Sir Jaspar Fidget, Pinchwife cannot avoid being 

cuckolded in spite of all the precautions his Jealousy dic

tates. But Pinchwife's cuckolding, unlike Sir Jaspar's, is 

doubly ironic—first, because he brings it upon himself and, 

secondly, because he acts throughout the play on the assump

tion that Horner is normal and therefore a threat to him. It 

is significant that Horner's pose is not the primary cause of 

Pinchwife's cuckolding, for it forces us to look beyond 

Horner, into the relationship between Pinchwife and Margery, 

in order to discover to what degree Pinchwife initiates the 
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sequence of events which culminate in his being cuckolded. 

In treating this traditional comic motif, Wycherley charac

teristically emphasizes the irony inherent in the alazon's 

situation. 

Traditionally, criticism has emphasized Horner's role 

in the Plnchwlfe plot and has avoided serious consideration 

of Margery, the country wife of the title. Like Hippolita in 

The Gentleman Dancing-Master. Margery appears initially to be 

something of a paradox, for she has been called both an 

"Innocent" country girl and the "embodiment of feminine las-

civiousness.In order to understand the apparent contra

diction, it is necessary to recognize that her Innocence is 

not to be equated with virtue but with ignorance "of the ways 

the Restoration world goes about securing the satisfaction 

she craves."-* Margery shares the desires of her city 

counterparts, Lady Fidget, Squeamish, and Dainty, and differs 

from them only because she substitutes "direct earthiness"^ 

for trickery and deception. As a country figure, Margery 

symbolizes naivete and ignoranoe of city manners; we recall 

that she is surprised to learn that people in the city send 

letters to one another: 

4. Wilcox, p. 91 • 

5. Wilcox, p. 91 • 

6. Holland, p. 87* 
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MRS. PINCHWIFE. Lord, what d'ye malce a fool of me 
for? Don't I know that Letters are never writ, 
but from the Countrey to London, and from London 
into the Countrey; now he' s in Town, and I am in 
Town too; therefore I can't write to him you know. 

(IV, 319) 

In spite of her ignorance, Margery is not without the 

natural desires common to both rural and oity women, as her 

letter to Horner indicates: 

. . .I'm sure if you and I were in the Countrey at 
cards together, —so—I cou'd not help treading on 
your Toe under the Table—so—or rubbing knees 
with you, and staring in your face, 'till you saw 
me—very well--and then looking down, and blushing 
for an nour together • . • 

(IV, 32J-322) 

Therefore, when we learn that Plnchwife married Margery 

because he thought her country breeding made her immune to 

the temptations of the city and more tractable than a city 

wife, we must recognize, as Horner does, that the husband's 

vision is somewhat obscured by false appearances: 

PIUCHWIFE. Why, I have marry'd no London Wife. 

HORNER. Pshaw, that's all one, that grave circum
spection in marrying a Country Wife, is like re
fusing a deceitful pamper'd Smithfield Jade, to 
go and be cheated by a Friend in the Country. 

(I, 269) 

Pinchwife is quite correct in assuming that country wives 

differ from London wives with regard to awareness of the 

subtleties of deception, but he makes the fundamental mistake 

of equating ignorance with innocence: . . and since silly 
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and innocent, £shej will not know the difference betwixt a 

Man of one and twenty, and one of forty" (I, 270). In the 

subsequent action, Plnchwlfe learns that, given the oppor

tunity, a country wife will follow in the footsteps of her 

city cousins. 

Margery's primary function in the play, therefore, 

is to provide a consistently naive point of view in order to 

heighten the Ironic effect of Plnchwlfe's cuckolding. As an 

alien to London society, Margery lacks the understanding of 

city ways necessary to pursue her goals actively, and there

fore she, like Horner, plays a relatively passive role. Not 

until the final scene does Margery play an active part in the 

plot, and then it is her naivete and directness which are ap

parent, not any acquired deception. 

There are several important places where Margery's 

intrusive point of view becomes a touchstone against which 

an appearance-oriented society Is tested. The first is the 

Ironic "education" scene which occurs in Act II. Early in 

this act Margery has said in answer to her husband's Jealous 

Interrogation: "Dear, I hate London; our Place-house in the 

Country is worth a thousand of't, would I were there again" 

(II, 274). It takes only moments for Pinchwife's overprotec-

tiveness to cause him to reveal to Margery the "wicked Town-

life" (II, 275) and to arouse her interest in it. Finally he 
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sets her ultimate goal before her by revealing that "one of 

the lewdest Fellows in Town . . . told me he was in love 

with you" (II, 276). When Margery reacts to his scare 

tactics with unexpected interest, Pinchwife experiences one 

of several moments of realization that he is the cause of his 

own misfortune: 

PINCHWIFE. I've gone too far, and slipt before I was 
aware; how overjoy'd she is! (Aside.) 

(II, 276) 

In Act III, finding Margery longing to know the identity of 

her mysterious admirer, Pinchwife almost resigns himself to 

the inevitable: • . well, if thou Cuckold me, 'twill be 

my own fault" (III, 292). Finally being persuaded to show 

Margery the town, Pinchwife first takes the precaution of 

disguising her as a boy. As usual, his precautions produce 

unexpected results, for when he and Margery come upon Horner, 

Horner apparently sees through the disguise and kisses the 

"dear sweet little Gentleman" (III, 307) > telling "him" to 

give the kiss to Margery. Pinchwife again exhibits a 

realization of being trapped by his own machinations: 

PINCHWIFE. How, do I suffer this? was I not ac
cusing another Just now, for this rascally 
patience, in permitting his Wife to be klss'd 
before his face? ten thousand ulcers gnaw away 
their lips. (Aside.) 

(Ill, 308) 

The other character to whom Pinchwife refers is Sparkish, 
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whom he had chastized earlier for being careless in his 

conduct toward Alithea: 

PINCHWIFE. How, Sir, if you are not concern1d for 
the honour of a Wife, I am for that of a Sister; 
he shall not debauch her: be a Pander to your own 
Wife, bring Men to her, let'em make love before 
your face, thrust'em into a corner together, then 
leav'em in prlvatel is this your Town wit and 
conduct? 

(II, 279) 

The ironic significance of Pinchwife's reprimand to Sparkish 

is fully realized in Acts IV and V when he unwittingly de

livers Margery's cleverly substituted love letter to Horner 

(IV, 320-321) and then becomes his own wife's pander when he 

takes her to Horner's apartment thinking she is Alithea (V, 

340-342). Both of these scenes have been singled out as 

indications of Margery's growing awareness of town ways,' an 

interpretation based, it seems, on the mistaken assumption 

that Margery is seduced by Horner in Act III and afterwards 

actively and deceitfully pursues a second encounter. If we 

look closely, however, at the scene in Act III in which 

Margery, in male dlsuise, is lured by Horner into a house 

and treated to dried fruits and oranges, it is apparent only 

that Pinchwife suspects that he has been cuckolded: 

MRS. PINCHWIFE. 0 dear Bud, look you here what I 
have got, see. 

PINCHWIFE. And what I have got here too, which you 
can't see. (Aside rubbing his forehead) 

Tin, 310) 

7. Wilkinson, pp. 133 
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Furthermore, there Is at this point hardly enough time for 

the affair to be consummated. Then early in Aot I? when 

Pinchwife questions Margery to confirm his suspicion, her 

naive and honest responses convince even Pinchwife that he 

is not yet a cuckold: 

MRS. PINCHWIFE. Why he put the tip of his tongue 
between my lips, and musl'd me—and I said, I'd 
bite it. 

PINCHWIFE. An eternal canker seize it, for a dog. 

MRS. PINCHWIFE. Nay, you need not be so angry with 
him neither, for to say truth, he has the sweetest 
breath I ever knew. 

• • • 

PINCHWIFE. So, 'tis plain she loves him, yet she has 
not love enough to make her conceal it from 
CI 6 • • • • 

(IV, 318) 

The actual cuckolding does not occur until the second scene 

of Act V, after pinchwife has delivered Margery to Horner. 

Having gotten rid of Sir Jaspar Fidget, who hinders Horner's 

"sport" momentarily, Horner goes to Margery saying: "... 

now I'm going to a private feast" (V, 3^5). A scene change 

provides sufficient time for the cuckolding to occur; and 

when the scene changes back to Horner's lodgings, Horner's 

first reference to Margery is as "my new-Mistress" (V, 34-8). 

Between Act three and the second sce.ne of Act V, therefore, 

Margery is still technically innocent, and careful reading 

of the scenes in Act IV in which Margery's behavior has been 
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seen as hypocritical reveals that for the most part Margery 

is the passive instrument of other characters. In the first 

instance, she is forced to write the original insulting 

letter by Plnchwlfe, who stands over her threatening to write 

"whore" in her face with a knife if she does not follow his 

directions (IV, 320). And at the end of her own letter to 

Horner, Wycherley has her remind us of Pinchwife's guiding 

hand: "... and now he has taught me to write Letters: You 

shall have longer ones from me . . ." (IV, 322). 

When Margery later protects herself from Pinchwife's 

wrath by implicating Alithea, It might appear that she is 

displaying a knowledge of the town, but we soon discover "that 

Margery is being manipulated by Lucy, the witty maid who is 

trying to break up the match between Alithea and Sparklsh: 

MRS. PINCHWIFE. ... I have Just got time to know 
of Lucy her Maid, who first set me on work, what 
lye I shall tell next, for I am e'ne at my wits 
end— 

(V, 340) 

In the dosing scene, it is Lucy who must come forward to 

bring the plot to its conclusion and satisfy Plnchwlfe con

cerning the honor of his wife and sister: 

LUCY. Now cou'd I speak, if I durst, and 'solve the 
Riddle, who am the Author of it. (Aside.) 

(V, 355) 

LUCY to MR. PIHCHWIFE. Pray have but patience to 
hear me Sir, who am the unfortunate cause of all 
this confusion, your Wife is innocent, I only 
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culpable; for I put her upon telling you all these 
lyes, concerning my Mistress, in order to the 
breaking off the match, between Mr. Sparkish and 
her. to make way for Mr. Harcourt. 

~~ (V, 358) 

tfycherley seems to go out of his way to make it clear that 

Margery is influenced by a witty servant, a fact which cannot 

be overlooked if the ironic structure of the Plnchwife plot 

is to be understood correctly. This is not to say that Lucy 

must answer entirely for Margery. Clearly, Lucy's ability to 

manipulate Margery depends upon the compatibility of 

Margery's desires with Lucy's needs; if Margery were not 

enamored of Horner to begin with, Lucy covld hardly persuade 

her to disguise herself as Alithea. But ultimately we must 

place the responsibility for Margery's behavior on Pinchwife, 

who first aroused her interest in Horner, first taught her to 

write letters, delivered her to Horner in male disguise, and, 

finally, took her to Horner's apartment himself. Each of 

Pinchwife's positive actions yields a negative result, as did 

Sir Jaspar Fidget's. But Pinchwife's plight is more painful 

because of his sporadic awareness of being his own victim. 

In the final scene, Sir Jaspar is able to accept his wife's 

illusory virtue without question: "Nay I do believe you 

truly—pardon me my virtuous Lady, and dear of honour" (V, 

358). Pinchwife's closing speech, however, reveals his final 

recognition of the truth: 
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PINCHWIFE. 

His honour is least safe, (too late I find) 
Who trusts it with a foolish Wife or Friend. 

(V, 360) 

In addition to underscoring the irony of Pinchwife's 

predicament, Margery's naive viewpoint also casts doubt on 

8 
Horner's seemingly "oracular" position in the play by 

standing in symbolic contrast to the perverted image evoked 

by Horner's pretended impotence. If, as Holland suggests, 

Horner is "an anti-phallic symbol" with negative symbolic 

value (p. 75), then Margery's positive sexuality is an appro

priate symbolic complement which helps to establish one of 

the major themes of the play—the opposition of nature and 

affectation. Ironically, the theme is introduced by Horner, 

who seems to be unaware of the full implications of his pose: 

HORNER. A Pox on 'em, and all that force Nature, and 
wou'd be still what she forbids 'em; Affectation 
is her greatest Monster. 

(I. 265) 

As a pseudo-eunuch, it is Horner who forces nature most, and, 

significantly, it is Horner who is referred to throughout the 

play as "filthy French Beast" (I, 261), "rude Beast" (II, 

287), and "Insolent brute" (II, 287). Although these reac

tions to Horner serve primarily to expose the false modesty 

of the women who secretly become Horner's lovers, they are 

ironically appropriate and represent a normal reaction to a 

8. Wilkinson, p. 138 
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freak of nature, as is suggested In the opening scene where 

Quack and Horner discuss the probable reactions to the false 

report: 

QUACK. . . • you will be as odious to the handsome 
young Women, as— 

HORNER. As the small Pox—Well— 

QUACK. And to the married Women of this end of the 
Town, as— 

HORNER. As the great ones; nay, as their own Hus
bands . 

Q 
QUACK. And to the City Dames as Annls-seed Robin of 

filthy and contemptible memory; and they will 
frighten their Children with your name, especially 
their Females. 

(I, 258-259) 

Horner's symbolic Impotence places him outside of 

nature, for although his desires are natural, his means of 

satisfying them are not. On the one hand, Horner's pose is 

necessary in order for him to succeed in an appearance-

oriented society and represents, as ujimura has pointed out, 

witty exploitation of the society. When considered in con

trast to Margery's direct naturalness, however, Horner's 

deception loses some of its luster. Calculated to remove the 

restraints placed on his natural desires by "reputation," 

Horner's pose as a eunuch becomes a trap when the opportunity 

for an affair with Margery presents itself. When Margery 

9* A notorious hermaphrodite (Weales's note, 
p. 258). 
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arrives at his apartment, largely through Pinchwife's mis

guided efforts and Lucy's plotting, Horner discovers that the 

necessity of maintaining his pose for the benefit of Lady 

Fidget, Dainty, and Squeamish severely limits his access to 

Margery. When Lady Fidget and her friends arrive and 

threaten to discover Horner with Margery, he is trapped by 

Margery's Inability to dissemble, and in hiding Margery acts 

out a parody of Pinchwife's attempts to seclude her from the 

town: 

HORNER. A Pox they are come too soon—before I have 
sent back my new—Mistress, all I have now to do, 
Is to lock her in, that they may not see her— 

(V, 348) 

The association of Horner with Pinohwlfe effectively under

cuts Horner's position as unqualified hero and suggests that 

in the social game no one is a winner. 

In the final scene, Margery becomes an active 

participant in the action for the first time and, through her 

naivete and naturalness, poses a serious threat to the 

crumbling social order. All of the characters are assembled 

at Horner's lodgings, and Pinchwife is about to tear down the 

facade of appearances when Lucy apparently saves the day by 

explaining how Margery happens to be there. But Margery in

trudes and the social fabric begins to weaken: 
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MRS. PINCHWTFE. Hold, I told lyes for you, but you 
shall tell none for me, for I do love Mr. Horner 
with all my soul, and nobody shall say me 
nay. . . . 

(V, 358) 

At this point even Horner squirms uncomfortably, saying to 

Margery, "Peace, Dear Ideot" (V, 358). A second reprieve 

comes when Quaclc enters and manages to convince Pinchwlfe 

that Horner is indeed a eunuch, but Margery bursts in again 

and, ironically, almost destroys Horner by defending him: 

MRS. PIMCHWIFE. *Tis false Sir, you shall not 
disparage poor Mr. Horner, for to my certain 
knowledge— 

(V, 359) 

Margery's "defense" of Horner's reputation establishes beyond 

a doubt that she has lost her innocence; but she is still 

charmingly naive and unable to recognize the necessity of 

playing the hypocrite. Before Margery can totally destroy 

the cover of false appearances, she is stopped by Lucy's 

"0 Hold" and Squeamish's "Stop her mouth" (V, 359), both 

expressions of desperation. Finally, Margery is virtually 

overcome by force and the corrupt society preserved—but not 

before It has been made to look at itself very closely. 

Margery's eventual "admission" to Pinchwlfe that she is 

Innocent is anticlimactlc; the surface of truth has been 

scratched, and all of the characters are aware of it. 

Pinchwlfe, speaking for all who live in a society in which 
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appearances are of primary importance, reveals the sad neces

sity of self-deception: 

PINCHWIFE. 
For my own sake fain I wou'd all believe. 
Cuckolds like Lovers shou'd themselves deceive. 

(V, 360) 

The dance of cuckolds with which the play ends is an appro

priate ironic inversion of the conventional comic marriage 

dance, since, instead of celebrating the creation of a new 

and better society, it celebrates the salvation of the old, 

defective society. The threat of honesty posed by Margery 

has been overcome, but the society has been found lacking, 

and the final irony is that its members find themselves un

able to discard appearances even after the truth is known. 

Against the grotesque background provided by Horner, 

Pinchwife, and the Fidget clan, Harcourt and Alithea cer

tainly stand out as "normal" characters. Unfortunately, 

many critics interpret normality as idealization. Zimbardo, 

for example, consistently finds Wycherley's satiric antith

esis in "the ideal standard of romance," represented in The 

Country Wife by Harcourt and Alithea, "the faithful shepherd 

and shepherdess" (p. 163)* It has become evident in earlier 

chapters, however, that Wycherley^ attitude toward romance 

is at best ambiguous. He rarely creates a romantic context 

without qualifying it through realistic complications. The 
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result is neither a consistent nor an ideal presentation of 
10 

romance but an ambivalent treatment which says "yes—but" 

to idealistic propositions. 

At least one critic has questioned the ideality of 

the Alithea-Harcourt relationship. D. R. M. Wilkinson calls 

it the "weakest" of the three plots because it "uncomfort

ably mingles sheer farce with the chivalric solemnity one 

finds in Heroic Tragedy," and, referring to Holland's con

tention that it represents the "right way" in the play, 

Wilkinson says, "it is 'right' only in the most superficial 

terms" (p. 136). In order to sense that there is something 

superficial about the romantic sentiments of this plot, one 

need only consider that Alithea, the faithful shepherdess, 

is faithful to the wrong man and that Harcourt is not a be

dazzled romantic lover but a Restoration gallant who wants 

to cheat Sparklsh out of his bride. In Act III, when he 

asks Horner for advice, Harcourt exhibits a very practical 

attitude, conspicuously devoid of romantic sentiments: 

HARCOURT. Foh, Wine and Women good apart, together 
as nauseous as Sack and Sugar: but hark you, Sir, 
before you go, a little of your advice, an old 
maim'd General, when unfit for action is fittest 
for Counsel; I have other designs upon Women, 
than eating and drinking with them: I am in love 
with Sparklsh's Mistriss, whom he is to marry 
to morrow, now how shall I get her? 

(Ill, 295) 

10. Weales, p. xlv. 
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In order to appreciate fully Harcourt's realistic approach 

to love, one need only contrast it to Valentine's idealistic 

attitude in Love in a Wood: 

VALENTINE. Prythee leave thy fooling, and tell me, 
if since my departure, She has given evidences of 
her love, to clear those doubts I went away with, 
for as absence is the bane of common and bastard 
Love; 'tis the vindication of that, which is true 
and generous. 

(II, 47) 

Another sign of Harcourt's realistic attitude is his impa

tience with Alithea's stubborn loyalty to Sparkish: 

HARCOURT. Damn'd, sensless, impudent, virtuous Jade; 
well since she won't let me have her, she'l do as 
good, she'l make me hate her. 

(II, 281) 

Harcourt hardly places Alithea on a pedestal, for, although 

he recognizes her virtue, he finds her surprisingly deficient 

in wit where Sparkish is concerned: 

SPARKISH. What, what; now dear Rogue, has not she 
wit? 

HARCOURT. Not so much as I thought, and hoped she 
had. (Speaks surlily) 

(n, 280) 

Harcourt's concern with wit allies him with Horner, who in 

Act I stated a central tenet of the truewit's creed: 

HORNER. . . . methinks wit is more necessary than 
beauty, and I think no young Woman ugly that has 
it, and no handsome Woman agreeable without it. 

(I, 270) 

Alithea's character Is more firmly rooted in the 

romantic tradition than Harcourt's, but the plot which 
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revolves around her is hardly calculated to make her emerge 

as an Ideal. Her concept of honor, which is symptomatic of 

her adherence to romantic misconceptions, becomes ridiculous 

as we, along with Harcourt, become increasingly annoyed by 

her senseless loyalty to Sparkish even after she has admitted 

Harcourt's superior worth: 

ALITH E A .  . . .  I am so f a r  fro m  h a t i n g  h i m ,  t h a t  
I wish my Gallant had his person and under
standing:— (Hay if my honour--) (Aside.) 

Til, 281) 

Up to a point Alithea's constancy is admirable—and conven

tional for a romantic heroine—but "the tone of seriousness 

she sustains is peculiarly out of key."11 She becomes even 

more suspect when we find that her "honor" is to a large 

degree a concern for reputation disconcertingly like that of 

the hypocritical "women of honor." 

ALITHEA. . . . Sir, to end our dispute, I must marry 
him, my reputation wou'd suffer in the World else. 

(II, 279) 

Alithea's notion of honor is questioned explicitly by Lucy, 

her witty maid, who sees it as a kind of sickness: 

LUCY. . . . but what a Dlvel is this honour? 'tis 
sure a disease in the head, like the Megrim, or 
Falling-sickness, that alwayes hurries People away 
to do themselves mischief; Men loose their lives 
by it: Woman what's dearer to'em their love, the 
life of life. 

(IV, 313) 

Considering that it is obvious to all except Alithea that 

11. Wilkinson, p. 135* 
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Sparkish is a fool, Lucy's pronouncement must be taken as the 

ultimate statement of the realistic norm in the play. 

One begins to suspect that Wycherley is intentionally 

exaggerating Alithea's romantic qualities in order to give an 

ironic twist to what appears to be a conventional comic plot. 

The twist occurs in Wycherley's realignment of characters' 

traditional roles. According to Frye, "In the comedy of 

manners the main ethical interest falls as a rule on the 

blocking characters. The technical hero and heroine are not 

often very interesting people" (p. 167)• Wycherley very 

cleverly endows his heroine with a misdirected sense of 

honor, which makes her also the primary blocking character to 

her successful union with Harcourt. Sparkish as "the rival" 

should oppose the hero, but he, ironically thrusts Karcourt 

and Alithea together, apparently insuring Harcourt's success. 

Harcourt, however, finds his real opposition in Alithea and 

has to resort to trickery after his earnest protestations of 

love fail to move her. Harcourt disguises himself as a 

priest in order to prevent the marriage and to expose 

Sparkish's stupidity (he believes Harcourt's story that he is 

really his own twin brother), but Alithea sees through the 

obvious disguise and threatens to expose him to Sparkish: 

ALITHEA. Let me tell you Sir, this dull trick will 
not serve your turn, though you delay our mar
riage, you shall not hinder it. 

(IV, 516)  
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Significantly, Alithea's match with Sparkish Is not 

broken up by Harcourt, but rather by the behind-the-scene 

machinations of Lucy, whose interference in the Pinchwife 

plot (Margery's disguise) sets off a chain of events which 

result in Sparkish1s becoming Jealous. Having remained true 

to Sparkish because she thought his total lack of Jealousy 

was a sign of true love, Alithea is immediately prepared to 

discard him and to be reconciled to Harcourt: 

ALITHEA. So X find my Brother would break off the 
match, and I can consent to't, since I see this 
Gentleman can be made Jealous> (Aside.) 

(V, 347) 

The usual sense of triumph experienced when the hero over

comes the obstacles to his goal is missing, first because the 

main obstacle was the heroine herself, and, secondly, because 

there is no actual victory—Alithea merely comes to her 

senses. The normal reaction is to say, "It's about time." 

Under these circumstances, to insist upon calling the 

Alithea-Harcourt relationship ideal is to disregard evidence 

of Wycherley's ironic presentation of the romantic heroine 

and his manipulation of the comic formula so that the heroine 

and blocking character become one. 

According to Northrop Prye, "Comedy usually moves 

toward a happy ending, and the normal response of the 

audience to a happy ending is 'this should be,' which sounds 

like a moral Judgment. So it is, except that it is not moral 
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in the restricted sense, but social. Its opposite is not 

the villainous but the absurd" (p. 167). There is, if not 

something villainous in Horner's apparent triumph, something 

absurd in the dance of cuckolds with which The Country Wife 

ends. There is something absurd, too, in the preservation 

and consequent reinforcement of a corrupt social order or 

"humorous society," to use Frye's term (p. 226). And al

though the superficial ideality of the Hareourt-Alithea 

affair may at first appear to be the "right way," the under

current of anti-romanticism puts even that relationship in an 

absurd light. We must realize that Wycherley has not re

stored order at the end of the play; he has merely created 

a surface illusion of order, beneath which nothing has 

changed. The pattern of The Country Wife is recognizable in 

Prye's description of "ironic comedy," from which a sense of 

absurdity "arises as a kind of backfire or recall after a 

work has been seen or read. Once we have finished it, 

deserts of futility open up on all sides, and we have in 

spite of the humor a sense of nightmare and a close proximity 

to something demonic" (p. 226). 



CHAPTER VI 

Accordin.g to Norme-.n Holla.n.d, "no self-respect1!)g 

col.lli!lC:!nto. ·tor r,n Restora tlon comedy passE·s by WycherlE~y' s: J.o.st 

play \ii thout lea.vlng behind a purple passage of tr:tbute 1t 

(p .. 96). £von a. cursory eJ(ami.nat1on of criticism reveals 

i;hrt't i.t• is the enigm::i.tic character of Hanly l':hich has been 

the focal point of most of the elaborate cr1 tical i:ngt:lm,.ty 

applied to the play. The mystery of M~n.ly is not rlhat he :l.s; 

we kno'ti from tl'lf~ t1 tle and h1.s description in the drama tis 

personae that ho l.s ;,o:t an hone<3t~ surly, nice humor •· e • 

choosing e. Sea-l:tfe only ·to avoid. the liorld" (llil§.., 387), 

I.S.anly is a ro lsanth:t(l pf' c:ast in the likeness of Moliere's 

Alceste .. 
i 

The real mystery is hmr audience might lie an ex-

pee ted to v:te~l HEI.nly s Hhose hostllity toward a corrupt 

aoo5.ety, al t.b.01.1gh ju8 t;ifiable t often approaches madness .. 

123 
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Earlier critics of Restoration drama, like Dobree, 

palmer, and Perry, tended to equate Manly with V/ycherley and 

to suggest that the play is a Puritanical moral satire 

against a degenerate society, in which the author, through 

Manly, unleashed his uncontrollable moral fervor. Dobree 

calls the play "a strange thorny monster, tearing the flesh 

of life wherever it touches it ... , sprawling all over 

society" (Comedy, p. 88). More recently, A. M. Priedson has 

concurred that "The Plain-Dealer Is a satire at the expense 

of a generally corrupt society" (p. 193), although he rightly 

refuses to equate tfycherley with Manly and recognizes that 

Manly is at least slightly ridiculed for his fanatical 

honesty. All of these critics agree, however, that the point 

of view of the play is satiric and is focused on the corrupt 

social "scene," which is comprised of the fools—Hovel, 

Plausible, and Oldf ox—and the villains—Olivia and Vernish. 

The fools, as is customary in Restoration comedy, are rid

iculed and exposed as pretenders to wit, but ultimately they 

are not taken seriously since their affectations are harmless 

and merely provide amusement for the wittier characters in 

the play. Therefore, when Manly rails against Plausible's 

indiscriminate ceremonlousness and Novel's modish impudence, 

we get the feeling that his invective is disproportionately 

severe and even wasted. When it oomes to the real villains— 
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those who hide behind the "varnish" of hypocrisy—Manly is 

deceived, and the satiric exposure of Olivia's and Vernish's 

hypocrisy is achieved only at the expense of exposing Manly1s 

lack of perception. The betrayal of Manly by Vernish and 

Olivia is by no mean3 the only object of Wycherley's satire. 

In fact, the seriousness of the offense is balanced by a 

"you should have known better" attitude toward Manly, ifhich 

places a large part of the blame for his deception squarely 

upon his own shoulders. 

A second group of critics recognize the devastating 

moral satire but see it as only one part of a larger plan. 

Focusing on what they consider VJycherley's detached view of 

Manly, these critics place the emphasis on Manly's social 

deficiencies, pointing out his naive and exaggerated accusa

tions against society. Fujimura, for example, finds Manly 

"an object of ridicule because he is deficient in wit, 

particularly in perspicacity" (p. 148), and contends that 

this view of Manly indicates Wycherley's "sensible acceptance 

of this world" (p. 153) rather than his rejection of it. 

Similarly, Lynch finds Manly's conduct throughout the play 

"not very far removed from that of a madman" (p. 172), and 

maintains that in spite of "the repeated fire of Manly*s 

dangerous charges, the social standard of the age is accorded 

an ultimate triumph" (p. 174). Manly becomes, then, the 
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"satirist satirized"—at once the author's satiric weapon 

and an object of ridicule. Consequently, the play is more 

than Just a tirade against a corrupt society. It is also an 

attack on the individual who would impose his standards upon 

all of society. And it is not unreasonable to suppose that 

Wycherley, consistent with the Restoration concern for social 

stability and suspicion of "enthusiasm," viewed Manly1s quer

ulous individualism as a kind of fanaticism dangerous to the 

social order. 

Although the two general critical attitudes discussed 

above focus on different aspects of the play—.the former on 

the "scene" and the latter on the "satirist satirized"--they 

similarly restrict the possibilities of interpretation and 

take a narrow view of Wycherley's artistic point of view, 

allowing it to be only satirical. The idea of Wycherley's 

satire in The Plain Dealer being only one aspect of a more 

complex artistic vision had been largely ignored until Norman 

Holland, in his study of Restoration comedy published in 

1959* suggested a new approach. In comparing Wycherley with 

Moliere (whose Le Misanthrope hovers in the background of 

The Plain Dealer). Holland says, "Actually, both playwrights 

are dealing with the same subtle problem: whether an idealist 

can live in this real world" (p. 109). The implication of 

this statement is that there is muoh more to the play than 
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social or moral satire; equally significant are the philo

sophical questions generated by the clash of idealism and 

realism represented by Manly's struggle with his society. 

The special appeal of The Plain Dealer lies not in the 

social satire, which one finds in practically every restora

tion comedy, but in the ambiguity resulting from Wycherley's 

refusal to take sides entirely with either Manly or society. 

Wycherley's consistently detached viewpoint balances Manly*s 

moral vision of a corrupt society against society's vision 

of an abnormal individual, neither being presented as a 

totally right way. The tension thus created produces an 

ironic double vision, which, according to Robert Sharpe, "is 

the result of a perception of two or more contrasting or con

tradictory levels of truth simultaneously" (p. 42). The 

Horatian epigraph to the play—"Ridicule generally decides 

great matters more forcefully and better than severity"— 

seems to indicate that tfycherley intended his hero to be 

seen in ironic perspective. Gerald Weales's conjecture that 

"the comparison would seem to be between Manly's method and 

Wycherley^ method in the presentation of Manly" (p. 375) is 

convincing and points to the author's oonsclous attempt to 

endow his play with conflicting points of view—one absolute 

and inflexible and the other relative and pragmatic. 

) 
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The central critical problem in The Plain Dealer is 

accounting for the incongruity between the conventional comic 

ending of the play (in which Manly wins Fidelia) and Manly*s 

development from moral idealist to vengeful moral relativist. 

Ann Messenger finds the ending wholly unsatisfactory, saying, 

. . no moral or artistic coherence exists in this tale of 

a man richly rewarded for learning how to sin" (p. 174). 

Holland, too, recognizes the inconsistency of the "blatantly 

unlikely" happy ending (p. 107), but he accurately sees it as 

a deliberate "trick" (p. 108), which emphasizes the "play-

ness" of the play. However, Holland obscures the larger 

significance of the artificial ending when he says: "Manly 

. . . is rewarded as though he were touched by God" (p. 108). 

The stress which Messenger and Holland place on "sin" and 

"God" indicates a puzzling hesitation to deal with the major 

problem of the play in comic terms. Within the comic context 

of the play it is neither necessary nor helpful to interpret 

Manly's sexual revenge on Olivia as "sin," although it is, 

admittedly, morally distressing. And once the questionable 

morality of Manly's revenge is recognized, it is impossible 

to contend that Man!"*8 reward is an indication of God's 

favor, a consideration which is in essential opposition to 

the social focus of comedy. If we consider Manly's character 

and the artificiality of the play's romantic resolution In 
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terms of Wycherley's ironic sense of life's incongruity, 

neither is an insurmountable obstacle. Manly's "learning 

how to sin" stands as an ironic commentary on the relation

ship of private and public values, and the "total implausi-

2 
bility of his final agreement with Fidelia" is the ironic 

coup de grace to the conventionality of the comic formula. 

Most critics recognize a significant change in 

Manly*s character, but explanations of the importance of that 

change are unusually disparate. At opposite ends of the 

critical spectrum are Zimbardo and Fujimura, who see Manly's 

development, respectively, as moral degeneration (p. 86) and 

social redemption (p. 149). Holland, trying to avoid the 

limitations of an absolute value judgment, emphasizes the 

idealist's painful but inevitable initiation into the way of 

the world, saying, "The action of The Plain Dealer is to 

educate the two idealists, Manly and Fidelia, by dragging 

them through the mire they despise" (p. 105). But even 

Holland overlooks the ironic significance of Manly's educa

tion—that his social redemption can be achieved only through 

moral degeneration. The puzzle of Manly's character begins 

to unravel once we recognize that in his portrayal of Manly's 

change, Wycherley does not offer a choice. For Manly, re

demption and degeneration are inseparable. 

2. Eighter, p. 118. 
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Manly1s redemptive degeneration can be traced In 

four phases. In Act I, we discover that Manly has an 

essential weakness which distorts his vision of himself and 

society—self-righteous pride in the absolute Tightness of 

his way of life. Professing his love for Olivia, Manly re

veals his blinding egotism: "She is all truth, and hates the 

lying, masking, daubing World, as I do; for which I love her" 

(I, 406-407)• Later in the play, Olivia confirms Manly's 

weakness when she reveals that she was able to deceive him 

because he was blinded by his own reflection in others: 

"I knew he loved his own singular moroseness so well, as to 

dote upon any Copy of it; wherefore I feign'd an hatred of 

the World too, that he might love me in earnest" (IV, 482). 

The allusion to the Narcissus myth is evident and can only 

reflect negatively on Manly. The parallel between Manly and 

Narcissus is made also in Act II, ironically enough, by Manly 

himself, who warns Freeman, "Do not you, Sir, play the Echo 

too, mock me, dally with my own words ..." (II, 422). 

Just as Narcissus was blinded by his self-image to the faith

ful love of Echo, Manly is blinded to the love of Fidelia and 

the friendship of Freeman, and is obsessed with the false re

flection of himself in Olivia and Vernish. Surely it is not 

coincidental that the name of Manly's best friend is 
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"Varnish," since he, like Narcissus' pool, sends baclc the 

blinding image. 

In The Plain Dealer, as in The Country Wife. Wycher-

ley presents his favorite ironic theme, self-deception. 

There is an important difference, however. In The Country 

Wife, we find the characters at the end of the play hope

lessly trapped into accepting self-deception as a way of 

life. The Plain Dealer, on the contrary, records the pain

ful progress of a man from self-deception to self-awareness 

and, consequently, awareness of his relationship to society. 

Manly's Journey toward self-knowledge begins in Act 

II when he goes to Olivia's lodgings only to learn that she 

has deceived him by marrying in his absence. Enraged, Manly 

resorts to the most basic form of satire—the curse—to 

express himself: 

. . . May all the Curses light upon you, Women ought 
to fear, and you deserve; first may the Curse of 
loving Play attend your sordid Covetousness, and 
Fortune cheat you, by trusting to her, as you have 
cheated me; the Curse of Pride, or a good Reputation,, 
fall on your Lust; the Curse of Affectation on your 
Beauty; the Curse of your Husbands company on your 
Pleasures; and the Curse of your Gallant's disap
pointments in his absence; and the Curse of scorn, 
Jealousie, or despair, on your love: and then the 
Curse of loving on. 

(II, 450-431) 

Olivia returns Manly's final curse and, in doing so, points 

once again to his inordinate pride: 
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OLIVIA. And, to requite all your Curses, I will 
only return you your last; May the Curse of loving 
me still, fall upon your proud hard heart, that 
cou'd be so cruel to me in these horrid Curses; 
but Heaven forgive you. 

(II. 431) 

Apparently Olivia's curse is more effective than all of 

Manly's, for Manly finds himself unable to stop loving her. 

More important, however, is his desire to hide the truth from 

Freeman. As Zimbardo suggests, Manly falls "prey to the vice 

he most detests in others, namely hypocrisy" (p. 86), but it 

does not occur, as she further contends, "without his being 

aware of the change" (p. 91 ) • In a blank verse soliloquy at 

the beginning of Act III, he reveals total awareness of his 

changed attitude: 

How hard it is to be an Hypocrite! 
At least to me, who am but newly so. 
I thought it once a kind of Knavery, 
Nay, Cowardice, to hide ones faults; but now 
The common frailty, Love, becomes my shame. 
He must not know I love th' ungrateful still, 
Lest he contemn me, more than she: for I, 
It seems, can undergo a Womans scorn, 
But not a Mans--

(III, 439-440) 

For the first time Manly realizes that he is subject to a 

"common frailty" of humanity, and this realization marks the 

beginning of his redemption as a social being. What he, 

3. Holland, p. 106, stresses the importance of the 
blanlc verse speeches in the play as indicators of self-
awareness and "the only medium adequate to the stress felt 
by an Idealist forced to accede to the way of the world." 
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perhaps, is not fully conscious of, however, is that the 

common frailty to which he has fallen prey is not love "but 

hypocrisy. 

Later in Act III, Manly begins to realize that even 

he must resort to deception and hypocrisy at times. Having 

been dragged to Westminster Hall lawcourts to testify in one 

of Widow Blackacre's numerous suits, Manly1 s honesty involves 

him in "three Quarrels and two Law-Suits" (III, 455). In 

suocession, he assaults a lawyer who "talk'd peremptorily and 

saucily to me" (III, 455), advises a poet "to leave off 

Writing, and turn Lawyer, because he is dull, and impudent, 

and sayes or writes nothing now, but by Precedent" (III, 

456), and gives "more einoere Advioe, to a handsom, well-

drest, young Fellow (who ask'd it too) not to marry a Wench, 

that he lov'd, and I had lay'n with" (III, 456). At this 

point Freeman sees little hope for Manly, saying, "Hay, 

faith, you are too curst to be let loose in the World; you 

shou'd be ty'd up again, in your Sea-kennel, call'd a Ship" 

(III, 455). But Manly is immediately given not one, but 

four chances to learn the way of the world as he and Freeman 

are interrupted successively by Novel, Oldfox, a lawyer, and 

an alderman. In ridding himself of the first three of these 

social parasites, Manly exhibits a new-found ability to 

manipulate people wittily rather than physically: he asks 

Novel, a coward, to Join him in settling a guarrel (III, 
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456); he drives Major Oldfox away by lavishly praising"the 

French military theorist, Martinet (III, 458); and he sends 

the lawyer on his way by proposing that he defend "a poor 

Orphan of a Sea-Officer of mine, that has no Money" (III, 

459). After watching the new Manly at work, Freeman notes 

the change: "So you have now found a way to be rid of people 

without quarreling" (III, 460). Before Manly can leave 

Westminster Hall his anger is once more aroused by an 

obsequious alderman, and he almost relapses into his old 

ways. But quickly recovering his temper, Manly uses decep

tion to get rid of the alderman, thus reinforcing Freeman's 

perception of a significant change in his character. 

Having learned to appreciate the necessity for 

occasional deception, Manly is ready in Acts IV and V to 

carry out his scheme to "lie with ... £oiivia*J out of re

venge" (III, 442), which Zimbardo interprets as an excuse for 

indulging his own lust (p. 16). To interpret Manly's desire 

for revenge only as an excuse for lustful enjoyment of 

Olivia, however, is to overlook two important considerations: 

the emphasis on Manly's Narcissistic pride and the conven

tionality of sexual conquest as a vehicle for comic justice. 

Given Manly's unqualified faith in his "particular Notions" 

(I, 397), his desire for revenge is more an attempt to soothe 

his injured pride than an obsession with sexual 
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gratification. And the method by which Manly accomplishes 

his purpose—substituting himself for the disguised Fidelia 

in a variation of the bed trick—is conventional comic fare. 

As stage conventions by nature beg a certain indulgence from 

the audience with regard to verisimilitude of action, they 

also beg indulgence in the subsequent moral Interpretation 

of such action. In short, the acceptance of conventions 

requires that we demand no absolute moral justice where comic 

justice is the intent. Although Manly's revenge is partially 

motivated by lust, it is important to recognize that Wycher-

ley treats the problem ironically, allowing lust, a morally 

negative quality, to be an important factor in Manly's 

humanization. In much the same way Angelo in Measure for 

Measure is humanized through his uncontrollable lust for 

Isabella. Perhaps, then, Zimbardo's contention that Manly 

degenerates is justified, but she fails to recognize that 

his degeneration is not from the level of man to the level 

of beast. Rather, he "degenerates" from a position in which 

he feels unjustifiably superior to other men to a position 

in which he recognizes his susceptibility to common human 

weaknesses. 

Manly, at the beginning of The Plain Dealer,, is 

rather like another classic misanthrope—Gulliver, after his 

voyage to Houyhnhnmland. Both are ready to renounce the 
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society of mankind for unrealistic Ideals. Manly and 

Gulliver suffer from the same narrowness of vision which 

recognizes only the extremes of perfection and total corrup

tion. As Manly indiscriminately attacks society, weighing 

equally the harmless follies of Novel and Plausible and the 

vices of Olivia and Vernish, his name becomes doubly signifi

cant: it indicates his manly force in striking out against 

the corruption which disgusts him, but it also becomes an 

ironic indication of his lack of "manliness." In his out

raged and condescending rejection of society, Manly exhibits 

an unwillingness to accept man's natural imperfection, and in 

doing so he mistakenly equates any degree of imperfection 

with total degeneration. Like Gulliver, he needs to be re

minded that, although some men are Yahoos (Olivia and 

Vernish), there are others who represent a reasonable human 

norm (Freeman and Fidelia). 

Manlyfs realization that his vision of society has 

been distorted comes in Act V when he discovers that Olivia's 

husband is his only trusted friend, Vernish: 

. . . Howl Vernisht Art thou the happy Man then? 
Thou I Thou! Speak, I say; but thy guilty silence 
tells me all. —Well, I shall not upbraid thee for 
my wonder is striking me as dumb, as thy shame has 
made thee. 

(V, 512) 

Manly's initial anger gives way to "wonder," the shock of 

recognition that he has allowed himself to be deceived. In 
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his closing speech, Manly reveals that his idealism has given 

way to a more realistic view of life as he exhorts the audi

ence to put love and friends to the test: 

I will believe, there are now in the World 
Good-natur'd Friends, who are not Prostitutes, 
And handsom Women worthy to be Friends: 
Yet, for my sake, let no one e're confide 
In tears, or Oaths, in Love, or Friends untry'd. 

(V, 515) 

Manly finally learns the painful lesson that Wycherley set 

forth clearly in one of the hundreds of moral maxims he wrote 

throughout his lifetime: 

The Wise Man, who lives in the World, must move 
and do as a Man in a Crowd, that is rather carried 
than goes his own pace; for if he thinks to advance 
in spight of the Opposition, he will be spurned, 
elbowed, squeez'd, and trodden down, or else heaved 
from the Ground, and born up upon others Shoulders, 
whether he will or no* 

(Works, IV, 111) 

Although Manly, in the course of the play, severely 

castigates sooiety and successfully exposes the deceit of his 

supposed friends, Olivia and Vernish, his being forced to 

resort to deception forces him to realize, as Holland says, 

that "reality is part pretense and deception is a condition 

of existence" (p. 105)# Manly's only course of action if he 

wants to remain in society is compromise, however distasteful 

it is to him. He tries to stand alone against a society 

built on "Decorums, supercilious Forms, and slavish 
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Ceremonies" (I, 389), but, as Frye points out, "however good 

or bad expertly conventional behavior iaay be thought to be, 

it is certainly the most difficult form of behavior to 

satirize, Just as anyone with a new theory of behavior, even 

if saint or prophet, is the easiest of all people to ridicule 

as a crank" (p. 226). And Manly's self-righteous plain 

dealing—". • . now I spealc ill of most men, because they 

deserve it; I that can do a rude thing, rather than an 

unjust thing" (I, 390)—does indeed make him something of a 

fanatical crank, as Freeman tries to tell Manly in Act I. 

When Manly accuses Freeman of being "a LatltudlnariP-n in 

Friendship" because "Ceremony, and great Professing, renders 

Friendship as muoh suspeoted, as it does Religion" (I, 395), 

Freeman counters by reminding Manly that there is a middle 

ground: "And no Professing, no Ceremony at all in Friendship, 

were as unnatural and undecent as in Religion" (I, 395)* 

And again when Manly objects to his use of ceremony with 

"Pimps, Flatterers, Detractors, and Cowards, stiff nodding 

Knaves, and supple pliant kissing Fools" (I, 396), Freeman 

points to the unreasonableness of Manly's position: 

. . .  W o u ' d  y o u  h a v e  a  m a n  s p e a k  t r u t h  t o  h i s  r u i n a ?  
You are severer than the Law, which requires no man 
to swear against himself; ... 

(I, 396) 
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It is evident that Manly and Freeman base their 

actions upon different sets of principles—Manly upon what 

Freeman calls "particular Hotions" (I, 397) and Freeman, 

admittedly, upon "the practice of the whole World" (I, 397). 

Freeman's attitude can be best described by Frye's term 

"flexible pragmatism" (p. 226). He accepts conventional 

social behavior with its inconsistencies not because he 

thinks it is right, but because he knows that it cannot be 

displaced. If he must pretend friendship to a lawyer in 

order to avoid making a dangerous enemy, he does so (I, 396-

397), without feeling that he has compromised his principles 

or been dishonest with himself. Freeman appears, at first 

glance, to stand in direct contrast to Manly, and the fact 

that Manly, in the Westminster Hall scene, learns to appre

ciate Freeman's principle of social expediency would seem to 

indicate that Freeman's primary function in the play is as a 

foil to Manly. This view, however, is not entirely accurate. 

In spite of the reasonableness of Freeman's attitude toward 

conventional behavior, he exhibits a remarkable lack of per

ception in his plot to cheat the Widow Blackacre out of her 

fortune. After a terse rebuke of his marriage proposal in 

Act I, Freeman continues to pursue the Widow amorously in 

Act II, trying to convince her that he is needed: 
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. . . you have no business anights, Widow; and I'll 
make you pleasanter business than any you have: for 
anights, I assure you, I am a Man of great business: 
for the business— 

(II, 4-32) 

However, Widow Blackacre soon convinces Freeman that his 

conception of the sex-starved widow is mistaken: 

. . . You think with us Widows, 'tis no more than up, 
and ride. . . . but I'd have you to know, Sir, all 
Widows are not got, like places at Court, by Impu
dence and Importunity only. 

(II, 433) 

The widow then berates Freeman for being a "foul-mouth'd 

Boaster of thy Lust" (II, 436), and she exits, leaving him 

in a state of confusion. Freeman recovers quickly, however, 

and, recognizing his error, he adopts a new approach: 

If you Litigious Widow e'r wou'd gain, 
Sigh not to her; but by the Lav; complain: 
To her, as to a Baud, Defendant Sue 
With Statutes, and make Justice pimp for you. 

(II, 438) 

In Act III Freeman wins over the Widow's son, Jerry, and 

seems to be headed for success, as Manly acknowledges: 

Thou hast taken the right way to get a Widow, by 
making her great Boy Rebel; for, when nothing will 
make a Widow marry, she'll do't to cross her 
Children. 

(Ill, 453) 

But when Manly begins to question the seriousness of Free

man's intention to marry the Widow, it becomes clear that 

Freeman has failed to consider the implications of his 

venture j 
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MANLY. . . . But canst thou in earnest marry this 
Harpy, this Volume of shrivel'd blur'd Parch
ments and Law, this Attornies Desk? 

FREEMAN. Ay, ay, I'll marry . . . 

MANLY. . . . and wilt thou commit thy self to a 
noisom Dungeon for thy life? ... 

FREEMAN. Why, is not she rich? 

MANLY. Ay, but he that marries a VJidow, for her 
Money, will find himself as much mistaken, as the 
Widow, that marries a young Fellow for due Benev
olence, as you call it. 

FREEMAN. Why, d'ye think I sha'nt deserve Wages? 
I'll drudge faithfully. 

MANLY. I tell thee again, he that is the Slave in 
the Mine, has the least propriety in the ore: ... 

(Ill, 453-454) 

Although Freeman's name seems to signify his freedoa from 

Manly's misanthropic view of the world, it is also quite 

ironic considering his willingness to "drudge" in the Widow's 

"noisom Dungeon." As Manly makes clear, Freeman, without 

being fully aware of it, is about to sacrifice personal 

freedom for limited economic freedom. 

In Act IV Freeman appears to be even closer to 

achieving his goal when he becomes Jerry's guardian. This 

action indicates, however, Freeman's willingness to accept 

only limited success: ". . . I am resolv'd to have a share 

in the Estate, yours or your Sons; if I cannot get you, I'll 

keep him ..." (IV, 473-474). But Freeman's triumph Is only 
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temporary, for the Widow threatens to disinherit Jerry by 

claiming that he is a bastard. At the end of the scene, 

Freeman is worse off than when he began, having succeeded 

only in alienating the Widow. 

With the help of Jerry's knowledge of the law, Free

man finally succeeds in trapping the Widow in Act V by 

bringing suit against her in Jerry's name. She can escape 

arrest, says Freeman, only "by the Bands of Matrimony" (V, 

508). However, as Manly warned, the Widow tries to trap him 

by offering three hundred pounds a year to accept the "priv

ilege of a Husband without the dominion" (V, 503). By this 

time, though, Freeman has realized that marriage to a domi

neering widow is not the answer to his economlo problem, and 

he proposes a modest settlement which does not Involve matri

mony: 

Pr'ythee then let the Settlement on me be cali'd 
Alimony; and the Consideration our Separation: . . . 

(V, 509) 

Freeman's success with the Widow Blackacre is neither com

plete nor easily achieved. And the most important aspect of 

it is not that he won a settlement but that he avoided 

marrying the Widow. Significantly, it is Manly who makes 

Freeman aware of the limitations which go with being "a 

Complyer with the Age" (Plays. 387), Just as Freeman tries 

to make Manly aware of the narrowness of vision inherent in 
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his absolute moral position. The relationship between Manly 

and Freeman, then, goes beyond the simple contrast of the 

blind misanthrope with the perceptive truewlt. Both charac

ters exhibit attitudes toward behavior which are self-

limiting and only partially correct, and in the end one can

not say that Wycherley stands behind either Manly or Freeman. 

If we look at the ending of The Plain Dealer for 

clarification of the ambivalence with which the Manly-Freeman 

relationship is presented, we will be disappointed. In the 

end, as Holland points out, liycherley rewards his "two 

heroes" (p. 107) in accordance with their individual expecta

tions. Freeman's monetary settlement is realistic but 

limited, and he is satisfied with it. Manly, on the other 

hand, receives "the utter and abject devotion of a lovely, 

virtuous heiress, herself the highly unlikely embodiment of 

4 
all of Manly's idealistic demands." Freeman's reward is 

both plausible and acceptable to us according to ccmic 

morality since he beats the Widow at her own game. There 

is, however, some question concerning Manly's reward, for, 

as Anne Righter says, "the emotional force of the play denies 

the artificial solution offered by the plot" (p. 118). 

Manly's winning the faithful heroine is in no way consistent, 

4. Holland, p. 107. 
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at least in traditional comic terms, with his lustful sexual 

encounter with Olivia. The employment of the bed trick to 

effect Manly's revenge invites comparison with Shakespeare's 

use of the bed trick in All's Well that Ends Well and Measure 

for Measure. In Shakespeare's plays the bed trick is an in

strument of comic Justice, bringing together the lustful men, 

Bertram and Angelo, and the right women, Helena and Mariana. 

In neither case is the comic morality violated, for Helena 

is Bertram's wife and Mariana and Angelo are formally be

trothed. 

The concept of a rake-hero who succeeds in the grat

ification of his lust with one woman and then receives the 

traditional comic reward of marrying another woman, a "nice" 

girl, at the end of the play is, however untraditional, char-

5 
acteristic of Restoration comedy. And, as Dryden points 

out in the "preface" to An Evening's Love (1671), the rake-

hero was the object of many attacks leveled at the immorality 

of Restoration comedy: 

5. Although there is not always an explicit scene 
with another women, the language suggests that the figure is 
a rake. Consider, for example, Dorimant in The Man of Mode. 
Prolick in The Comical Revenge. Ranger in Love in a Wood, 
Belfond, Jr. in The Squire of Alsatla. palamede in Marriage 
a la Mode, and Archer in The Beaux' Stratagem. 
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' Tis charg'd upon me that I make debauch'd per
sons ... my Protagonists, or the chief persons of 
the Drama; and that I make them happy in the conclu
sion of my Play; against the Law of Comedy, which is 
to reward virtue, and punish vice. 

(Dramatic Works. II, 24-4-) 

The problem with the ending of The Plain Dealer. 

however, is not so much the moral inconsistency of Manly's 

being rewarded—which is perfectly consistent with the 

morality of most Restoration comedies—as the apparent 

artistic inconsistency of the sudden shift in tone which is 

evident in Manly's contrite speeches to Fidelia: 

. . .  I  k n o w  n o t  w h a t  t o  s p e a k  t o  y o u ,  o r  h o w  t o  l o o k  
upon you; the sense of my rough, hard, and ill usage 
of you . . . gives me more pain now 'tis over, than 
you had, when you suffer'd it. . . . 

(V, 513) 

How, Madam, I beg your pardon, (Turning to FIDELIA) for 
lessening the Present I made you; but my heart can 
never be lessen'd: this, I confess, was too small for 
you before; for you deserve the Indlan World; and I 
wou'd now go thither out of covetousness for your 
sake only. 

(V, 514) 

The dissolution of reality in a conventional romantic vision 

is too abrupt and too inconsistent with the rest of the play 

to be taken seriously as evidence of Wycherley's idealism. 

Given his characteristic skepticism of traditional values 

and sentiments, it is best understood as Wycherley's grand 

parody of the formulaic view of traditional comedy and his 

ultimate ironic commentary on the failure of traditional 
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values and traditional comic drama to describe accurately 

the puzzling incongruity of life. 



CHAPTER VII 

CONCLUSION 

Restoration comedy has been for a long time the 

illegitimate child of English literature. To be sure, it 

has been recognized. But it has been recognized for the 

wrong reasons. Until recently, its primary importance has 

been as an historical and sociological fossil, the chronicle 

of an age in which immorality, hypocrisy, and triviality were 

a codified way of life, an age which itself is often seen as 

a temporary deviation from the norm of English society. The 

dramatists, consequently, have been considered historians, 

who faithfully recorded the manners of upper-class society. 

As artists they are often considered mere amateurs, whose 

casual attitude toward their art is epitomized by Congreve's 

now famous reply to Voltaire that "he should be visited as a 

gentleman, not as a writer."1 

The essential inaccuracy of generalizations which 

emphasize the historical value of Restoration comedy and 

underestimate its artistic value is especially apparent after 

a detailed study of Wycherley's plays. The implausible 

premise of Homer's pose as a eunuch makes it impossible to 

1. D. Crane Taylor, William Congreve (New York: 
Russell and Russell, 1963), p. 163. 
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call The Country Wife a realistic "manners" comedy. Nor does 

the label accurately describe The Plain Dealer considering 

its abrupt and seemingly unjustified shift from a realistic 

context to a romantic context. Likewise, characters such as 

Manly and Fidelia are not native to the realistic world of 

so-called manners comedy. They owe part of their existence, 

at least, to traditions which antedate realistic Restoration 

comedy. Manly*s roots can be traced to the heroic drama and 

the classic misanthrope type, and Fidelia's character is 

heavily dependent upon the romantic tradition of Shalrespeare. 

Wycherley's plays consistently call to mind analogies 

from different worlds of experience which combine with the 

realistic framework of the plays to produce a particular kind 

of dramatic world. It is a world in which romantic and real

istic values are juxtaposed, not only to emphasize the dif

ferences between them, but also to allow each to test the 

validity of the other as a reliable guide to behavior in a 

complex world. Except for The Gentleman Dancing;-Master, 

which differs from the other plays in many ways, Wycherley 

characteristically presents two heroes who embody contrary 

sets of values: Valentine and Ranger in Love in a 'food, 

Horner and Harcourt in The Country Wife, and Manly and 

Freeman in The Plain Dealer. And it is also characteristic 

that both heroes are relatively successful in achieving their 
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goals, although important questions are raised concerning the 

nature of their successes. 

In the plays of no other Restoration dramatist do we 

feel so strongly the sense of coexisting worlds, both of 

which make strong demands on the characters. Wycherley's 

ironic perception of life's complexities is reflected in 

the plays in the ambivalence with which conflicting values 

are presented. Wycherley refuses to say, definitively, 

"this is right," and instead adopts the characteristic 

artistic viewpoint of irony, which "views our human dilemmas, 

Incongruities, and paradoxes from a lofty but compassionate 

2 
distance." 

2. Sharpe, p. 215. 
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