
Waddell  1 

 

Kimberly Waddell 

Dr. Mimi Fenton 

ENGL 441 

13 February 2011 

 

Cultural Antithesis: An Examination of Restoration Theatre in Comparison to 18
th

 Century 

Values 

 

My dearest sister, 

 It is my most primary and sincerest wish that these words fall sweetly upon your ears, 

finding you safe and in the utmost of health.  You must first know that it brought me great 

distress and grief to learn of the deaths of both your dear husband, Charles, and my beloved 

niece Elizabeth.  The cruelness of the sickness that the plague brings upon the body has no 

ability to discern one person from the next. Yet I must confess, however heartless my disclosure 

may seem, that each day brings with it a relief to be able to breathe more easily, trusting in the 

hope that the sickness of the plague has been (or soon will be) expelled from our land.   

It is perhaps because of the threat of death under which we have been living for so long 

that in this intriguing age that we find ourselves in, I cannot help but question the value of each 

thing that my eyes and ears take witness of every day – even minute details that others may 

consider frivolous.  One such example of my observances can be found within the striking 

contradictions between many social events and displays and many things that I (along with many 

others) value, that despite my trying, I still manage to take note of.  To be more explicit, I have 

perceived many of the traits of this new popular type of theatre, more commonly called our 

Restoration theatre, which came with the restoration of our Merry Monarch, Charles II.  This 
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new entertainment seems to be the antithesis of the logic and rationality commonly valued within 

the society of which we are ourselves a part of.  Even more particularly, the traits of this theatre 

that I speak of include the organization of the theatre itself, the use of imagination that is so 

central to the theatre, and sexual promiscuity found within it.  Perhaps these slight observances 

will provide a sort of escape for your thoughts, which are surely focused upon the heartbreak that 

is engulfing you. 

 Dear sister, as you well know, we are situated in a new age, some call it an age of 

enlightenment, which is characterized by rational, methodical thinking (The Oxford Dictionary 

of Literary Terms).  Rationality, by its definition found within the Oxford English Dictionary, 

involves “having the faculty of reasoning; endowed with reason” (def. 1a).  Further, reason is 

defined as being “that view of things or manner of proceeding which seems wise, logical, or 

correct” (def. 6a).  The concept of reason bears with it connotations of order and regulation, as to 

think in a logical manner, or proceed in a logical manner, one must go about their business in an 

organized approach.  However, the organizational systems in place within the many theatres 

throughout the city display a complete disregard for order in a multitude of fashions.  First of all, 

the rules and regulations governing conduct inside the theatre during a play are exceedingly lax, 

as according to Edward Langhans in The Cambridge Companion to English Restoration Theatre, 

there exists an enormous ease of access to backstage areas within these theatres – something that 

remains frequently and consistently abused by patrons (an abuse which, sadly, I must confess to 

committing just last week upon imbibing a few too many spirits) (14).  Alarmingly, a recent 

death at the theatre was reported, in which the actor by the name of William Mountfort was 

murdered in a crime of jealousy (Langhans 14).  Can you believe such an audacious occurrence?  

Due to a lack of security, his assassins also nearly kidnapped his co-star, Anne Bracegirdle 
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(Langhans 14).  If you ask me, I think that the harlot had it coming to her.  The physical 

orientation of the theatre itself is in somewhat of a state of unobvious disarray, and is at least 

partially responsible for the misconduct that frequently occurs within its walls.  There is an area 

to the front of the curtain (unique to English Restoration Theatre) that extends quite prominently 

into the audience space (Langhans 7).  Because of this, us spectators sit quite closely to the stage, 

and to the actors themselves (Langhans 8).  With such close proximity to the center of action, the 

spectators are given greater openings to cause disruption. 

 Another example of such interference is found when the actors vocalize their lines, and 

audience members (particularly those close to the stage) issue unscripted responses that cause 

disorder in the play (Langhans 15).  These instances are rumored to be greater when the 

audiences find the play to be particularly dull and unentertaining (perhaps during a play penned 

by Thomas Shadwell), though I have never actually witnessed it myself ( Langhans 15).  Even 

further troublesome and problematic are those instances in which the playhouses become so 

densely crowded that audience members are seated on the stage itself, sometimes being 

contained so tightly that the actors’ abilities to move about freely are greatly impeded (Langhans 

25).  However, perhaps most distracting is the fact that even during the action of the play, 

audience members remain free to walk around, “buying fruit, or meeting acquaintances,” as if it 

were a sort of market (Langhans 25).  Does that seem as boorish to you, dear sister, as it does to 

me?  Though these sorts of distractions have their merits, in that they provide a test of the 

abilities of actors, they remain rudely disruptive for spectators such as myself, who value social 

order, organization, and above all, rules (Langhans 25). 

 Aside from the physical orientation of the theater and the disorderly conduct of many 

spectators encouraged by such horrendous planning, the organization of the theatre companies 
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provides yet another source of chaos for theatre-goers like myself.  Shares of the theatres are 

managed quite poorly, and though Thomas Killigrew and William Davenant hold patents from 

the King, they do not own the troupes of actors (Langhans 4).  To be quite frank with you, I 

highly question their qualification for the duties that have been bestowed upon them.  In fact, 

most of the shareholders in the companies are actors themselves, with little care paid to who 

actually invests in the theatres (Langhans 4).  Further, the actors have become forced by 

necessity to be able to switch roles at the drop of a hat, so that a company can ensure that they 

have a financial support.  In the case that a particular play does not go well, the company is ready 

and able to switch the bill and show an entirely different play, as to avoid losing money on a 

particularly tedious or dry show (Langhans 19).  With such rapid and capricious changes, order 

and stability (both of which are essential to the characterization of our society) within the theatre 

cannot be maintained. 

 Perhaps I may be so bold as to assume that you have heard of the French philosopher and 

scientist, Rene Descartes, whose ideas have become quite prominent to our current ways of 

thinking.  In a particular entry within The Essentials of Philosophy and Ethics, Descartes’ 

philosophy on the composition of the human body is discussed.  According to Descartes, the 

body is comprised of three distinct parts, all of which are separate from one another: the mind, 

the body, and the soul.  By this same school of thought, Descartes proposes that the mind is the 

seat of decision making – involving only cognition and rational, logical thought.  However, Jean 

Marsden concurs in The Cambridge Companion to English Restoration Theatre that theatre-

goers and performers alike are encouraged to make use of their imaginations, allowing 

themselves to enter another world filled with fancy and submerse themselves in the atmosphere 

of the theatre (174).  If we submit ourselves to the ideas that Descartes presents to us, can it not 
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be argued that the sort of imagination that the theatre induces and takes part in is counterintuitive 

to the theory that the mind is not for imagination or whim, but instead for rational, logical 

decision making?  The amounts of spectacle newly enabled by advanced machinery within the 

theatre encourage not critical thinking or logic to debate the thematic elements of the play, but 

use of the imagination to submerse oneself into the story being performed (Marsden 175).  

Further, it is also said by Marsden that the quality of a play often becomes determined by its 

ability to provoke displays of emotion in audiences (182).  However, this becomes problematic 

in that it also contradicts the ideas of the mind, body, and soul being separate and distinct 

features of the composition of a human.  For quality to be influenced by displays of emotion is to 

insinuate that the mind and the soul are both involved in the process of decision making – which 

we know to by the philosophies of Descartes to be wholly incorrect.   

 Referring to Pat Gill in The Cambridge Companion to English Restoration Theatre, I find 

that perhaps most contradictory to our current conviction that logic and reason reign supreme 

remains the extensive and explicit sexuality that is found within many examples of Restoration 

theatre (191).  A section on pornographic theatre in The Cambridge Guide to Theatre will affirm 

my accusation on the whole, that Restoration theatre can be, for the most part, extremely 

profligate.  Would you ever have imagined something so distasteful?  Sex, so often depicted in 

these plays, becomes devoid of any sort of rationality or logical thought.  Instead, it exists as a 

longing driven by passion, physical desire, and greed (Gill 193).  Further, sex is a physical act 

involving bodily urges and instincts, seated not within the mind or the soul.  Therefore, returning 

to the philosophy of Descartes, and our cultural value of rationality and logic, the sexual acts 

presented in Restoration theatre are antithetical to many values that we hold so high. These plays 

show a blatant disregard for material needs, consistently placing them at odds with sexual 



Waddell  6 

 

desires.  While watching them, I often find myself shocked by the promiscuity that so vividly is 

portrayed before my eyes.  Tell me; have you had the displeasure of seeing these offensive and 

provocative scenes enacted by the trollops that have taken over the theatres?  I assure you, sister 

Kayla, that these are not the most redeeming aspects of the stage, or our new enlightened age. 

 While I continue to visit the theatre out of curiosity and enjoyment for the amount of 

escape that it provides me, I still find that it is incongruous with the logic and rationality that I, as 

well as you, value so highly.  The theatre is in such shambles of regulation that it could be 

organized much better by even my husband!  (As dearly as I love him, you are well aware of his 

inability to keep order in anything.)  In addition, the amounts of imagination that the theatre 

involves and inspires are a dangerous threat to the use of reason that we prize so very dearly.  

Most troublesome to our consideration of logic, however, is the extreme loose sexuality that 

Restoration theatre portrays so explicitly.  These characteristics are what make the theatre so 

antithetical to rationality and the theories of Descartes that we have so readily accepted.  Don’t 

you agree, sister?  I fear that if society operated in the way that theatre does, then advancement 

of humanity would be nothing shy of impossible.   

 I pray, dear Kayla, that my words have provided somewhat of an escape from your 

thoughts, which are surely beginning to eat away at your sanity.  I know that these times are hard 

for you and my nephew, James, but know that if I can be of any help to you, I am but a letter 

away.  Sound judgment and logical thinking shall not lead you wrong, and in the case that you 

seek an avoidance of the troubles that you are experiencing, then the theatre (however illogical 

and outlandish it may be) would provide an excellent distraction for you.  Yet, I would find 

alternate arrangements for James, as he is quite young, and the theatre may be a bit bawdy for 

him to be subjected to.  I must now end my writings, as my husband has just returned from 
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viewing a play, and requests my presence in our chamber.  However, I leave you with this: may 

good health and happiness find its way to your doorstep, and may the heartbreak you feel be 

mended speedily. 

       Until we meet again, 

Your loving sister, Kimberly 
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