
the contrast by royall tyler

the contrast by royall tyler is a seminal work in early American theatre and is often
regarded as the first successful American comedy. Premiering in 1787, this play captures
the cultural tensions and social dynamics of post-Revolutionary America, contrasting urban
sophistication with rural simplicity. Royall Tyler’s work offers a vivid portrayal of American
identity formation through its characters and plot, reflecting the emerging values and
societal norms of the late 18th century. This article delves into the historical context, plot
overview, characters, themes, and critical reception of the play. In exploring these facets,
readers will gain a comprehensive understanding of the significance and enduring legacy of
the contrast by royall tyler in American literature and drama.
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Historical Context of The Contrast
The contrast by royall tyler was written and performed during a transformative period in
American history. Emerging shortly after the American Revolutionary War, the play reflects
the nation's efforts to define its cultural identity separate from European influences. The
1780s saw the United States solidifying its political and social structures, and literature
played a significant role in shaping national consciousness. Tyler’s work is notable as one of
the first American plays to be produced professionally, marking a departure from the
dominance of British theatrical traditions.

Post-Revolutionary America and Theatre
During the late 18th century, American theater was in its infancy, heavily influenced by
British styles and themes. The contrast by royall tyler challenged this norm by incorporating
distinctly American characters and social issues, reflecting the everyday lives and values of
the new republic. The play’s debut in New York City symbolized the rise of an indigenous
American theatrical tradition that sought to entertain while promoting patriotic ideals.



Royall Tyler’s Background and Influence
Royall Tyler, a Yale-educated lawyer and judge, brought a unique perspective to American
drama. His legal and social experiences informed his writing, allowing him to craft realistic
dialogues and situations. Tyler’s work paved the way for future American playwrights to
explore native themes and characters, making him a foundational figure in the
development of American literature.

Plot Summary and Structure
The contrast by royall tyler is structured as a five-act comedy that centers on the social
contrasts between urban and rural characters in post-Revolutionary America. The plot
follows the interactions and romantic entanglements of a group of characters, highlighting
the virtues and follies of each social class.

Overview of the Narrative
The story revolves around a young man named Charles, who returns from Europe imbued
with affectations and foreign manners. His fiancée, Letitia, represents traditional American
values, while other characters embody various social archetypes. The play unfolds through
witty dialogues and comedic situations that expose the differences between genuine
American simplicity and imported sophistication.

Five-Act Structure

Act 1: Introduction of characters and setting

Act 2: Development of romantic and social tensions

Act 3: Rising conflicts and humorous misunderstandings

Act 4: Climax involving revelations and confrontations

Act 5: Resolution and affirmation of American values

Main Characters in The Contrast
The contrast by royall tyler features a cast of characters that represent a cross-section of
American society, each contributing to the play’s examination of cultural identity and social
norms.



Charles
Charles is the protagonist, recently returned from Europe, whose affected manners and
pretentious behavior serve as a critique of blind imitation of foreign customs. His character
embodies the tension between imported sophistication and native simplicity.

Letitia
Letitia, Charles’s fiancée, is portrayed as a paragon of American virtue and simplicity. She
contrasts sharply with Charles’s affected demeanor, representing the ideal qualities valued
in American society at the time.

Jonathan
Jonathan is a rustic, straightforward character who provides comic relief and represents the
honest, unpretentious American countryman. His interactions often highlight the absurdity
of Charles’s pretentiousness.

Other Supporting Characters
The play includes other figures such as Van Rough, a cynical Englishman, and Dimple, a
socialite, who together illustrate the social and cultural contrasts that the play seeks to
explore.

Themes and Symbolism
The contrast by royall tyler explores several themes that resonate with the cultural and
social dynamics of early America. These themes are conveyed through symbolic characters
and situations that highlight the ideological divides of the era.

American Identity and Patriotism
The play emphasizes the importance of embracing American values and identity rather
than imitating European customs. This theme reflects the broader societal effort to cultivate
a distinct national character in the aftermath of independence.

Urban Sophistication vs. Rural Simplicity
One of the central motifs is the contrast between urban affectation and rural authenticity.
Through characters like Charles and Jonathan, the play critiques artificial manners and
celebrates honest simplicity.



Social Satire and Class Commentary
The contrast by royall tyler uses humor and satire to comment on social pretensions, class
distinctions, and the influence of European aristocratic manners on American society. This
critical lens offers insight into the evolving social structure of the young nation.

Critical Reception and Legacy
Since its premiere, the contrast by royall tyler has been recognized as a foundational work
in American drama. Its success helped establish theater as a viable cultural institution in
the United States and encouraged the development of a uniquely American theatrical
tradition.

Contemporary Reception
At the time of its debut, the play was well-received by audiences and critics alike for its
humor, patriotic themes, and relatable characters. It was praised for its originality and for
capturing the spirit of the new nation.

Long-Term Impact
The contrast by royall tyler influenced subsequent generations of American playwrights and
contributed to the emergence of American literature as a distinct field. Its themes and
character archetypes continue to be studied in the context of American cultural history.

The Contrast’s Influence on American Theatre
The impact of the contrast by royall tyler extends beyond its immediate success, shaping
the trajectory of American theater and drama throughout the centuries. It established a
precedent for plays that engage with national identity and social issues.

Establishing a National Theatre Tradition
As one of the first American plays to gain widespread popularity, the contrast by royall tyler
demonstrated that American stories and characters could resonate with domestic
audiences. This helped foster the growth of a national theater independent of European
dominance.

Inspiration for Future Playwrights
The play’s blend of comedy, social critique, and patriotism inspired later American
dramatists to explore similar themes. It set a standard for incorporating American
vernacular, settings, and values into theatrical works.



Enduring Themes in Modern Adaptations
Elements of the contrast by royall tyler continue to find relevance in contemporary theater,
particularly in works that address cultural identity, social change, and the tension between
tradition and progress.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main theme of 'The Contrast' by Royall
Tyler?
'The Contrast' explores the theme of cultural differences between America and Europe,
particularly focusing on the virtues of American simplicity and honesty compared to
European sophistication and affectation.

Why is 'The Contrast' significant in American literature?
'The Contrast' is significant because it is considered the first American comedy performed
by a professional cast, marking an important milestone in the development of American
theater.

Who are the central characters in 'The Contrast' and
what do they represent?
The central characters include Manly, who represents American honesty and virtue; Dimple,
who embodies European affectation and pretentiousness; and Charlotte, who is caught
between these contrasting values.

How does Royall Tyler use humor in 'The Contrast'?
Royall Tyler uses humor through satire and exaggerated stereotypes to critique social
pretensions and to highlight the cultural differences between Americans and Europeans.

What role does the setting play in 'The Contrast'?
The setting, primarily in New York, serves to emphasize the emerging American identity
and contrasts it with European influences, reflecting the post-Revolutionary War cultural
landscape.

How does 'The Contrast' reflect post-Revolutionary
American values?
'The Contrast' reflects post-Revolutionary American values by promoting ideals such as
honesty, simplicity, and patriotism, and by criticizing European aristocratic customs and
affectations.



Additional Resources
1. The Contrast by Royall Tyler
This is a pioneering American play written in 1787, often considered the first American
comedy. It contrasts the refined, sophisticated manners of Europeans with the
straightforward, honest nature of Americans, particularly through the characters'
interactions and social settings. The play reflects early American values and critiques the
imitation of European customs.

2. She Stoops to Conquer by Oliver Goldsmith
A classic 18th-century English comedy that influenced many American playwrights,
including Royall Tyler. The play humorously explores social class and mistaken identities,
focusing on the contrast between appearance and reality. Its witty dialogue and lively
characters make it a timeless work in the comedy of manners genre.

3. The Rivals by Richard Brinsley Sheridan
This comedic play satirizes the affectations and pretensions of the English upper class in
the late 18th century. Like "The Contrast," it highlights social manners and the clash
between genuine and artificial behavior. The play is renowned for its sharp wit and
memorable characters such as Mrs. Malaprop, who is famous for her humorous misuse of
words.

4. Our American Cousin by Tom Taylor
A popular 19th-century play that also explores the differences between Americans and
Europeans, particularly English aristocrats. It uses humor to emphasize American
straightforwardness versus European sophistication, similar to the themes in "The
Contrast." The play is historically notable as the production during which President
Abraham Lincoln was assassinated.

5. The School for Scandal by Richard Brinsley Sheridan
This comedy of manners delves into themes of gossip, hypocrisy, and scandal within high
society. It contrasts true virtue with superficial charm, echoing the moral contrasts found in
Tyler’s work. The play remains a staple of English theatre for its clever dialogue and incisive
social commentary.

6. Uncle Tom’s Cabin by Harriet Beecher Stowe
Though a novel rather than a play, this seminal work contrasts the harsh realities of
American slavery with the ideals of freedom and humanity. It reflects early American values
and social critique in a way that complements the moral undertones in "The Contrast." The
book had a profound impact on American society and literature.

7. The Importance of Being Earnest by Oscar Wilde
This late 19th-century comedy of manners satirizes Victorian society’s emphasis on social
status and appearance. Wilde’s sharp wit and use of contrast between earnestness and
triviality resonate with the thematic contrasts in Tyler's play. The play remains a beloved
classic for its humor and social critique.

8. American Drama and Theatre by William J. Fisher
A comprehensive study of American theatrical history that includes an analysis of "The
Contrast" and its significance. The book provides context on how early American plays
reflected emerging national identity and cultural contrasts with Europe. It is an essential



resource for understanding the development of American drama.

9. The Matchmaker by Thornton Wilder
A comedic play focusing on social manners and romantic entanglements that share
thematic elements with "The Contrast." Wilder’s work explores American social life with
humor and insight, highlighting the quirks and values of its characters. The play inspired
the famous musical "Hello, Dolly!" and remains influential in American theatre.
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