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Theatre in the Restoration period
      After the Puritan government had stopped the performance of plays in September, 1642, in the interregnum dominated by Oliver Cromwell, dramatic activity almost ceased. Though there were occasional surreptitious performances at the various theatres after the passing of the ordinance of suppresion, and though Sir William D’Avenant  received permission to give some private dramatic performance  in the late 1650’s, the English theatre did not exist between 1642 and 1660. Salgado in English Drama: A Critical  Introduction  writes that the interiors of such theatres as the Cockpit in Drury Lane, the Salisbury Court, and the Fortune were dismantled. The secret performances  were given only in the old-fashioned Red Bull, which remained intact. Tennis courts and private houses were also used for stage performances. The most frequent form of theatrical entertainment were drolls, droll-humours, or short comic scenes extracted from plays that had been popular  before the theatres were closed. In spite of the fact that performances were not without their hazards, the theatre was undoubtedly the most popular form of entertainment and people who had to live out of it believed that it would one day be permitted to exist without prohibition. 

The restoration of the monarchy was enthusiastically welcomed, but both social and theatrical conditions had changed during the eighteen-year period of turmoil. As Daiches states, “The popular welcome given to Charles on his return was largely due to the general believe that continuity and legality had now been re-established without loss of any of the real gains for Protestant freedom and variety won in the fight against royal absolutism and episcopal dictatorship in the 1640’s” (537). The society was in search of new values to replace the rejected Puritan ethos and all the pre-Civil War theatres had been destroyed. The two new theatres permitted to open, at Dorset Garden and Drury Lane, were licensed by royal monopoly and catered almost exclusively to aristocratic tastes and audiences. They were under the management of Sir William D’Avenant and Thomas Killigrew. D’Avenant was the most important figure in the theatrical  world during the Interregnum and the early years of the Restoration. He was a playwright but his real importance is in relation to the history of the theatre for he and Thomas Killigrew between them controlled the early Restoration  theatre. Both of them also constituted a link with antecedents of pre-Civil War theatres. During most of the early Restoration period D’Avenant and Killigrew were rival managers but it was D’Avenant who set his stamps on post Restoration  theatre. 

When the theatres reopened in England after the Restoration a distinct break in dramatic tradition and presentation had taken place. The most obvious change was in the physical appearance of the theatres. D’Avenant’s  theatres  at  Lincoln’s  Inn  Fields and Dorset Garden and Killigrew’s at Drury Lane were expensively designed, purpose-built, and covered. Several pairs of ‘wings’, painted  to give the impression of receding into the distance  fronted  the  shutters. At first they were fixed, so they created an illusion of three dimensions. Later, the wings also became changeable, sliding into position along grooves of their own. The actors made most of their entrances and exits through solid and highly practical proscenium doors - Drury Lane had two at each side -and, playing on the apron stage, did not venture among the ‘scenes’, which provided a perspective background to their comings and goings. The proscenium curtain rose once only, to reveal the scene at the beginning of the performance. The picture frame stage with a proscenium arch cut off the area of darkness in which the audience set from the brightly lit stage action and perspective scenery. 

But the most celebrated innovation of the Restoration  stage was the introduction of women as performers. Margaret Hughes had probably been the first professional actress to appear on the Restoration stage, when she took the role of Desdemona in The Moor of Venice (Thomas Killingrew’s version of Othello) for the King’s, at their Vere Street theatre in 1660. Actresses were the new sensation of the stage for fashionable audience which tried to imitate the manners and aspired to the taste of the new King’s Court.           

      At the beginning of the Restoration the audience consisted  of courtiers and their ladies and those who came to stare at the fine ladies and the fashionable clothes of the young gallants.  But the narrowing of the audience to an upper-class  elite had already gone a long way. As Salgado state, “The audience at a later Restoration theatre consisted exclusively  of dissolute young men, who were the hangers-on of the Merry Monarch, aristocratic ladies who were no better than they should be. Theatre-going was not an inexpensive pastime so it appears to have attracted many sections of society other than aristocratic idlers. The best known theatregoer of the age was neither idle nor aristocratic, and  his social pretensions were affronted on more than one occasion by the presence of what he liked to regard as the lower orders” (137). The Restoration audience contained a core of people for whom theatregoing was a regular  recreation, not an occasional luxury. This core was well  informed  and on terms of varying intimacy with both dramatists and performers.  In Salgadoss opinion, the behaviour of the audience at the theatre " was more like the behaviour of a football crowd and attending performance was as much a regular occasion as a football match is to the fans” (137 ).     

It was inevitable that character of the audience caused a demand for new kind of plays to fill out the national repertoire. The types of drama characteristic of the Restoration  period: the comedy of manners, tragedy, and heroic plays, firmly established  themselves. Restoration comedy which  dominate the period reversed and debunked the heroics of contemporary tragedy. It reflected the turbulence and dissatisfaction of the times. Comedy in the first two decades was notably satiric, savage, cruel, and essentially concerned  with the realities of everyday life, fully reflecting the manners of a sexually and monetarily acquisitive society. This form of comedy appealed to an audience well aware of the discrepancies between public reputation and private reality. Its characteristic energy often   depends on the spectator’s ignorance of his discrepancy. The demands of the comic genre and theatrical conventions naturally exercised their shaping influences against the tendency to realism. Nevertheless, in certain important respects, Restoration comedy was  realistic, particularly in contrast with heroic drama. In the comedy is not just a mirror-image of the times, but a satirical portrait of society and its moral customs. In England, the comedy of manners  flourished as the dominant form of Restoration comedy in the works  of Sir George Etherege (1634 – 1691), William Wycherley (1640 – 1716) and William Congreve (1670 – 1729).                             

