
“Cruel but graceful, cynical but witty, poxed but beautiful,” (Traugott 1) the Restoration rake is one of the most interesting and paradoxical ‘stock characters’ ever to occupy the British stage.  A wildly popular figure in the mid and later sixteen hundreds, the rake represented the new era of Charles II and an outright rejection of the Puritan ideals that had previously held sway over Britain during the interregnum.  Defined by overwhelming aptitude for sexual escapades and individualized by superior wit, these celebrated debauchees defied the conventional wisdom and moral restrictions imposed by Cromwell’s Puritan regime. However, over the latter half of the Restoration, a noticeable change occurred within the landscape of British drama as the inherent dangers of the rake were recognized by society and playwrights (Berkeley 223). The moral corruption of the rake-hero could not be tolerated in society and led to his demise.


Although they were written only one year apart from one another, George Etherege’s The Man of Mode (MM) (1676) and Aphra Behn’s The Rover (1677) present highly disparate portrayals of control in the male rake character.  Dorimant, the cunning, self-righteous rake of Etherege’s comedy, and Willmore, the laughable, bumbling libertine of Behn’s, each represent different genres of the rake figure that would arise in the late-17th century.  Dorimant is considered along with Horner of Wycherley’s The Country Wife to form the definition of the rake character as he exercises despotic control over the plot and characters, especially the women.  On the other hand, The Rover presents a different take on notions of male power, wit, and control.  The “cavaliers” of Behn’s work, penniless wanderers who leave their sexually repressed homeland to take advantage of the morally loose atmosphere of Naples’ carnival, are far less glamorized than the men of Etherege’s.  The women of The Rover are not only wittier than those in MM, but they are granted more power in altering the plot.  Their increased autonomy in shaping the plot is in part a function of their intelligence, but even more so it is because the rakes, namely Willmore and Belvile, are portrayed as mere mortals in comparison to Etherege’s construction of the invincible Dorimant.  Considering the rake’s differing power roles in these two comedies, it is clear that the rake forms a highly disparate genre, with many forms of the rake character present.  Thus, the rake’s function within these plays also varies greatly.  In MM, he is the epicenter of libertine demonstration, controlling the characters and plot as a puppeteer of sorts, while in The Rover, Willmore’s rakish behavior forces Hellena’s character to evolve and become more empowered.


Power relations in MM are defined by wit; specifically, by those who have wit and those who do not.  John Traugott notes that the characters of MM create “a hierarchy of wit according to one’s prose style.  The best man has the best prose style… At the top of the hierarchy are the characters who can use their linguistic skills for their own integrity” (402).  Harriet, though a virgin and apparently quite young, is Dorimant’s only real “rival” in the town in terms of wit.  Aside from Harriet, Dorimant controls the plot and characters simply because he is smarter than them, and because of his superior intellect he is able to carry out his libertine demonstration free from repercussion.  To the contrary, The Rover was written with a “feminist critique” (Burke 121) of the rake-hero in mind.  Because all interaction between male and female characters take place either in masquerade or in brothels, Willmore, Belvile, and their posse are on the receiving end of the women’s advances and are thus stripped of normal male power roles.  The result is a shift in the rake’s role from epicenter of libertine demonstration, to merely a catalyst creating change in the other characters like Hellena.


Part of the reason for the rake’s diminished popularity in Restoration drama stemmed from his role in the corruption of social values, symbolized by his association with venereal disease.  Horner, definitive of the Restoration rake-hero, uses subterfuge that styles him in an unfavorable light to cuckold the husbands in his acquaintance. Horner spreads a rumor of his impotence as a result of venereal disease, enabling him to do whatever he wishes with the willing wives of his acquaintances without arousing suspicion.  In the beginning of the play Horner explains the how’s and why’s of the plan to the doctor.  


Now may I have, by the reputation of eunuch, the privileges of one, and 

be seen in a lady’s chamber in a morning as early as her husband; kiss 


virgins before their parents or lovers and may be, in short, the passé-


partout of the Town. (I.i.175-189) 

Horner sows discord among his peers with this ruse, and corrupts the title character, Margery Pinchwife, the “Country Wife.” Horner tells Pinchwife that he has “fallen in love” with her on sight and that he wished to meet her.  This statement begins the corruption of Margery’s character, as she decides to become a wife of the Town, one who doesn’t have to worry about morals and can “fraternize” with any man other than her husband if she wishes.  


To this end Margery learns a number of tricks, all because she has been infected by Horner’s rakish immorality.  An example of this is the scene when Pinchwife forces Margery to write a letter to Horner, threatening to stab her eyes out if she will not denounce her love for Horner. Instead Margery writes an alternate letter to Horner declaring her love of him.  Margery then adopts the art of letter writing to meet her own ends, and she writes another letter to Horner setting up a clandestine meeting. By the end of the play, Margery is essentially rebuffed because her moral center is destroyed by Horner’s influence, without a replacement set of moral values provided.   


The spread of moral decay was not the only threat posed by the rake’s playboy lifestyle. Even more immediate danger to society lay in his victim, the cuckold. Restoration drama portrays the cuckold as a harmless, inept opponent to the rake. This ridiculous depiction of the cuckold attempts to hide the more fearsome nature inherent to the character, made manifest in his horns. The violent nature of the cuckold is alluded to in every prominent theory concerning the origination of the term. In ancient Greece, “These horns…made Plato doubt whether they were rational creatures or beasts…since that part by its brutall intellect or Spirit enormontick will grow raging, and angry, and querulous…just as Buls run to and fro, complaining and lowing” (Rogers 7). Many connect the term with a Goat-like nature, as the goat is “without jealousie, and…tolerates that his wife in his presence be used by another Goat…But…they are revengeful of this injury by often combats, and sometimes death among them” (Rogers 9). Again, the origin of the word includes the brash, violent behavior of the cuckold. This aggression is in response to the grievous offense received at the hand of the rake and is directed at the cuckold-maker himself. 


Yet despite the danger of the cuckold, the rake and his offer of sexual freedom to dissatisfied wives had become a fixture in Restoration society. A yearly festival was even held celebrating free love and excess, called “Horn-fair,” and due to its appeal the people tried to cover up the depravity and danger of this practice, even citing ethical reasons. In a letter to her gallant as Horn-fair approached, one young wife claimed “I have just ground of Complaint…which give me a Just and Unquestionable Title to your Aid and Assistance” (Ward 8). The light-hearted image of the cuckold presented in drama were also attempts to hide the peril of such loose moral practices. The character of Pinchwife in A Country Wife is quick to draw his sword, but is rendered completely ineffective and does harm to no one. Similarly, Sullen from George Farquhar’s The Beaux Stratagem draws on his rake, but is thwarted and left harmless. Though playwrights could make the cuckold a clown on stage and wives justify their actions in their minds, in reality the cuckold is still a dangerous person. Horner is not only the catalyst for sexual immorality, he is also a vehicle of violence in the play.

As a keener sense of morality reentered British society over the latter half of the Restoration period, playgoers began focusing more on the negative aspects of the once admired rake-hero.   Because of the destructive nature inherent in his character, the rake’s overwhelming aptitude for sexual escapades became viewed as his fundamental flaw rather than the driving force behind his comic appeal.  Conservative literary critics openly expressed their contempt for the indecorum made manifest in Restoration theaters, and bourgeois opinions such as Jeremy Collier’s
 exclamation that “nothing has gone farther in Debauching the Age … [or] destroying [English] Principles… than the Stage Poets, and Play-House,” (Collier 2-3) gained popularity.  As a result, English playgoers vocally reacted against the rake’s flagrant disregard for moral values, and escapades of the glorified profligate were gradually checked within the bounds of “that fickle mistress the stage” (quoted in Highhill vol. 16 pp. 126).  Over time the once beloved debauchee disappeared, replaced by harmless fops and moralistic Penitent Rakes.


The shift in public opinion over the course of the Restoration may by best observed in the changing portrayal of Harry Horner in The Country Wife.  Initially a beloved figure in the mid and later sixteen hundreds whose defamation of conventional wisdom and moral restrictions were considered endearing to fans and appealing to famous actors of the age, Horner too fell victim to the swing in public morality.  From progressively less talented actors cast to play the Don to his ultimate removal from the play, the changes enacted on Horner’s character parallel a century of slowly evolving social attitudes towards the role of explicit sexuality in society.  Horner’s ultimate demise in the Restoration stage signifies the completion of a social backlash against debaucherous onstage presentation and a “tendency on the part of poets [and playwrights] to domesticate the penitent rake” (Berkeley 224) within Restoration England.  

� An outspoken critic of the immoral Restoration stage and author of A Short View of the Immorality and Profanenes of the English Stage.


� A Penitent Rake usually underwent a conversion in the fifth and final act (Berkeley 223)
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