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Horner Evolved: A Case Study of the Progressive Rake 

“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.  Harry Horner, the antihero of William Wycherley’s The Country Wife, stands apart as a quintessential rake.  Admired by fellow wits, successful in every enterprise, devastatingly seductive, and completely unrepentant, Horner embodies the deviant ascendancy and underlying charm that earmarked a rake during 1675.  The immediate financial success of Wycherley’s work reflects the widespread popularity of the rake character during the early Restoration, and The Country Wife quickly became a perennial crowd pleaser on the British Stage all the way through the early eighteenth century.  However, over the last two decades of the Restoration, a noticeable change occurred within the landscape of British drama (Berkeley 223). As a keener sense of morality reentered “that fickle mistress the stage” (quoted in Highhill vol. 16 pp. 126), the British reacted against such flagrant disregard for moral values in their theaters, and the escapades of such glorified profligates were gradually checked.  The Rake-Hero gradually disappeared, replaced by harmless fops and moralistic Penitent Rakes.
  Though the popularity of Wycherley’s characters and plot allowed the continued success of play through the advent of the eighteenth century, The Country Wife too fell victim to the shift in public opinion, and audiences and critics alike began to react negatively to its most debaucherous aspects.  Finally, the work was retired from the stage for a six year hiatus in 1709.  Upon its return, Wycherley’s classic underwent many significant changes both its structure of the play and to the character of Horner himself, culminating with his complete removal from a 1786 revision.  Because Horner is indicative of the Restoration Rake-Hero, his character’s transformation can be read as a case study of attitudes towards sexual promiscuity during the era.  By analyzing the progression of actors playing Horner and the successive omissions and editions to The Country Wife, it is possible to gain an understanding of the changing social clime in Britain from 1675 through the end of the Restoration era.  

In order to authenticate Horner as an exemplary Rake-Hero, it is first necessary to analyze his most definitive quality: the insatiable desire for sexual pursuit.  “The Restoration rake-hero’s most distinctive, and therefore most important, characteristic is his sexuality” (Weber 3), claims Harold Weber in his discourse on the psychology of the debauchee.  In The Country Wife, Horner squanders no time declaring himself fully deserving of such a title, and from his opening line announces, “A quack is as fit for a pimp as a midwife for a bawd; they are still but in their way both helpers of nature” (I.i.1-3).  He associates human sensibilities with professions dependant on pervasive coitus desire: the pimp and bawd.
  The first words out of Horner’s mouth define his stance on the world; the nature of humanity is intrinsically sexual, and others exist as merely tools to achieve lustful gains.  


Horner’s overwhelming sexuality engulfs every aspect of his character, and he is therefore driven in his pursuit of sexual conquest.  The sheer number of Horner’s former exploits are related to the reader by Pinchwife, who warns his wife, “he [Horner] would but ruin you, as he has done hundreds” (II.i.128-29).  Clearly Horner possesses neither the ability nor the desire to check his sexual craving.  Such desires supply the very driving force behind the play, as Horner, in an attempt to slate his appetite on a higher class of women, has himself reported “throughout the whole Town [that he is poxed, and therefore] as bad as an eunuch” (I.i.5-6).  The philanderer to actions seem absurd according to the prevailing logic of society, and the Quack proclaims him “preposterous,” “ridiculous,” and “undone” (Wycherley I.i.5,44,45).  The fact that such actions initially damn him to ridicule and shame in the eyes of his surrounding characters mean little to the daring debauchee, for to Horner, sexual exploit takes priority over reputation.  Such confidence and audacity instantly endeared the philander to his early Restoration audiences, and it comes as little wonder when Horner succeeds in seducing all four available women in the cast.  The daring risk, complete success, and overt sexual priority of Horner’s scheme clearly denote Horner as possessive of the seductive prowess of a rake.


  In addition to a rampant sexual drive, Horner also possesses a rapier wit, the second definitive characteristic of the charismatic Restoration Rake-Hero.  Dorilant and Harcourt, the proven wits of the work, respect Horner, and his elevated intelligence is proven time again through the success of his schemes and his interaction with consorts and cuckolds alike.  In the market scene, Horner alone recognizes Pinchwife’s attempt to disguise Margery, and immediately decides to “torment this jealous rogue a little” (Wycherley III.ii.492-93) by shamelessly kissing and praising Margery in plain view of all.  He performs brilliantly in the China Scene, deftly dodging discovery while carousing with Lady Fidget and delivering fantastic one-liners such as :I will have a roll-wagon for you, too, another time” (IV.iii.219).  Additionally, the philanderer is consistently able to pacify Sir Jasper and Old Lady Squeamish with his act of intolerance and distain for the women, proclaiming, “I will not be seen in women’s company in public again for the world” (II.i.473-76).  Clearly Horner’s cleverness further endears him further to his audience and sets him apart as a Rake-Hero.

And yet, the reasons for Horner’s immense popularity on the Britain’s early Restoration stage go deeper than his obvious sexual prowess and outstanding wit, finding their basis in seventeenth century audiences’ appreciation for the very essence of his character.  As a Rake-Hero, Horner represents a “powerful expression of individual free will” (Weber 5), defying the standing conventions of society and avoiding moralistic punishment.  Arriving onstage in 1675, Horner exploded on Britain at a time still rejoicing from the expulsion of Cromwell’s Puritan rule and the return of King Charles II.( Gt .XM London)  After the conservative dictatorship of the Lord Protectorate, the Rake-Hero represented society’s contempt for the Puritan “efforts to restrain the natural passions of men and women.” (Weber 12)  The character was met with popularity and acceptance in a society readjusting to its newly restored freedoms.  Early Restoration audiences “delight[ed] in the anarchy represented by Horner and ultimately [his] appeal … to the subconscious self” (Kaufman 229).  Every aspect of the unrepentant philanderer defied previous convention: Horner’s unapologetic pursuit of women, his method of proclaiming himself impotent, and finally the lack of any moral consequence.  The unrepentant Rake allowed his audience the very escape they had been denied during the Protectorate’s interregnum, a suspension of ethical sense in favor of a rejuvenating fantasy (Kaufman 228). 

The iconic status held by the defiant Rake-Hero during the latter half of the eighteenth century can be best explained using Freud’s research into the psychological composition of society. “Our civilization is, generally speaking, founded on the suppression of instincts” (Freud 25), writes the psychologist in his essay “ ‘Civilized’ Secular Morality and Modern Nervousness.”  Furthermore, according to social code:


The man who … cannot comply with the required suppression of his instincts, becomes a criminal, an outlaw, unless his social position or striking abilities enable him to hold his own as a great man, a “Hero.” (25)
The suppressed instinct of significance in The Country Wife is the need to pursuit women, namely married women, as such occupation was considered adulterous and taboo.  Because Horner desires to accomplish the thing expressly forbidden him, he is ostracized from the Freudian definition of his social construct.  The mainstream characters in The Country Wife reinforce this reading, and Sir Jasper dismisses Horner’s identity as a competitive male, telling Old Lady Squeamish, “No man [lives here] neither: this is Mr. Horner’s lodging” (IV.iii.185-6).  After having been designated as an outsider to conventional society, Horner is independent and therefore free to exceed the binds of the existing social contract.  The manner in which the audience receives Horner, however, is dependant on the preexistent attitude and disposition of the society.  The Rake-Hero walks the thin line between criminal and Hero, producing positive responses only so long as the audience is prepared to accept him as a great man.  


Fortunately for Wycherley, early Restoration Britain was eager to embrace Horner’s wild escapades and confident success.  Theater advertisements and reviews from the sixteen seventies to the early nineteenth century resound with praise for the risqué work.  “Written by the most Ingenious William Wycherly” and consideration “for the most Judicious Author” (Avery Part 2, pp. 16) accompanied records of successful performances attended by numerous dignitaries, and “persons of Quality” (Avery Part 1 pp. 176,183,192; Part 2 pp. 14, 16, 23).  Britain’s embrace of Wycherley’s charismatic Rake reflect a trend in popular culture of the period to embrace (if only in idea) the pleasures of promiscuity over the desire for structure.  Because Horner’s “striking abilities” did indeed endear him to his early Restoration audience, his character avoided the label of criminal, and he was embraced as a “great man.”

Yet, as it is apt to do, the popular attitude in Britain slowly began to backlash against the explicit sexuality represented on her stages.  Conservative literary critics openly expressed their contempt for the indecorum made manifest in Restoration theaters.  In his article A Short View of the Immorality and Profanenes of the English Stage, Jeremy Collier wrote that “nothing has gone farther in Debauching the Age than the Stage Poets, and Play-House,” (Collier 2), both of which he deems culpable for “destroying of [English] Principles” (3).  Such criticisms go on to declare that “The besiness of Plays is to recommend Virtue, and Discountenance Vice” (9).  Bourgeois opinions such as Collier’s garnered influence as mainstream support gradually recoiled from the stage’s pervasive sexuality.  Although the play continued to thrive for years despite critical slander, the trend towards social conservatism foretold a swing in the popularity and financial success of The Country Wife.  By 1701, the public had begun to recognize that Horner’s unrepentant nature and the overall moral apathy of the play stood in serious conflict to the more principled social atmosphere.  Nevertheless, the playgoers still seemed attracted to the ornery nature in which the work refused to adjust with the changing attitude of the day.  Turns of phrase such as, "care is taken to have each part preformed to the best advantage" (Avery 16) on advertisements inherently illuminate both the negative criticism mounting against The Country Wife and the stubborn desire of the audience to see the play just as the "most Ingenious Mr Wycherly['s]"(16) intended.  However, even this dogged determination gave way to the strengthening moral code. The diminished popularity of Horner as a Rake-Hero and bawdy comedy as a genera slowly effect Wycherley’s play.  Beginning with the start of the eighteenth century, the reviews of The Country Wife lost their element of wholehearted praise, replaced instead with tones hesitant to make any judgment.  By 1705, The Country Wife, which had only four years earlier been referred to as “delightful” and “ingenious”, was universally advertised or remembered without endorsement.

In order to better contextualize the gradual shift in public opinion towards the Rake-Hero, it is necessary to analyze the progression of the key actors playing Horner over the course of the Restoration, from the play’s rise to popularity to its gradual sink into edited mediocrity.  The first player to popularize Horner in 1775 was Charles Hart.  Born between 1625 and 1630, Hart was anywhere from forty-five to fifty years old when he became the one of the most important faces of the Rake-Hero in the early Restoration period.  Rumored to be the great nephew of Shakespeare himself and mentored by the great John Lacy, the player was one of the few to survive the Puritan ban on theater.  “When the Wars were over, and the Royalists totally Subdued; most of [the actors] who were left alive gather’d to London, and of a Subsistence endeavour’d to revive their Old Trade”(Highfill vol.7 pp. 147).  There Hart attempted to revived his previously unimpressive career.  Although he struggled for several years in small parts, it was not until 1660 that acting resumed on a meaningful scale without government intervention, and Heart left his small troupe at the Red Bull.  By 1667, the actor began appearing with some regularity in reviews, though he was still remembered by Pepys in 1669 as a supporting player (149).  On 1673, however, Hart’s career changed rapidly when he was invited to act in the newly opened Drurly Lane Theater.  By the time Hart agreed to act in The Country Wife in 1675 he was one of the most famous actors in London, commanding an incredible ₤100 salary, the highest in the King’s Troupe.  The man went on to play Horner until his semi-retirement in 1679, at which point he was so intensely popularity that the rival Duke’s company paid the aged man simply not to act for the King’s Troupe.  The choice of the role of Horner by a player just nearing the peak of his fame helped mainstreamed the Rake-Hero during the early Restoration period.  That Hart continued in the role and came to command such a position of influence in the theatrical community shows the popularity of Horner and Wycherley’s genera for early Restoration audiences. 

After Hart, the next actor of significance to take the lead in Wycherley’s bestseller was Robert Wilks during the 1708-1709 season.  Another hugely popular player on the stage during the late seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, Wilks came into the public eye unnaturally fast due to his connection with the famous actor John Richards, and was soon a fixture at Drury Lane.  Born in 1665, Wilks played a younger Horner than Hart, and was notorious for being dashingly handsome and was recorded by a contemporary
 as being “the idol of the pretty young things” (111).  By 1699, his fame had grown such that young women “used to tag after the celebrated Mr. Wilks whenever they saw him in the Streets and game at him as a Wonder” (111).   Unlike Hart, Wilks was well educated and known to be a “remarkable penman” (Highfell vol. 16 pp. 108).  The player was notorious for overplaying his comedic roles, and is remembered by Cibber as one who “sometimes [would] carry the Mimickry farther than the hint would bear, even to a trifling Light, as if himself were pleased to see it so glittering” (112).  Obviously, such an actor brought with him change to the role of Horner, incorporating newfound glamour and seduction into the character that had been long associated with Hart.  Wilks embodied a more erudite and sexy Horner who furthered the appeal of the Rake-Hero to a younger generation.

It is curious, however, that such an actor of such obvious notoriety came to be associated with The Country Wife only one year before it was suspended from the stage and severely edited.  The appeal that Wilks brought with him to the role and the fan basis that he had built in the years prior to his work in Wycherley’s play are undeniable.  Nonetheless, it was during his involvement that the once fabulously popular work finally succumbed to its critics scathing criticism.  Because of his stellar track record in the theaters and undeniable popularity, to believe that Wilks’s portrayal of Horner lead to the play’s hiatus from the stage is difficult.  From what is known of Wilks, it seems quite obvious that he strove to increase the appeal of Horner’s bawdy and sexual aspects, being more physically attractive, better spoken, and more vivacious than Hart.  The only feasible conclusion is that these are the very elements of The Country Wife that mid-Restoration audiences had begun to disdain.  Wilks’s role as a heart throb and his tendency to overplay his comedic characters probably called more attention to the lecherous tendencies of Horner.  Because of the pervasiveness of conservative thought spreading through Britain at the time and the growing pressure on the stage to promote virtue rather than vice, Wilk’s performance helped lead to a removal of The Country Wife from the stage at the conclusion of the 1709-1710 season.  

The return of Wycherley’s work to the theater six years later marked the beginning of a steady regiment of changes enacted upon the play, from its structure to the type of men and women who played the parts.  William Wilks, more popularly known as Wilks Jr., the son of a Drury Lane office keeper and nephew of the great Robert, was the next actor of significance to play the roll of Horner in 1721.  Although educated for the practice of law, young Wilks became enamored with his uncle’s successes in the public eye and abandoned his schooling in favor of trying his hand onstage. Though born into a family nearly legendary in the acting community, it was commonly thought that Wilks Jr. inherited little of his uncle’s gift.  Concerned about his nephew’s future, Robert Wilks himself wrote a telling indictment of William’s acting skills to another family member:
He was bred an attorney, but is unhappily fallen in love with that fickle mistress, the stage; and no argument can dissuade him from it.  I have refused to give him any countenance, in hopes that time and experience might cure him; but since I find him determined to make an attempt somewhere…. If you find my nephew wants either genius or any other necessary qualification, I beg you will freely tell him his disabilities… [and] persuade him to return to his friends and business, which I am informed he understands perfectly well (quoted in Highhill vol. 16 pp. 126).  

The letter plainly shows Robert Wilks’s complete scorn for his nephew’s stage presence.  Although obviously disqualified as an actor, Wilks Jr. was able to use his family connections at Drury Lane to secure a 30 ₤ annual salary and played the role of Horner.  We can look to the fact that his salary never rose over his ten year career as evidence that neither his employers nor audience considered his skills to have improved much over his time on the stage.  Wilks Jr.’s mediocre longevity in the role of Horner also signifies a profound change in the emphasis placed Horner’s role in The Country Wife after its revision.  No longer is the debauchee a gallant figure as he had been when played by Hart or an iconic heartthrob and renown show stealer as with Robert Wilks, but a sub-par actor exploiting the fame of his name.  The acute change in casting significantly diminishes the importance of Horner to the play and is further evidence to a conscious decision to un-glorify the unreformed Rake-Hero, and perhaps a hesitancy of more famous actors to associate themselves with the themes and flippant morality of this controversial work.  

After Wilks Jr.’s inevitable removal from the public eye, Lacy Ryan became the last important actor to appear onstage as Horner during the period.  A moderately popular performer who had previously played mostly supporting roles, Ryan had spent the last several years before 1722 playing Dorilant under Wilks Jr.  Again, the lack of a more suitable actor to replace William Wilks attests to the decreased popularity of the character of Horner and the unrepentant rake.  Despite his more humble beginnings and the acting failures of Wilks Jr., Ryan repopularized the role of Horner and enjoyed an almost immediate boost in his own fame.  By the latter seventeen-twenties, Ryan “enjoyed solo benefits… and his receipts were very respectable (Highfill vol. 13, pp. 149).  Though still perhaps no Wilks or Hart, Ryan’s prowess as a performer continued to grow until 1735.  It was at this point in his auspicious career that the actor fell victim to tragedy, and Ryan was shot in the face by a highwayman on March 16.  The incident left the Ryan was with four missing teeth and a shattered lower jaw; the damage being so severe that a London Newspaper reported, “‘tis doubtful whether he will ever be able to appear again in the Character of an Actor” (150).  While the injury did not destroy Ryan’s ability as a player (he continued to be successful in his careen the role of Horner twenty five more years), Ryan was left forever a scarred man with a handicap that dramatically changed his stage presence.  In a biography written on Ryan’s life, the damaged jaw was described as “greatly affected his voice to the end of his life,” and stage historian Jackson wrote in his 1793 History of the Scottish Stage that “it created an unfavorable impression on those unfamiliar with his tones” (Highfill vol. 13 pp. 151).  Such an obvious facial injury would undoubtedly have changed drastically the manner in which audiences viewed Horner in performances of The Country Wife.  Instead, of the dashing Horner of prior performances, from 1736 until the end of his career Ryan’s character appeared maimed to the point of grotesqueness.  In their discourse Countering Negative Images of Disability in Classical Literature, Margolis and Shapiro explain how audiences inherently consider physical abnormalities to be allegorical symbols of deep-seated character flaws (1).  Because of Ryan’s physical deformity, the decision to allow him to continue in the role of Horner could suggest a producible interpretation on the part of the theatrical company, the result of which was a character whose philandering is tainted with a presupposition of moral depravity.  Because of Horner’s scars and speech impediment, the audience was much more likely to associate his desire to cuckold his fellows with lecherous depravity rather than gallant heroism, an interpretation that coincides with Britain’s changing moral appetites.

The final and most definitive evidence for British society’s rejection of the Rake-Hero is found in the physical changes made to Wycherley’s original script over the course of the Restoration.  Although such changes were not incorporated into print until 1775, it seems quite obvious due to play advertisements beginning as early as 1715 that playhouses and directors alike had begun editing for their stage productions much earlier.  Therefore, when comparing the staggeringly different version of the play from 1786 with the original script of 1675, a savvy reader should understand that such obvious dissimilarities are the result of a century of gradual revisions.  The most startling of these changes to the 1786 version is the list of characters, which contains only Sparkish, Pinchwife, Harcourt, Dorilant, Servant, Alithea, and Margery.  This cast is significantly smaller that Wycherley’s first play of nineteen characters, and of greatest import, omits the work’s central character, Horner!  Though the remaining characters remain relatively true to their molds, all hint of the intrigue between Horner and Margery, Squeamish, Dainty, Fidget, Lucy, Sir Jasper, the Quack, and Old Lady Squeamish is gone.  The omission of Horner from the final revision of The Country Wife shows a complete reversal of the play’s original themes and a rejection of Wycherley’s comedic values in latter Restoration theater.  No longer does the work even purport to deal with issues of sexual promiscuity, and has cut out any moral ambiguity by simply removing the source of such controversy.  

Just as important as the removal of Horner in the 1786 version is the complete absence of his primary motivation, cuckoldry.  To accomplish this, all other married characters are removed Except Mr. and Mrs. Pinchwife, and the affair between Margery and Horner is replaced with a pathetically underdeveloped infatuation with Dorilant.  Unlike Horner’s aggressive advance during which he forces kisses upon the disguised and defenseless Margery, the extent of Dorilant’s affections reaches only his taking “of my [Margery’s] scarlet ribbon from my breast, which you [Pinchwife] gave me, and said, to keep it for my sake” (1786 ed. pp. 28).  The entire affair in the 1786 edition culminates only in the letter scene, during which Margery expresses a budding love for her new suitor unbeknownst to Pinchwife.  When the true intent letter is discovered, the revision editor leaves out Pinchwife’s line that only desire of a wife is “Making you a cuckold. ‘Tis that they all do as soon as they can” (1675 ed. IV.iv.60-61) and his threat of violence.  The revision differs instead to avoid any unpleasantness or scandal, and Alithea advises Pinchwife:

Release her from her bondage; let her associate with the innocent and sensible of both sexed; and improve her mind, which has hitherto been too uninformed to defend itself from the attacks of its own passions, or from others. (1786 ed. pp. 37)
Abruptly the situation is diffused, as Pinchwife agrees, saying “Alithea, you are right – I am convinced!” (37), and the entire confrontation is conveniently forgotten.  All thematic elements and social commentary contained within Pinchwife’s original final speech, “Cuckholds, like lovers, should Themselves deceive. But- His honor is least safe(too late I find) Who trusts it with a foolish wife or friend” (V.iv.155-160) are missing from the final edition.  The omission of Horner necessitates that revision’s Pinchwife, like the its plotline and social implications, be irreparably altered from their original construction.  
Likewise, by removing all acts of infidelity from a play once heralded for its witty disregard of social conventions, those responsible for the final edition of The Country Wife signify the complete change in the social and moral clime of late Restoration Britain.  


By the conclusion of the Restoration, William Wycherley’s original work had become almost unrecognizable.  Originally heralded as representative of a new era of expressive freedom and morality independent from governmental interference, the character of Horner slowly suffered from a social backlash against debaucherous onstage presentation and a “tendency on the part of poets [and playwrights] to domesticate the penitent rake” (Berkeley 224).  A century of slowly evolving social attitudes towards the role of explicit sexuality in society is reflected through the reviews and criticisms directed at The Country Wife, the actors cast to play Horner, and the very lines allowed to be said onstage.  It is very telling, therefore, that by the conclusion of the Restoration period, the once celebrated debauchee, whose provocative escapades delighted audiences for over a century, had been completely phased out of his own play.  
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� A Penitent Rake usually underwent a conversion in the fifth and final act (Berkeley 223)


� one employed in pandering to sexual debauchery -- OED definition of bawd for the eighteenth century


� Written by Kitty Clive in a correspondence with Chetwood about when she was twelve (1699).





PAGE  
1

