
the country wife william wycherley
the country wife william wycherley is a seminal work in the canon of
Restoration comedy, penned by the English playwright William Wycherley in the
late 17th century. This play is renowned for its sharp wit, satirical
portrayal of social manners, and its exploration of themes such as marriage,
fidelity, and hypocrisy. As a classic example of Restoration theater, "The
Country Wife" reflects the complexities of urban life and gender relations
during a period marked by social upheaval and changing moral standards. This
article delves into the historical background of the play, its plot and
characters, thematic elements, and its legacy in literary and theatrical
history. Additionally, an analysis of Wycherley’s writing style and the
controversies surrounding the play will be provided to offer a comprehensive
understanding of this enduring work. The following sections explore these
facets in detail.

Historical Context of The Country Wife

Plot Summary and Main Characters

Themes and Motifs in The Country Wife

William Wycherley’s Writing Style

Controversies and Criticism

Legacy and Influence of The Country Wife

Historical Context of The Country Wife
The country wife william wycherley was written and first performed in 1675
during the English Restoration period, which began in 1660 when the monarchy
was restored under King Charles II. This era was characterized by a
resurgence of drama and a loosening of the strict Puritanical codes that had
dominated the previous decades. The Restoration period saw the emergence of
comedies that were marked by their sexual explicitness, social satire, and
witty dialogue. Wycherley’s play fits squarely within this context,
reflecting the libertine attitudes and the moral ambiguities of the time.

Restoration comedy often focused on the manners and affectations of the upper
classes, and The Country Wife is no exception. It satirizes the duplicity and
sexual politics of London society, contrasting the naive provincial wife with
the sophisticated and often unscrupulous city characters. The play’s title
itself hints at this juxtaposition between rural innocence and urban
corruption.



Plot Summary and Main Characters
The plot of the country wife william wycherley centers around the character
of Horner, a witty and unscrupulous gentleman who pretends to be impotent in
order to gain access to the wives of other men. This deception allows him to
pursue extramarital affairs with impunity. The play also focuses on Margery
Pinchwife, the "country wife," a naive and innocent woman newly arrived in
the city, whose husband attempts to keep her sheltered from corrupting
influences.

The intricate plot includes misunderstandings, disguises, and a series of
comic situations that explore themes of jealousy, trust, and social
pretenses. The main characters include:

Horner: The clever and manipulative protagonist who feigns impotence.

Margery Pinchwife: The innocent country wife who becomes the focus of
the city’s corrupting influence.

Pinchwife: Margery’s jealous husband, determined to control her.

Harriet: A witty and experienced woman who navigates the social and
sexual politics of the city.

Sir Jasper Fidget: A foppish and jealous husband, providing comic
relief.

Themes and Motifs in The Country Wife
The country wife william wycherley explores several recurring themes that are
characteristic of Restoration comedy. One of the central themes is the
contrast between appearance and reality, particularly in matters of sexuality
and morality. Horner’s pretense of impotence is a key example of this, as it
allows him to manipulate social conventions and exploit the trust of others.

Another important theme is the critique of marriage and gender roles. The
play exposes the hypocrisies inherent in marital relationships, highlighting
jealousy, control, and the limitations placed on women. Margery’s
transformation from a naive country girl to a more worldly woman underscores
the tension between innocence and experience.

Motifs of deception, disguise, and eavesdropping are prevalent throughout the
play, emphasizing the duplicity and intrigue that drive the comedic action.
The use of wit and language as tools of power and subversion is also a
significant element.



Key Themes

Hypocrisy and Deception: Characters frequently hide their true
intentions and feelings.

Marriage and Infidelity: The play critiques the institution of marriage
and explores extramarital relationships.

Gender and Power Dynamics: Exploration of male control and female agency
within societal constraints.

Urban vs. Rural Life: The contrast between provincial innocence and
metropolitan sophistication.

William Wycherley’s Writing Style
Wycherley’s writing style in the country wife william wycherley is marked by
sharp wit, clever wordplay, and intricate plotting. His dialogue is
characterized by its briskness and cleverness, often employing double
entendres and sexual innuendos that were typical of Restoration comedy. The
language serves both to entertain and to critique social norms, engaging the
audience with its sophistication and audacity.

Wycherley’s ability to capture the nuances of social interaction and human
folly is evident in his richly drawn characters and their interactions. The
use of humor, irony, and satire permeates the text, making the play not only
a source of amusement but also a pointed social commentary.

Controversies and Criticism
The country wife william wycherley has been the subject of controversy since
its debut due to its frank treatment of sexuality and its candid portrayal of
infidelity and deception. The play’s explicit content and moral ambiguity led
to its censorship and occasional banning in later centuries. Critics have
debated its moral implications, with some viewing it as a celebration of
libertinism and others as a satirical critique of Restoration society.

Despite—or because of—these controversies, the play has remained a
significant work in English literature. It challenges audiences to confront
uncomfortable truths about human behavior and social conventions, making it a
provocative and enduring piece.

Legacy and Influence of The Country Wife
The country wife william wycherley holds a prominent place in the history of



English drama as one of the finest examples of Restoration comedy. Its
influence extends beyond the 17th century, impacting later playwrights and
continuing to be studied for its artistic and cultural significance. The play
has been revived numerous times in theaters around the world, often adapted
to suit contemporary sensibilities.

Wycherley’s work paved the way for subsequent developments in comedic
theater, particularly in its use of satire and social critique. The country
wife remains a valuable resource for understanding Restoration culture and
the evolution of English comedy.

Influence on later Restoration and 18th-century comedies

Continued academic interest and theatrical revivals

Contribution to the development of satirical and witty dialogue in drama

Reflection of changing societal attitudes toward gender and morality

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Country Wife' by
William Wycherley?
The main theme of 'The Country Wife' is the satire of marriage and sexual
hypocrisy in Restoration society.

Who are the central characters in 'The Country
Wife'?
The central characters include Horner, a witty rake; Margery Pinchwife, a
naive country wife; and Mrs. Pinchwife, Margery's jealous husband.

Why is 'The Country Wife' considered a Restoration
comedy?
It is considered a Restoration comedy due to its witty dialogue, sexual
innuendos, and critique of social manners typical of the English Restoration
period.

What is the significance of the character Horner in
'The Country Wife'?
Horner is significant as he pretends to be impotent to gain access to married
women, highlighting themes of deception and sexual freedom.



How does Wycherley use humor in 'The Country Wife'?
Wycherley uses wit, irony, and farce to expose the hypocrisy and moral double
standards of the upper class.

What role does the 'country wife' play in the play?
The 'country wife,' Margery Pinchwife, represents innocence and naivety,
contrasting with the sophisticated and cynical city characters.

How does 'The Country Wife' address the concept of
marriage?
The play critiques the institution of marriage, portraying it as restrictive
and often insincere, with characters seeking pleasure outside their marital
bonds.

What is the significance of the play's title, 'The
Country Wife'?
The title highlights the contrast between the innocent, rural wife and the
more experienced, urbane characters, emphasizing themes of innocence versus
corruption.

How was 'The Country Wife' received when it was
first performed?
Initially, it was popular for its bold humor but also controversial due to
its explicit content and perceived immorality.

Why is 'The Country Wife' still studied and
performed today?
It remains relevant for its sharp social commentary, exploration of gender
roles, and its role as a classic example of Restoration comedy.

Additional Resources
1. The Country Wife by William Wycherley: A Critical Introduction
This book offers an in-depth analysis of Wycherley’s famous Restoration
comedy, exploring its themes, characters, and social context. It delves into
the play’s satirical take on marriage, sexuality, and the manners of 17th-
century England. Readers gain insight into the theatrical conventions of the
Restoration period and Wycherley’s unique style.

2. Restoration Comedy and the Country Wife



Focusing on the broader genre of Restoration comedy, this volume uses The
Country Wife as a central case study. It examines how Wycherley’s work
reflects the political and cultural shifts of the late 1600s. The book also
discusses the controversial aspects of the play and its reception over time.

3. William Wycherley: The Art of Satire in The Country Wife
This title explores Wycherley’s mastery of satire through The Country Wife,
highlighting his critique of social hypocrisy and sexual mores. It analyzes
the play’s witty dialogue and complex characters, emphasizing Wycherley’s
role in shaping Restoration theatre. The book also considers the play’s
lasting influence on comedy.

4. The Country Wife and Gender Politics in Restoration England
This scholarly work investigates the gender dynamics presented in The Country
Wife, focusing on issues of power, virtue, and identity. It contextualizes
the play within the patriarchal society of Restoration England and explores
how Wycherley challenges or reinforces contemporary gender norms. The
analysis includes feminist and historical perspectives.

5. Performing The Country Wife: Staging and Interpretation
A comprehensive guide to the theatrical production of The Country Wife, this
book covers various interpretations and directorial choices. It highlights
how different performances have emphasized elements like farce, satire, or
social critique. The text also discusses costume, set design, and audience
reception from the 17th century to modern times.

6. William Wycherley: Life, Works, and Legacy
This biography of Wycherley provides context about the playwright’s life,
including his career and the historical backdrop of The Country Wife. It
examines how his personal experiences influenced his writing and how his
works were received during and after his lifetime. The book situates The
Country Wife as a pivotal piece in Wycherley’s oeuvre.

7. The Country Wife: Text and Context
Combining the full text of the play with detailed annotations, this edition
offers readers a thorough understanding of The Country Wife. It includes
historical notes, explanations of Restoration slang, and discussions of the
play’s themes. This resource is ideal for students and scholars seeking a
deeper appreciation of Wycherley’s language and intent.

8. Sexuality and Morality in The Country Wife
This analysis focuses on the provocative themes of sexuality and morality
within The Country Wife. It explores how Wycherley presents libertinism,
deception, and societal expectations, revealing the complexities of
Restoration attitudes toward sex. The book also examines controversies
surrounding the play’s explicit content and censorship.

9. Restoration Theatre and The Country Wife: A Cultural History
This cultural history places The Country Wife within the wider framework of
Restoration theatre and society. It traces the development of theatrical
conventions and audience tastes that shaped Wycherley’s writing. The book



also considers the play’s influence on later dramatic works and its place in
the canon of English literature.
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