
the country wife by william wycherley

the country wife by william wycherley is a seminal Restoration comedy that remains a
significant work in English literature, noted for its wit, satire, and exploration of social
mores. Written in the late 17th century, the play sharply critiques the manners and
hypocrisies of London’s upper class through its clever plot and memorable characters. This
article provides a comprehensive analysis of the country wife by william wycherley,
covering its historical context, plot summary, thematic elements, characters, and literary
significance. Additionally, the article discusses the play’s reception over time and its place
within the broader scope of Restoration drama. Readers will gain a detailed understanding
of why the country wife by william wycherley continues to be studied and performed today.
The following sections outline the key aspects of this classic comedic work.

Historical Context of The Country Wife

Plot Summary

Main Characters and Their Roles

Themes and Motifs

Literary Significance and Style

Reception and Legacy

Historical Context of The Country Wife
The country wife by william wycherley was first performed in 1675 during the Restoration
period, a time marked by the reestablishment of the monarchy under Charles II and a
resurgence of arts and theater. Restoration comedy is characterized by its sharp social
commentary, sexual explicitness, and witty dialogue, often reflecting the libertine attitudes
of the court and aristocracy. Wycherley’s work embodies these traits, offering a satirical
view of marriage, gender roles, and morality in late 17th-century England. Understanding
the historical context highlights the significance of the play’s provocative themes and its
challenge to contemporary social conventions.

Plot Summary
The country wife by william wycherley centers on a complex web of relationships,
misunderstandings, and disguises. The story follows Horner, a witty London rake who
pretends to be impotent to gain the trust of husbands and seduce their wives. The plot
involves multiple characters, including the naïve country wife Margery Pinchwife and her
jealous husband, as well as other London aristocrats engaged in various schemes and



deceptions. The play’s intricate narrative is driven by themes of sexual intrigue, social
hypocrisy, and the contrast between rural innocence and urban sophistication.

Major Plot Points

Horner’s feigned impotence to exploit the trust of married women.1.

Margery Pinchwife’s transition from country innocence to the temptations of London2.
society.

Jealousy and misunderstandings between husbands and wives.3.

Comic situations arising from disguise and mistaken identity.4.

Resolution through revelations and social reconciliation.5.

Main Characters and Their Roles
The country wife by william wycherley features a cast of vivid characters, each representing
different facets of Restoration society. The characters’ interactions and motivations drive
the play’s satire and humor.

Horner
The central figure, Horner, is a clever and audacious gentleman who manipulates his
reputation to gain access to other men’s wives. His wit and cunning make him emblematic
of the Restoration rake archetype.

Margery Pinchwife
Margery is the “country wife” of the title, depicted as innocent and naïve when she arrives
in London. Her character arc involves her exposure to and eventual participation in the
city’s moral complexities.

Pinchwife
Margery’s jealous husband, Pinchwife, represents the fearful and controlling husband
archetype. His anxiety over his wife’s fidelity is a source of much of the play’s comic
tension.



Other Notable Characters

Alithea, the virtuous sister of Horner’s friend, who values honesty and chastity.

Sir Jasper Fidget, a jealous and foolish husband.

Lady Fidget, Sir Jasper’s wife, involved in the intrigues of the London social scene.

Themes and Motifs
The country wife by william wycherley explores several dominant themes and motifs that
reveal the social and moral concerns of Restoration England.

Hypocrisy and Deception
The play critiques the hypocrisy of social and sexual mores, where outward appearances
often mask true intentions. Horner’s deception about his impotence exemplifies this theme.

Marriage and Gender Roles
Wycherley examines the institution of marriage, highlighting the tensions between control,
jealousy, and freedom. The differing perspectives of male and female characters
underscore the gender dynamics of the period.

City vs. Country
The contrast between the innocence of the country and the corruption of the city is a
recurring motif, embodied in Margery’s transformation and the setting shifts throughout the
play.

Sexual Politics
The play’s candid treatment of sexuality and power relations reflects the libertine culture of
Restoration London, challenging traditional moral codes.

Literary Significance and Style
The country wife by william wycherley is celebrated for its sharp wit, intricate plotting, and
sophisticated use of language. As a Restoration comedy, it exemplifies the genre’s
characteristics and innovations.



Use of Wit and Wordplay
Wycherley’s dialogue is notable for its clever puns, double entendres, and repartee, which
enhance the comedic and satirical impact of the play.

Structure and Dramatic Techniques
The play’s structure employs mistaken identities, disguises, and rapid exchanges to create
a dynamic and engaging narrative. These techniques highlight the artificiality of social
conventions and human behavior.

Influence on Later Drama
The country wife by william wycherley influenced subsequent playwrights and the evolution
of comedic theater, contributing to the tradition of social satire and character-driven humor.

Reception and Legacy
The country wife by william wycherley has experienced varied reception since its premiere,
reflecting changing social attitudes and critical perspectives.

Contemporary Reception
Initially popular among Restoration audiences, the play’s explicit content and satirical tone
elicited both acclaim and controversy, leading to occasional censorship.

Modern Interpretations
In contemporary times, the play is studied for its historical context, literary merit, and social
commentary. Productions often adapt the material to address modern sensibilities while
preserving its core themes.

Enduring Importance
The country wife by william wycherley remains an essential work for understanding
Restoration comedy, social satire, and the complexities of gender and power in early
modern England.

Frequently Asked Questions



What is the main theme of 'The Country Wife' by
William Wycherley?
'The Country Wife' primarily explores themes of marriage, hypocrisy, and sexual politics in
Restoration society, highlighting the contrast between appearance and reality.

When was 'The Country Wife' first performed and
published?
'The Country Wife' was first performed in 1675 and subsequently published in the same
year during the English Restoration period.

Who is the central character in 'The Country Wife' and
what is her significance?
Margery Pinchwife, the 'country wife,' is the central female character whose naivety and
innocence are exploited, serving as a critique of urban sophistication and sexual libertinism.

How does Wycherley use humor in 'The Country Wife'?
Wycherley employs wit, sexual innuendo, and farcical situations to satirize the moral
duplicity and affectations of Restoration society.

What role does the character Horner play in the play?
Horner is a rake who pretends to be impotent to gain access to other men's wives, using
this deception to expose and exploit societal hypocrisy.

Why was 'The Country Wife' considered controversial at
the time of its release?
The play was controversial due to its explicit sexual content, candid treatment of adultery,
and its critique of social and marital conventions.

How does 'The Country Wife' reflect Restoration
comedy characteristics?
It features witty dialogue, sexual intrigue, and satirical commentary on social manners, all
hallmarks of Restoration comedy.

What is the significance of the 'china scene' in 'The
Country Wife'?
The 'china scene' is pivotal for revealing characters' duplicity and advancing the plot
through clever use of disguise and misunderstanding.



Additional Resources
1. The Plain Dealer by William Wycherley
This is another Restoration comedy by William Wycherley that explores themes of honesty,
hypocrisy, and social manners. The play follows the gruff and cynical Plain Dealer, Manly,
who despises the deceitfulness of society but himself struggles with his own moral
dilemmas. Like *The Country Wife*, it uses sharp wit and satirical humor to critique the
social norms of the 17th century.

2. The Way of the World by William Congreve
A classic Restoration comedy, this play delves into the complexities of love, marriage, and
social maneuvering among the English upper class. The witty dialogue and intricate plot
highlight the games people play in relationships, much like *The Country Wife*. Congreve’s
work is celebrated for its sophisticated humor and keen social commentary.

3. Love for Love by William Congreve
This comedy centers on the romantic and financial entanglements of Valentine and his
family. It explores themes of love, deception, and social expectation with clever banter and
memorable characters. The play shares *The Country Wife*’s lively pace and sharp
exploration of Restoration society’s morals.

4. She Would If She Could by George Etherege
A Restoration comedy that examines themes of desire, infidelity, and social satire. The
play’s focus on witty dialogue and risqué situations parallels the style and tone of *The
Country Wife*. Etherege’s work is one of the earliest examples of the genre and helped
shape the comedic conventions of the period.

5. Sir Courtly Nice by John Crowne
This play is a Restoration comedy that portrays the romantic and social adventures of its
protagonist, Sir Courtly Nice. It reflects the period’s fascination with manners, wit, and the
complexities of relationships, much like Wycherley’s work. The humor and character
dynamics offer insight into 17th-century English society.

6. The Man of Mode by George Etherege
A quintessential Restoration comedy, *The Man of Mode* features the charming and rakish
Dorimant, who navigates love and intrigue with ease. The play’s exploration of libertinism,
social ambition, and romantic escapades is closely aligned with themes found in *The
Country Wife*. Its stylish dialogue and satirical edge make it a key work of the era.

7. Amorous Widow by Thomas Southerne
This comedy deals with themes of love, fidelity, and social expectations, focusing on the
romantic pursuits of a widow. Southerne’s play, like *The Country Wife*, uses humor to
critique societal norms and the gender politics of the time. It offers a nuanced look at the
complexities faced by women in Restoration society.

8. The Recruiting Officer by George Farquhar
A Restoration comedy that combines romance, military life, and social satire. The play’s
lively characters and witty exchanges provide a humorous commentary on courtship and
duty. Its portrayal of Restoration-era manners and morals complements the themes
explored in Wycherley’s *The Country Wife*.



9. The Beaux' Stratagem by George Farquhar
This comedy follows two gentlemen who scheme to marry wealthy women, leading to a
series of humorous and romantic escapades. The play examines themes of love, deception,
and social ambition with a balance of humor and pathos. Like *The Country Wife*, it offers a
critique of social mores and the pursuit of pleasure in Restoration England.
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