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CHAPTJ!!R I 

Il'lTR ODUC T IOU 

About Jiirs .. 4.phra Behn there is practically nothing 

that can be said with certainty except that she is the 

author of a number of plays, a few stories and a volume of 

verse. She has come down to us a dim figure, shrouded from 

our eyes by the starched and officious bands of nineteenth 

century morality, so that her life is a legend and her very 

name a matter of speculation. Some say that while she was 

a girl she travelled from her English home to Am~rica,(l) 

and others indignantly deny that she did anything of the 

kind. ( 
2) 

Some have dubbed her father a barber and others 

have made him a Lieutenant General. Her maiden name,before 

she married the nebulous 1~ Behn, is thought by some to have 

been Johnson, and by others -~is or iuaies, and her Christian 

name has been spelt in nine different ways. So that in 

introducing Mrs Behn it is only possible to outline in 

brief the theories and suppositions that go to make up her 

biography. 

Biographers are agreed thc:Jt ~1Irs Behn was born in 1640 

in the little village of Wye not far from Canterbury, but 

when the questiJn of her parents arises, they differ. The 

earliest document concerning her history is The Life and 

Memoirs of liJfrs. Behn, written by one of the Fair Sex, which ---- - -- -- -- ---- -
was prefixed to the collection of her Histories and Novels in 

1696. The author of this piece has never been identified, 

( 
1 

)see Life- and J··:emoirs_, and 7::ernoir of Mrs Behn by Swnmers. 

( 2 )Paul Elmer }iJiore and Dr Ernest Bernbaum. 
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and it is supposed by Dr ~rnest Bernbawn(l) that it was 

in reality written by Charles Gildon who also wrote an 

Account of the Life of the Inco1nparable l.Irs Behn, which 

he prefixed to a posthrunous play, The Younger Brother, 

also published in 1696. 

3ro~.il these we learn that her maiden name was .Johnson, 

and that her father was a barber. But 1.:iss Sackville-

West declares(
2

) that there is no record in the parish 

register of Wye of a man named Johnson or that he was 

a barber, but that on July lOth, 1640, Peter and Ayfara 

JJnis were baptised together at the church of Sts. 

Gregory and ~~Ia1·tin. Such proof is convincing. 

The r..ext difficulty is whether Aphra went to Surinwn 

or not. Dr Bernbaum absolutely denies that she ever did, 

and declares that the descri~tion of that place, which 

is found in ~xs Behn 's farnous novel Oroonoko, is all 

taken from George Warren's Impartial Description of 

Surinarn, since the details of the· descriptions coincide 

in several instances; that the characters in Oroonoko 

are false and lifeless, and that there is no reason to 

suppose that she ever crossed the Atlantic. 

Paul Elmer 1Iore agrees with him in this matter. 
\ 3) 

But then both were ham~ered by the barber theory, 

1 Publi-cations ofthe ilodern Language Assoc~at~on, Vol.28. 
t 2 Aphra Behn by v. Sackville-\'/est; page 19. 
{3 The Nation; Sept. 28, 1~16. 



since they could not see their way to believing that a 

barber could. be appointed, - according to The Life and 

1Iemoirs, - Lieutenant Governor of a number of islands and 

the continent of Surinam, which was the honour accorded to 

A_phra's father. Now, however, says lliss 7iest, that it is 

fairly certain that ~s Behn's father was not Johnson the 

barber, but .:~11-- .Amis, the re la ti ve of Lord \Villoughby of 

Parham who had influence overseas, the Surinrun theory 

becomes more probable. 

And anyway if, for a rnornent, all the evidence both for 

and against the matter be disregarded except the story 

Oroonoko, of the existence of ~nich tnere can be no doubt, 

and the play The '.7idow ·rtanter, Yrhich is equally certain, then 

why should any WOIIlan ~.~;no spent 11er life in England and c::urope 

take the trouble to learn all about conditions in Surinam to 

write a story, and in Virginia to write a play, when her own 

surroundings would be so 1nuch more natural a backgro:.1nd for 

her plots. 

There ;-_r(:; two reasons that can be produced for the other 

side. Firstly, interest in foreign countries and especially 

those of fairly recent discovery was strong in England, and 

any plot in a comparitively unknown land would be sure to 

attract the attention of the reading and theatre-going public. 

Secondly, people were curious about the native inhabitants of 

these countries, their habits and manner of living, and 

particularly their morals and virtues as compared with the 
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morality and virtue of civilised human beings. It was argued 

that a savage without any of the benefits of so-called 

civilisation might be as noble as an Englishman, nay, even 

nobler. Perhaps there were actual disadvantages to civilisation. 

So ~s Behn, who was by no means blind to the interest~ 

of her readers, sets on the one hand the plot of a play in 

Vir6inia, and incidentally introduces some interesting 

sidelights on its corrupt politics, and on the other creates 

an extraordinary being, a savage, a slave, who nevertheless 

has a most admirable charQcter and a very cultured 

intelligence. The result is that the book is successful. 

But then : .. :iss ":JE:st suggests that as the background for 

another story, The Fair Jilt, was Antwerp, V.ihere there is no 

question that :.rrs Behn lived because of the records in the 

state papers oi' her J.C;oli tical work there, so Surinam was made 

the background of Oroonoko. 11 That she used Surinam, in fact, 

in the same manner as she used Antwerp.n(l) 

.Jiiss \-:-est also draws attention to the dedication of 

The Young King where :Mrs Behn remarks about her muse: "Three 

thousand Leagues of spacious Ocean she has measured, visited 

many and distant shores • • ft 

( 2 ) 
And so she concludes by 

accei-'tin;~" the fact that Aphra went to Surinam. 

But the analogy drawn between the Fair Jilt and Oroonoko 

is very weak, a4nd in the dedication to~ Young King it 

( l) Aphra Behn by v. 2a.ckville-·Nest; page 4?. 
t 2.) The -Jorks of l~phra Behn, ed. Summers; vol. 2, page lOb. 
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is only her muse that I1Irs :Behn refers to, not herself. 

True, her muse had been to America; but had Aphra Behn? 

Also Dr Bernbaum's scepticism regarding the ~ife and 

Memoirs is perfectly justifiable, and while Miss West 

ostensibly rejects the Life and Memoirs, yet she still clings 

to the fact that ushe was a gentlewoman by birth, of a good 

family,» related to Lord ':Jilloughby, and that her father 

had been appointed Lieutenant Governor of six and tnirty 

islands besides the continent of Surinam, both of which 

are recorded in the Life and Memoirs. W'hat do we know of 

the .Anis family? ltiight not 1Cr ~t\Jnis have been a barber after 

all? 

There is, i_n fact, no definite 9roof one way or another. 

Until some further reliable material is discovered it is 

irnposs ible to solve the Surinam proble1n. Dr Bernbaum' s 

and Paul Elmer =-~ore's arguments are convincing up to a 

point, and Miss West's are ingenious and possible, but 

neither side can prove anything. 

But about the next ~art of her biography there is no 

need to be sceptical. Aphra returned with the fa~::.ily to 

London and married a Dutchman called Behn. But he died in 

1665 - perhaps of the plague - and left his wife apparently 

destitute. Dr :Bernbaum, it is true, doubts the existence 

of ~~ Behn, but after all whether he lived or not does not 

really make- very much difference. It is enough that his 

wife survived him. 



Then comes the Holland episode. Mrs Behn had made some 

footing for herself in court circles, and now she is sent as 

a political spy to Antwerp. Here, - so says the Life and 

:Memoirs, - Van der Llbert fell in love with her, and from him 

she obta.ir:.ed secrets of state which she sent on to .r;ngland. 

There was besides a rival for her affections in the person of 

Van Bruin. As a political spy she did her duty faithfully: 

but politics bored Charles !I, and poor Aphra found both her 

information and herself ignored. She fell into debt, and 

eve~tually~after a number of pathetic letters imploring 

financial aid, returned on a loan to London. Even here the 

governrilent paid no attention to her, and she was flung into 

a debtor's prison. How long she remained in gaol is not 

recorded in the Life and ~,Ieilloirs, but it seerus that some 

benefactor finally came to her rescue anQ. delivered her from 

confinement. 

Ani then it was , when she was thirty, that she began to 

write, for the year 1670 saw the production at the Duke's 

Theatre, Lincoln's Inn £ields of The Forc'd Marriage; ~. 

the Jealous Bridegroom. It was th~ first of nineteen years 

of almost continual writing, for when she died in l68S sne 

was the author of nineteen plays, thirteen stories and some 

hundreds of poems. 

It is a profitless task a.s a rule to 1nake inquiry into 

the private life or the morals of an artist. Often it leads 

to misunderstanding, seldom to edification. It is enough to 
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say that :Jxs Behn lived in Restoration London; that she was, 

eccording to her nalve biographer, a woman of sense and by 

consequence a lover of pleasure, "as indeed all, both men and 

women are •• nand that she had as her poems show, numerous 

admirers. And after all it is not impossible to be sensible 

and pleasure loviGg at once, and certainly it is possible 

to be at once pieasure loving and an artist. 

As a woman i.Irs ::Se.nn has been thoroughly examined, but 

her works .have not been accorded the interest they dese~cve. 

So it shall be the purpose of this essay, while touching 

U)on the woman, to concentrate chiefly on her work, and to 

show that it too is worthy of notice if not of praise. 
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CIL~TER I! 

R:ZSTOR.._q_TION THE.ATRE CCHDITIUl'~S 

Before discussing lErs Behn's plays, which constitute 

the major part of her works, it is essential to examine the 

period in which she lived and the conditions under which she 

wrote. 3or it is only in the light of this period and these 

conditions that it is possible to account i'or her drarnatic 

attitude, the artificiality that pervades her ylays, and 

their all too evident immorality. Dr~~a in the 3estoration 

was an expensive amusement, a ratherpiquant Gaviare, un

appreciated by and certainly unfit for the general, and in 

order to understand it thoroughly, it must be reme~bered 

that only the upper classes of the time, - a very small 

percentage of the whole populc.~tion, - patronised the drama. 

Theatres were in consequence few in number, because there 

were not enough theatre-geers to support more. From 1660 

to 1682 there were oniy two 1naj or theatres operating at once, 

and from 1682 to 1695 there was but one. There were also 

one or two minor tl1eatres, but these, because they had no patent, 

exerted no influence and lived fitful snd sporadic lives. 

The Commonwealth was a dark age for actors and theatre 

managers. Cron1well had no room for the theatre ir; his 

J.JUritanical scheme, and so a law against the acting or plays 

was drawn up in 1642 with heavy penalties attached to its 
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violation. But it appears that threats of mutilation and 

flogging·, - which were in sode cases actually carried out, -

did not altogether prevent the private and clandestine 

exhibition of l)lays. At any rate the ordinance of 1642 was 

not strictly adhered to, for it had to be renewed in 164? and 

again in 1648. By 1660, however, when the Stuarts were 

res tared, the ban against drarna had been removed, a.nd in the 

same year three dramatic companies were formed. The first, 

under the manage1nent of a book-seller named ~hodes, played 

at the tlCockpit" in Drury Lane, wnere the leading man seems 

to have been Betterton, who was to take leading .Parts in many 

of Mrs Behn's plays later in the century. The second, 

rivalling the Rhodes company, was composed of pre-Cowmonwealth 

actors, and the third, organised by ·~7.rilliam Bees ton, appeared 

at the renovated Salisbury Court Theatre. 

These three cornpanies were, however, d.estined to be 

short-lived, for on August 21, 1660, a monopoly to produce 

plays was granted by Charles II to Thomas Killigrew and Sir 

Willie~ Davenant, whose companies, under the distinguished 

patronage of the King and the Duke of York, were known 

respectively as "The King's" and "The Duke's". The King's 

company played for tin'ee clays at the Red Bull theatre, until 

the theatre at Vere Street, where they moved next, was ready 

for them. But the Vere street theatre, which was in reality 

a converted tennis court, does not seem to have been alto~ether 
;...; 

satisfacto1·y, for in 1663 they rnoved again to the Theatre 
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Royal in Drury Lane, \vhic!1 had been under construction 

rue anwhil e. 

Davenant's company began playing about a week after the 

King's company at the S-alisbury Court theatre. In the next 

year they also moved, and settled at the new theatre in 

LincOln's Inn Fields, whic~ had the special merit of 

accommodating scenery. 

No change was made in this arrangement until 16?1, when 

the Duke's company moved again to a magnificent new theatre, 

desidned by Christopher Wren, and erected on the site oi· the 

Salisbury Court t:neatre in Dorset Gardens. In the same year 

the Theatre ~oyal at Drury Lane was destroyed by fire, and in 

16?4 ,J:Cilligrew' s company n1oved into the new Theatre Royal, 

a much smaller and less pretentious building than the one in 

Dorset Gardens, - having spent the intervening time at the 

Old Duke's House in Lincoln's Inn Fields. The new Duke's 

theatre, however, for all its mat;nificence, proved a burden 

on the finances of the company. The select theatre-going 

public of the time was too small to rnake it pay, e.nd iG 1682 

the Duke's company Yn~s obliged to runalgamate with the King's. 

The Dorset Garden theatre was then abancioned, and by 1703 it 

was demolished. 

The united co1n)anies, known as the King's company, 

opened at Drury Lane on November 16 under the management of 

~ich, and for thirteen years this one theatre provided dramatic 
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entertainment for the whole of London. But in 1695 trouble 

arose. Receipts were small, and as 3ich curtailed the 

salaries, a number of actors headed by Betterton, being 

dissatisfied wi t:'1 ~~tich' s terms, seceded frorn the company, 

secured a grant from the King to erect a theatre of their own, 

and shortly afterwards established themselves in the New 

Theatre, Lincoln's Inn Fields. 

One of tn~ illOst lamentable features of Restoration 

Drama, which Davenant encouraged, was the growing popula.rity 

of painted sce:1ery. In ~:lizabetllan times the play had 

indeed been the thin~, since there was nothing else; but the 

jaded appetite of the 3estoration courtier required something 

:.nore than mere literature for his entertainment. His life 

was spent in artificial surroundings amongst artificial 

people with artificial ideas, and so it is not surprising 

that the theatre was affected by the prevalent artificiality. 

The Restoration scenery desig:ner,chief of whom was John 

Webb, successfully attempted scenes and effects, which, in the 

light of his daterie..ls seel:.1 impossible. Despite the fact that 

all his lighting w~s done by candles, he could produce a 

thunderstorm. He ~lso brought shivs on to the stage with 

undulatirlg waves to bear the_J up; he made clouds to float upon 

the air, which could if necessary be filled with a number of 

cherubim or other celestial creatures. Eitner the tneatre

goers were extreuely gullible, or else with his candles and 

his machines the Res tor at ion producer knew as rnuch about sets 
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and scenes as does the modern producer with"spots"and 

flood-lights tq help him. But though he was unquestionably 

a brilliant mechanic, it would be difficult to comrnend him 

as an artist. 

Hazelton Spencer, speaking of Restoration scenery, 

remarks: "Scenes and lights bec&ne an end in themselves •• 

• • The public flocked to Davenant's theatre as to a new 

toy, aJnd from that day to this the spoken drama has had to 

contend witn a meretricious interest engendered by its 

mere setting.n(l) 

This is only too true as every theatre-goer of this 

generati:Jn knows, whose attention has wandered f·rcLn the 

actors to the extravagant inventions of an over zealous 

sce~ery designer. But as i~ our day, so in Restoration 

times. Elaborate scenery attracted people, and so scenery 

was most elaborately made. 

In Elizabeth2.n dra:11a most of the dialogue was spoken 

out on the "apron" of the stage, and in Restoration times 

the apron, though 1nodif ied, had not disappeared. It jutted 

out sometimes as much as seventeen feet into the auditorium, 

so that the sicie seats, or what would correspond to box 

seats, were actually at tue si~e of the stage. But this 

does not see~ to have been an unmixed blessing, for the 

proximity of the actors to the audience, see1as to have bred 

( 1) Shakespeare IJ..aproved by Hazel ton Spencer; ( Cambr 1dge, 
(The Harvard University Press, 19:~7) 

P~.e os. 
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in the latter a bold familiarity, which apparently led them 

sometimes to mount the stage themselves and parade their fine 

clothes and rnanners before their fello'..s. The actors, of 

course, resented this encroachment of their domain, and a 

plea against this kind of conduct often added to the 

advertisements of plays was: "No person to stand on the 

Stage. 11 

The proscenium immediately behind the apron stage was 

furnished with four (or two -authorities differ on the 

question(~doors opening in front, by which the actors made 

their exits and entrances regardless of the scene behind. 

Above the doors on each side was a window, used in casement 

or balcony scenes, such as the orchard scene in Romeo and 

Juliet. }~xs :Sehn used this device not infrequently as in 

the first scene of the second act of The Rover (Part I); 

the stage direction reads: "Enter Angelica and ~oretta in 

the Balconyu etc. All action of this kind would be played 

before the proscenium on the apron. 

It is behind the proscenium that the :Jestoration stage 

(1) :Mr Lowe in "Thomas Betterton" (page 50) argues that there 
were ~our. Mr -r.!~ .:I. Lawrence in nl&lizabethan Play-house and 
other Stutiiesn ~1. 164) that there were two. Mr A.llardyce 
Nicoll in "Restoration Drama•• (page 5) that there were four, 
and :;Ir Odell in "Shakespeare from Betterton to Irving" l page 
102) leaves the question more or less open. 
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changed so much from the ..:..lizabethan. The "arras 11 has 

developed 1·r am a single curtain to a series ot· painted 

flats, which have given the nane of thenpicture stagett to 

this period. These flats were run in grooves froill eitner 

side o!" the stage and the halves were clamped together in 

the middle. The properly equipped stage of the time would 

have three or four grooves so that there could be two or 

three changes of scenery by simply unclamping the flat at the 

end of each scene and running it off into the wings. A 

good example or' the use of this is seen in Hrs Behn's 

The Dutch Lover, which incidentall.y shows that she was 

fully aware of the possibilities of her stage. In the first 

act the scene direction reads uA Streetu. The groove 

immediately behind the proscenium would be used i'or this. 

~or the second scene, ".A.mbros io 's · Housef', the street scene 

would be unclamped and withdra'~vn to either side in full 

view of the audience - for tlle curtain was used only on rare 

occasions - revealing k~brosio's House represented on the 

flc:_,t in the second groove. The third scene, uA Grove", 

would necessitate a panorama of trees placed in the last 

groove at the back of the stage and would be discovered in 

the same way as !~brosio's House. The opening scene of the 

second act returns to the street, which would be run in 

to start the series over again. This device would 

naturally quicken the action of t.i1e play and avoid tedious 

intervals, - the bug-bear or the modern theatre-goer, - in 

between the scenes or acts. 
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Some of these flats were most elaborate. 3ows of houses 

were sometimes painted in perspective to give the effect 

of looking down a street SJ:~J.e hundreds of yards long; woods, 

~alsces, castles, whether near at hand or in the misty 

distance were common sights; the 3estoration scenery 

designer stopped at nothing. 

While the curtain we-s barely ever used, it was 

nevertheless there. :Mrs :Behn makes use of it only twice in 

her plays; in ~he Young King and more particularly in The 

Forc'd Marriage, where a tableau is staged just before the 

second act. The scene regresents the wedding o:r ~Ucippus 

and 3rminia, a climactic incident in the plot. Detailed 

directions are given: 

••The Curtain must be let down and soft :.1us ick 1nust 

play: The Curtain being drawn up discovers a scene of a 

Temple: The King sitting on a Thronen ••• {here the 

position of each character is given) ••• "all .remaining 

without motion, whilst the l{us ick softly plays; this 

continues awhile till tne Curtain falls; and then the 

1~us ick plays aloud till the Act be~· ins." 

It is evident from this that dra1natists were not blind 

to the dramatic value of the curtain; the surprising thing 

is that, realisi~z this, they did not make more frequent 

use of it. 

The problem oi lighting in Restoration drruna has never 
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been completely elucidated. The powers of candles see~ to 

have been taxed to their utmost with direct and indirect 

radiation; but the real question is : how was darkness 

p.roduced on the stage? I!rs :Behn 's p.lays are - mercifully 

in same cases - full of scenes which, judging from the 

stage directions, are to be acted in the dark. Candlesticks 

are melodramatically extinguished or coquettiihly overturned; 

sinister characters meet in the ever recurring street and 

weave plots in the ~arkness of night. But was the stage 

really dark? 

The only realiy ~lausible solution is that the darkness 

was not actual but ~r-1e.:cely L:1pl ied. It would have been an 

impossibility to snuff out all the foot-lights and side

lights simultaneously when a candle or torch in the play 

was put out. An~ besides the theatre itself was lit, -

accordir:q; to contemporary diagraL1S, - by two hanging 

chandeliers which probably remained. aligrtt during the whole 

performance, and which would therefore have kept the apron 

stage constantly illuminated - however diLlly. The convention 

probably w~s that if one entered with a candle or a torch, 

then it must of ~ecessity be night time, and should this 

candle or torch be extinguished, then the stage was to be 

supposed darkened. 

The "lius icktt which ~:Irs Behn demands in rnany of her stage 

directions,besides tnose ~ar the tableau already mentioned, 
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was supplied by an orchestra arranged in the :·Ius ick Room, 

which in Davenant's theatre was placed either at the side 8:f 

or above the projecting stage, but in Killigrew's in the 

same position as that occupied by the orchestra in t1:1e 

modern theatre. Many plays called for songs which would 

be sung to the acco~paniment of this orchestra, which also 

performed between the acts. 

The designing o:f costwnes was a part of stage technique 

at this time very far from perfect. Little or no attention 

was paid to cl1ronological accuracy or artistic effect. Had 

they pl~ed, as did the Elizabethans, entirely in the dress 

of their own time, the ridiculous blunders into which they 

fell might have been avoided. But someti_nes they played 

in traditional =lizabethan costumes; someti8es, as in the 

case of Roman .:?lays, in ludicrous and absurd attempts to 

copy the conventional idea of a toga or Roman armour; and 

in Oriental plays their imagination ran quite out of 

control and produced ttcreations~' -vvhicn even Restoration 

audiences must have had difficulty in stomaching. An 

excellent exa.illple of' this is seen in the contemporary 

portrait of :·.Irs Bracegirdle as the Indian Q,ueen in Howard 

and Dryden's play of that name. She is represented as 

wearing a gown made of a heavy carpet-like material. A 

halo of multi-coloured ostrich feathers adorns her brow, 

and she has also a fan of feathers in her hand. About her 

forehead,throat and arm are necklaces made of tremendous 
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beads aLmost as thick as her wrist, and behind her trot two 

little nigger-boys, briefly clad in 1'eathers, one of whom 

with difficu:ty supports her train, while tne other holds 

a huge parasol above her head. 

In more important productions where regal finery was 

required Charles and the Duke of York would so~1etimes lend 

their state robes to t11e players. In Shakespearean plays 

there appears to have been no standard of dress. Some of the 

players wore clothes of their own period, while historical 
A.SSO c,iA.ricn-

characters who had acquired a traditional~with Elizabethan 

drama, such as Falstaff, Richard III and Henry VIII, 

preserved their origiDal Elizabethan costumes. 

Pepys makes a na!ve observation on the clothes of the 

time, having bee~ allowed on one occasion entrance to the 

tiri~·~g roo1-1s behind stage. He found them very shabby seen 

in the unromantic light of day, but adds that they looked 

very much finer by candle-1 ig!1t. Candle-light, no doubt, 

covered a multitude of sins. 

It would be unkind to lay all the blame for the 

immorality ot' the Restoration stage on Charles II, but so 

inextricably was he bound up with the drama and the theatre, 

that he was actually largely responsible for its quality. 

Charles symbolised the revolt against the inhibitions of 

Puritanism that had oppressed the people during the 

Commonwea.l th. His return meant a new freedo.:il for the 
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kingdom, a return to the merry customs of England; to 

Maypole dancing (an ungodly superstition in Cromwellian 

eyes), to the eating of mince pies at Christmas, la popish 

practice), to bear and bull baiting, to cock :righting, and 

of course to plays. But the pendulum s~ung too far; the 

reaction that the people so desired carried them away. 

John Richard Green efrectively describes the consequent 

disorder: 

"All that was noblest and best in Puritanism was 

whirled away with its pettiness and tyranny in the current 

of the nation's nate ••• Godliness became a byword of 

scorn; sobriety in dress, in speech, in manners was 

flouted as a mark of the detested Puritanism ••• Duelling 

and raking becane the marks of a fine gentleman; and grave 

divines winked at the follies of "honest fellowst•, who 

fought, gambled., swore, drank, and ended a day of 

debauchery by a night in the gutter. Li:re among ~~1en o:r 

fashion vibrated between frivolity and excess. One of the 

comedies of the time tells the courtier that he must dress 

well, dance well, fence well, have a talent for love-letters, 

an agreeable voice, be amorous and discreet - but not too 

constant. To such graces as these the rakes of the 

Restoration added a shamelessness and a brutality which 

passes belief. u And furt:aer he adds, u and in 111ere love of 

what was vile, in conternpt of virtue and disbelie!· in 

purity and honesty, the King himself stood ahead of any of 
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h . b. t " lS SU JeC Se ll)-

Green has been describing, of course, not the everyday 

~J.an, but the courtiers anC.. fops, the fine gentlemen of tile 

time. Fortunately there were plenty of fairly respectable 

people like Pepys - though he ws_s no Puritan - to save the 

race fro~i1 utter destruction. But the average man did not go 

to the theatre. It was too expensive for one thing, (the 

entrance fee was s mnetLnes as .i.nucll as half a guinea), and 

besides he would have 1·e1t out of place amongst the 

noblemen, beaux and wits, the courtezans and depraved 

women of the court, who comprised the audience. The antics 

of the fashionable set were by no 1neans emulated by the 

cora:t·Jn people who formed tne majority o!" the population. 

It was thsn for the fashionable set that the Restoration 

dramatist had to write. He had to pander to the feeling of 

rebellion,...-·:hich nad heralded the return of the King, against 

the moral strictures of the Comnonwealth. And so he 

exaggerated this reaction, exploited it !'or tne purposes o1· 

comedy and pictured it as beirlg much more violent than it 

actually Wc~s. In consequence Restoration plays are !.illed 

with the most brutal and bare-faced obscenities. Impurity 

was its most important subject. A pair o!· witty and 

cynical love=s indulge in bouts of brilliant repartee, 

diffusing an atmosphere of immodesty and vice, te1npered with 

(1) A Short Hist!)ry of the English People; lLondon, l!acmilla:n 
and eo.); page 607. 
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culture and fine airs. No plot was necessary, and any real 

emotion in the more typical dramas was studiously avoided. 

Writers of this kind of drama sprang up on every hand, each 

trying to outdo the other in grossness. With Dryden, 

Etherege, Wycherley, Congreve, Farquhar and Vanbrugh, 

Restoration Comedy reached its zenith. 

Historically the most important commentators on the 

morality of Restoration plays during the nineteenth century 

were Lamb and Itiacaulay. Lamb in his essay on the Artificial 

Comedy of the Last Century adopts an ingenuous but rather 

evasive attitude to the question, by adn1itting that he 

regards the comedies of that day as being quite disassociated 

from the world and reality. He does not attempt to judge 

their unmoral world by t~e strictly moral ideas of his 

own century, since t~eir world is, he thinks, a mere 

fairyland, where the consequences of unconventional actions 

do not follow. HVfe are not to judge them, u he says, 

•"We are not to judge them by our own usages. Fo 

reverend institutions are insulted by their proceedings, -

for they have none among them. No peace of fan1ilies is 

violated, - for no family ties exist arnong them. No purity 

of the marriage bed is stained, - for none is supposed to 

have any being. No deep affections are disquieted, - no 

holy wedlock bands are snapped asunder, - for affection's 

depth and wedded faith are not the growth of that soil. 
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There is neither rig~t nor wrong, - gratitude or its opposite, 

- claim or duty, - paternity or sonship.n 
( 1) 

Now for a dilettante this is a very pleasant point of 

view, but for anyone who probes more in~uisitively into the 

history of the times an~ its theatre, the problem is not so 

easily brushed aside. :fv!acaulay in his review of Le igh Hunt's 

Comie Dramatist~ of the Restoration regards Lamb's essay a.s 

altogether so~histical. Adoptitlg the attitude of the realist, 

he cannot think of the characters as unreal because of all 

the contemporary associations of manne~~ and place, and p Jints 

out that the lewdness of that time can be found in the lower 

dens and haunts of his own London. ~acaulay's nineteenth 

century Grundyism is horribly outraged: 

~•For in tl~ut1-l this .Pa.L't of our literature is a disgrace 

to our language and our national character. It is clever 

indeed and entertaining, but it is in the 1nost emphatic sense 

of the words, 'earthly, sensual, devilish.' Its indecency, 

thJugh perpetually such as is condemned not less by t11e rules 

of good taste than by those of morality, is not in our 

opinion so disgraceful a fault as its singularly inhuman 

spirit • • •• We find ourselves in a world in which the 

ladies are like very profligate, impudent and unfeeling 1nen, 

and 

( 1) 

in which the 1nen are too bad for any place but Pandae-

The Oxford edition of The 'Narks in Prose and Verse o:f 
Charles and =~ary Lamb;-vQl. 1, page 651. 
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monium or Norfolk Island. We are surrounded by foreheads of 

bronze, hearts like the nether millstone, and tomgues set on 

fire of hell." 
( 1) 

Parts of this outburst bear some resemb~ance to Jeremy 

Collier's Short Vie·-.:~ of the Immorality and Profaneness of the 

English Stage, published in 1699. So paltry is ~ollier's 

view as far as criticism is concer·ned, that it might easily 

be overlooked, had it not been so i~fluential in hurrying the 

Co~edy of ~anners to the bloc£ and setting up in its stead 

Sentilj.ental co~-:.ledy. Collier voiced the sentiinents of the 

corrc1on people, who had by no means followed the example of 

their betters in their rejection of moral and religious 

scruples. 

As a pi~ce of criticism it is, however, futile. He 

begins in his preface by declaring that, "nothing has gone 

farther in Debauching t.r1e Age than the Stage and Play-House," 

a palpable absurdity~ and goes on in the introduction to 

observe that, "the business of plays is to recollllnend virtue 

and discountenance vice. n i!fith these two ridiculous 

suppositions he erabarks on a tedious homily filled with 

firstlies and secondlies and thirdlies and introducing one 

nonsensical contention after another. The book is , in tr.r 

John Palmer's words, na literary exercise in illustration of 

a foregone conclusion. 11
(

2
) Collier was a fanatic :fundamentallj 

~---l~c_a __ l ~ H~stor~cal Essays; Everyman, vol 2, page 414. 
Comedy of 1Ianners; \G. Bell and Sons, :London 1913) 

page 277. 
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opposed to art of any kind. He assumes that the playwrights 

of this time had dirty minds and deliberately evil intentions. 

It would have been difficult for him under the circumstances 

to arrive at any but the conclusion he reached. 

It is foolish to judge art by morality. "To say that 

poetry is m:Jral or ilnrnoral, '1 says Spingarn, 0 is as 

meaningless as to say that an equilateral triangle is moral 

and an isosceles triangle imLiloral."(l) That is ti1e opinion 

of the other extreme, but whatever attitude is taken, 

clearly it is absurd to condemn Restoration comedy solely on 

account of its i~uorality, just as it would be absurd to~~ 

read Oscar ':Iilde because t~1e man was a social outcast. 

Above all it must be remembered that the plays of tile 

Restoration with which we are dealing were comedies, and 

comedy is rarely if ever an exact representation a!· 

contemporary life. Cornedy distorts life, exaggerates it and 

turns what in actual life might be tragic into a laughing 

matter. "Comedy," says :.rr Lytton Strachey, "exists in a 

conventional world in ~."t(aic11 human nature and human actions 

are revealed, but whose conseliuences are sus_tJended."(
2

} 

Res tor c..:. t i ·J n p 1 ay s are not then , as Hr E. S to 11 points 

out 't 3 ) relentless studies of reality, which is what i·Jrr 

Palmer would have us believe. They do not show us the 

Creative Criticism; page 32; lkl-tvJ9J\i·. fl~J3~ c., ... L~) 
The New Republic; November, 1923. ' J 
'§1iak~eare Studies; chapter 2. \ :·.:ac_ilillan & Co. N. Y. 

19 27.) 
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morals of the period, but rather the ~pirit of rebellion 

against those morals. They are examples of t.ne kind of 

amusement the bored Restoration wit delighted in, a 

reflection not of the morality but of the immorality of the 

day. 

It is not to be supposed that everybody was as 

heartless as the 113over.i! any 1nore than it is to be supposed 

that now-a-days everybody behaves like the characters in a 

detective .:_Jlay. The maj Jrity of' us do not go about killing 

our fellows and escaping t11e clutches o1· the law. 

Tne interest in the much maligned 3estoration comedy 

is not in its irmnorali ty, - and t11is is particularly true of 

~rs Behn who is comparitively respectable, - but in its 

ex emp l if i cat ion o 1· t f1 e c om i c s pi :c it. It j us t if i e s its e 1 :f 

thus in 1nany ways; in the witty badinage, tne sophisticated 

drollery, that flows from t~~ cultured lips of its 

characters; in the countless absurd situations in which they 

become apparently inextricably involved, and the ease with 

which all turns out for tbe good in the end. It has to be 

read to be appreciated; and if it be read in the right 

spirit and not as by a cens·Jr, then the laugt1.tel-. that comes 

with its perusal, if nothing else~ will surely be sufficient 

justification. It would be hopeless to investig:J.te :nrs 

:Be~1n's, or any other Restoration drrunatist's plays with t11e 

attitude of a police constable. From the strictly moral 
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point of view they are often disgraceful, but from the 

dramatic and comic point of view, and from the point oi view 

of the relation of literature to life, there is very 

definitely so~etliing to be said for them. 
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CHAPTER III 

TEE PLAYS 

Mrs Behn's plays may be generally classed under the 

category of Intrigue Comedy, for the popularity of which she 

was mainly responsible. Many of her plots are laid in 

Spain rather than in London, and she pays more attention to 

intricacy of plot than to brilliancy o1· dialogue and 

character study. We do not look so much for wit in her plays 

as for rapidity of movement, comic situations, and a 

predominating air ·Ji" vivacious fun. It seen1s that she did 

not regard the makinc; of plays in a very serious ligl1t, in 

fact, it must be confessed that her aim was more tnan 

likely to make money rather than to create great works o!· 
piCA.r-9oe~ 

art. 3ut t11e RestorationAcared not so ~Juch for works of 

art as for the enjoyment of th~ moment. TheirS was a 

search for pleasure; hedonism was their philosophy and 

certainly there were very few of the qualities of tne hedonist 

that .:rs :Oehn did not possess. It is not surprising there-

fore to find that she was popular. She realised what the 

contemporary stage wanted, and she did not hesitate tJ fall 

in with its demands. 

T~is fact is responsible fJr the worst feature of her 

plays, t11at she made little or no attelnpt to write about 

contemporary London life. Whenever possible she lays the 
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scene in Spain, and though one or· two of the plays, as The 

Roundheads, Sir Timothy Treatall, and others have their 

scenes in London, it is only rarely that we find a character 

that rings true to life. Had there only been more :tf.LTs. 

Clacketts, anotner Betty Flauntit, more of the delightful 

mould of Gayman's patient landlady. But Mrs Behn was a 

professional playwright. She probably depended for a large 

part of her income on her plays, and so she was obliged to 

write plays t~ suit the tastes of the time. In many ways, 

however, it is a relief to turn to her plays after Wycherley, 

Etherege and tlle others. She is not always strictly proper, 

to be sure, and there are scenes when she is distinctly 

unpleasant, but throughout the plays there are often charming, 

naive characters, Celindas and Clorises, Albertos and 

Bellmours, who nave all the good qualities and little or none 

of the bad ones. 

llrs Behn' s dramatic career opened in 1670 with the 

p.L·oduction at the Duke's Ti1eatre, Lincoln's Inn J?ields, of 

The Forc'd Marriage; or, the Jealous Bridegroom, and in the 

next nineteen years,besides her other work, she wrote no less 

than eighteen plays ~~1Jre. In 1671, The Amorous Prince; The 

Dutch Lover in 1673; The To\n~ Fo.e; or, Sir Ti1not~ Tawdrey, 

1676; in 1677 she wrote two adaptations of other plays: The 

Debauchee, from Brome 's 11 The :,;Iad Couple \'fell I_,Iatched" and The 

Defeated Widow from Middleton's "No ~it, No Help like a 

~;y o rna n ' s " ; in t hi s ye ar she a 1 s o w r o t e Ab de 1 a z er ; .QJ.: , .:t.:b.e. 
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Moor's Reveng~,and also The Rover (Part I). In 1678, Sir 

Patient Fancy; in 1679 The y·oung King; ..2£., the ?;~istake, and 

also The Feign'd Curtezans; ~, A Night's Intr~ue. 1681 

saw the production of The 3over (Part II), and in 1682, The 

Roundheads;~~ the Good Old Cause, The City Heiress; ~~ Sir 

Timothy Treatall, and The False Count; ~, A~ Way to Play 

an Old Game. For fou::::· years she then devoted herself to 

stor·ies and poe1ns and then in 1686 came The Lucky Chance, 

one of her best plays, and in 1587 ~he Emperor of the :Loon. 

She died in 1689. In 1690 The ·_1/idow Ranter, and in 1696 

The Younger Brother aj_)peared posthwnously. 

Ifts Behn's plays have been conveniently subdivided by 

lir Allardyce Nicoll into three kinds.(l) First those plays 

of pure intrigue; secondly"moraln or ''probl0.:m" plays, and 

lastly til:.;se in which farce predominates. The best examples 

of tne first class are The 3over, The Feign'd Curtezans and 

Sir Patient Fancy. The Amorous Prince ~nd The Young King 

are of a moral character, while The Town Fop, The Lucky Chance 

and The .?ore' d l,Xarr iage are proble1n plays. .Jfarce is found in 

The False Count and The E1npero.£· Jf the :Joon• 

There does not seem to be any very definite opinion as 

to which of the plays is the "bestu, though there has been 

much speculation on this _point. Commentators either dismiss 

(1) A History of Restoration Drama, 1660-l?OO.(Cambridge 
University Press - 1923) page 210. 



(30) 

her plays with a righteous disgust, or else mention The ~over 

as being outstanding, with perhpas some cursory reference to 

The _B,e ign 'd Curte zans. If the terrn 11 best n is to be applied 

to that play whicl1 corresponds :nost closely to .Restoration 

Intrigue Con1edy, then The Rover might be regarded as noteworthy~ 

but if we are to choose first that play which represents 1-:xs 

Behn and not merely the sedulous ape in her, then clearly The 

Rover may be discarded imn1ediately. In The ~over and Sir 

Patient Fancy the influence o~ Dryden is very noticeable. 

'9e :find the witty pair of lovers which Dryden' s Celadon and 

Florimel had P02ularised.{l) ~~ find Restoration indecency 

and obscenity. But there is no sign of the Mrs Behn who 

followed the later tendency towards the improve:nent of the 

rp.orality of the drruna, and who actually raised her voice 

against bawdiness. In these typical intrigue plays she was 

writing entirely to suit the times; to gain )opularity and to 

make m·Jney. The Rover is a good intrigue play, but it by 
I . no means displays that 1 ishtness of touch and elan whJ.Cl"l were 

Ers Behn' s, nor does it i.1troduce any of the more na1ve and 

attractive characters which si1s W~:is so fond of portraying. 

For those plays in which sn.e reveals ner true self a little 

more, when she was nJt being entirely conventiJnal, we must 

turn to the moral and proole:n plays. Thus the play m.ost 

logically worthy of preeminence is The Town Fop; ~~ Sir 

(1) Celadon and Florimel were the hero and heroine of 
Dryden's piay Sec~et Love. 
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Timothz Tawdrey. 

The theatrical history of The Town Fop is rat11er 

obscure. Beyond the fact that it was produced in 1676 

there is no definite information as to the performance or the 

narnes of the actors who took iJarts. The plot was taken from 

anot~i:1er play, - as many of l·irs Behn' s were, -"The :;.Iiseries 

of 5nforced ~.Iarriage" by ~lfilkins, an eaTly seventeenth 

century dramatist. The stol'Y is of two friends, Bellmour 

(a most popular na:le in Restoration Comedy) and Friendlove, 

who have just returned froill a visit to Italy. Bellmour is 

very much in love with Celinda, who returns his affectiJn, 

but unf~rtunately Sir Ti1noti:1~'l Tawdrey, a direputable 

coxco1nb, has been settled to marry Celinda by the mutual 

consent o:l' t11eil"' I'espective _parents •.. :;:eanwhile Lord 

?lotwell, - a gentleman of very definite*' O)ini ons, - who is 

Bellmour's uncle, has decided to marry his nephe~ to his 

niece Diana, to ~hose graces 3riendlove aspires. The 

possibilities of such a situation are irrunense; a hundred 

solutions could be worked out. Hrs J3ehn d·.Jes it thus: 

Bellmour decides to comply with his uncle's wishes, -

he ·vv i 11 1 os e his estate if he does n at , - and vm it e s to 

Celinda informing her that their marriage is impossible. 

His wedding to _!)iana takes p.Lace, ancl at the nuptial feast 

Friendlove, who is naturally furious, ente:L·s and fights with 

Bellmour. Fortunately nothing comes of the scuffle. Later 



{32) 

Bellmour reveals to Diana the fact that he does not love her, 

and she, utterly raorti/ ieci with s.nc: .. w.c and. disappointment, 

engages :il,riendlove to challenge him. Bellrnour meeonwhile is 

trying to drown his misery in debauchery and excess. Charles, 

Bellmour 's brotner, and Phyllis his sister are also under t11e 

protecti~n of Lord Plotwell, who,hearing of Bellmour's dis

graceful behaviour, resolves to desert them. This he does,at 

the same time procuring a divorce for Diana. 

Sir Tilnothy all this tiae has been storic;; up vengeance 

against Bellmour for depriving him of Celinda's affection, and 

he now determines to debaucn Phyllis by way of venting his 

anger. Finally he finds himself married to her; Diana, 

giving up all claim to Bel~nour, marries Friendlove, while 

Bell~0u~ is happily united to Celinda. 

The Val" ious s :,rands of the 1)lot are beautifully inter

woven with that skill of which :~s Behn is such a past-mistres~~ 

First there is the friendship of Bellmour and Friendlove; 

t.hen Belllnour's ~ for Celineia., complicated by Sir Tin1ot.::1yts 

affection for her; .lr iendlove 's love for Diana, involved 

witn the fact that Lord Plotwell, who controls Bellmour's 

fortune, wants Diana to marry Bellmour; then there are also 

Charles and Phyllis to be acc)unt~d for; Sir Timothy's 

res elution to debauch Phyllis, and Charles' anger at Bell1nour 'S 
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misdeeds. But besides all this t11ere is a complete underpl ot 

in Sir Tiinothy's dealings wi~i1 his mistress Betty Flauntit, 

and the notorious :.:::rs. Driver. 

As far as plotting is concerned it is an excellent 

piece of work. But the play has more in it than this merely. 

T~ere is some good character study in it, and one of those 

ge:J.l.S taken from life, - all the 1IL;rc: valuable beca:__:se or· 

the ir scarcity , - is found in the char c:. c t er· o .r the :rur se • 

She is a sound, honest body , if ever there was one. The 

second scene of the firs~ act shows her contrasted with the 

innocent 1languishin~ Celinda: 

"Cel( inda). I wonder my brother stays so long: sure l~r 

Bellmour is not yet arrived, yet he sent us word he wou1d be 

here today. Lord how il11.petient I g~c·owl 

Nur( se). .P;y, so methinks, if. I had the nopes of enjoying 

so sweet a Gentlemc:.u as Hr Bellm~ur, I shou' d be so too -

but I am past it - "7,7ell, I n2.ve had my Pantings, and Heavings, 

my Impatience, and ~ualms, my Heats, and my Colds, and my I 

kno"'.~' not whats - :But I thank my Stars I have done with all 

those 2ooleries." 

HStuff and Nonsense," she probably mutte~s under her 

breath, and pats down her apron. Yes, maybe, but she cannot 

help re1nernbering, -Lord, wc..s it thirty years ago •• ? 

And Celinda does not see her s111ile. 
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She is seen a.t her best though, when the odious Sir 

Timothy comes in to pay court to Celinda, and the Nurse 

proceeds in all good faith in defence oi her ~1istress, to 

give Sir Tirnothy a piece of hei' mind, which lasts for tnree 

pages. Solidly planted there li~e a battleship, s~e fairly 

bristles, with h~r chubJy arms akimbo, and poor, wretched 

Sir Tirnothy can barely get a word in edgeways, rnuch less 

speak to Celinda. 

Betty Flauntit, Sir Tiwothy's mistress, is also 

probably a typical London type with whom Mrs Behn was not 

entirely unfamiliar, and t11roug~1 whom in this case 1 she chides 

the age for its lax morality, by bringing Bellmour (on his 

jaunt in the fourth act) and her togeth~r. Bellmour i~ 

thoroughly disgusted. 

In Bellmour we see the first signs of the approach of 

Sentimental Comedy, whicn with Addisor. and Steele, became 

so popular in the beginnin~ of the eighteeDth century. He 

is honest and a gentleman, so different from the rakes of the 

more popular Restoration dramas. 

There is only one character in the play that faiis to 

equal the other·s in clarity. That is Phyll is 1 Bellrnour 's 

sister-. She seems at first meeting a lady with high ideals 

and scruples, yet she finally allows herself to be married to 

Sir Tirnothy because she feared to be left destitute by the 
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withdrawal of her uncle's protection. But she is not an 

important character and does not really mar the sy~netry of 

the pla.y. 

'i-le have nu hesitation in placing The Town Fop at the 

head of the list as far as merit is concerned. Of its kind 

it is a thoroughly good example and it shows 1Irs Bc11n at 

her very best. 

The Lucky Chance; .2.!:' l~ .. n Alder1~1an 's Bai·gain is another 

ci1aracteristic problem play written ten years ar'ter The 

T~ ..d,op, and just t11.~:·ee :,rears befJre li~rs Behn 's death. In 

this piece Iu·s Behn, returning to drama after four yea.1"s 

rest, see1ns to have recaptured the old style of the seventies, 

which in the plays inunediately before tl1is one, The 

Roundheads, Tne City Heiress and The False Count, is sadly 

lacking. I All her freshness and allegresse are here again, 

and we have a play full of wit and liveliness, if falling 

a little sl1ort of strict propriety. The Lucky Chance 

enjoyed an enormous popularity after its first production 

at the Theatre Royal, Drury Lane i~ 1687. Its vogue lasted 

for ten years, a ren1arkable success for any plc:.y. There is 

actually on record a note of its performance at Lincoln's 

Inn Fields in 1718. 

Again the two leading ~nale characters are :rr iends, 

H2.:cry Bellmour ( againJ) and Gayman. The plot concerns the 

love of Bellmour for Leticia, and that of Gayman for Julia, 
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the wife of Sir Cautious Fulbank, - a very wealthy man, as his 

nrune ~uggests. 3ellmour is hindered in his designs upon 

Leticia by Sir Feeble Fainwou'd, the odious alderman. But 

everything turns out hap~ily in th~ end, as it usually does i~ 

Mrs Behn 's plays, e.nd Sir Feeble and Sir Cautious are obliged 

to surrende~ the ladies to Bel~aour and Gayman. 

An excellent character study is found in Gay1na..n' s 

Landlady in the second act. Gayrnan at the beginnine; of the 

play is in very straitened circumstances, a.nci is obliged to 

live in a slum lodgi1'fhouse undelc the as;.:: wned ns..me of 

·wasteall. His landlady,like t.tle Nurse in The Town 3op, can 

be a regular termagant w~en she chooses, but at he~rt she is 

a kind soul and as patient as Job, - particularly after a 

glass of wine, - whe:ce Gayman 's debts are conce:i:ned. Here she 

is in one of her te:-magant n1oods demanding the rent. 

"Land(lady). More of your Money an~ less of your Civilit~ 

good Irr "llasteall. 

Gay(man). Dear Landlady -

Land. Dear me no Dears, sir, but let me have my Money -

Eight Weeks Rent last Friday; besides Taver·ns, Ale-houses, 

Chandlers, Landresses' Scores, a.nd ready Money out of my Purse~ 

you kno~.~ it, sir. 

Gay. }.y but your Husband don't; speak softly. 

Land. 1ry Hus bandl what 1 d.o you think to rr ig.ht rne with 

my Husband? I'd have you to know I'm an honest woman and care 

not for· this - for my Husband. Is this all the thanks I have 
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for my kindness, for patching, borrowicg and shifting for 

you; 1 twas but last week I pawn'd my best Petticoat, as I 

hope to wear it again, it cost me six and twenty shillings 

besides ::a.king; then this morning my new Norwich 1v!antua 

followed, and two ~Jstle spoons, I had the whole dozen when 

you carne first; but they dropt ,and dropt, till I had only 

Judas left for 1ny Husband. 

Gay. Hear me, Good Landlady. 

Land. Then I've past my word at tne George Tavern, for 

forty Shillings for you, ten Shillings at my Neighbour 

Squabs for Ale, besides seven Shillings to Mother Suds for 

Washing; and do you fob me off with my Husband?" 

But hark to her aft8r a ~l&ss of wine: 

"Land. I arn a little hasty sometimes, but you know my 

good Nature. 

Gay. I do, and t.~.1erefore tDust my little wants with 

you. I shall be ricn again - and then, my dearest Landlady -

Land. ';;ou 'd this ,.'/ine :utight ne' er go tllrough me, if I 

wou'd not go, a.s they say, through :lfire and \later - by Hight 

or by Day for you. t She drinks. 

Gay. And as this is '?line I do believe t.ilee.\He drinks. 

Land. ';:ell - you have no l .. ~oney in your Pocket now, 

I'll warrant you- here - here's ten Shillings for you old 

Greg'ry knows not of." 

Scenes like this are worthy of' Shakespeare, and the 
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firm, sure hand with which ~Jrs Benn draws such characters 

only goes to prove how infinitely better she might have been 

as a playwrit;ht had she confined her attention to London 

types and classes. 

Sir ~eeble Fainwou'd and Sir Cautious Fulbank are 

common types ir. Restoration Cornedy. The Restoration was an 

age in which theoretically it was almost a sin not to be 

youthful, or at least apparently so, and the elderly husband 

and the amorous but over-ripe bachelor were muc.tl satirized. 

In Sir Cautious we have the elde:cly uxorious husband, and in 

Sir Feeble the amorous old bachelor. There is an excellent 

farcical scene where Sir Feeble, having been decoyed away by 

Bellmour from Leticia, his newly wedded bride, under pretext 

of an urgent message from Sir Cautious (concocted by Bellmour) 

about some impendin':.; riot ir-j the city, calls upon Sir Cautious 

in the dead o:C night in a great state of fear, and the two 

sit opposite one another each wondering at the other's 

disturbed appearance. £inally they are thoroughly scared by 

the apparition of Gayman, \Yho is escaping fro1n the house 

after an interview with Julia, escorted by Bredwell tLeticia's 

brother) both dressed as ghosts. In scenes of this kind 

l~rs Behn follows the fashion of Dryden and Wycherley. She 

is playing, a.s it were, to the gallery. 

It might be preferable to devote tne whole of this 

chaptel· to the mo.:cal and problern .Plays, since these are the 
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most attractive, but as it is necessary to show every side of 

Mrs Behn's drrunatic capabilities, we turn now to the first 

class of plays, those in which Intrigue predominates, and 

choose for t.i:le best exa~~liJle o:f this kind, The :=:<over. - --- -----

The altex·native title of~ .aove1·, The Banished 

Cavaliers, gives so:.:n.e clue as to the plot of the play, which 

deals with the adventures of a band of court rouls in 

Naples during the exile of Charles II. Naturally enough 

this play being concer·ned with a lii'e so dear to the .heart 

of every Restoration courtier wa.s inLcense.Ly successful. It 

was produced first in 1677 in the Duke's House, Dorset 

Gardens anci remained as one of the stock plays of the co1n_pany. 

It is an example of the typical Restoration play, being 

replete with gilded vice, a particularly attractive courtezan, 

a number of duels, a woman dressed as a hoy, a.nd to crown all, 

The Rover finally married in the last act. 

The plot is taken entire f1·om a play by Killigrew 

entitlediiThomaso", but it is embellished and remodelled 

considerably to its L~tprovement. The chief cavaliers are 

\~· illmore (tile .::.\over) , Eel vile, Freder ick, and Ned Blunt, 

everyone of whom appears to s.~.Jend ilis life in the pursuit 

and seduction of women. Belvile is the only one of the four 

who shows any scruples atall, being engaged most of the time 

with ~loriuda. Willmore, however, is more generous in his 

attentions, and makes love promiscuously to whou1soever l1e 
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meets. Comedy is provided by Ned Blunt, an amorous but 

unsuccessful buffoon. The plot is briefly as follows: 

Belvile has fallen love witD Florinda after having 

rescued her at the siege of Prunpluna. She also loves him, 

but has two other suitors, Vincentio and Antonio (the 

Viceroy's son). At a masquerade she meets Belvi1e and fixes 

a tryst for that night. 7illmore being attracted by an 

adve.i.·tisement f'or a .,;: amous courtezan cc.lled ~\.nc;elica 

eventually wins her by reasoc of his compelling ~ersonality, 

to the disgust of Antonio anu Ped.ro llis friend. The Rover, 

however, shortly afterwards meets Hellena, Florinda's sister, 

and,being attracted by her1eagerly opens a courtship, to the 

dismay of Angelica. He next strays drunkenly into FloriDda's 

garden where she is waiting for Belvile, a.nd is rougilly 

expelled thence by Florinda's brother afte.l. a short !'ight, 

and also earns the displeasure of Belvile for his misconduct. 

The Rove.i· next fignts with AntoniJ, whom he surprises 

stepping into Angelica's house, but unfortunately Belvile, 

who had come to tne ai6 ~~ his friend, is arrested by ofricers 

under Antonio' s orc.J.e.r·s. Hellena and Angelica have meanwhile 

discovered the Rover's fickle nature, and Angelica vows to 

avenge herself. There is a general meeting of characters in 

the last act in Blunt's c.na.aber, when Bel vile is unitEd to 

.llorinda; .Angelica is forcibly p:ceveuted f.roi.~l assassinating 

't/ilr.cL.Jre, who, on Angelica's depa:cture, is finally after :much 

Jtirotest induced by Hellena to accept herself as a wife. 



The plot is not a particularly subtle one and not nearly 

so .,intriguing" as Mrs Behn's plots usually are. There are 

occasional displays of wit and clever conversation after 

the Comedy of llanners style, but :Mrs Bel1n was evidently not 

~riticg in her favourite element. The play moves heavily in 

c on1par is on wi t:£1 the oti:1ers, and thel'e is none of that 

lightness of touch or cleve1-. ingenuous portraiture which 

distinguishes t.L1e ot.!1.er plays we have mentione<i. 

The Emperor of the :Loon cannot be said to be noteworthy 

as fc.r as structure ·Jr character drawing are c oncerr::ed, but 

it has cel'te.in remarkable qualities which differenti2te it 

l'ror11 tne other comedies, and it is also a good example of 

Lirs Behn 's faTe ical tendencies. T:i1.is play has been described 

by Lowe as ttone of the best pantomime farces ever seenM. The 

play is c1erived from a .Jreucl1 play current about this ti:;1e 

called .Arles.,uin b.mpereur dans lc:1. Lune, wJ.1icJ:1 in its turn 

owed many of its scenes to tJ.'le Italian I1npromtu comedy, the 

ncommedia dell' Arte all Improvisoff - which was probably 

never co~nitted to paper.ll) 

In The Et;rper·Jl~ oi' the ::oon the Harlequin and Scaramouc11e, 

who aiso appeared in T.L1e Rover (Part II), a.re seen again, and 

(1) J.A. SJ71nonds in an introduction to the 1:e.:r1Jirs of 
Carlo Gozzi, declares that in the Italian I1nprorrrtu Couiedy the 
development of the theme was left to the wit and cleverness of 
the ve..r iuus players. The 1nanae;;er rile rely sketched the plot and 
left the actors to work out the dialogue for themselves. 
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provide excellent farce in t.L1e il"' tricks and strategies to 

further the amouTs of Elar ia and Bellexnante, besides in their 

futile efforts to engage the affections of Mopsophil, the 

caustic duenna. The central figure in the piece is ~octor 

Baliardo, a. philosopher who is so bewitched by the Moon that 

he has planned that l1is daughter Elaria anc his niece 

Bellemante shall marry noblemen of that orb. He consequently 

hinders the respective suits of Don Cinthio and Don 

Charmante, whom he looks upon as mere earthlings and quite 

unworthy of the hands of his daughter and niece. The :problem 

of gain in 6 his consent to t:L1e two 1nar1· iages is ingeniously 

solved in the following manner. 

With the aiC of Harlequin and Scaramouche Cinthio and 

Charman te arrange to appear as Iredn ozor, lvronarch of the iJioon, 

and the Prince of Thunderlaod, with a view to fulfilling the 

Doctor's wishes to marry his daughter and niece to 1nen of 

proper station. Harlequin first enters as an ambassador 

frorn the Moon, to announce the arrival of the lunar 

potentates, an~ in a disused gallery a pageant is performed 

before the Doct o::· and t11e ladies in which Cinthio and 

Charmante arrive io a silver chariot in the form of the moon, 

accompanied by various satellites. The transported Doctor 

consents to an irruaediate union, which forthwith ta~es place 

with the aid of two priests. The anticlirna .. \. C·J~.les wJ:1en the 

Doctor discovers how he has been tricked. 

The play ends rather weakly in the sudden capitulation 
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of 3aliardo to the argurnents of Cinthio and Chal ... mante, who 

persuade him in two or t:h.ree sentences that all his 

suppositions about the innabi tants of the 1noon are foolish 

and vain. He almost instantly agrees and orders that all his 

books shall be incoaticently burned, while he himself 

resolves from that ~our to abandon the study of philosophy 

altogether. But the iGteresting part of the play is the 

stage directions for the pageant showin~ the arrival of the 

E1nperol' and the Prince. These are worth qU•JtatiJn. First 

t!1~ setting: 

nThe Scene in the Front draws o:t'f, and shows the Hill 

of Parnassus; a noble large walA of Trees leading to it, with 

eight or ten ~e~roes upon Pedestals, rang'd on each si~e of 

the -~lalks. Hext I{eplair and Gal ileus .; escend on each s icie, 

opposite to each otner in Chariots, with Perspectives in 

their Hands, as viewing the l.;iaci1ine or tl'le Zodiack. So:rt 

:.:usick plays still." 

It is dif:t'icul t to imagit;e how the 11acnine of t.i.1.e 

Zodiack could have been constructed; here is its descent: 

"Next the ZoQiack descends, a Symphony playing all the 

while; when it is landed, it delivers the twelve signs; then 

the Song, trte Persons of the Zodiack being the Singers." etc. 

The l!la.king of a 1nachine to con tairj twelve people which 

caul~ be lowered onto the stage must ~ave been a considerable 

undertaking. But this is not all: 
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"After which tile Globe of the ~,1oon appears, first like 

a »ew Moon, as it moves forward it increases till it comes to 

the Full. Wi1.en it is descended, it opens and shews the 

Emperor and. the Prince. They co .. ,i6 forth with aJ.l their Train, 

the Flutes playing a Synl.f)11Jny bef·Jre them., which prepares the 

Song. ·;-;hic11 ended the Dancers ::J.ingle as before.'' 

"A very Antick DanceH follows, after which the scene 

draws off to disclose an altar. The marriage is performed in 

.Pantomime except for tile singing of a R_y.meneal s ot~g. 

The expense; oi' producing such a play Inust have been vel·y 

large. The machines necessary for the Zodiack and t~e ~oon 

v:oul;:_l ir. tl1emselves represent r-ortunE.s, besides the va .. !_:ious 

otner properties that would oe required. It is suca 

descriptions as these that lead the reader to wonder how any 

apprJxim.ation to an illu.sion caul·...._ have been arrived at with 

such primitive meti1ods as they illust have had behind st~·-ge. 

Even a modern producer would thin~ twice before constructing a 

Zodiack to contai~ twelve Jeople which bad to be lowered on to 

the stage from above. 

It is not possible here to deal fully with all of the 

plays, and so in the remaiuder ;Jf this chapter only those 

plays wnicn J.1ave any nJteworthy characteristics will be 

considered. 

T~1e .&.lse Count; .£!:, A New Vlay to play.§!.!! Old Game is 



another farce full of action and i.riove:..nent. 1aost of the 

comedy is supplied by Guiliom, who is in ordinary life a 

chimney sweep, but for the purpose of ridding Isabella, a 

very cbnceited lady with an eye for "quality", of her fine 

airs1he is disguised as a count by the invention of Antonio 

and his man, Guzman, who bear a grudge against Isabella. 

C.uiliom acts the part so convincingly that Isabella responds 

to his advances and eventually marries hirn, only to discover 

later on his true :pror·ess ion. All ends happily, however, 

as Guiliom comes into SO.i.lle money and in the last act resolves 

to become "as pretty a flutteriGg Spark as any's in Town. :I 

:M.rs 3ehn 's I)lays were not always of a comic character 

throughout, and in The Dutch Lover a goo~! example is given 

o:r her powers of COiiLbining tragedy and coJledy. Silvio, the 

leading character, is supposed to be the illigitimate son 

of .Ambrosio, a Spanish 1\obleruan, vJho has a beautiful daug11ter 

called Cleonte. Silvio falls in love with her. In the end 

all turns out well as Silvio is reve~led in Act V as being the 

son of Count d' Oli varez, who has left .i1im a fortune of two 

hundred crowns. Some of the scenes between Silvio and 

Cleonte are, however, worthy of' a better position in 11 terature. 

than Restor2Jtion Co:u1ed.y. The hur.aour of the play is supplied 

by Haunce von Ezel, a fop from Holland, who is contracted 

to marry Euphemia, Carlo's daughter. But she, alas, is in 

love with Alonzo, and Haunce has finally to content 11imself 
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with one of Euphe1nia's ma.ids. 

The yeax 1682 saw the production of two plays by Urs 

l3ebn of a political nature. The first of these, The 

Roundheads; ~~ The Good Old Cause satirizes the Rump 

Parliament rather unfairly, showing all its me~.1.1bers as 

c awards and debauchees. ~1.£lile 1·Irs Behn does not always 

keep strictly to historical fuct this does not detract from 

the farcical ~IlCJ:'its o.L- tne play. The ,t)lot of The City 

Heiress, the second of these, centres about Sir Timothy 

Treatall, a stauncn ?rotestant sho has disinherited his son 

VIilding for leaning towards T-Jryism. Needless to say, Sir 

Timothy is finally made a fool of, while V/ilding marr· ies a 

rich and attractive heiress. 

The Young I·~ing and The AL1l):cous -"r ince are plays which 

may be classed as"moral", since. they both show the advantages 

of purity. The Young King tells the story of the love of 

Thersander for Cleo"-nena, which has in a sense the same motif 

as Romeo and Juliet, as Thersander is a Scythian and 

Cleomena a Dacian, Scythia and Dacia being at war. Again the 

play ends hap_i_Jily with the marriage or Thersander and 

Cle~uena and the reconciliation of the two countries. The 

.Alnorous Prince concerns the love of C!loris, one of lliTrs Behn's 

really charming ladies, who, a simple country girl, yields to 

the advances of Frederick, the amorous .Prince, under promise 

oi .... marriage. Frederick, however, proves unfaitn:t'ul and poor 



Cloris, disguised as a boy, follows him about as his page, 

and is finally, - in virtue of her constancy, -married to 

him. 

The Forc'd Marriage is classed by Mi, Nicoll as a 

"problem" play. The ma.criage forced was that of Erminia to 

/'l.lcippus, a favourite of the i'~ing or· France. But Erminia 

loves Philander, the dauphin, and besides this Alcippus is 

beloved by Galatea the princess. The problem is ~o reconcile 

the two affairs, and in the end each is united to his own love 

So1ne mention shoul-.i- be rnade before leavine; the plays, of 

Abdelazar; _Q£, The !vioor's Revenge. This piece stands quite 

apart from the rest,as it is tragic and horrible with little 

or no comic relief. The ~oor, Abdelazar, vows vengeance on 

the Kic.g of Spain, who had killed his fat.acr in battle and 

adopted the son, promoting him to a high military position. 

But ever at his heart Abdelazar, ~espite the King's 

subse<1_uent ~cindnesses, eherisnes t.he thought ·of revenge for 

the death of his fc..tllc:r. First h':; seduces the ~ueen and then 

with her help poisons t.ae h:ing. I<:ing Ferdinand, who 

succeeds his fa-~Der and who has designs on the l~ooD 's wife 

Florella, is also murdered and civil war ensues. Abdelazar 

sets nimself up as Protecto~c of Spain iL opposition to 

Philip, the legitin1ate heir. The tioor's forces are at first 

successful, but when Philip is captured, Abdelazar is 

betrayed by his officer OSHlin, wno sets Philip and his friends 

free, and so brings about the death of Abdelazar. No more 
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villainous character· even amongst the typical debauchees 1 who 

always had s o:rne redeemir~e:; feature 1 appears in IJrs Benn 's 

plays. Abdelazar represents vice and cruelty carried to the 

uttermost extreme. 

The characters in :i.!lrs 3eb.n' s plays taken broadly may be 

divided into three classes. The heroic, the i1mnoral, and the 

real. Such a division needs perhaps some explanation, but 

I venture that almost everyone of ner characters with veny 

few exceptions could be placed in one of these divisions. 

I do not suggest t!1at tne categ:Jries are exact, or ti1at some 

of the characters mi~ht not be placed in two of the classes, 

but speakirje; generally they serve to s£.l.,JYi tne three sorts 

of he.1.· puppets. 

To the heroic class belong the very perfect heroines, 

which are also abundant in her novels. Leonora in 

Abdelazar, Olympia in The Young King, Cl or is in The .._L\:tnorous 

Prince are examples. An occasiJnal heroic man also appears, 

as for instance :Bellmour in Sir Tilll'Jthy Tawdr·ey. These 

i1nprove the moral tone of the plays. They are examples of 

the ideal hero and heroine, but they ru:·e a little too ideal, 

a little too inhuman. 

The imraoral class is a large one. It contains the 

rnany rakes, the runorous old gen tlen1en, and the 1nul t if' aT ious 

ladies of easy virtue. The third class, which I call the 
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real t are few and 1·ar between. Gay1nan' s Landlady and the 

lJurse already mentiotJed are typical. Betty Flauntit in 

Sir Timothy Tawdrey might belong to tne immoral class as 

well, but she is nevertheless a very real and living 

character. It is curious that all the members of the 

third class should be of a lower social order. They are 

almost all London types. Shall we inrer then that this 

was the class t11at Aphra knew the best? It is not really a 

~ity either. From a moral point of view it was no doubt 

better in Restoration times to be oi· hurnble birth than to 

be born a courtier. 

The heroic characters are the result Jf t.l:le tradition 

of t11s t LJ.es. The i1runoral ones of convent i;Jn of the ti:mes. 

The real ones of ~Irs :3t.::hn 's own exl:)er ience. Consequently it 

is only in the third class t,;_1.at :.=rs Behn is convincingly 

emotional. \fie can syn1pathise with the heroic heroines a 

littlet but they are too he£oic to transfer their feelings 

to us entirely; and the immoral characters are as a rule too 

bestial for our tastes, though probably the 3estoration 

theatre fan felt more sympat.tly i'ol-- tnen1 tllan does the modern 

reader. But it is the landladies and the nurses that we 

feel that we really know. 

Rarely did iJI:c s Behn write an original play. The .re is 

on.1..y one, The Feign'd Curtezans, that is wholly without a 

source, and it is closely followed by The Lucky Chance 

which is her own except for one incident U.er i ve(t i'rom 
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Shirley's Tile Lady o!· Pleasure. In her other dramas she 

borrows promiscuously from her predecessors and contemporaries 

in ~ugJ..and and also in France. The Rover is taken from 

Killigrew's Thomaso. Sir Tiraot£1y Tawdrey from ~ilkins 

popular play The Miseries of Eni'orced :.:arr iage published in 

1607. Sir Patient Fancz is an extraordinary example m one 

which owes its origin to France. Its incidents were taken 

from three of i.c:oliere.'s plays, ~ 1ialade Irnaginair~, L'Amour 

I 
IKedecin, and Les Femmes Savantes, besides Bro~!1e 's The 

Damoiselle. so~llet L:1es she turned a novel or a romance into 

a play. For example The Young; King is taken fron1 La 
• 

I " Calprenedes roillance Cleopatre, and The ~utch Lover from a 

pseudo-Spanish novel The History of Don Fenise by an 

inlagii"Jary Spanish author Don Francisco de las Coveras. 

But the fact that :jirs ~ehn box·1·owed does not in the 

least detract from the value of he.L· plays. Better dra1ua tis ts 

than herself had done it before her. 

As a playwright then ~.:rs Behn has been shown to possess 

versatility. To argue in which of her roles she is most 

effective might take up another chapter, but if The Town --- .........,._,....,.... 

Fop or The Lucky Chance be compared with The Rover or The 

Feign'd Curtezans, there is little doubt that it was when she 

was writing after ner own fashion rather than according to the 

c onventioa of the ti1.1e that sne is 1nos t sa tisfactorv. 
~ 

In drama she had a hard struggle to overco1ne the 
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prejudices against the idea o:r a female dra.rnatis.t, and ti:le 

prologues and epilogues of her co2edies are filled with 

resentful allusions to this fact. But Ap.hra :aehn was JJ.ac.ie 

of stern stuff, and the objections of the critics did not 

prevent her from uaking her way and gaining, in fact, an 

immense popularity. 
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CHAPTER IV 

THH! NOVELS 

It is a relief to turn frorn :i.£rs Behn' s plays, which 

require a defence as well as a recommendation, to her 

novels, or perhaps, more correctly, her novelettes, which 

can by their own merits both def·end and recom.111end them-

selves. In her plays she did little or nothing beyond a 

slight mitigation of its indelicacy to develop ~nglish 

drama, but in her novels she marks a definite step in the 

development of tile novel, the step between the unwieldy 

heroic romances o:r the seventeenth century and the novels 

of the beginning of the eighteenth. Pe1 .. haps it would be 

stretching the point too far to say that ilirs Behn was a 

great novelist, for there are noticeable faultS in the 

construction and style of some of her stories, but that 

she was a valuable novelist tnere can be no question. 

Durines the early seventeenth century French Romances 

with their faultless heroes and heroines were very popu

lar among the leisured classes, and English ilnitators of 

this style consequently becarne nwuerous later in the 

century. The earliest of these imitators, Roger Boyle, 

published in 1654 his celebrated Parthenissa, a work of 
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some eight hundred pages, w.!:1ic.h the author never co1n-

pleted. Others were ~\retina by Sir George Mackenzie, 

published in 1661, and in 1665 John Crowne's Pandion 

and Amphigenia. But it is clear that this form, written 

rather for the ~salons~ was not universally popular, and 

in 1692 we find Congreve complaining about their inefi'ect-

iveness.{l) This kind of literature nwas never, 11 Sir 

Walter Raleigh says, "thoroughly naturalised in England; 

it remained a literature of the polite coteries."( 2 ) 

The next development of the novel was to make its 

subject more natural, to make it less cumbersome and more 

readable, and to introduce a realism, or some definite re-

lation to life, which has characterised the novel ever 

since. Mrs Behn aQmirably accomplished this task. She 

introduced tne attributes of the Italian novella, - unity 

of plot and a certain historic or personal background, -

(1) In the "Preface to the Readern prefixed to his novel 
Incognita Congreve says: "Romances are generally composed 
of the Constant Loves and invincible Courages of Hero's 

' Heroins, Kings and ~ueens, ]~iortals of the first Rank, and 
so forth; where lofty language, miraculous Contingencies 
and impossible Performances, elevate and surprize the Read
er into a ~iddy Delight, which leaves him flat upon the 
Ground wh~~er he gives of •••• Novels are of a more fam
iliar nature; Come near us and represent to us Intrigues 
in practice, delight us with Accidents and odd Events, but 
not suck as are wholly unusual or unpresidented, such which 
not being so distant from our Belief bring also the pleasure 
nearer us. l

1 

( 2) The English Novel,lLondon; John 1\[urray}, page 105. 
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and she stoutly declared that her stories were true. "I 

do not_ pretencl. to entertain you here with a feigned story," 

she begins 1J.ore than once, and we settle down to enjoy our

s e 1 ve s • But ;JJI s Behn does not break with convention entire

ly. Her heroines, each more beautiful than the last, each 

with a thousand admirers at her feet, have still the arti

ficiality of the romance upon them. They are not quite 

real; but the important thing is that they are more cred

ible than Parthenissa or ~\mphigenia. She was beginning to 

show that novels and actual contemporary life could be more 

closely related. 

This bold assertion of truth is rat~er a curious 

stratagem, and one which has led in :-:=rs Behn, as we have 

shown, to a great deal of uncertainty as to the facts of 

her biography. She introduces circumstantial evidence to 

support her assertions, and constantly inter.t_Jolates pseudo

autobiographical details as though she herself had played 

a part in the atory. So in Oroonoko it appears that she 

was a personal i"riend of the Royal Slave, in The Fair Jilt 

Prince Tarquin's name is not concealed because of its fam

iliarity, and in The Un1·ortunate Bride the authoress her

self enters into the ~lot, professing "some small acquaint

ance*' with the villainess of the piece, and a uparticularly 

Intimate acquaintance" with the lovely heroine. 

Mrs Behn, then, was a liar, and we shall see later on 



whether there is not some justification for her mendacity. 

While the heroic romances may be the cause of the un

reality of some of ~.trs Behn 's characters, they are on the 

othe . .c hand. responsible :ror the moral tone of the novels which 

is so n1ucl"l higher than the plays. It was not necesaary in 

stories as it was on the st~ge tJ season the dialogue witn 

indelicacy, and it is a pleasant thought that ss the novels 

are better examples of her art than the plays, which few 

will deny fro1n any standpoint, ~,Jxs :Behn 's metier is story

telling rather than play-writing. In the novels it is the 

Mrs Behn who deplored ... the bawdiness and obscenity of the 

stage that takes a fresi1 quill in her hand and writes un

hampered by the un;~l~a.sant drrunatic conventi::>ns. 

Her stories like her plays are excellently plotted. 

39.ch is perfectly self-contained; and while one or two or 

the plots are somewhat similar in character, -\the con

clusion of The Hun; or, The Perjur'd Beauty and The Unfor

tunate :Bride are identical) - and while she s o1neti!i1es does 

not sufficiently develop the situations into which she leads 

her characters, Dc~vert11eless tnel.·e is a 1 ig.n t familiar 

1uanner about ..ae:c style t11at makes up for other deficiences. 

~~=rs Behn is a Vt~:cy int ii~a te writer; after reading her short 

tales one has the sense of naving made her acquaintance. 

\.li thout exception tne t11irteen novels may be cl as sed 

under one head. They are all stories of intrigue. All have 
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at least one delightful heroine and an equally charming 

hero, and the joys and pains of love make up the theme. 

llrs Behn was a thol~oughly amorous and pleasure-loving per-

son, and in everyone of her stories some aspect of love is 

treatei. Its pleasures and its pains, OY its sad and ratal 

consequences. And judging from the legends and stories 

t~1at surround he2· name she was )robably well qualified to 

deal with aff~i.rs-of the heart. 

Critics are agreed as to 1-:rs :Se.hn's prose masterpiece, 

and indeed so far does Oroonoko stand out i"rorr tne ot . .tlers 

which was written or rather co~npleted, - 1·or she probably 

had it in mind ever since her return from Surina.m, - in 
tne zenith of 

1688, the year be!·ore he.l.· death, she rea.ches.t\her career as 

a writer. It is a beautiful and moving tale, but it is 

filled with the horrors of slavery and oppression. Comment-

ators have called it the first emancipation novel, but 

there is no re as on to suppose tnat she l1ad any didactic 

intention in writing it. Didacticism is evident in some of 

the n.Jvels, but not particularly in Oroonoko. 

At the time of its publication the novel was very 

auccessful, and Southerne,the playwright,seeing its dramatic 

possibilities wrote in 1696 a tragedy founded upon 1lrs Behn's 
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plot•(l) Others i1rritated Southerne's drarnatisation, in 

fact there were altogetiler six bastards \the term is the 

Rev. 1Ir Summers') of the original. 

_.\s Lfrs ::Oehn was herself 11 an eye-witness to a great 

Part of what you will find here set downn, we have a very 

exact account of tne history at· Oroonoko. A rnost elaborate 

description of him is given: 

"The most famous Statuary could not ror.m t11e Figure 

of a Man more admirably turned from Head to Foot. His face 

was not of that brown rusty Bla.Ck which most o:r that Uation 

are, but a perfect Ebony or polished Jet. His Eyes were 

the most aweful tllat could be seen, and very piercing; the 

7hite of 'em being like Snow, as were his Teeth. His Nose 

was rising and rtoman, instead of African and flat: His 

:.routh tl1e finest shaped that could be seen; far i'rom those 

great turn'd Lips, w~ich are so natural to the rest of the 

liegroes. The whole Proportion and Air of 11is lh1ce was so 

nobly and exactly for:rn'd, that bating nis Colour ti1ere 

could be not~ing in Rature more beautiful, agreeable and 

l1.andsome. There was no one Grace wanting, that bears the 

s tanda.rd of true Beauty. His Hair ca.Lne down to his Should-

ers, by the i._ids of Art, which was by pulling it out with 

a ~uill, and keeping it comb'd; of which he took particular 

Care. Hor did the Perfections or his :1ind co1ne short of 

(1) It is interesting to note tnat Southerne's reputation 
rests on this play and The §atal Marrigge, for the plot of 
which he is also indebted to l~s Behn. 
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those of his Person • • • " 

This remarkable man is the grandson of the King of 

Coramantien, an old 1nan of about a hundred years. Oroon

oko is skilled in every military exercise and proves him

self so excellent a soldier that he soon rises to the pos

ition of general. His trouble begins when he meets Imoinda, 

the daughter of the forrner general, who had incidentally 

saved his life. Mrs Eehn's pen fails her when she co:u1es to 

the description of Imoinda so that she can only say that 

she was attbeautiful Black Venus~ and that, ••r have seen a 

hundred ~.'/hi te ll,[en sighing after her, and making a thousand 

Vows at her Feet, all in vain and unsuccessful. And she 

was indeed too great for any but a Prince of her own 

Nation to adore." 

Ornonoko going to visit this lady falls passionately 

in love with her, and eventually, "After a thousand Assur

ances of .his lasting Flame, and her eternal Empire over himn, 

they become engaged. But unfortunately the King, to whom 

the virtues of monogamy are unknown, hears of I1noinda's 

charms and sends her the royal veil, thus obliging her to 

become one of his wives. The Prince is furious, and by 

lnuch disse1nbling and plotting he finally 1nanages , wi t11 the 

aid of a former member of the King's harem, to achieve a 

midnight interview· with Imoinda. But they are disturbed by 

the King, whose. spies had informed him of the whole business, 

and while Oroonoko escapes to the wars, tne King sells 
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Imoinda into slavery and informs Oroonoko that she is 

dead. 

On his return to the court Oroonoko entertains the 

Captain of an English snip, a man to whom he had often 

sold prisoners of war for slaves. The captain is a treach

erous creature and luring Oroonoko and some of his com

panions on board his vessel, he cxaps them under hatches 

and sails off with them to Surinarn where they are sold to 

v1J:1ile traders as slaves. Oroonoko falls into the hands of 

Trefry, a Cornisnman, who, heari~:g Oroonoko 's pathetic 

story, beco .. ..:;.es his friend. Trefry gives him the n~"lle of 

Caesar and holds a banquet in his honour with several other 

English gentlemen. It is at this feast that he tells 

Oroonoko of the charms and graces of a certain slave-girl 

who had recently fallen into his hands. This, of course, 

turns out to be none other than Imoinda, to who1n Oroonoko 

is immediately united. Soon Imoinda promises her husband a 

child, and Oroonoko, who has all this time been chafing at 

his confinement, resolves to make a desperate effort to es

cape that their cnild 1nay not become a. slave also. He or

ganises a meeting o::( all the slaves of that and the neigh

bouring plantation, and they set off into the woods. But 

t~s governor, who is a brutal and cruel person, pursues 

them, and, after promising amicable terHlS, he no sooner gets 

Oroonoko into his hands than ne orders hin1 to be whip~Jed in 

the dost barbarous manner, and furt~1er has cayenne rubbed 



( 60) 

into his wounds. Trefry was not aware of this outrage, and 

when he hears about it he has Caesar released ana brings him 

back again to his O\m plantation, Parham, where he recovers. 

Oroonoko now resolves to kill Imoinda, as he no longer trusts 

the governor, i:-J order that sne :..:.1ay not have a worse fate. 

He accorn.plishes his design and hi~rnself subsequently almost 

dies of grief. 3ut in ~refry's absence the governor again 

captures him and ne is tortured at the stake until he dies. 

'.'le have the satisfacti<Jn of knowing that his persecutors, who 

are described elsewhere as being too bad even for Newgate, 

after paid dear eno~gn for tneir insolence. 

The bar8 plot of the tale has on~y been sketched here. 

The story is besides filled ~ith amusing personal anecdotes 

connected wit11 the Indians and their custo.ns, and also des

criptions of Surinan and its surroundi~·,gs probably ±"roln_ first 

hand knowleflge, if we accept the fact that ~Irs Eehn went to 

Surinam. The characters are well drawn, especially that of 

Trefry and the unscrupulous governor, and while Oroonoko and 

Imoinda are perhaps a little too far-fetched, it must be 

remembered that they belo~-::6 to the distinctly heroic and 

romantic part of the stJry, where we must not expect to find 

a very strict adhesion to realism. Oroonoko remains with 

all its faults a movi~~ tragedy, by which, - if by nothing 

else, - l~s J3ehn deserves to be reme1nbere<i. 

In the fii"t.11 volume or· l.frs 3ehn' s collected. works 
. ' 
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amongst the other novels Mr Summers includes one tale 

called The HistorL of the Nun; ~,The Fair Vow-Breaker. 

This tale has never before been ascribed to Hrs Behn's 

pen, but ~ Swmners defends its addition to her stories 

on a remark of Soutnerne's. In 1694 southerne published 

a play entitled The Fatal 1~arriage; ..2.!:, 1 The Innocent 

Adulte~, and in a dedication to Antony Hammcrnd, 3sq., 

he says, "I took the Hint of the Tragical part of this 

Play from a novel of Mrs Behn's, called The Fair Vow

Breaker." ~ver since it has been supposed that tnis was 

merely another title for The Nun; or, The Perjur'd Beauty, 

but Sumrners contends that there is no similarity oi' plot 

between southerne's play and that story. It seems, how

ever, that he discovered a book called "The History of the 

Nun; or, the Fair Vow-Breake~, published in 1689, and 

found that the plot of tnis was the evident source of 

Southerne's tragedy. On these grounds, therefore, he in

cludes it in his collecti~n. And besides, the style alone, 

the sa.tae tricks and turns oi' ..?hrase, the same detac1J.ed, 

inconsequential air of narrc;"tion starn.p it as indubitably 

her work. 

3or two and a hal:C: centuries tnen Jltrs 3ehn nas not 

been credited witn one of her mJst thrilling t::,_les. Its

deed there are certain points in which The Fair Vow-J3reaker 

is superior even to Oroonoko. It nas a better plot for 
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one thing, but then it is perhaps a little too heroic, 

and unfortunately a note of didacticism appears now and 

then. 

11 0f all the sins, incident to Human Nature,n it begins, 

nthere is none, of which Heaven has took so particular , 

visible and frequent Notice, and Revenge, as on that of 

Violated Vows, which never go unpunished." 

But after the prologue is done and the real story be

gins its moral question is forgotten. Count Henrick de 

Vallary sends his beautiful daughter Isabella, - two years 

old at the beginning of t~e story, - to a nunnery, his 

wife having died, under the stipulation that ir by tne 

ti~e she is thirteen her mind is not bound to the veil, 

she shall be at liberty to leave the nunnery and live with 

2. cornfortable income, (the Count being a man .of Fortune), 

in the everyday world. '/t:hen she does a.rrive a~t this age 

she co111es out for a while and is ir: traduced to all the 

pleasures of wealth and civilisation, and incidentally 

gathers about herself a host of lovers completely undone 

by her ravishing beauty. But she cares for none of them, 

or for anything that the world has to offer, e.nd returns 

to the monastery. There was one man, however, Villenoys, 

for who~, while she did not of course love him, she had 

some regard. Villenoys falls sick for love of he~ and 

almast dies, but he recovers and i~ the siege of CanQia 

conducts hi~self with great courage. 
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Isabella's particular friend at the monastery is one 

Katteriena. Katteriena has 2 brother, Bernardo Henault, 

who is very much devoted to her and who comes occasionally 

to see her. Unluckily for nim he sees the lovely Isabella 

and falls in love with her. But worse for Isabella, she 

returns his passion, though she endeavours at first by 

every kind of self-mortification to banish his image from 

her mind. Finally in an interview at the grate, through 

which they were obliged to converse, they confess their 

mutual passion. Matters go from bad to worse and at last 

she yields to 11is i~portunity and consents to elope with 

him. 

Under the name o1· Beroone tney live together on a 

farm. At first all goes well., but soon it appears tnat 

Providence is against them. Every kind of misfortune des

cends upon their cattle and grain, so that they fall into 

great poverty. Henault has been disinherited by his 

father for marrying without his consent, but his father 

declares that if Henault will leave his wife and go to the 

wars he will give him rnoney. As this is the only escape 

from penury, Henault complies with his father's wishes. 

He goes to the v1s.rs and. is soon afterwards rep.orted killed. 

For five years Isabella remains stricken with grief, 

but at the end of this ti1ne she marries Villenoys, who 

has returned 1neanwhile from Candia, and has been suing for 



her hand ever since the disappearance of Henault. Villenoys 

is rich and Isabella is very happy with him and forgets her 

former husband. 

But Henault is not dead, and one night, while Villenoys 

is away, he returns. Isabella is completely distracted and 

in order to avoid the shame and crir11e. o:t' adultery, she se

cretly murders hi1n. '·\'i1en Villenoys comes back Isabella 

tells him of Henault's visit, a.nd a.dds that he had quietly 

died of grief on being told that she was =-~1arried to another. 

Villenays decides to throw t11e body into the river. But 

now Isabella, thinking that she can never ai;ain resume her 

conjugal happiness with Villenoys, determines to rid ner

self of 11iln also. So, as he is arranging on his back the 

sack containing the body of Henault, she sews the top of 

it on to his coat collar. When he comes to the bridge and 

heaves the sack over he naturally falls in after it and is 

drowned. 

For a while the two murders are not discovered, but 

later a friend of Henault's returns to Flanders looking for 

him, and as he does not i"ind him, describes him, and it is 

discovered that his is one of the bodies salvaged from the 

river. Isabella is accused, tried and condemned. But she 

goes bravely to her death, and on the scaffold addresses the 

mob for half an hour on the evil consequences of-breaking 

VOV/S • 
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The tale or the long lost husband returning to find 

his v1ife wedded to another is familiar to all readers of 

later fiction, but in ~.:Xs 3ehn 's time it wa.s unfamiliar 

and practically original. She handles the plot skilrully, 

and t11.e at.:nosphere of impending doom is vividly stressed. 

llir&nda, the heroine and villainess cmnbined of The 

Fair Jilt is the most vigorously drawn character in any of 

the novels, and may be compc:~red in devilment wi t11 the un

scrupulous Abdelazer. Utterly self-centred she spares no 

one to gain her own ends, and her reyenge against those 

that cross her is terrible. A harmless friar, once a 

Prince of Germany, who~ she tries unsuccessfully to seduce, 

is confined i·or years in a prison pendinG death, 1nerely on 

the strength of Miranda's word. She bewitches an innocent 

page-boy into attempting murder for her sake and without 

emotion sees him hanged. Finally she marries Prince 

Tarquin and leads him also into an attempted assassination .• 

Fate always see~s to be on her side; she co~nits every 

kind of atrocity and yet escapes judgement and in the end 

she confesses all her crimes and retires to Flanders to the 

arras of her still adoring husband. 

This is one oi' the stories which },;~rs Behn strongly 

asserts is true. *' • • • every Circums:tance , to a Ti ttle, 

is Truth. To a great part of the Main I myself was an 

Eye-Witness; and what I did not see, I W[3!.S coni'ir1ned of by 

Actors in the Intrigue, Holy Men of the Order of st 3rancis;" 
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"l~ot 'holy men' merely;" comrnents :Miss Sackville-West,(l) 

"not vague holy men; she was very thorough; even the order 

to which they belonged is specified." 

But it is the license of novelists to tell untruths, 

and it is ridiculous to censure Lrrs Behn, as Dr Bernbawn 

does, for this harmless declaration or authenticity. The 

very fact that she does give the story an air of reality 

shows, as Mr Summers remarks'\ 2 ) what a constL1lmate artist 

she vvas. 

Oroonoko, The Nun; ~. The Fair Vow-Breaker and The 

Fair Jilt are ].[rs Behn's finest novels, but there are cer-

tain points and incidents in the other ten that a.re worthy 

of mention. None, however, have the same completeness, nor 

show to fullest advantage her powers of narration &ne-~ of 

cll:~_rc-~: .. cter drawing. 

Many novels and plays have been written upon the story 

of the life of Ines de Castro, the beautiful Spanish lady 

and the mistress of Pedro, Prince o!" Portugal. Mrs Behn 

bases her version on that of I.·:lle de Brillac, who published 

in 1688 Agnes de C~·stro, nouvelle portugaise. ~ .. {rs :Sehn 's 

Agnes de Castro appeared in the sarne year and earned an. 

extens_i ve popularity, e.nd later formed the basis of an in-

different play by Ca.therine Trotter produced in 1696. 

(1) Aphra Behn by v. Sackville-West. Page 46. 
(2) The Works of Aphra Eehn; vel 5, page 69. 
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Agnes de Castro is the m.aid of honour to Constantia 

(who is as devoted as her nrune suggests) the second wife of 

Don. 'Pedro, who, never having loved his wife to any great 

extent, falls victim to Agnes' charms. Don Pedrots rival 

is Alvaro, a favourite of Alphonso the king, who aids 

Alvaro in every way to win Agnes' heart. But Agnes detests 

the King's favourite, and positively loathes him after he 

attempts unsuccessfully to kidnap her; but she entertains 

more generous sentin1ents 1'or tne .Prince her rescuer. 

Eventually Constantia dies, and the Prince, who has all this 

tirne remained faithful to his wife, secretly marries Agnes. 

The tragedy reaches its climax when the King and Alvaro 

discover the marriage and bring about the murder of Agnes. 

It is a strictly moral tale this and it is slightly 

marred by the introduction of certain observations of an 

ethical character on the part of the authoress. It is a 

fine story though, and not unworthy of i,frs Behn 's pen. 

The Unfortunate Happy Lady, A True History is a sent

imental story concerning the virtuous Philadelphia, sister 

to Sir William \:filding, e. rake who endeavours to rid him

self of her that he may secure tne money that she would 

rightly inherit. Sir :rilliam, however, falls upon evil 

days, and Philadelphia, s.s a proof of her magnanimous dis

position, heaps coals of fire on his head by paying off 

all his debts, and thus retrieving him forever frorn the 
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paths of evil, w~ile she herself marries the ~eroic 

Gracelove. 

In the dedication to George Greenviel, Esq., which 

precedes The Lucky Xistake, 1lrs 3ehn says that this 

"little amourn is "not Translation but an Original, that 

has more of reality t.han fiction." Its plot is similar 

to that of The Wandering Beauty, both dealing with the 

misery inflicted on children by the interference of their 

parents with regard to their love affairs. Both stories 

also end happily, love proving the stronger in eacn case. 

The pnhappy Mistake; or, The Lmpious Vow Punish'd is also 

on the same theme, but this time the interfering parent, 

Sir Henry Hardyman, who disepproves o:f the addresses of his 

son Mil-es to Mad~--n ~iana Con stance, comes to an untimely 

death. ~iles vows he will never see his father again and 

his departure so upsets Sir Henry that he dies a.s a result 

of it. Though the title lends a. serious note to the story, 

there is actually a happy ending with the return of iB:iles 

from his wanderings abroad and his marriage to Diana. 

Here aga~n, a.s was noticed in the plays, Mrs Behn mixes 

comedy and tragedy. 

The ~Tun; .£!:, the Perjur·'d Beauty and The Unfortunate 

Bride; ~~ the Blind Lady a Beauty are, on the other 

hand, both of a purely tragic nature, and both also have 

almost identical plots. In each case two friends adore 
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the same lady, and in each case there is a final meeting 

of the three in which tnere is a duel between the two 

friends which results in the death of the lady by an ill

directed thrust of one of her lovers-. The Unfortunate 

Bride is the better of tne two, as in The Nun the con

clusion is rather strained and unnatural, resulting as it 

does in the deaths of all three characters. But in The 

Unfortunate Bride one of the lovers survives. 

The Dumb Virgin; or, the Force of Imagination is 

reminiscent of The Dutch Lover, both dealing with the love 

of a man for his sister. In the novel, however, the con

sanguinity is not discovered until the end when the brother 

and sister 4\l't guilty of incest, whereas in the play the con

sanguinity is merely supposed from the first and in the 

end is found to be non-existent. The Dumb Virgin is a 

sad tale in vrhich the hero, having been lost in a sea 

voyage and being in consequence ignorant of his parentage, 

not oniy ravishes his sister out kills nis father as well. 

To complete the list The Adventure of the Ela.ck Lady 

and The Court of the King of Bantam are short light pieces 

which add nothing to ~xs Behn's reputation. Their plots 

are feeble and their composition betrays haste and care

lessness. Both written in the s~ne year \1683) they were 

probably more in the nature of pot-boilers than serious 

attempts at novel writing. 
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It has been suggested that 11rs ::Sehn 's novels a..re 

better exai·nples of her ar-;::. tnan her plays, and this might 

lead to the conclusion that she was writing entirely for 

art's sake. But this is ·obviously not the case. lt.rs Behn 

was a professional writer and in order to be successful it 

is necessa..cy to be popular. Clearly she had an -eye i"or her 

public, even though she did break away from the romance 

tradition a little. Oroonoko is without question an art-

istic piece of work, but there are incidents in it which, 

from a purely artistic point of view, show that she was 

thinking of the taste or ner readers, and writing in 

accordance with that taste. 

The idea of the Noble Savage, the idea of virtuous-

ness in an uncivilised man as opposed to the decadence and 

vices of supposedly civilised human beings was one which at 

this time was growing in popular interest. Explorers 

brought back credible and specious reports about the natives 

of the countries they had explored, a.nd the tendency was to 

compare them with civilised people. This popular interest . 
called for stories and plays on the subject and so we find 

Moors, Persians, Indians and Africans creeping into English 

literature. 

So Mrs Behn in writing a story with an African savage 

as the centr2.l figure was n;)t doing anything particularly 

original, and it might be argued that she was distinctly 

pandering to the tastes of her public. 
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Then again in the story of Oroonoko we have the theme 

of"Love and Honour" presented. The picture of a man torn 

between duty to his father and love for a girl, and again 

all through the tale Oroonoko's love for Imoinda leads 

to a continual struggle between his affection and other 

influences. It comes again in the story of A~nes de Castro. 

Don Pedro is torn between the honour due to his wife and 

the King, and his love for A~nes. Over and over again 
!--.. 

throughout the novels daughters and sons are co.mpelled to 

choose between their duty to their parents and their love 

for someone else. Now the ttLove and Honour"' theme was 

populs.r at this time. Then was Mrs Behn writing for the 

sake of art, or for the sake of several editions? 

Restoration novel readers also liked to be thrilled. 

Their tastes were not s~ delicate and refined as ours and 

they would have revelled in the fact that Oroonoko dis-

embowelled himself, besides the detailed and impossibly far-

fetched description of his whipping and final execution at 

the stake. Again the lurid description of Prince Tarquin's 

execution is a good example o:e the type of horror that 

would appeal to them. 

Aphra's devices to ttput across•f her stories have already 

been touched upon, but it might be well to reflect why she 

was so insistent about their ver~city, how much of her 

insistency was necessary and how much merely na1ve. It is 
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always interesting to know that a story is actually true, 

but wi\6h l,irs Behn's stories it was slmost essential that 

she declare that they w ere true, otherwise they might have 

been liable to be thrown aside as idle romancing. If 

we assu.rne that l;i~s Behn was writing entirely that her 

novels should sell, then there were two thi~gs that she 

had to do. First to write about things that appealed to 

poJ;Jular taste, and secondly to make the story convincing. 

She had to write about Love and Honour, (neither of 

which were very common in t11e Restoration) about horrible 

and ghastly occurrences to satisfy baser natures, and she 

had to make both these apparently credible. 

As a popular novelist then, she goes to great pains 

at the beginning of her stories to insist that she is 

merely recording the facts and not rowancing, that each 

story is more in the nature of a history than a novel. 

So The Un1·ortunate Happy Lady is uA True Historyn and 

begins: "I cannot omit giVing the ·world an account, of 

the unco~non Villainy of a Gentleman of a good Family in 

England practis'd upon his Sister, which was attested to 

me by one who liv'd in the Family, and from whom I had the 

whole Truth of the Story.n The second paragraph of Agnes 

de Castr<) opens thus: "Many examples of past Ages render 

this llaximn (that the consequences of love are often sad 
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and fatal)"certain; but the Reign of Don Alphonso the 

IVth, King of Portugal, furnishes us with one, the most 

extraordinary that History can produce." Or again The 

;vander ing Beauty: n I was not above twelve Years old, a.s 

near as I can remember, when a Lady of n1y Acquaintance, who 

was particularly concern 'd in many o!' the Passages, very 

pleasantly entertain'd me with the Relation o!~ the young 

Lady Arabella's Adventures, who was eldest Daughter to 

Sir Franc is Fairnrune, a Gentleman of a noble Family, and of' 

a very large Estate in the West of 3ngland ••• "(l) 

But these facts do not really prove anything against 

krs Behn's artistic reputation, because they are not 

sufficiently numerous to show that she always wrote in 

order to appeal to the public. She had one eye on her 
j 

reader and the other on her art, and after all to have had 

both eyes on one or the other would have been a much more 

conclusive proof against her artistry. 

And if we are believers in art for the sake of art, 

then we must be lenient towards Apb,ra, for she was a. lady, 

who, while loving her art, loved also the good things of 

the world, which the possession of money - however rnuch we 

despise it - makes so 1nuc.h more accessible. 

(1) The quotations on this and the preceding page are 
copied from the fifth volume of Sumrners' edition of 
The Vlorks oi' Apnra Behn. 
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CHAP'BR V 

THE POE1\[S 

It is a curious thing that iJ:rs Behn, who always 

styled herself a poet, should now-a-days be remembered 

almost entirely by her plays and novels. Occasionally 

one or two of her poems appear tucked away in an antho

logy with a brief and rather derogatory preface; or 

someone remembers the line 11 Love in fantastick triumph 

satt,n or even, ttAthousand martyrs I have made", but 

that is as far as her poetical reputation goes. 

But poetically Mrs Behn has not been slighted. Her 

three hundred yerses will never make her a poet; her 

crocodile tears and sighs will never be mistaken for 

genuine sentiment or emotion. Her poetry is almost 

entirely conventional. Pastoral for tne most part, it is 

replete with ardent shepherds and languishing shepherdesses, 

who seem to spend their days entirely in the contemplation 

of love. Occasionally she introduces a line of descrip

tion, and we feel that perhaps she was not entirely blind 

to the beauties of nature, but most of her poetry, except 
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for a line or two here and there, is valueless. Sometimes, 

however, she seems to forget tnat she is the incomparable, 

the divine Astraea, the chair-woman of a select coterie, 

whose faculty of criticism seems to have been numbed by 

an extravagant sense of its own importance, and then she 

rises above herself and her time, and poetry is produced. 

But how rare are these occasions. In the poems tne1.-.e is 

hardly a single sentin1ent that is not conventionalised. 

~rs Behn had lovers, no doubt, and she writes poems to 

them, to Lycidas, ~~intas, ~~exis, Lysander and Philaster. 

But who were they? John Hoyle, who is supposed to have 

been her lover, usually appears as Amintas, but in Our 

Cabal he is evidently Lycida.s. How can we be certain o:f 

the others; and how can we tell from her poems how she felt 

towards them when she writes in so orthodox a manner? 

No, the poems are on the whole a disappointment. The 

Restoration, it is true, did not rise to any great poetical 

heights, a.nd l~Irs Behn was not poet e.nough to rise above t4e 

standards o1· her time. So that looking on the poems collect-

ively we should say in answer to her confident: "Poetry 

(my Talent) has so greatly the ascendant over me •• n(l) 

that alas she was no poet, but if, like Wordsworth, her 

best poems could be picked out and the others forgotten, we 

should feel inclined to reconsider our decision. 

( 1) In the dedication to The Fair Jilt. Summers' edition 
of the works of Aphra Behn; vol 5, page ?0. 



The reign of Charles II was not a very propitious one 

poetically. There were a few genuine poets to redeem the 

age, but,ror the most part,during the Restoration)poetry 

served as a vehicle for epigram and wit. The Earl of 

Rochester, Sedley and Buckingham displayed their audacious 

impudence in lampoons and love songs, and they were copied 

and imitated by inferiors. But their work, with a few 

exceptions, can scarcely be called poetry at all, chiefly 

because they were not tryiilg to write poet~y, but merely 

witty verses sucn as the King loved. Charles delighted in 

satire especially to the depreciation of anything Purit

anical, and so it was n0t a difficult matter to win liter

ary favour with him. But 1frs Behn did not write satirical 

verse. She was indignant sometimes, especially in one or 

two of the epilogues of .her plays, where she anticipates the 

criticism levelled agBinst her as a female writer, but she 

was never satirical. She tried to be witty sometimes too; 

but here as in the plays sne was not on very sure ground. 

Occasionally she tries unsuccessfully - for she had not the 

necessary grace - to compete with Roc.hesterian obscenity, 

for which we can only forgive her. 

The year 1684 was the first to see the publication of 

any of her poetry, her first attempts being, Poems on 

Several Occasions containing A Voyage to the Isle of Love. 

The volume was dedicated to the Earl of Salisbury, and is 

prefixed with several laudatory verses addressed to the 
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authoress herself by friends and admirers. Such as: To 

Astraea on her Poe1ns; To the excellent Madam Behn, on 

her Poems; To the Lovely Witty ... ~straea, on her :~xcellent 

Poems; Upon these and other Excellent ·works of the 

Incomparable Astraea; and so on. 

The book is a curious medley of verses and songs. 

"When Jermny first began to love a is typical oi"' several of 

the songs, which are supposedly written in the Scottish 

dialect, and are to be sung to ''a New Scotch Tunen, or 

nto a fine Scotch Tuneu. The introduction o:r an occasional 

ttmuckleu or nnoo'' and certain other curious forms serves to 

show the intention if not the success of the endeavour. 

But 11When Jemmy first began to loven is a pretty enough 

ballad. The element is pastoral, and Jemmy the shepherd, 

whom the singer of the song apparently loves, must away to 

the .. \fags .. t 

"His Bag-pipe into war-like Sounds 

Must now Exchanged bee; 

Instead of Bracelets, fearful ~ounds 

Then what becomes of me? 11 

But this is by no means poetry. 

It is in this volurne that the celebrated song from 

Abdelazar is included under the title of Love Arm'd. This 

is perhaps the piece by which l:Irs Behn will always be 

remembered as a poetess, and it is practically the only 
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piece of hers that can claim that distinction. Critics 

have compared it with some of Shakespeare's songs, and 

indeed it has a certain Shakespearean ring-·about it. But 

like any real poem it can best recommend itself; 

Love in Fantastique Triumph satt, 

Vlhilst Bleeding Hearts a round him flow'd 

For Whom Fresh paines he did Create, 

And strange Tyranick power he show'd; 

From thy Bright Eyes he took his fire, 

Which round about in sport he hurl'd; 

And 'twas from mine he took desire, 

Enough to undo the Amorous 17orld. 

From me he took his sighs and tears, 

From thee his Pricie and Cruelty; 

From me his Languishments and Feares, 

And every Killing Dart from thee; 

Thus thou and I, the God have arm'd, 

And sett him up a Deity; 

But my poor heart alone is harm'd,. 

Whilst thine the Victor is, and free. 

Beyond this there are very few snatches that have any 

poetic ins~iration in them; only now and then a couplet or 

a stanza stands out beyond the others. A Farewell to 
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Celladon has in the sixth stanza the line: 

"Mixt with the rushing of the wind-blown leaves," 

And again The Dream - a Song has two or three rather 

charming lines in it: 

~• I slept and. saw a piteous sight 

Cupid a weeping lay 

Till both his little stars of light 

Had wept themselves away. •• 

That is pretty if nothing else. But the gems are hard 

to find, and tDeir brilliancy is often due to tne dull-

ness of their surroundings. 

A Voyage to the Isle of Love, which is also included 

in the volume of 1684, is a translation of Tallemant's 

Le Voyage de l'Isle d'Amour. The Voyage, which sprawls 

over some fifty pages, is a description, sent by Lysander 

to Lycidas, of his e:xpedition to and exploration of the 

Isle of Love; his mistress Aminta, whom he met there; 

his pursuit of her through the island, and all that 

occurred; t.hen his winning of her, and finally her death 
. 

and his inconsolable grief. 

It is a very slig~t piece or work, filled with 

allegories that mean very little and which woula. perhaps 

have been better expressed in prose instead or verse. 

uverse" is used intentionally, because in the whole work 

there is hardly a line of poetry, and certainly not a line 

of good poetry. Its wantonness and fantastic conceits 
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would no doubt appeal to the courtier, but it has no 

lasting qualities to appeal to the modern reader. 

In the next year (1685) ~~s Behn published her 

Miscellany, dedicated to Sir William Cli:fton. It contains 

an ode On the Death of the Late Earl o:f Rochester, div--- --- __ ...;..; ___ _ 
i.ded by a couple of songs from A Paraphrase.£!! the Lord's 

Prayer. Two pastoral dialogues, A Pindaric to Mr P. who 

sings finely, and a ludicrous Epitaph~ the Tombstone 

of~ Child, the last of seven that died before, complete 

the volwne. 

There is really nothing in it to note, nothing 

even worthy of quotation. Beyond a certain feeling of 

sincerity about the death o1· t.he Earl of Rochester t the 

book is without any literary value. 

La Monstre; The Lover's \latch: or the Art of !laking 

Love was published in 1686 with a dedication to Peter 

Weston, Esq. The idea of the piece, which is a mixture 

of prose and verse, was taken from La Montre of Balthazar 

de Bonnecorse, published in 1666. 

Damon, -(a name that appears frequently in the poems), 

- is separated from his mistress Iris, and so she sends 

him a Watch which allots to every hour of the day some 

employment for him during her absence. It starts a.t eight 

in the morning, proceeds hour by hour through the day and 
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the ensuing night, and ends at seven o'clock the next 

morning. She gives him advice of every kind as to how 

a lover should conduct himself while his mistress is 

away. So at nine a.m. she demands: "Remember that I 

am absent, therefore do not take too much pains in 

dressing yourself., and setting your person off." And 

again at five in the afternoon he is bidden particularly 

to take care whom he visits lest his heart turn aside 

from the path of constancy. 

The poems which are scattered through the Lover's 

Watch not being intended as serious but rather as serio

comical are excellent of their kind. Krs Behn was not 

a great poet, and so this style of writing suited her 

talents very well. She could write rimes or verses with 

a jingle to them, and tr~t is all that the composition 

of The Lover's Watch required. As a work of art it is 

more successful than most of her poems; she has gauged 

her pqwers to a nicety. 

In 1688 she published Lycid~s: or the Lover in 

Fashion, with a Miscellany of poems appended to it. 

Lycidus appears to be the same l)erson as Lycidas to 

whom Lysander sent The Voyage to the Isle _of Love, be

cause The Lover in Fashion is an answer to that. Lycid

us is the exact antitnesis of his sentimental friend , 

who was so broken hearted at the death of his A:minta, 
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:for after his unfortunate affair with Sylvia who jilted 

hin1, he declares himself a cynic and quite impervious to 

the wiles of love. ..Love's Pleasures only toucht my 

He~rt", he says, and resolves to be a philanderer. 

The rest of Lycidus, which is almost entirely in 

drose interspersed here and there with a pretty song, tells 

the story of his philanderings in the Isle of Love and his 

final departure t~ence after he had been brought to his 

senses by Glory, who led him away from its pleasures. 

In 'he Voy~~ to the Isle of Love Aphra the senti1nentalist 

was revealed, but in Lycidus we see all the cynical and 

careless side o!' her character. Her sentilnentalism is 

summed up in ~•Love in fantastic .triwnph satn, and on the 

other hand her cynicism is contained in 11 A thousand 1nartyrs 

I have made~, the best or the poems that come in Lycidus. 

It is worth quoting if only fJr comparison with the other 

more famous poem; 

"A thousand Martyrs I have made, 

All sa er i!" ic' d to my des ire; 

A thousand Beauties have betrayed 

That languish in resistless Fire. 

The untarn' d Heart to hand I brought, 

And fixt the wild and wandring Thought. 



I never vow'd nor sigh'd in vain 

But both, tho false, were well receiv'1. 

The Fair are pleas'd to give us pain, 

And what they wish is soon believ'd• 

And though I talk'd of Wounds and Smart, 

Love's Pleasures on~y toucht my Heart • 

. A.lone the Glory and the Spoil 

I always Laughing bore away; 

The Triumphs, witnout Pain or Toil, 

Without the Hell, the Heav'n of Joy • 

. A.nd while I thus at randon1 rove 

~espise the Fools that whine for Love. 

\83) 

The Poems append~d to Lycidus contain two heavy 

i:'indar icks amongst other odes, and in one poem "'1 On the 

first discovery of falseness in .Amintas 11 a. stanza t.t1at 

by some chance stands out from the rest: 

By the sad purling of some Rivulet 

O're which the bending Yew and Willow grow, 

That scarce the glimmerings of the day permit, 

To view the melancholy Banks below, 

\¥here dwells no noyse but what the murmurs make, 

1:lhen the unwilling strewn the shade forsakes. 

Throughout the plays are scattered songs and verses 

which can be passed over in a word. They are i'or the 1nost 
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part pastoral and as a rule better so. There are no 

pieces of noticeable poetic merit, and they are probably 

introduced merely as an excuse for some music during the 

act. Many of thera are bawdy driuicin~ songs, and are bett-

er unresurrected. 

;' 

As a poet lirs Behn has proved rather a failure. Her 

age did not rise to poetry and she found it hard to rise 

above her age in that way. It is the same story as the 

plays over again, only Jn a lesser scale. She wrote her 

plays for the court, and her poems for the select members 

of her own little coterie. She could not forget in either 

case that she w~s writing for certain particular people, 

and so she fails to produce great art. 
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CHAPTER VI 

CONCLUSION 

The last volume ·J;:f the collected works of Mrs Aphra 

Behn has been closed and put back on the shelf beside 

its five companions. There they stand, rather plain and 

rather forbidding, and it must be confessed that it is 

not Vlithout relief that we see them once more marshalled 

together. And who now will take them down again? Vlho 

but the student or tile antiquary, who pore a.L-uong old 

things either because they must or because they are old, 

and not always because they are great? Of what value are 

these six volumes? we ask; for what do they stand? 

For Mrs Behn, it must be conceded, is not, even we 

dare say, never will be regarded as a truly great author

ess. She will never be ranked among the Shakespeares or 

the Miltons or the Defoes of literature; she was not of the 

irmnortal breed. Wha.t t.i:1en has been found by tnis perusal 

of her work? A nwnber of plays that are interesting 
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because they belong to Restoration drama; because they 

belomg to that strange era, so conceited that it thought 

it could trim and alter Shakespeare to his imJrovement; 

that ~oved polish and wit and fine manners, all skin . 
dee.Q though they did not know it. Plays that are inter-

esting, perhaps, because they are opposed to Puritanism, 

which is so rare in these care-free, modern days of ours • 

. ..\.nd yet is there one of these volumes that we would care 

to seek out again'? Is there any play that we would turn 

to again in some quiet 11our, as we turn so:.:neti;nes to our 

favourite speeches in ~acbetn or Romeo and Juliet? We 

cannot say that t.c1ere is. 

Vie have found so:!1e stories too. Strange fantastic 

creations filled with unreal characters that stri~e us 

as bizarre and ludicrous because t~ey are so unlike tne 

charactei'S in later books, and from wllich we turn with 

a smile to novels that come nearer to our own idea of 

humanity and lifa. 'Ne like Orool!oko maybe, or The His

torz of~~~ but it is rather because of their 

strangeness that we li~e them than because they have any 

merit that is intrinsically their own. 

We have found too verses galore, but only two or 

three that held our fancy, and they merely pointed to 

Shakespeare and we saw how 11l.UC.L1 better a poet he was than 



t 87) 

their author. \Ve might I'ead again r•Love in i'antastic 

triurnph sat, 11 but it would only be to hurry afterwards to 

"Come away, come away, death, 11 to catch the sentixnent that 

Aphra half felt a thousand ti:mes better expressed. 

They are interesting tbese works of hers; they are 

not, -...ve ventllre, "a disgrace to our lanauage" while 
- 0 '(1) 

they do not exactly enhance it. They are worthy of not-

ice as we suggested in ti:1e introduction, and now and again 

they are worthy of praise, but they have been of more 

v~lue as reflections on a certain class than as works of 

art in themselves. 

And so now we must turn, as do those others who read 

:;:,,rrs Behn, we must turn from the plays, the novels and the 

poems to Aphra herself, and ask ourselves, ir· her works 

are not great, what then of the woman herself~ It is true 

t.::1is essay is ostensibly about her work, but it would be 

unjust, we opine, to forget the author of those works, 

especially as she stands for so much ~11ore tnan they do. 

And first let us say t.1.1at 2~Irs Behn was above all things 

courageous. She was a woman, and it was not "done" for 

women to write; and yet she wrote. In defiance of con-

(1} See page twenty two o~ this essay. 
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vention and precedent she had her plays produced, and 

though at first they were hooted and hissed simply be-

cause ttRot it - 'tis a Woman's Comedy:tt she kept on 
( 1) 

and the coxcombs who derided were obliged to give in. It 

was a daring thing to make this declaration of independ-

ence. She was not going to ensnare someone into a con-

venient marriage whereby she might sit back and idle, 

and she might easily have done so by all the evidence; 

instead she faced the world herself and proved that a 

woman could earn her living by her pen. 

This is, of course_, the paramount circwnstance about 

Mrs AphrD~ 3ehn. 11 The fact that she wrote is much more 

important t~"lan the quality of what she wrote, ~i says Miss 

T;iest. t 2 ) She blazed the trail for succeeding generati:~ns 

of wo1nen; she blew the first blast for female emancip-

ation, against the constricting conventions that ~ave 

driven desperate women to lunacy, witchcraft and the 

stake. 

n.ul wo~·Jen together, tt says Virginia 7foolf, ttought to 

let flowers fall upon the tomb of Aphra Behn ••• for it 

was she who earned them the right to speak their minds.~ 3 ) 

It is impossible to over-emphasize this side of I.irs Behn. 

In the epilogue to Sir Patient Fancy; vol 4, 9age 115. 
Aphra Behn; page 16. 
A Roon1 of One's Own by Wirginia Woolf; t Harcourt, Brace 
and Co. New YorkT-r~G~.) page 114. 
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She was the first lady novelist, that is, the first 

woman who wrote t~:1at her books might be publisi1ed and 

universally read. 

That is all that need be said in taking leave of her, 

and it is a great thing to hand iown to ~osterity. 

Her plays may never be resurrected again; heD novels 

may fade into the limbo of forgotten books; only here 

and there so1ne scholar will murmur "Love in fantastic 

triumph sat." But one thing that ought to be remembered 

by everybody, the one thing that should familiarise the 

nrune of Aphra Behn to all those that speak English, is 

that she paved t..tle way for all subsequent authoresses. 

If Aphra had not sipped her mil~ punch and cracked 

jokes with her disreputable cronies, and then gone home 

to write and write that tomorrow sne might sip milk punch 

again, then perhaps we should never have had ?ride and 

Prejudice_, not ·.vuther~~ Heights, or - to come nearer 

our own time - perhaps not even Bliss and The Garden 

Party. 

THE ~SliD 
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