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Class, Authorship, and the Social
Intertexture of Genre
in Restoration Theater

APARNA DHARWADKER

In recent ideological approaches to Restoration and eighteenth-
century literature, genre is defined consistently as a sociopolitical
construct with overt class associations rather than as an exclu-
sively literary or formal institution. Mikhail M. Bakhtin’s theory of
dialogic forms and Michel Foucault’s theory of discourse have
been the most influential in relating eighteenth-century verbal
and visual forms to social phenomena: they have focused atten-
tion, respectively, on the polyphony of social languages in novel-
istic genres, and on the interdependence of literary and social
formations.! Furthermore, the critique of ideology in eighteenth-
century studies has demystified value systems like sentimentalism
and Augustanism to reveal how genres and genre concepts serve
the interests of a particular social class.? As a critical field the
“new eighteenth century” is largely a product of this theoretical
concern with dialogism, discourse, and critique, although neither
the methods of ideological analysis nor the resultant views of
genre are limited to eighteenth-century texts.

The social construction of genre, however, also has a signifi-
cant historical dimension in the Restoration and eighteenth
century, since the period’s own discourse recognizes class as a
necessary correlate of literary practice. Restoration playwrights
and theorists of drama are the first explicitly to acknowledge the
social properties of genre, and to explain authorial choices by

Aparna Dharwadker is an assistant professor of English at the University
of Oklahoma.



462 GENRE IN RESTORATION THEATER

reference to specific social alignments and purposes. The new
conditions of performance and patronage in the Restoration, the
emergence of aristocrats and gentlemen as playwrights, and the
debate over the relevance of Renaissance dramatic practice, espe-
cially between John Dryden and Thomas Shadwell, all contribute
to this identification of genres with class interests and expecta-
tions. The interlinked categories of genre, class, and authorship
then shape polemical and theoretical argument as well as theat-
rical practice throughout this period. From the 1660s to the
1680s authors like Dryden, Shadwell, Robert Howard, George
Villiers, duke of Buckingham, and Aphra Behn regard the genres
of tragedy, heroic drama, romance, wit comedy, humours come-
dy, and farce not merely as pleasing and useful (or offensive and
useless) verbal constructs, but as cultural indices with overt class
associations. Each genre positions the author as well as his or her
audience within a social or intellectual hierarchy, reflecting
“high” or “low” values and tastes. From the 1690s onward Sir
Richard Blackmore, Daniel Defoe, Sir Richard Steele, and others
devalue comedic satire and wit as upper-class obsessions that are
morally and materially harmful to the nation, for “A Wit’s an idle,
wretched Fool of Parts, / That hates all Liberal and Mechanick
Arts.”® Developing this position, Steele’s redefinition of “Gentile
Comedy” in The Conscious Lovers (1722) and George Lillo’s
“domestication” of tragedy in The London Merchant (1731) radi-
cally alter the social and moral tone of both genres, subordinat-
ing them to bourgeois and mercantile interests. In addition to
such initiatives in theory and practice, the connection between
class and genre concepts shapes reflexive representations of
authorship in a range of regular and irregular plays, including
Shadwell’s The Sullen Lovers (1668), Buckingham’s The Rehearsal
(1671), the anonymous Female Wits (1697), John Gay’s The
Beggar’s Opera (1728), and Henry Fielding’s The Author’s Farce
(1731). What these authorial perspectives on genre accomplish is
similar to ideological critique, and their strategies of demystifica-
tion can add to our current understanding of class issues.

In this essay I deal with one coherent phase within the larger
discursive movement that relates class to genre and authorship in
the longer eighteenth century. Section one considers the histori-
cal, material, and institutional factors that explain the emergence
of class-based conceptions of genre early in the Restoration,
notably in the arguments between Dryden, Shadwell, and
Howard over heroic drama and comedy (1665-71). Sections two
and three discuss The Sullen Lovers (1668) and The Rehearsal
(1671), respectively, as early companion pieces that use satiric
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representations of authorship and genre to articulate class
motives fully, and allow some broader historical generalizations
on this subject. My analysis thus considers the social intertext
of a body of early Restoration criticism that is usually examined
only for its theoretical positions, and suggests new grounds
for connecting this criticism with topical forms of comedy and
burlesque.

Early modern theater is subject to marketplace conditions
from the time of its inception as a competitive, popular, and pub-
lic institution at the end of the sixteenth century, yet class
emerges as an explicit referent for theatrical genre and author-
ship only after 1660. The shift from patronal to commercial rela-
tions in Renaissance theater introduces new forms of cultural
production and consumption that foreground the conflict
between aesthetic and material conceptions of drama. As
Kathleen McLuskie has argued, “In [the] contradictory uses of
the language of the market and the language of patronage we
can recognize the vital cultural accommodation to a new eco-
nomic and social system.”* However, the most influential
Renaissance discourse on genre and authorship elides these cul-
tural contradictions and maintains a consistently idealized view of
literary forms and literary production.

Such idealism is in part an expression of what Frank Kermode
calls the “imperial classicism” of Renaissance theory, and in part a
form of resistance to antipoetic and antitheatrical positions.? Sir
Philip Sidney, for instance, has to produce a philosophical, neo-
Aristotelian defense of all fictions that leads him to link represen-
tation “to the highest end of the mistres Knowledge . . . in the
knowledge of a mans selfe, in the Ethicke and politick considera-
tion, with the end of well dooing and not of well knowing onely.”®
In his reflexive “comicall satyres,” Ben Jonson uses the figures of
poet and patron to separate authorship from material motives
and the pressures of class-based social relations. Mercury claims of
the normative figure of Crites in Cynthia’s Revels (1600) that
“Fortune could neuer breake him, nor make him lesse. He counts
it his pleasure, to despise pleasures, and is more delighted with
good deeds, then goods . . . He doth neyther couet,
nor feare; hee hath too much reason to doe eyther: and that
commends all things to him.”” In Poetaster (1601), Caesar denies
his patronage to “such, / As haue no reall goodnesse,” and
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“preferre[s] for knowledge, none, but such / As rule their liues by
it.”® Sidney and Jonson also arrange the traditional genres in a
hierarchy and differentiate among them, but they do not presume
to devalue one classically-derived genre in relation to another, or
to see genre as the extension of an author’s social aspirations.?
The disruption of professional theater for a generation during
the Puritan Interregnum, however, radically alters the terms of
theatrical discourse and the material-cultural conditions of per-
formance in the Restoration. Since royalist rhetoric celebrates
the Restoration as a return to art and civility as well as to monar-
chy, any elaborate theoretical defense of the theater and its
fictions is unnecessary, at least in the early decades of the
Restoration. Charles II's “Princely Consideration” in restoring
the stage, and in recognizing plays as “Innocent and Harmless
diuertisements for many of our Subiects,”10 further confirms the
strong symbolic bond between the theater and the Stuart monar-
chy. A large number of early Restoration authors also invoke the
figure of theatrum mundi to describe stage performance as the
most effective means of neutralizing the “Tragick Follies” of the
Interregnum, and of creating cultural forms adequate to the new
order. This unprecedented celebration of the theater’s symbolic
power eliminates the defensive and satiric postures of the
Renaissance, but it accompanies an institutional structure that
maximizes the importance of class relations and hierarchies.
The Restoration theater has been described by Allardyce Nicoll
as “ultramonarchis[t],” by Eleanore Boswell as “essentially a Court
theatre,” and by Robert D. Hume as a “‘closed system’” in which
authors, performers, and texts circulate within limited competi-
tive boundaries.!! In a recent essay, Deborah C. Payne suggests
that the generalizations about court patronage and influence
become more precise when understood in sociological terms:

[W]e can say that the theatre goes from being a relatively
specific marketplace during the first half of the seventeenth
century to a marketplace of generalized exchange by the
Restoration . . . these latter marketplaces deliberately limit
transactions of “pure” exchange (in the theatre, this translates
into direct payment for varying and competing kinds of enter-
tainment), usually through two strategies: institutionalization
of various titles or entitlements, and specifications on social
interaction and access to positions.!?

Every major feature of the Restoration theatrical system—the
exclusive patent grants to courtier-playwrights, the control of the
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repertory through division and ownership of old and new plays,
the regulatory role of theater managers—depends on the institu-
tionalization of limitations. Payne notes that under these condi-
tions patronage is constructed not as the system of “sporadic
brokerage” prevalent in the Renaissance, but as an “ascriptive-
hierarchical marketplace,” and it “constitute[s] the very infra-
structure of the theatrical system.”’® Two important changes
accompany these institutional shifts. First, the Renaissance distinc-
tions between court, elite, and popular performance become ten-
uous in the Restoration. Second, while in Renaissance popular
theater a sort of democracy of professionalism effectively excludes
courtiers and gentlemen from authorship, after 1660 courtly and
titled authors like Sir William Davenant, the three Howard broth-
ers, the earl of Orrery, the duke of Buckingham, and the duke of
Newcastle compete with professional playwrights like Shadwell,
Dryden, Behn, John Crowne, Thomas Durfey, Nahum Tate, and
Elkanah Settle for the same popular and courtly audiences.

This sociological change in authorship complicates the
Restoration’s ascriptive hierarchy, and establishes class most
effectively as a determinant of generic and rhetorical choices.!* It
also creates a conceptual distinction between privileged amateurs
who write for pleasure but want the prestige of authorship, and
lay professionals who depend on patronage and popular success
for survival in the theater. Both groups of authors acknowledge
the relation of genre to social class: their disagreement is over
how drama promotes social values, and what values it ought to
promote. While playwrights like Dryden and Robert Howard
endorse the promotion of upper-class values through “new” vari-
eties of tragedy and heroic drama, others, like Shadwell and
Buckingham, endorse the supposed universality of “traditional”
genres like comedy. This class-based division between serious and
comic genres appears most clearly in the cluster of interrelated
documents that represent the first important initiatives in
Restoration dramatic theory: Howard’s prefaces to Four New Plays
(1665) and The Duke of Lerma (1668); Dryden’s Essay of Dramatic
Poesy (1668), Defense of an Essay (1668), and preface to An
Evening’s Love (1671); and Shadwell’s prefaces to The Sullen Lovers
(1668) and The Humorists (1671).

Howard’s use of class criteria in his two prefaces seems to be
the least deterministic, since he links the different degrees of
elevation among genres to the principles of “naturalness” and
“decorum” rather than to social rank or status. The issue for him
is not what is most elevated or comes most easily to the author,
but what “is most proper for the subject he writes upon.”!3
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Hence, where language is concerned, “[t]he easier dictates of
nature ought to flow in comedy,” while in “serious subjects”
language “ought to be great and easy, like a high-born person
that expresses greatness without pride or affectation.”'6 Comedy
in this scheme is “lower” than serious drama only in terms of sub-
ject matter, not value: as Howard notes in the preface to The Duke
of Lerma, “in the difference of tragedy and comedy, and of farce
itself, there can be no determination but by the taste, nor in the
manner of their composure.”!” He also acknowledges the quali-
tative superiority of verse and rhyme over prose, but if in poetry
rhyme is more appropriate than blank verse, in drama blank
verse is more natural than rhyme, since it “is nearest the nature
of that which it presents.”18

In contrast, Dryden’s concern with “refining” literary forms
leads him to create a class system of genres as much on the basis
of a social and cultural as a literary hierarchy. His dedication to
The Rival Ladies claims that only the “excellence and dignity” of
rhyme will enable England to keep up with the “polished and civi-
lized nations of Europe,” because as a medium it makes great sub-
jects possible in drama.!? The rhymed heroic play then appears at
the top of Dryden’s hierarchy because its “argument,” its “medium,”
and its “characters and persons” are all consistently “great and
noble,” whereas in Jonsonian humours comedy (which Shadwell
promotes as the best model for his time), the language, charac-
ters, and situations are uniformly low and crude. In the Essay of
Dramatick Poesy Dryden’s alter ego Neander balances the compet-
ing claims of prose comedy and serious poetic drama by consid-
ering

what is nearest to the nature of Comedy, which is the imitation
of common persons and ordinary speaking, and what is nearest
the nature of a serious play: this last is indeed the representa-
tion of Nature, but ’tis Nature wrought up to an higher pitch.
The plot, the characters, the wit, the passions, the descriptions,
are all exalted above the level of common converse, as high as the
imagination of the poet can carry them, with proportion to
verisimility.2

For Neander, the choice of a genre is also entirely the poet’s
prerogative because the opinion of the “multitude” is inconse-
quential and “their judgment . . . a mere lottery.”?! He prefers to
consider “the mixed audience of the populace and the noblesse,”
and “confidently affirm[s] that a great part of the latter sort are
already favourable to verse; and that no serious plays written
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since the King’s return have been more kindly received by them,
than The Siege of Rhodes, the Mustapha, The Indian Queen, and
Indian Emperor.”?? The class system of genres is thus replicated in
the socially determined relationship between author and audi-
ence, producing what must seem to Dryden-Neander a wonder-
fully coherent generic paradigm.

Shadwell counters Dryden’s aristocracy of genres with a meri-
tocracy—an alternative system based not on exclusiveness and
refinement but universality and cultural utility. In his two impor-
tant early prefaces he reaffirms the canonical status of Jonsonian
humours comedy within the received tradition of English drama,
and aggressively socializes the elements that for him constitute
the “life” of comedy—wit, humour, and satire. In Shadwell’s view,
wit is not the skillful repartee of comic characters but an intellec-
tual quality in the author that allows him to observe and select
appropriate objects of attack within his social world. Humour is
the quality of disequilibrium that makes contemporary character
types vulnerable to attack, but developing further the duality of
psychological and social reference in Jonson’s concept of
humour, Shadwell gives primacy to the social over the psychologi-
cal meaning.?®> A humour, then, is literally a natural obsession, a
“Byas of the Mind, / By which with violence ’tis one way
inclin’d.”?* But in Shadwellian satiric comedy it is more often an
affectation acquired purely for social effect by those “who are not
Coxcombs by Nature but with great Art and Industry make them-
selves so” (dedication to The Virtuoso [1676], 2:102). Wit is there-
fore the enabling faculty, humour the substance, and satire the
end of comedy.

In Shadwell’s preface to The Humorists (1671), the very topical-
ity and ordinariness of comedy become the measures of its supe-
riority to tragedy. Comedy is more useful than tragedy because
“the Vices and Follies in Courts (as they are too tender to be
touch’d) so they concern but a few; whereas the Cheats, Villanies
and troublesome Follies, in the common conversation of the
World, are of concernment to all the Body of Mankind” (preface
to The Humorists, 1:184). Comedy also accomplishes the cultur-
ally important task of reformation more effectively, because
where tragedy subjects “Vices and Fopperies” to hatred or obliv-
ion, “here we make them live to be despised and laugh’d at,
which certainly makes more impression upon men, than even
death can do” (1:184). Unlike Dryden, Shadwell does not divide
the implied audience of these rhetorical exchanges along class
lines into the “populace” and the “noblesse.” Instead, he sepa-
rates the “Men of Wit and Honour,” who have no predetermined
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class associations, from two kinds of “rabble”: the “rabble of little
People” who are delighted by slapstick and farce, and “the higher
sort of Rabble (as there may be a rabble of very fine people in this
illiterate Age),” who “are more pleased with the extravagant and
unnatural actions[,] the trifles, and fripperies of a Play, or the
trappings and ornaments of Nonsense, than with all the wit in the
world” (1:185).

These arguments about genre in Shadwell’s early criticism
accomplish several important shifts in relation to class. First,
Shadwell effectively diverts attention away from social or moral
“lowness” as the defining condition of comedy by emphasizing
the “common” and “general” qualities of the genre: comedy is
socially useful precisely because it is accessible across class bound-
aries. Second, he avoids the usual reductive clichés about “popu-
lar” responses in the theater by asserting that taste and judgment
can be corrupt regardless of class. Third, he establishes the inter-
dependence of class, genre, and authorship more clearly than
any other early Restoration author by arguing that certain “high”
genres project narrow cultural prejudices onto literature. In the
next two sections, I consider Shadwell’s The Sullen Lovers and
Buckingham’s The Rehearsal as companion plays that are impli-
cated in these conceptual shifts, since they move the tension
between the comic and heroic modes, and between authorial
professionalism and amateurism, from the sphere of theory and
polemic into the sphere of performance.

II

The Sullen Lovers belongs topically to the year in which
Dryden’s Essay and Defense of an Essay, Robert Howard’s preface to
The Duke of Lerma, and Shadwell’s own preface to the play focused
maximum attention on such issues as the hierarchy of genres and
the cultural expectations from genre. As one of eleven children
in the family of a country justice, and as a student of law who
defected to the theater, Shadwell was particularly well equipped
at the beginning of his career to consider the material and social
contexts of literary production in the early Restoration.
Montague Summers remarks that among the literary entrepre-
neurs of the 1660s, “there were few who so quickly gained a place
and a position such as were achieved by Thomas Shadwell”
though “[h]e had neither rank nor money.”? By 1668 Shadwell
had already secured the patronage of the duke of Newcastle, and
the dedication to The Sullen Lovers conventionally but adroitly



APARNA DHARWADKER 469

affirms the material and symbolic benefits of the relationship:
Newcastle’s generosity has “succour’d the afflicted” author, and
his protection will render the play “true Coyn, though it be adul-
terate” (1:7). In the preface Shadwell acknowledges the “Princely
Generosity” of Charles and his court in favoring the play, which
has “encourage(d] a young beginner . . . that otherwise might
have been baulk’d for ever” (1:9). The playwright’s early career
certainly benefited from royal approval: Charles attended the
opening nights of both The Sullen Lovers and The Royal Shepherdess
(1669); the first play was performed for Charles and his sister, the
duchess of Orleans, at Dover in May 1670; and Epsom Wells (1672)
was performed privately at court. As a model of professional
authorship, Shadwell’s long career clearly involves skillful negoti-
ations between literary and theoretical maturity, ideological con-
viction, talent, and the reciprocal obligations of patronage.

In The Sullen Lovers, therefore, Shadwell attacks the notions
that the privileges of class extend automatically to authorship,
and that the expression of particular class interests legitimizes
genre. The few modern critics who have commented on this play
have noted Shadwell’s marked concern with writers and writing,
but following Samuel Pepys’s account of the play’s original recep-
tion, they have chosen to interpret the characters of Sir Positive
At-all, Ninny, and Woodcock primarily and restrictively as carica-
tures of Sir Robert Howard, Edward Howard, and Oliver St. John,
respectively.?® This emphasis on personal satire is reductive
because it ignores the literary antecedents and topical contexts of
Shadwell’s critique. The fools’ dogmatism, conceit, and fawning
stupidity mark them out as Restoration versions of the familiar
poetaster type, but as courtiers they now claim an exclusive right
to every form of scientific, professional, and artistic knowledge
on the basis of their class. The play represents, in effect, the
significance of social hierarchy in determining the new cultural
conditions, for the production of literary works in particular and
the acquisition of knowledge in general.

Shadwell’s anxieties about a deficient aristocracy are evident in
his manipulation of satiric models in The Sullen Lovers. The play
follows the same adversarial structure that shapes such works as
Juvenal’s Third Satire, Ben Jonson’s Every Man out of His Humour,
and Moliére’s Les Fascheux and Le Misanthrope—all of which
Shadwell echoes or imitates in his text. In juxtaposing the
“Morose Melancholy” humour of Stanford and Emilia with the
“Ayery” humour of Lovel and Carolina, Shadwell also recreates
the classic interplay between Juvenalian and Horatian tones in
satire. His exclusive focus on the English courtly set, however,
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turns the materials of satire into symptoms of an endemic cultu-
ral crisis, since the society he represents is incapable of fulfilling
its obligations within the newly restored hierarchy. Stanford and
Emilia, for example, adopt the conventions of satiric generaliza-
tion when they ask why they must “live in an Age, when Fooles are
Reverenc’d, and Impudence Esteem’d” (1:37). But their anger is
directed particularly at members of their own class—the intrusive
friends, relations, and hangers-on whose “impertinence” consists
basically in the misuse of wealth and leisure. Most of the play’s
socially advantaged characters are ineffective because they have
developed attitudes of intellectual disgust or good-natured cyni-
cism towards their set, or because they are prodigal and stupid,
and Stanford, for his part, “cannot find the Jest on’t” (1:19). In
these circumstances the cult of inspired amateurism among Sir
Positive, Ninny, and Woodcock is only one more form of social
irresponsibility, but it is the worst abuse of class privilege.

Class and genre are central to Shadwell’s parody of hegemon-
ic processes in The Sullen Lovers because Sir Positive and Ninny
choose literary authorship as their primary identity, and the hero-
ic mode in drama and poetry—*“the fashionable way in writing”—
as the natural expression of their nobility. Since their authorial
identity is appropriated as a class prerogative rather than earned
under competitive conditions, both men look constantly for legit-
imation. Court society thus functions in the play as a mock
marketplace where the fools impose texts endlessly on a captive
audience and demand criticism and judgment. They have no
experience of the real marketplace, of course, and no ability to
discriminate between texts. Sir Positive believes that combining
Jonson’s The Silent Woman (the most prestigious pre—Civil War
comedy revived at the Restoration) with Francis Beaumont’s The
Scornful Lady would make “one good Play” (1:21). Ninny insists
that a London bookseller lost a fortune by refusing to publish his
voluminous heroic poem, because the work would have been
bought by “ten thousand of my particular intimate Friends;
besides, every one that had but heard of my name, which are
almost all the King’s Subjects, would have bought some” (1:39).
He also claims that his works are being pirated under the names
of Beaumont, John Fletcher, and Jonson. When Stanford ques-
tions these delusions, Woodcock and Ninny laugh at him in disbe-
lief because in their own opinion they are “the greatest Wits and
Authors of the Nation . . . Nay, perhaps the greatest Men of the
Age” (1:42). Greatness of birth guarantees them greatness as
artists, and also entitles them to an “aristocratic immunity” from
criticism.
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Shadwell develops the social aspects of this argument further by
casting the problem of authorship in terms of the dichotomy
between professionals and amateurs. Courtiers and fortune
hunters like Sir Positive, Woodcock, and Ninny, who dabble in
drama or music to satisfy their vanity, cannot take the authorial
role seriously. Shadwell first raises this issue in the preface to The
Sullen Lovers when he observes that “Men of Quality, that write for
their pleasure, will not trouble themselves with exactness in their
Playes; and those, that write for profit, would find too little encour-
agement for so much paines as a correct Play would require”
(1:12). In the play the fools make it clear that the freedom not to
be “exact” is one of the privileges of gentility, but this freedom also
implies that amateurish “Men of Quality” will never excel at any-
thing. Emilia puts this baldly when she asks if it is not ridiculous

to see Gentlemen of 5000 L a year write Playes, and as Poets ven-
ture their Reputations against a Sum of Money, they venture
theirs against Nothing? Others learn Ten years to play o’ the
Fiddle and to Paint, and at last an ordinary Fiddler or Sign-
Painter that makes it his business, shall out-do ’em all . . .
Others after twenty or thirty years study in Philosophy arrive no
further than at the Weighing of Carps, the Invention of a tra-
vailling Wheel, or the poisoning of a Cat with the oyle of
Tobacco; these are your Wits and Virtuoso’s.

(1:45)

Ironically, Emilia’s critique is echoed in Robert Howard’s preface
to Four New Plays (1664/5), where he admits that even the best
authors may need a charitable audience when they “expose their
private wit to a public judgment.”?” Howard adds that his plays
appeared at the insistence of the bookseller Henry Herringman
because nonpublication would have meant a “real loss” to
Herringman, whereas to Howard himself it would have been only
“an imaginary prejudice,”

since things of this nature—though never so excellent or never
so mean—have seldom proved the foundation of men’s new-
built fortunes or the ruin of their old, it being the fate of poet-
ry—though of no other good parts—to be wholly separated from
interest: and there are few that know me but will easily believe I
am not much concerned in an unprofitable reputation.?

Howard feels no anxiety about the reception of his work because
nothing material is at stake, even when, as in the case of The Duke
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of Lerma, he does publish a play at his own initiative. Hence both
Shadwell and Howard acknowledge that the writer’s social posi-
tion regulates the public life of his art, especially in the areas of
performance and publication. Shadwell, however, insists that the
pressures of the marketplace are necessary to produce good art.

The privileged author’s motives, and the effects of class on the
author-audience relationship, are developed most fully in the
scene where Sir Positive bullies into submission two clerks who
had damned his play, The Lady in the Lobster, from the eighteen-
pence gallery. Sir Positive sees the clerks’ objection to his hero’s
suicide as a sign of “the Invincible Ignorance of this age,” since
“twas an Heroick Catolike Action, and there’s great Love and
Honour to be shewn in a mans hanging himself for his Mistress”
(1:52). He also considers the clerks’ response improper to their
class. “Do Gentlemen Write to oblige the World, and do such as
you traduce e’'m,” Sir Positive demands—and when the clerks
retaliate that “’tis strange a man must pay eighteen pence, and
must not speak a word for’t,” he assures them they cannot exer-
cise their rights as auditors “when Gentlemen write” (1:52). The
clerks’ complaints violate social degree, and only Stanford, a
social equal, has the freedom to call Sir Positive a “Magisterial
Coxcomb” (1:52).

Shadwell finds Sir Positive’s dogmatism and callowness about
art especially disturbing because they are socially sanctioned, and
his class-based analysis of authorship is the most topical feature of
The Sullen Lovers. But the trio of fools also extends Shadwell’s cri-
tique to the social manipulation and control of knowledge in
general. Literary production is only one form of entrepreneur-
ship available to the leisured class in this play, other forms being
politics, philosophy, art, medicine, and law. Sir Positive, in partic-
ular, wants to be recognized not only as a poet but as
“Mathematician, Divine, Statesman, Lawyer, Phisitian,
Geographer, Musician, and indeed a Unus in Omnibus through all
Arts and Sciences” (1:53). This catalogue carries Shadwell’s satire
beyond authorship, to the newly defined intellectual role of the
upper classes in the formation of institutions like the Royal
Society.

According to the historian Thomas Sprat, one of the formal
resolutions of the Society was “to make faithful Records, of all the
Works of Nature, or Art,” and the founders saw this large-scale pur-
suit of knowledge as an idealistic and disinterested activity.2?
Sprat emphasizes that the Society wanted “to free” knowledge
“from being confin’d to the custody of a few; or from servitude to
private interests,” as well as “from the Artifice, and Humors, and



APARNA DHARWADKER 473

Passions of Sects; to render it an Instrument, whereby Mankind
may obtain a Dominion over Things, and not onely over one
another’s Judgements.”® In this process of epistemic reform, the
privileged classes were intended to play a special role. Sprat
records that “though the Society entertains very many Men of par-
ticular Professions, yet the farr greater Number are Gentlemen, free,
and unconfin’d.”3! This is considered to be an advantage because
it saves knowledge from the two commonest kinds of trivializa-
tion—academicism and the profit motive. Gentlemen are the
most likely to be “averse from such sordid considerations”
because of “the freedom of their education[,] the plenty of their
estates, and the usual generosity, of Noble Bloud.”3?

Sir Positive At-all is the antithesis of the type of generous, edu-
cated gentleman imagined in these descriptions. He not only
claims to know everything, but also to be the sole custodian of that
knowledge. His humours and passions dominate every conversa-
tion in which he participates, and far from being interested in any
“real Productions,” he is, like Sir Nicholas Gimcrack in The Virtuoso
(1676), interested only in the “theoretic” or “speculative” aspects
of knowledge. Ironically, even in theory he cannot discriminate
between good and bad, useful and useless, and trivial and signifi-
cant knowledge. He claims to be a great statesman as well as a great
rope dancer and pastry cook; a great military strategist but also the
greatest of gamblers and pimps. Shadwell’s position is not that
poetry and philosophy are improper spheres for the aristocracy,
but that aristocratic privilege is justified by a complex combination
of aesthetic, political, and practical accomplishments. His praise of
Newcastle in the dedication to The Libertine (1675) is hyperbolic,
but he does indicate what is expected of patrons and statesmen
when he claims that Newcastle will be remembered

for your Wit beyond all Poets; Judgment and Prudence, before
all Statesmen; Courage and Conduct, above all Generals;
Constancy and Loyalty, beyond all Subjects; Virtue and
Temperance, above all Philosophers; for skill in Weapons, and
Horsemanship, and all other Arts befitting your Quality,
excelling all Noblemen: and lastly, for those eminent Services
in defence of your King and Countrey, with an Interest and
Power much exceeding all, and with Loyalty equalling any
Nobleman.

(2:19)

Sir Positive, in contrast, fits Shadwell’s definition of a comic
humour, which is “‘such an affectation, as misguides men in
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Knowledge, Art, or Science, or that causes defection in Manners,
in Morality, or perverts their minds in the main Actions of their
Lives’” (2:102). The Royal Society’s idealistic conception of the
gentleman-patron encourages only a foolish dilettantism in ego-
tists like Sir Positive and Sir Nicholas, distracting them from their
real social responsibilities—the proper management of families
and estates. At the end of The Sullen Lovers, Sir Positive’s wealth is
thrown away on “Lady” Vaine, a prostitute who cheats her way
into marriage with an aristocrat, and the redemptive effects of
the Stanford-Emilia union seem uncertain because marriage fails
to reintegrate these lovers into society.

II1

As the first substantial Restoration play about the institution of
professional theater, Buckingham’s The Rehearsal engages fully
with the effects of material and social relations on the theatrical
marketplace. This dimension of the play has been obscured by its
densely allusive texture, which critics like Dale Farnsworth Smith,
Peter Lewis, George McFadden, and Margarita Stocker have ana-
lyzed and explained in historical, formalist, and political terms.33
Stocker, in particular, uses the analogy between poetic and polit-
ical “kingdoms” compellingly to bring the two halves of
Buckingham’s satire together: “The Rehearsal offers a logical polit-
ical analysis of its time,” she suggests, “precisely by diagnosing the
ideology implicit in its literary target, the heroic drama.”3* Hence
the play’s theatrical burlesque also “express[es] political satire,”
and the author Bayes is “a conflation of theatrical and political
caricature.”?® Sheridan Baker is atypical among post-1970 critics
in arguing that Bayes is a generalized portrait of the literary
author, and that the play goes “both to the heart of authorship
and the heart of literature itself.”36 But for Baker the universality
of Buckingham’s satire lies in its attack on authorial vanity and a
kind of “mad modernism” that demands novelty at any cost.3

The palimpsestic quality of the text of The Rehearsal, and the
existence of various versions between 1663 and 1675 suggest,
however, that both universalist and political readings of the play
need modification. A work in which the fictionalized figure of the
author evokes Davenant and Robert Howard around 1665, and
Dryden (if not the earl of Arlington) in 1671, is obviously con-
cerned, as Baker argues, with the general phenomenon of
authorship, and not merely with individual caricature. But Bayes
is the product of a particular theatrical-political culture, not the
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universal type of all authors, and what Baker describes as Bayes’s
vanity appears in another perspective to be the obsessive self-
advertisement of an insecure, provincial hack. Similarly, Stocker’s
discussion of the ideology of the heroic can be paralleled by dis-
cussions of the theatrical and cultural politics of the heroic. The
prologue to The Rehearsal offers this double view when the “speak-
er” John Lacy promises not only to “shew the feats” of the high-
flyers he is about to imitate, but to “give you all their reasons for
‘em too”: Buckingham intends to mock the heroic mode through
reflexive representation, and to explain the mode’s astonishing
popularity, presumably by reference to extraliterary circum-
stances.38 Since critics have focused more on Buckingham’s satire
than on his explanations, the play’s interlinked argument about
class, authorship, and genre needs to be foregrounded again.

In its social approach to genre, The Rehearsal really stands in a
complementary as well as antithetical relation to The Sullen Lovers:
both plays satirize heroic drama, but from opposite ideological
positions. For Shadwell, the upcoming professional, the heroic
mode represents the narcissistic fantasies of the class of privi-
leged amateurs; for Buckingham, the privileged amateur, the
same mode represents the compromises and limitations of pro-
fessionalism. Like Shadwell, Buckingham holds a small, influen-
tial coterie responsible for instituting the taste for heroic rant,
but his ridicule is directed at the patronage-hungry author who
exploits the corruptions in taste for self-advancement. Moreover,
Bayes is guilty not of inventing the new way of writing but of main-
taining a complicity with it, since heroic drama defines for him the
conditions of competition, survival, and patronage in the theater.
In this perspective the profit motive is not salutary but destruc-
tive: it reduces authors, performers, and critics alike to a
subservience that undermines the idea of theater as a socially
responsible activity. The abdication of authorial responsibility by
the playwright also concerns Buckingham more than the abdica-
tion of social responsibility by the propertied class.

The ironic dialogue that frames the play-within-the-play in The
Rehearsal emphasizes that Bayes’s pursuit of greatness is the pur-
suit of nonsense, since he deliberately violates the established
norms of dramatic construction and the structure of the audi-
ence’s expectations. But the alienation that the actors and the two
dramatized spectators, Johnson and Smith, feel in relation to the
“grand design” of Bayes’s play is a matter of class as well as classi-
cal authority, because there is nothing in the play’s artificially
elevated (and therefore ridiculous) narrative of kings, heroes,
and goddesses with whom they can identify. In this respect the
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criteria of nature, reason, prose, and sense that Buckingham
invokes in the play’s prologue and epilogue are not just affirma-
tions of neoclassical theory—they also make drama accessible to
a discriminating audience. Bayes ironically confirms the value of
accessibility when he complains to Smith about the resistance to
“fine things” in the general audience: “let us soar but never so lit-
tle above the common pitch, I gad, all’s spoil’d; for the vulgar
never understand it, they can never conceive you, Sir, the excel-
lency of these things” (p. 29). But Bayes’s innate vulgarity destroys
the possibility of any real personal or literary refinement: he is a
gigolo and a plagiarist, titillated by bawdy dialogue and betrayed
by the burlesque crudity of his poetic figures. His attempt to cre-
ate a super-class in the inner play also breaks down because of the
confusion of class boundaries. Pretty-Man is “Sometimes a Fishers
Son, sometimes a Prince” (p. 35), Parthenope is an ale-wife’s
daughter (p. 37), and Pretty-Man finally marries not Chloris but
old Joan, a chandler’s widow (p. 64). In the threefold class hier-
archy of The Rehearsal, the bottom and middle rungs (actors,
author, spectators) are thus at odds with the top (fictional) rung,
and the top rung is at odds with itself.

Buckingham places a great deal of emphasis, however, on the
deterministic effect of commercial and patronal relations on
those involved with competitive theater. In a reckless moment
Bayes claims to write for reputation, not money, but he admits to
Johnson that he pursues novelty in his plays because “a man must
live: and if you don’t, thus, pitch upon some new device, I gad,
you’ll never do it, for this Age, (take it o’ my word) is somewhat
hard to please” (p. 43). He imputes the same motives to the rag-
bag tribe of theater critics by claiming that they “emulate the
glories of persons of parts, and think to build their fame, by
calumniating of persons” (p. 11). The performers, for their part,
complain that the new way of writing pleases audiences more
than the old plain way—but so long as a play “gets us money,”
their opinion of it is immaterial (p. 7). Yet even the actors have
more autonomy than the author: they have refused to perform
one of Bayes’s full-length doggerel plays, and they abandon the
play in rehearsal after previewing the argument of the fifth act.
Only Johnson and Smith, the gentlemen from town and country,
can be intelligent and free critics in this situation, but their power
takes the forms of ironic self-deprecation, mockery, and with-
drawal. Neither in politics nor on the stage can they prevent
“impertinent, dull, fantastical things” (p. 3).

Like Shadwell, Buckingham also asserts that the real power to
dictate theatrical taste belongs to the influential class of patrons,
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not the audience at large. Bayes’s self-satisfaction in The Rehearsal
is based, like Dryden-Neander’s in the Essay of Dramatick Poesy, on
class distinctions within the audience which neutralize the judg-
ments of the so-called “vulgar.” As Bayes explains while dismissing
Smith’s objections to his craft, “If I writ, Sir, to please the Country,
I should have follow’d the old plain way; but I write for some per-
sons of Quality, and peculiar friends of mine, that understand
what Flame and Power in writing is: and they do me the right, Sir,
to approve of what I do” (p. 11). Sir Positive At-all and Bayes are
thus complementary figures in the socio-literary critique of
genre: they deliver the same message from opposite ends of the
social spectrum. Bayes is the obsequious author who struggles “to
oblige the Auditors by civility,” and flatters Johnson and Smith
while abusing the players; Sir Positive is the arrogant knight to
whom his auditors, the two clerks, are forced to be deferential.
Bayes writes for persons of quality who appreciate the heroic; Sir
Positive is the person of quality who stages conflicts of love and
honor because they are the most appropriate for courtly authors.
By representing heroic drama as a form of self-indulgence for a
particular class, both Shadwell and Buckingham use the social in
addition to the aesthetic as a primary category of judgment, and
their plays present authorship and class as virtually inseparable
categories.

Buckingham’s membership in the class of peers, however, com-
plicates his theoretical orientation and prevents any simplistic
identification of genre with class interests. On every important
issue related to genre he adopts positions similar to those estab-
lished in Shadwell’s important early criticism. The prologue and
epilogue to The Rehearsal endorse the authority of classical genre
theory, the decorum of tragedy and comedy, and the superior
practice of the ancients, who “strove to please / With sence that
might be understood with ease” (p. 66). This means accepting
the principle of modal differences in literature, which entail
rhetorical, moral, and social differences between fictional char-
acters. As the author exclusively of comic plays, Buckingham also
accepts, like Shadwell and Howard, that the value of a genre does
not depend on the social-moral status of its characters and action,
but on its capacity to create an appropriate affective experience
for the audience. Comedy, satire, and irony employ characters
who are inferior to those in romance, tragedy, and the heroic, but
the lower genres are equally subject to the demands of coher-
ence, verisimilitude, and decorum, and equally useful in the
scheme of modes. The theory of literary modes also does not pre-
scribe any social equivalence between authors or audiences and



