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The comedy of manners as the dominant form of Restoration comedy

      The new form of comedy, after Etherege who is known as the first true representative of the style, was not adopted until the appearance of William Wycherley. His plays are four in number: Love in a Wood, or, St. James's Park (1671), The Gentelmen Dancing-Master  (1672),  The Country Wife (1675), and The Plain-Dealer (1676). All of Wycherley's plays are the most powerful dramatic expression of the post-Restoration  spirit. His comedies, like most of the Restoration comedies, are about the endless quest for sex and money, in and out of marriage, and the central theme is enriched by the playwright’s  marvellous sense for social pretensions and polite hypocrisy. Wycherley's ferocious satiric energy finds its appropriate form in The Country Wife. Its title draws attention immediately to the contrast of rural and metropolitan values, so often a theme of the comedy of manners.

       Comedy of manners as the most representative dramatic genre of the Restoration is particularly concerned with forms of behaviour and speech which are socially approved. It examines the validity of the surfaces behind which characters seek security and social acceptance. In the age when conversation was the distinguishing  mark of the gentleman, the stage provided the wittiest conversation to be heard. In comedy the polite society saw a glittering image of itself, an image it was delighted to recognize and applaud. Affectation  became the chief butt of comedy, but the didactic intent is hardly present, since the dramatist is preaching to an audience of the converted. The spectator saw in the gallant a satisfactory idealized portrait of himself and in the fop a portrait of his neighbour. Hirst describes the subject of comedy of manners as "the way people behave, the manners they employ in a social context; the chief concerns of the characters are sex and money (and thus the interrelated topics of marriage, adultery and divorce); the style is distinguished by the refinement of raw emotional expression and action in a subtlety of wit and intrigue" (1).

        These comedies were called ‘comedies of manners’ because they attempted to mirror the life of the court and the aristocracy, and because of the great importance of the charm of manners connected  with a lively intellect which enable characters to use wit in elegant dialogues. The character who lacked this ability often became the object of satire. 

      Actions in these comedies - rape, murder, adultery - are not very  important, in contrast with the way in which they are performed or the style with which they are concealed.

        Although many works deal with a limited segment of society, there is comedy at all levels - noisily cheerful and rough farce, humorous characters, the cruel ridicule of fops, coquettes, gallants (young and old), sensual ladies-of-honour, snobs, pimps, would-be-wits, and the more sympathetic satire against fashionable young men and women who have to learn the grace and tactics of high society. The hero is the man who accepts the necessity of dressing up his real thoughts and feelings in polite gesture and performs it with grace and  dexterity, the fop who makes a hash of it because he does not really understand what he is doing or why he is doing it. Reacting against the rigid standards of Puritan morality, the Restoration gallant found a freedom. He is free to act, but the image of himself which such an action offers him is invariably a reductivist one, of man reduced to his appetites, sexual and alimentary.

        This comedy is chiefly concerned with presenting an essentially realistic, though often bitterly sardonic, picture of aspects of contemporary London scene. Its rakes, coquettes, scheming matrons and boorish country squires, are primarily caricatures of observed   reality, not the presentation of universal humanity in its comic aspect.

