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THE RESTORATION COMEDY OF MANNERS

The Country Wife by William Wycherley

The purely satirical element seems to be strongest in the early exponents of the manners. Wycherley's The Country Wife, performed at Drury Lane in 1675, is, perhaps, the best known Restoration comedy, in which dramatist's ferocious satiric energy finds its  appropriate form.

        Wycherley includes in his play very few admirable characters. The men are busy wenching, displaying their wit, making money, and guarding their wives from  the attention of the sparks of the Town. The women are shrewd and sexually alert, the sophisticated `bigots in honour',  hypocritical  about their interest in sex. 

      The main plot concerns the successful device of Mr. Horner to enable him to enjoy the favours of respectable and virtuous ladies with the consent of their husbands: he proclaims himself an  eunuch,  but convinces each of the ladies in turn of his real situation.

      The play's name derives, as Daiches suggests, "from another  strend of the plot: Mr. Pinchwife has married a country girl and, bringing her to London, he tries, in his jealousy, to keep her from contact with the gallants of the town. But Mr. Horner manages to get Mrs. Pinchwife too and to win, if not her love, her physical desire. The jealous husband is ridiculed and gulled. Cuckoldry is his deserved fate, but this does not make the behaviour of his wife in any degree acceptable" (544).

       In the play, there is also a division between the true lovers,  Alithea and Harcourt, with their witty but romantic standpoints, and the cynically humorous vision of a society peopled by the egotistic would-be-wit Sparkish, the bevy of sex-seeking ladies-of-honour led by Lady Fidget, the ridiculous husband, Mr. Pinchwife, the naive  hedonist, Margery Pinchwife, and the central exploiter of human vices, Horner. 

      Hilarious though the satirical character-portraits are, the revelation of ugly human motives takes us into the most sombre  moods that comedy can reach. 

      The audience observed the scenes taking  place in London that seemed to be almost entirely populated by lechers, cuckolds, whores, flirts, spuriously respectable women and clapped-out old men, who were also familiar and close to them. 

      In his blunt, lively dialogue Wycherley frequently uses aphorisms and maxims. The style of The Country Wife clearly reflects the themes of the play: repeated images of sexual corruption are evident,  as are several actual and metaphorical allusions to marks. 

       The play has humour and elements of farce, but there is less of comedy than of criticism.  Wycherley describes a world he knew. It  is not a pleasant world, and although the comic contrivance is  masterly, there is no affection in the portraiture. Wycherley is rarely an earnest moralist. He is amused with, rather than scathing about the dubious morals of society and he disconcerts more than he disturbes. 

      His  work was a good representative of the Restoration comedy in its cynical acceptance of an immoral society, its surprising verbal coarseness, and its characteristic plots based on amorous intrigues. Wycherley seems to capitulate with cynical resignation, to the  corrupt manners of his time. He fulfilled all the necessary conditions to give a true picture of a social reality that was limited, but intensely  characteristic, as he was a man of the world, a part of its life. 

      So the coarseness of his play (the way characters are described, their ordinariness and primitiveness) is due to Wycherley’s observation of manners, to the desire to please public unrefined taste, and to the insulting mockery of the taste of those manners. 

      His comedy shows a state of manners of the part of society  represented by young gallants straining after wit, ladies who are very  susceptible about their honour, provocative beneath the mystery of their masks, gulls, and burgesses anxious, and not without reason,  about their wives. Wycherley has described all of them in a lively, animated, coloured picture involving plays, pleasure places, fashionable gardens, suggestive conversations, intrigues, verbal games and disguises. 

      There is skill and talent in the portrait, despite the fact that it is simple and even rough  in its manner. It is an ingenious and continuously witty exposure of the sexual morals of contemporary society. The dramatist is expressing a total disgust with the world in which he lives. This play suggests that high society’s cultivation of the superficial appearance elevates wit and politeness above personal 

decency. 

      Like in other Restoration comedies of manners, the action in The Country Wife is not very important but the way in which it is performed, themes, style and characters are the main reason that the comedy is the most powerful dramatic expression of the post-Restoration spirit. 

      Wycherley explores the merits and disadvantages of trust in courtshup and marriage, and the destructive effects of the sexual jealousy which is uppermost in the mind of many of his characters  most of the time. These themes, typical of the comedy of manners, being familiar to the audience, attracted its attention. The spectator could see himself and his neighbours as the characters and their games on the stage were a mirror and a comment on the sheen of the 

‘polished’ society. 

      For diversity of characters, for dialogue and for the sequence of incidents and situation The Country Wife by Wycherley is among the best  comedies of the Restoration period.
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