Aphra Behn, The Rover



Behn's The Rover was a very successful adaptation of a very unsuccessful closet drama by Thomas Killigrew called Thomaso, parts I and II.  Killigrew's rambling play gets turned into a fairly tight piece of entertainment, debuting in 1677 with an all-star cast that included Nel Gwyn, the most prominent of Charles II's mistresses, as the courtesan Angellica Bianca. The play reflects glowingly on cavaliers who were loyal to the crown during the Civil Wars and represents their plight as expatriate patriots who embody monarchical values through their personal attractions and inalienable erotic pull. In spite of claims of immoral content (which one could easily make about most comedies in the Restoration), Behn's play faired better than those of her bawdy contemporaries.  Late eighteenth-century revivals of The Rover probably used a bowdlerized script, but the play continued to hold some interest from a more prudish audience than its original. 



Plot Summary:
Two sisters, Hellena (the bad one) and Florinda (the sweet one) are in Italy at carnival time.  Hellena is supposed to go to a convent to consolidate the family fortunes, and Florinda is destined (thanks to her father) to be married off to the rich old merchant Don Vincentio, but brother Pedro tries to get her to marry his friend Antonio for his own gain, neither of which seem like good ideas.  Florinda is in love with the Englishman Bellvile, and Hellena is looking for fun and trouble, which she soon finds in Willmore, the Rover.  Willmore, Belville, Frederick, and Blunt are all expatriate royalists, impoverished by supporting Charles II (except for Blunt, who is suspiciously wealthy and therefore politically suspect).  They all encounter Angellica Bianca, the famous courtesan, whose fees are too high for Willmore.  But she crumbles under the assault of his tremendous sexual appeal and "gives it away" for love, only to find herself betrayed.  Furious, she threatens to kill him, but cannot go through with her play.  Meanwhile, Willmore and then Blunt nearly rape Florinda on two different occasions, illustrating how fragile her position is as a virtuous woman.  Hellenaís bolder and more sexually forthright approach to her social circulation proves safer in the end, since she can hide behind an assumed identity (the gypsy) and use her verbal wit to spar with Willmore about sex. 
  

Thoughts from and about Behn:
" Indeed, had I hung a sign of the Immortality of the Soul, of the Mystery of Godliness,.....and then treated you with Indiscerpibility and Essential Spissitude (words, which though I am no competent Judge of, for want of Languages, yet I fancy strongly ought to mean just nothing)...Öbut having inscrib'd Comedy on thí beginning of my Book, you may guess pretty near what penny-worths you are like to have, and ware your time and money accordingly.  I would not yet be understood to lessen the dignity of Playes, for surely they deserve a place among the middle if not the better sort of Books;  for I have heard the most of that which bears the name of learning, and which has abused such quantities of Ink and Paper, and continually employs so many ignorant, unhappy souls for ten, twelve, twenty years in the University (who yet poor wretches think they are doing something all the while)...." 
-Aphra Behn, the preface to The Dutch Lover, 1673 

"Whore's the like reproachful name, as poetess--the luckless twins of shame" 
-Robert Gould, 1691 Satirical Epistle to the Female Author of a Poem called "Sylvia's Revenge" 

"ÖA womanís experience of love cannot fit the script of heterosexual relations built ultimately on homosocial and homoerotic desire directed by and circulating among men.  Women have no place in the script, unless they at times serve as the passive object of the manís desire.  For a woman to write about love, as Behn came to discover, meant that she was ultimately writing the story of her own displacement." 
-Ruth Salvaggio, "Aphra Behnís Love," in Rereading Aphra, ed. Hutner. 
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