
the rover by aphra behn
The Rover by Aphra Behn is a groundbreaking work in the canon of English
literature, particularly as it stands out as one of the first plays written
by a woman to be professionally produced. Premiering in 1677, this
Restoration comedy is not only a pivotal piece in the history of theatre but
also a rich exploration of themes such as love, gender dynamics, and societal
norms. Through its complex characters and witty dialogue, Behn crafts a
narrative that encapsulates the spirit of the Restoration era while
simultaneously challenging the conventions of her time.

Historical Context

Aphra Behn (1640-1689) was a prominent figure in the Restoration period, a
time characterized by the rebirth of English theatre after the Puritan
restrictions of the Interregnum. The Restoration saw the reopening of
theatres and the emergence of a more open and liberal society that was eager
for entertainment, particularly in the form of comedies that often depicted
romantic escapades and social intrigues.

Behn's career as a playwright coincided with significant shifts in gender
roles. Women were beginning to assert more agency in society, and Behn
herself was one of the few women to earn her living through writing, a
profession dominated by men. "The Rover" reflects these societal changes and
the burgeoning opportunities for women, albeit within the constraints of a
patriarchal society.

Plot Summary

"The Rover" is set in Naples during Carnival, a time of revelry and disguise,
which serves as the perfect backdrop for the play's exploration of love and
desire. The plot revolves around several key characters, primarily focusing
on two Englishmen, Willmore and Belvile, who are in search of adventure and
romance amidst the festivities.

Main Characters

1. Willmore: The titular "Rover," a charming and roguish libertine who
embodies the ideals of freedom and desire.
2. Belvile: A more romantic and honorable character, he represents the ideal
of true love and virtue.
3. Hellena: A spirited and intelligent woman who seeks to escape the confines
of her convent life. She is determined to find love before her impending



forced marriage.
4. Florinda: Hellena's sister, who is caught in a web of family obligations
and societal expectations, facing a marriage plotted by her father.
5. Don Pedro: The brothers' guardian, who embodies traditional masculinity
and social authority.

Plot Overview

The play begins with Hellena's declaration that she will not be confined to a
convent and will instead pursue the pleasures of love. Meanwhile, Florinda is
being forced into a marriage with Don Vincentio, a suitor she does not love.
The two sisters' paths intersect with that of Willmore and Belvile, leading
to a series of comedic misunderstandings and romantic escapades.

As the Carnival unfolds, the characters engage in disguises and deception,
leading to a climax filled with tension and intrigue. Ultimately, the play
resolves with a celebration of love and the triumph of romantic desires over
societal constraints.

Themes

"The Rover" is rich with themes that resonate beyond its historical context.
These themes include:

1. Gender and Power

Behn delves into the complexities of gender roles in a patriarchal society.
The female characters, especially Hellena and Florinda, are portrayed as
intelligent and resourceful. They actively seek to navigate and manipulate
the male-dominated world around them. Hellena, in particular, challenges
traditional expectations by asserting her desire for love and agency.

2. Love and Desire

At its core, "The Rover" is a celebration of love in its many forms. The play
presents love as a powerful force that transcends social conventions. The
characters' romantic pursuits often lead to comedic situations, but they also
reveal the genuine emotions underlying their desires. Behn intricately weaves
these romantic narratives, highlighting the distinction between lust and true
affection.



3. Disguise and Deception

The motif of disguise is prevalent throughout the play, particularly during
the Carnival, where societal roles are temporarily suspended. Characters don
masks and alter egos, allowing them to explore their desires without the
constraints of their everyday lives. This theme underscores the idea that
identity is fluid and that societal expectations can be transcended, even if
temporarily.

Literary Style and Structure

Behn's writing in "The Rover" is marked by its sharp wit and lively dialogue.
The play is structured in a classic five-act format, providing a coherent
narrative arc that builds tension and develops character relationships. The
use of couplets and rhymed verse adds a lyrical quality to the dialogue,
enhancing the comedic elements of the play.

The characters are vividly drawn, each with distinct personalities and
motivations, which allows for dynamic interactions that propel the plot
forward. Behn's adept use of humor and satire critiques societal norms,
particularly regarding marriage and sexual freedom.

Reception and Legacy

Upon its release, "The Rover" received a mixed reception, as was common for
many works of the time. While some praised Behn's boldness and the play's
humor, others criticized its sexual themes and perceived immorality. Over the
centuries, however, the play has gained recognition as a significant
contribution to English literature and drama.

In contemporary times, "The Rover" is celebrated for its progressive
portrayal of women and its exploration of sexual politics. Modern productions
often highlight the feminist elements of the play, showcasing Behn's role as
a pioneer for female playwrights. The play continues to be studied and
performed, affirming its place in the literary canon.

Conclusion

"The Rover" by Aphra Behn is not merely a comedic romp through the intrigues
of love and desire; it is a profound commentary on the nature of gender,
power, and identity. Behn's ability to weave complex characters with rich
themes reflects her keen understanding of the societal dynamics of her time.
The play remains a vital piece of literature that challenges audiences to



reconsider the roles of women and the conventions of love and relationships.

As we continue to explore the intricacies of human relationships and societal
expectations, Behn's work serves as a timeless reminder of the complexities
of love and the enduring quest for freedom and self-expression. Through "The
Rover," Behn not only entertained her contemporaries but also laid the
groundwork for future generations of writers, particularly women, to assert
their voices in a world that often sought to silence them.

Frequently Asked Questions

What are the main themes explored in 'The Rover' by
Aphra Behn?
The main themes of 'The Rover' include love and desire, the complexities of
gender roles, the nature of freedom, and the critique of societal norms,
particularly regarding women's agency and sexuality in the 17th century.

How does Aphra Behn use the character of Hellena to
challenge societal expectations?
Hellena, who is determined to assert her own desires rather than conform to
the expectations of her society, embodies the struggle for female autonomy.
Her pursuit of love and her refusal to be a passive participant highlight
Behn's critique of gender roles.

In what ways does 'The Rover' reflect the
Restoration period's attitudes toward sexuality?
'The Rover' reflects the Restoration period's more liberated attitudes toward
sexuality, showcasing a world where sexual exploits and romantic
entanglements are openly discussed and pursued, contrasting with the more
repressive views of earlier periods.

What role does the setting of Carnival play in 'The
Rover'?
The setting of Carnival allows for a temporary suspension of social norms and
hierarchies, providing characters the freedom to indulge in their desires and
explore their identities, which serves as a backdrop for the play's themes of
disguise and deception.

How does Aphra Behn's own life influence the



characters and plot of 'The Rover'?
Aphra Behn's experiences as a woman in a male-dominated society, including
her time spent in the court of Charles II and her travels, inform the play's
exploration of women's desires and societal constraints, giving depth to her
female characters' struggles.

What is the significance of the title 'The Rover'?
The title 'The Rover' signifies the themes of exploration and wandering, both
physically and emotionally. It refers to the male characters who roam freely
in search of love and pleasure, contrasting with the confined roles of women
in society.

How does Behn use humor in 'The Rover' to address
serious issues?
Behn employs humor, particularly through witty dialogue and comedic
situations, to engage the audience while addressing serious issues like
gender inequality and sexual politics, making the critique more palatable and
entertaining.

What impact did 'The Rover' have on the
representation of women in theater?
'The Rover' was groundbreaking in its representation of women, portraying
them as complex characters with desires and agency. This paved the way for
future female playwrights and contributed to the evolving portrayal of women
in theater.
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