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The Rake: Lodestar of Libertinism, or Just Catalyst for Change?
Dorimant: Forms and ceremonies, the only things that uphold quality and greatness, are now shamefully laid aside and neglected.

Lady Woodvill: Well, this is not the women’s age, let ‘em think what they will.  Lewdness is the business now; love was the business in my time. (The Man of Mode, IV.i.13-18)

In his comedy The Man of Mode, George Etherege may have best captured the evolving sentiment of libertine demonstration onstage with these lines.  The Restoration of 1660 not only restored the monarchy after parliamentary rule, but also restored the English stage after playhouses remained largely dark for the previous eighteen years.  The reopening of English playhouses sparked the creation of a new comedic genre that ushered in the era’s appreciation for bawdy.  Drama often attempts to capture onstage the current social transitions and movements of the time; in this way, the Restoration comedies portrayed the evolving sexual openness of the time that replaced the era of Cromwell’s protectorate, which was distinguished by its relative emphasis on morality and Puritan ideals.  English playwrights of the Restoration formed the character of the rake to encapsulate this sexual openness into one character.  John Traugott’s comments on the rake capture the sentiments that many Restoration-era play-goers likely felt as they watched the rake interact onstage: “He would seem to have conquered life.  What a hero!  Play, charm, will: what does it all add up to but perfect freedom?” (383).  While lovers of the rake celebrated the stage’s portrayal of “lewdness” over “love,” moral crusaders rebuked the very same transition.


While the rake was obviously a product of its time—that is, its creation was a result of the relative sexual openness of the time—there still remains a question as to how exactly the rake operated within the context of the Restoration comedy’s looser sense of morality.  In other words, the literature on the character of the rake fails to reach a clear consensus opinion on exactly what function the rake serves.  In many contexts he is the epicenter of libertine demonstration, the 17th century-version of the present-day “flower child,” in the midst of a conservative world, where frank talk of a sexual nature is not well received.  In other instances, he acts as less of a lone figure, but more as a catalyst to force a greater sense of sexual openness in the characters around him  As this essay will prove, many Restoration comedies combine elements of both in the rake’s character.


Both George Etherege’s The Man of Mode (1676) and Aphra Behn’s The Rover (1677) contain in-depth studies of the Restoration rake character, though the presentation of the rake and the tone surrounding his character are quite different in each play.  Dorimant of Man of Mode is considered along with Horner of Wycherley’s The Country Wife to form the definition of the rake character: cunning, witty, self-righteous, and arrogant are just a few of the many adjectives that define their characters.  Robert Hume refers to the critically noted “Dorimant-Horner tradition” (Hume, 161) in his work which attempts to consolidate the myriad forms of the rake character.  But perhaps what truly defines Dorimant as the grandfather of the Restoration rake character is the despotic control he exercises over the plot and characters, especially the women.  He is truly a rake-hero in the sense that while he fosters misery for most women in the play, such as Bellinda and Loveit, he somehow still remains a beloved character to the reader-audience.  In accordance with Traugott’s comments on the rake, Dorimant’s flawless exercise of free will captures the imagination of any audience and makes him an instant hero, despite any moral flaws he may exhibit in working toward his desired ends.  Authors must transform the would-be antihero rake into the audience’s darling; Traugott refers to this as “the problem of how to make a nasty character the vessel of value for the society and the aesthetic center of a proper comedy” (Traugott, 403).  Since Dorimant is the prime example of the rake figure, his role in the play is helpful in analyzing to what extent the rake is a figure of libertine demonstration in his own right, or whether his influence simply creates change in the other characters through his libertine influence.
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 the women of Man of Mode, 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.  While Behn’s play concludes in typical fashion for the period, with the rakish male hero making concessions to the woman and agreeing to marriage, Willmore’s surrender to marriage is even less convincing than that of the more rakish Dorimant.  The conclusion demonstrates that while Willmore has brought out Hellena’s more cunning side and wit, he still preserves the autonomy generally granted to men in Restoration comedies. 

This being said, Dorimant is far from “perfection” of the rake-hero character.  Traugott argues that “the perfection of the natural form of the comedy of the rake” would not come for nearly twenty-five years after Etherege’s comedy, when William Congreve wrote The Way of the World.  Still, Horner and Dorimant, created just fifteen years after the reopening of England’s theaters, must be considered the grandfathers of the rake-hero tradition that would unfold over the following half-century.  Dorimant epitomizes the control over plot and character development that characterizes the rake.  There is not much plot to Man of Mode beyond dialogue concerning Dorimant’s endless pursuit of pleasure, which he achieves by manipulating the emotions and desires of nearly every female character in the play.  The action and dialogue center on his character, and all other characters are simply pawns in his drive toward maximizing personal pleasure.  Female characters are wholly ineffective in resisting Dorimant’s modish tendencies, which empowers him even more so.  As the grandfather of the Restoration rake-hero tradition, Dorimant is thus the supreme figure of libertine demonstration and helped shape the rake character’s offshoots in the next half-century.


The libertine is one who does not allow the laws of morality to govern his relations with others, specifically with women and with regard to sex.  In accordance with this form of the definition, Dorimant pursues his female relationships with reckless abandon, tossing aside regard for their emotions and seeking only the satisfaction of his sexual and power-hungry urges.  He pursues relationships with four women at once – Loveit, Bellinda, Harriet, and an unnamed street woman – and the first two suffer quite severe emotional damage as a result of his use of them as a means to his rakish ends.  Most despicable is certainly Bellinda’s involvement in his ploy to rid himself of Loveit, whose love has begun to bore him.  Dorimant uses Bellinda, one of Loveit’s closest acquaintances, to plant the seed of jealousy in Loveit, which is a prime example of how he plays characters off one another.

Bellinda is clearly motivated by her yearning for Dorimant by betraying her close friend, Loveit: “[Aside] Now to carry on my plot; nothing but love could make me capable of so much falsehood” (II.ii.72-3).  And yet even when it is clear that Bellinda will receive no appreciation from Dorimant for her actions, she continues on with the plan; she does so out of a fear of Dorimant’s capabilities.  As she says to Loveit after Dorimant ends their relationship, “He’s frighted me from the very thoughts of loving men.  For Heaven’s sake, my dear, do not discover what I told you.  I dread his tongue as much as you ought to have done his friendship” (III.i.281-4).  Bellinda is thus not only motivated by her affections for Dorimant, but also a fear of what may happen to her if she does not follow his plan.  These scenes introduce the utterly despotic control over plot and character that Dorimant clearly holds, and it sets the tone for the remaining scenes.  These scenes of conflict set the stage for the air of invincibility that follows Dorimant throughout the remaining scenes; it is as if his designs will never be discovered.  Thus, because of this air of invincibility, Dorimant encompasses the perfection of libertinism because he not only does whatever is most pleasing to him, but he is perfectly invincible in carrying out his designs.
Some critics, however, emphasize the relative conformity of Dorimant’s character to the world that he is required to live in.  Whereas Traugott wrote of the supreme power vested in the rake-hero, Stuart Tave focuses rather on the ways in which Dorimant conforms to society’s expectations in order to achieve his desired ends.  He is in a constant race against time: “Dorimant must move fast because the clock is that tight, a threat; and within the play he must keep things moving hour by hour of the day and night, never sleeping” (Tave 91).  Tave argues that by taking on four mistresses in the same town, Dorimant fills his life with unbearable stress and must be constantly changing character.  In order to impress Lady Woodvill and thus gain access to her daughter, Harriet, Dorimant must play the disguised role of Mr. Courtage, a man who feigns appreciation for “the forms and civility of the last age” (I.i.129) as Woodvill does.  This character, Mr. Courtage, is all a façade, of course, and is really the antithesis of Dorimant’s real character, who revels in the contemporary sexual openness; were he to live in a previous age, Dorimant would be considered a fool and a social pariah, but he is the “golden boy” of Restoration comedy.  Yet as Tave argues, Dorimant still wrestles with the somewhat traditional conventions of society.  He must contend with Lady Woodvill’s traditional values by repressing his normal public self; he must constantly separate himself from the field of male suitors by impressing women with his wit, for if he does not, men like Sir Fopling will easily take his place as the most desirable man in the town.  Tave thus describes Dorimant’s life as full of stresses: the stress of maintaining his many affairs, of dealing with fops and maintaining his wit, and controlling his modish tendencies so that he still appears favorable to more traditional characters like Lady Woodvill.
However, Tave’s argument would have more bearing if Dorimant experienced any repercussions for his actions.  The reality is that Dorimant remains virtually invincible throughout Man of Mode; much like Horner in The Country Wife, there is the sense that no matter how complicated his situation becomes, Dorimant will emerge untouched.  Even in the final chaotic scene, Loveit’s attempts to ruin Dorimant’s image in front of Harriet and Mrs. Woodvill fail to draw Harriet away.  Though Harriet at first rebukes his advances, she is only attempting to gain some leverage in the relationship; this attempt works, if only temporarily, on Dorimant’s psyche: “I fear sh’as an ascendant over me and may revenge the wrongs I have done her sex” (IV.i.157-8).  In this scene, Dorimant’s wit appears to have temporarily failed him, as his usual way of impressing women through language manages to turn Harriet away.  This moment of weakness has not appeared yet in the construction of Dorimant’s character and it appears as though he may appear mortal by Harriet’s rejection of his affections.
Yet by the play’s conclusion it is obvious that Harriet’s cool reception of Dorimant’s wit is really just a demonstration of her own wit.  Traugott notes that the characters of Man of Mode 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.  The play’s prologue notes that the subjects of the play are readily apparent in society: 
Though often plowed, there’s no great fear the soil

Should barren grow by the too-frequent toil,

While at your doors are to be daily found

Such loads of dunghill to manure the ground. (26-29)

One major lesson from Congreve’s work is that fops appear everywhere in nature, and greatly outweigh the number of wits in society.  It would seem, therefore, that the few who do possess wit have mastered the game of social relations.  Harriet’s wit is demonstrated when she flaunts her “victory” over Loveit by ridiculing her:
HARRIET [To Mrs. Loveit]: Mr. Dorimant has been your God almighty long enough.  ‘Tis time to think of another.

MRS LOVEIT: Jeered by her!  I will lock myself up in my house and never see the world again.

HARRIET: A nunnery is the more fashionable place for such a retreat and has been the fatal consequence of many a belle passion.

MRS LOVEIT: Hold, heart, till I get home!  Should I answer, ‘twould make her triumph greater.

Harriet proves here that because of her wit, she has simply outdone Loveit; Loveit seems to know that responding to her taunt is futile because she simply lacks the intelligence to compete with Harriet.  Much like with Dorimant, the conclusion to be reached from these scenes is that those who have wit exist on a pedestal above the rest of society and possess the ability to use those who lack wit for their own ends.

Although Loveit hopes to feign disinterest in losing Dorimant by taking to Sir Fopling, it is obvious that her attempts to instill jealousy in Dorimant are merely for show.  The play’s female characters exhibit a general inability to resist the rake’s modish tendencies, which ends up empowering the rake even more so and adds to his feeling of invincibility.  But perhaps what is most interesting about the relative weakness of these female characters is that they show strong abilities as social commentators, able to read into Dorimant’s actions and easily perceive his rakish behavior.  The fact that they are so intuitive about his activities makes their inability to resist his modish behavior all the more paradoxical and interesting; Etherege obviously intended for Dorimant to be the absolute centerpiece of the play, with the female characters encouraging his libertine demonstration while strangely offering ineffective expressions of dissatisfaction.

The women of Man of Mode are certainly not without their own opinions and designs; they prove themselves repeatedly to be quite cunning and witty characters.  Lady Townley, for instance, comments on the “usefulness” of Medley: “He’s a very necessary man among us women.  He’s not scandalous i’the least, perpetually contriving to bring good company together, and always ready to stop up a gap at ombre.  Then, he knows all the little news o’the Town” (II.i.95-99).  The play’s female characters can be manipulative as well, especially with the more naïve characters, like Young Bellair and Medley, and fops like Sir Fopling.  Hume’s notion of a social hierarchy based on wit applies to the dominance that the female characters exert over the less witty male characters.  Conniving, witty female characters like Lady Townley and Harriet exert power and dominance over the unknowing male characters who do not exhibit such wit.  In this way, the female characters certainly demonstrate a powerful level of influence over the other characters; however, this influence pales in comparison to Dorimant’s power, which of course reigns supreme as the rake-hero of the play.

Furthermore, the women demonstrate great prowess as social commentators throughout Man of Mode.  However, their effect on the plot is just that, to offer a commentary; their actions, decisions, and desires have virtually no effect on the overall plot, which is shaped entirely by the actions and desires of Dorimant.  Emilia and Harriet demonstrate their abilities to read into Dorimant’s actions with their debate in the final scene:
EMILIA: Mr. Dorimant has a great deal of wit.

HARRIET: And takes a great deal of pains to show it.

EMILIA: He’s extremely well-fashioned.

HARRIET: Affectedly grave, or ridiculously wild and apish. (V.ii.61-4)

This conversation carries an air of inevitability to it, however, for the audience is well aware by this point that Harriet does indeed love Dorimant and only argues with Emilia for the sake of exercising her wit.  Harriet demonstrates her keen ability to remain neutral in her emotions for Dorimant, leaving the town unsuspecting that she mirrors his admiration in any way.  Yet even for witty female characters like Harriet, there is a rather harsh reality in their future relations, which Dorimant sums up nicely: “You mistake the use of fools: they are designed for properties and not for friends.  You have an indifferent stock of reputation left yet.  Lose it all like a frank gamester on the square.  ‘Twill then be time enough to turn rook and cheat it up again on a good, substantial bubble” (V.i.160-5).  Women have a certain finite “stock of reputation” that they may choose to use as they will, though as Dorimant notes, it is wisest for them to use it in their early years to garner the wits of town for relationships.  Once they are “old”—in Dorimant’s crass opinion, their late twenties, perhaps—their reputations will have worn out and they must turn to fools because the wits will no longer desire them for marriage.  This bleak outlook appears to be true for most of the women, even the wittiest ones such as Harriet: Dorimant, in all his obnoxiousness, is the ironic “prize” for most of them, and if they do not have wit, then they must resort to Sir Fopling, as Loveit is forced to do.  Etherege thus makes a bold statement about the power of men, and especially witty men, over women in relationships. 

Indeed, Dorimant has a vicious side to his character that is highly knowledgeable in manipulation in order to obtain what he wants.  As Hume notes, Dorimant “can and will inflict pain… [he is] coolly self-disciplined… [and he] has an ugly sadistic streak” (161).  He views his works with the kind of detachment that is necessary for the “vicious rake,” as Hume calls the genre that includes Dorimant and Horner.  This detachment makes Dorimant cold and unfeeling but “not flippantly cynical in the extravagant rake manner” (Hume, 161).  These characteristics form another salient point about the rake: he views the other characters as pawns in his game, and since he rarely experiences any repercussions for his actions, he is able to view the world with a cool detachment.  Etherege and other authors who created rake characters in the Horner-Dorimant tradition sought to separate their heroes from the society that surrounded them, by making their characters largely impervious to fault, blame, or suspicion from other characters.  Thus, libertine demonstration seems to breed a certain separation or detachment from society that places the libertine outside of the sphere of ordinary life; however, instead of becoming the outcast of society, the libertine becomes the puppeteer in Man of Mode, controlling the other characters with his cunning wit instead of being shunned by them.

As conniving and controlling as Dorimant is in Man of Mode, the female characters in The Rover are equally controlling, though not necessarily equally powerful.  From Angellica’s first scene, it is obvious that she is a woman of control and power as she draws her silk curtain and emerges onto a balcony, gazing down at her gentleman suitors.  She watches from her balcony as the men fawn and Antonio and Pedro fight over her almost instantly.  Angellica’s power over the men is clear, and it is a kind of female empowerment that is never broached in Man of Mode.  In addition, her power is vested within her sexuality, a form of power that the women of Etherege’s comedy do not possess.  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.  Helen Burke describes this shift in the power structure as a “carnivalesque inversion,” in which “it is the woman – virgin and whore alike – who are the agents of correction and restoration” (122).  After describing her aversion to entering the nunnery, Hellena resolves to enjoy the carnival while she still can, and says to Florinda, “let’s ramble” (I.i.215).  Whereas Loveit deals with Dorimant’s infidelity by throwing a tantrum and breaking her fan, Hellena dons men’s clothing and lies to Angellica about Willmore, causing the scales to tip in her favor.  Thus from the first acts of Behn’s work it is obvious that this will be a different kind of comedy, with a power structure that challenges the established form of an all-powerful, rakish male figure who wreaks havoc on the female community with his silver tongue and cunning wit.

Behn’s shift in the power hierarchy of Restoration comedy was indeed by design.  Burke notes that by the late 1670’s, Charles II had experienced several political failures and his reputation as a libertine was casting a shadow on the “myth of the noble cavalier” (120).  Far from what Etherege conveyed in Dorimant, the rake’s reputation was in trouble, and Behn sought to transform the male-dominated power scenario in The Rover, at least without ruffling too many feathers in her audience.  Whereas Etherege’s rake triumphs because of his intelligence, breeding, and wit, Behn’s rakes triumph by luck.  Behn formed what Burke refers to as a “feminist critique” of the rake, specifically by giving greater power to Angellica and Hellena in their coercion against Willmore: “the theatre spectators… get to laugh at the cavalier as he moves around the stage pursued by the two angry women” (Burke 121).  Part of the humor in The Rover is in watching Willmore, the bumbling fool driven only by his sexual appetite, quiver as he must answer to both of the women in his love triangle.

Yet while the female characters certainly maintain their power roles throughout the middle of the play, The Rover ends just like the standard Restoration comedy, with some sort of reform on the part of the rake (Willmore) and an acceptance of the man’s wrongs on the part of the wife-to-be (Hellena).  Behn’s conclusion seems somewhat forced, as if she for some reason felt compelled to stick to the genre’s standard ending after shaking its foundations with the plot of her play.  The ending creates tension in the feminist critique of the Restoration comedy that Behn builds throughout.  How is the audience supposed to weight the adverse depiction of Willmore, in all his bumbling stupidity, with his beneficial outcome, which puts Willmore right back in the driver’s seat of the relationship?  Willmore’s promise to reform is certainly one of the most unimpressive and more watered-down promises of the entire genre:

WILLMORE: Come, my bed’s prepared for such a guest, all clean and sweet as thy fair self.
… HELLENA: ‘Tis but getting my consent, and the business is soon done.

… WILLMORE: No, no, we’ll have no vows but love, child… Marriage is as certain a bane to love as lending money is to friendship.  I’ll neither ask nor give a vow…

HELLENA: And if you do not lose, what shall I get?  A cradle full of noise and mischief, with a pack of repentance at my back.

But Hellena’s mistrustful language toward Willmore is rather quickly tempered, for all he must do to change her mind is propose marriage to her.  Willmore’s earlier reluctance to marriage still stands, and it seems as though all feminist power embodied in Hellena is lost as she is so easily wooed by the prospect of marriage.  She is demoted to the ranks of Loveit and the women of Man of Mode, who rail at the failings of men and their rakish ways but forget all their brave denegrations of men when marriage is proposed.

The result is a newly empowered Willmore, who avoids the standard trap of marriage by giving a watered-down promise to reform.  According to Traugott, “the most scornful thing in Restoration comedy [is] a mere husband” (402), as Dorimant becomes, but Willmore tempers this problem with his unimpressive promise.  The result is a tension between a strongly feminist reading of the Restoration comedy throughout the play and the standard, male-dominated “promise” to reform at its conclusion.
The Man of Mode and The Rover create an interesting intertext in their power hierarchies.  Dorimant acts as an immortal puppeteer of sorts, constantly conniving and lying in order to maintain a mind-boggling number of sexual trysts at once.  Yet while he seems constantly on the verge of disaster and discovery of his plans, there is always the sense that Dorimant will emerge unscathed; this sense grows from his position as the greatest wit of all the characters.  Put simply, Dorimant is too smart to be caught, and the only character who rivals his intelligence is Harriet, with whom he is in cahoots.  Dorimant’s actions do not lead to any increase of libertine demonstration among the rest of the characters, but rather he acts as a libertine demonstration in himself.  By never being apprehended for his devilish acts, Dorimant perfectly resembles the ideal rake-hero that Traugott claims “would seem to have conquered life” (383).  By contrast, Behn alters this power hierarchy by presenting a feminist critique of the Restoration comedy and placing more power in the hands of The Rover’s female characters.  But the play’s conclusion sends a mixed message: are we really to believe that Hellena will quell her distrust for Willmore based on a watered-down promise?  Despite the ambiguous ending, it is clear that Willmore’s rakish behavior has opened Hellena’s eyes to see beyond her future as a nun; furthermore, his influence creates a new dimension to Angellica’s character, and she becomes newly capable of love.  Thus, The Rover presents a different perspective from Man of Mode because the rake is not the lodestar of libertine demonstration, but rather forces character evolution in those around him.  The Restoration was an awakening of sexual openness in English drama and literature in general, and the creation of the rake-hero was thus the main motivating influence for this change, both as a centerpiece of libertine demonstration and a force for change in the characters around him. 
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� Tave notes that Harriet is likely even younger than most readers assume: “Harriet, in her first season in town, is perhaps what?  fifteen?” (91) 
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