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ABSTRACT 

 

 

 

     In England in the autumn of 1678, a supposed Popish Plot to murder King Charles II and 

install his Catholic brother, James, the Duke of York, was uncovered.  The country was 

immediately thrown into turmoil as fear of the Roman Catholic Church and its followers 

overtook England’s citizens, particularly those residing in London.  This fear and suspicion led 

to what is now known as the Exclusion Crisis of 1678-1681.  As the political party known as the 

Whigs introduced bills in Parliament to exclude James from the throne, the rest of England’s 

citizens were left with feelings of instability about the political future of their country.  This 

thesis looks at the effects this time of turmoil had on London’s theater and its playwrights.  

Using Aphra Behn’s The Feign’d Curtizans; or A Night’s Intrigue  (1679), John Dryden’s The 

Spanish Friar; or A Double Discovery  (1680), and Thomas Shadwell’s The Lancashire Witches, 

and Tegue O’ Divelly the Irish Priest (1681) as examples, this work will argue that the political 

instability of the time, as well the changing nature of the audience of 1679-1681, largely affected 

the content of the plays written during this period, making the messages of those plays politically 

and religiously ambiguous. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

 

    In England in the autumn of 1678, a supposed Popish Plot to murder King Charles II and 

install his brother, James, the Duke of York and a Catholic, as the new monarch was uncovered, 

and suspicions about Catholics, Catholicism, and the Pope rose to an incredibly high level.  This 

led to what is now known as the Exclusion Crisis, which lasted approximately from 1678 until 

1681.  During this time, several campaigns to exclude James from being allowed to succeed 

Charles II began since the Popish Plot discovery had ignited fears that a Catholic monarch might 

try to return England to Catholicism and bridge the gap that had formed between England and 

Rome.  This campaign to exclude James was lead by the Whigs, one of the two major political 

parties that became more defined during this time of instability and anxiety.  This exclusionist 

group was given its name Whig, which is “a colloquial term for Presbyterian rebels,” as a form 

of slander since, according to John Spurr, their opposition thought they were “promoting 

Dissent” rather than simply “defending Protestantism” (9).  Likewise, the other political group of 

the time, which was composed of those who believed the terms of royal succession should be left 

intact, was given the name Tory, after the “Irish Catholic brigands of that name,” which was also 

meant to be slanderous (Spurr 9).  These two groups fought loudly through propaganda and in 

parliamentary sessions, and even playwrights belonging to each political group became involved 

in the discussion of Popish Plots and royal exclusion.  Most of these playwrights, however, were 

subtler in expressing their opinions than were propagandists.   

     Of the many plays written during the Exclusion Crisis, I wish to focus on three in particular:  

Aphra Behn’s The Feign’d Curtizans; or A Night’s Intrigue (1679), John Dryden’s The Spanish 

Friar; or the Double Discovery (1680), and Thomas Shadwell’s The Lancashire Witches, and 

Tegue o Divelly, the Irish Priest (1681).  I have chosen to examine Behn's, Dryden's, and 

Shadwell's plays specifically because all of them make some sort of statement about the religious 

and political occurrences of this time period, including addressing the supposed plotting nature 
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of Catholics.  Also, each of these playwrights is generally categorized as being a supporter of the 

ideals and opinions of either the Whig or Tory party.  Using this knowledge of the authors’ 

politics, many current contemporary critics have tried to read the plays in a strictly political 

sense, which forces each of the plays into a set category.  For example, Behn and Dryden are 

most commonly associated with the Tory party.  This means that The Feign’d Curtizans and The 

Spanish Friar are generally considered as being sympathetic to the plight of Catholics, and as 

being adamant about following the rules of royal succession.  Likewise, Shadwell is considered 

to be a staunch Whig and his play is thus read as being anti-Catholic.  According to Jessica 

Munns, for example, The Lancashire Witches should be seen as “clear, Whig, and unambiguous” 

(“Golden Days” 208) because it contains extensive criticism of “popery, lechery, and satanism” 

(“Golden Days” 207).  Forcing these plays to coincide too perfectly to political doctrines, 

however, is restricting and too dismissive of the political instability of the time in which they 

were written and too little conscious of the changing nature of the audience. 

     Susan J. Owen makes a similar point in her “Interpreting the Politics of Restoration Drama.”  

She argues that there is “a danger in seeing political reference exclusively or mainly in terms of 

dramatists taking sides, or making the kind of political allusions which we might expect to find 

in a modern context of clearly defined political allegiances” (67).  Recognizing that there is 

potential “danger” in reading plays, as well as categorizing playwrights, as being exclusively on 

one political side or another is one key to understanding what the playwrights were trying to 

accomplish in the writing of these plays.  Behn, Dryden, and Shadwell were not writing their 

plays as pure propaganda for their political parties, even though portions of their plays do indeed 

fit into either Whig or Tory “formulas” of either anti-Catholicism or pro-Catholicism.  These 

three dramatists instead were trying to address the political occurrences of the time, while 

simultaneously trying to achieve the main goal of any playwright: entertaining a politically 

diverse audience.  Neither of these goals was an easy feat to accomplish.        

     As writers during the discovery of the Popish Plot and the ensuing Exclusion Crisis, Behn, 

Dryden, and Shadwell could not ignore the politics going on around them.  They could not 

ignore what was going on because on a basic level, as Jocelyn Powell explains, “every average 

satirist is aware that if you get in something from today’s newspapers, the audience goes 

overboard” (20).  Moreover, the events of the Popish Plot and the Exclusion Crisis were more 

than just a few interesting headlines in the papers.  The events were preoccupying the daily lives 
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of Londoners in the form of propaganda, parliamentary hearings to exclude James, and anti-

Catholic processions, including repeated Pope-burning celebrations (Miller 183).  Ignoring the 

hysteria, fear, and arguing going on outside of the theater walls would have been foolish, if not 

impossible.  This put the playwrights in a delicate position.  They needed to address the politics 

of the time, even though they were uncertain what the future would hold.  

     This uncertainty in relation to the future was a direct result of the political instability in 

England during the years of the Exclusion Crisis and that uncertainty and instability cannot be 

underplayed.  As Spurr explains, “The hysteria of political life over the next three years [1678-

81] was, and still is, shocking; it can be explained in part by such factors as deep-rooted anti-

popery, [and] the coincidental expiry of press censorship [. . .]; but much of the story can be 

explained by fear and rumor, denunciation and counter-allegation, and the sheer pressure of 

events” (9).  When Titus Oates claimed that he had discovered a Popish Plot to murder Charles 

II, many Protestants, especially in London, were willing to believe what he said even though he 

did not have substantial proof.  According to Odai Johnson, Oates was almost immediately 

“lionized on broadsheets, copperplate engravings and playing cards, as the savior of the country.  

He was also granted a line on the king’s payroll” (16).  Perhaps the reason why many were 

willing to automatically believe Oates’s story was that throughout England since the 

Reformation, there had been great anxiety over being forced to once again be a subject of Rome.  

Even before the Popish Plot was uncovered, Catholics were already being used as scapegoats for 

many of the problems in England, including the London Fire in 1666 (Johnson 17).  There was 

also a constant stream of anti-Catholic texts being circulated, including Andrew Marvell’s 

Account of the Growth of Popery (1677), which, according to Richard Greaves, accused 

Catholics of “plotting not only to destroy Protestantism but also to introduce tyranny” (17). 

These texts had made Catholicism “an explosive issue even before the revelations of Oates [. . .]” 

(Greaves 17).  After Oates’s revelation, the hysteria and anger mounted.  London was the most 

affected, as John Miller explains in the following:  

               London had by far the largest concentration of populations in the country and it was far  

               more natural to fear a numerous hidden enemy there than in the sparsely populated  

               countryside.  It was also the centre of political life and it had a special place assigned to  

               it in the Plot:  the city was to be fired and the Protestant inhabitants were to be put to  

               the sword.  When the Plot broke families armed to defend themselves and over two  
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               thousand men of the trained bands were on watch every night. (161) 

The arming of families and the installation of trained bands to protect the city from attacks from 

Rome or other Catholic “brigands” shows the extreme fear that was encompassing England at 

this time.  It also shows that the fear had to have been bubbling just below the surface for a very 

long time for it to explode in such an extreme way over a Popish Plot that seemed farfetched, to 

the outside observer, at best. 

     This extreme fear allowed the Whigs to gain substantial support from many Londoners in 

their campaign to exclude James from the throne.  Their anti-Catholic tracts popularized the idea 

that a “Popish ruler of a Protestant nation would be under constant pressure from his confessor 

and from the pope to establish Popery; [. . .].  In other words, a Catholic king was a slave to the 

pope” (Miller 180).  This idea made it seem that if England still wanted to be a free Protestant 

nation with a strong Parliament, it would have to strike the Catholic James from the list of 

succession.  Much of London appears to have been supportive of the Whigs’ ideas concerning 

the succession, much to the alarm of the monarchy.  Therefore, in January 1681 Charles stopped 

the proceedings on the parliamentary hearing concerning the latest Exclusion bill that was going 

on in London, and set it to reconvene in March at Oxford, which was basically a royalist town 

(Greaves 21).  The fact that Charles had to have the parliamentary session moved to a city other 

than London, shows that the hostility toward Catholicism and the hysteria over the possibility of 

a Catholic ruler were quite real, and quite possibly were overtaking the streets of London and the 

minds of its inhabitants, including those who frequented the theaters.                   

     There is difficulty for some critics in today’s time to understand the fear, suspicion, and 

“hysteria” that many Protestant English citizens had concerning Catholics and their so-called 

Popish Plots since we know that just a few years after the ending of the Exclusion Crisis, 

freedom from Rome was secured with the ousting of James II and the installation of William and 

Mary.  When reading plays and other works written during the time of this political crisis, we 

would be best served before beginning our analysis by asking ourselves a question put forth by 

Frances Dolan in Whores of Babylon: Catholicism, Gender, and Seventeenth-Century Print 

Culture:  “What if one did not know that a Protestant succession and a parliamentarian 

government would be secured?” (11).  The answer is, that he or she, out of fear or doubt or 

shrewdness, would probably display political ambiguity, as to not put himself or herself in dire 

circumstances if he or she picks the wrong side to support.  In their plays, Behn, Dryden, and 
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Shadwell do exactly that:  display political ambiguity.  While I will go into detail about this 

ambiguity later on in this introduction, I believe it is necessary to first examine another important 

reason why these three playwrights would want to blur their plays’ political messages:  the 

changing nature of the theater audiences.   

     John Kenyon informs us in The Popish Plot that the seventeenth-century English were 

“notorious throughout Europe for their fickleness and lack of political stability” (240).  Although 

Kenyon’s description is speaking of the English citizens in general, he has given a good picture 

of the London theater audience during the time of the Exclusion Crisis.  The audience was fickle 

when it came to both entertainment and politics.  In “Theatrical Culture I:  Politics and Theatre,” 

Jessica Munns explains the challenges that theaters and playwrights incurred while trying to 

please those whom Dryden, in his prologue to The Spanish Friar, calls “fickle sovereigns” who 

“dub to-day, and hang a man to-morrow” (412):   

               With the theatres competing for a limited audience, which had other possible forms of  

               entertainment—from gambling to concerts—it is not surprising to find that they were  

               obliged to change their repertory rapidly.  Four or five days represent a usual run—  

               with the author getting the house-takings on the third day—and ten-days’ consecutive  

               performance indicates a smash hit.  A play that succeeded had to be a play that people  

               were prepared to see again and a play that was ridiculed on its first performance by the  

               all-powerful wits who sat in the pit meant a terrible financial loss in sets and costumes  

               for the company. (88) 

With money and success at stake, playwrights were constantly at the mercy of their audiences.  

The Restoration audience, however, seems to have shown very little mercy toward plays that did 

not entertain them or interest them, and yet they also showed very little mercy toward plays that 

did entertain them.  According to Powell, the “intellectual calibre of the audience is fundamental 

to the whole experience of Restoration drama.  This may seem paradoxical.  Its behaviour was 

notoriously casual and often brutal.  The play was accompanied by the chat of the audience and 

the cries of the orange-wenches.  Pit and gallery were known for the presence of masked women 

openly selling themselves” (13).  Going to the theater during the Restoration was not necessarily 

a mark of high culture or high social status, as tradesman and merchants frequented the same 

plays as members of the court (Munns, “Theatrical Culture” 87).  As Peter Holland explains, 

“Theatre was not an occasional rare practice for a lordly few.  It was an habitual part of day-to-
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day living in London or visiting it” (5).  As well as being a part of day-to-day living, the theater 

also allowed time for socializing, even during the play (Munns, “Theatrical Culture” 87).  The 

plays truly had to fight for the attention of the audience, because many playgoers would jump 

from theater to theater in an evening, as if they were “sampling sermons in different churches on 

a Sunday” (Powell 15).  If one of the “sermons” displeased them, then the playgoers would 

simply go to another “church.”  Playwrights knew this, and, therefore, it was a great motivation 

for many of them to keep their political messages ambiguous, or at least non-abrasive, as to not 

offend the beliefs of the majority of the crowd.  Hellfire and brimstone political sermons did not 

interest the Restoration audience who had a “very special mood,” and would not take kindly to 

playwrights trying to “suppress its pleasure in playgoing” (Styan 11).  From what was known 

about the audience, and the atmosphere of London during this time, one may actually feel 

sympathy for the plight of playwrights who were trying to address the politics of the time to what 

seems to be a hostile group in a hostile environment.   

     Behn and Dryden in particular were in a predicament when it came to expressing their 

political opinions in their plays.  This is simply because London, and increasingly the playhouses 

of the 1670s, were dominated by the Whigs and their philosophies.  Behn and Dryden were also 

not sure how the Exclusion hearings were going to go in Parliament, and whether or not James 

was going to be excluded from the throne.  In addition to the worries about succession, 

propaganda and pope-burnings were all setting the anti-Catholic mood in London, and instilling 

that mood in the hearts and minds of most Londoners.  The Whigs knew that the majority of 

London citizens would be receptive to the negative depictions of the Popery, and their “use of 

anti-Catholicism was brutally simple.  They harped on the dangers of Popery and arbitrary 

government (which became interchangeable terms), uncritically asserted the reality of the Plot, 

insisted that exclusion was the only practicable solution to the problem of a Popish successor and 

branded everyone who disagreed with them as a Papist or a favourer of Popery” (Miller 169).  

Therefore, if in their plays, Behn and Dryden loudly and adamantly disagreed with the “mob 

mentality,” then there was a real possibility that they were going to be branded as Papists and 

lose the support of their audiences, and maybe even more dire, lose the support of whoever 

would be chosen to lead England.  Behn and Dryden, however, skillfully managed to express 

their ideas without seeming as if they were spouting straight Tory propaganda.  The way they did 

this was similar to what Charles II did during this time of political uncertainty:  



 7

               Charles [. . .] had to act vigorously in order to try to dispel the impression that the court  

               was implicated in the plot or favourable to Popery, even though he clearly never  

               believed more than a small part of allegations that others accepted in their entirety  

               [. . .]. Charles had, then, to enforce the laws against Catholics and to act as if the plot  

               was genuine in order to safeguard James’s succession to the throne. (Miller 162) 

Ultimately, “out of political necessity, [Charles] sacrificed the English Catholics in order to 

safeguard the succession of his Catholic brother” (Miller 169).  In The Feign’d Curtizans and 

The Spanish Friar, Behn and Dryden also sacrifice the Catholics, as well as their own strident 

Toryism.  The way in which they do this is by giving the audience plotting Catholics, which 

supports the stereotypes and reaffirms the concerns many English Protestants were having at this 

time.  Nonetheless, while they are indulging their audiences, they are still subtly giving their 

political views.  This creates ambiguity concerning the exact political messages of the plays, but 

it also greatly reflects the knowledge and understanding Behn and Dryden had about their time 

and their audiences. 

     As a Whig, Shadwell was part of the dominant party during the early stages (1678-1680) of 

the Exclusion Crisis.  The use of Whiggish anti-Catholic images and pro-exclusion rhetoric in 

plays that were performed during this time would have been accepted by many of the citizens, 

including the tradesmen and merchants, attending the theater (Munns, “Theatrical Culture” 96).  

The fact that the number of emerging middle-class citizens attending the theater was constantly 

increasing undoubtedly gave the Whigs a sense of confidence and freedom to profess their 

political messages, especially since during those early years of the Crisis, it appeared as though 

the Whigs were going to win in their battle to exclude James.  However, the political tides soon 

changed, and so did the mood of the audience.  As stated earlier, in March of 1681, Parliament 

met in Oxford instead of London, by the order of the king.  Shortly after the parliamentary 

session began, however, the king prorogued it (Munns, “Golden Days” 195).  Discussion of 

exclusion was squashed, and the Exclusion Crisis ended shortly thereafter.   Shadwell’s The 

Lancashire Witches was first performed in the fall of 1681, a period in which it was quickly 

becoming unfashionable, and even unwise, to write plays that were filled with Whig propaganda.  

The power was shifting back to the court and the royalists when it came to politics, and the 

power was also changing in the theaters.  One must not forget that the playhouses were “under 

direct royal control and patronage, and the court and those who followed the court made up a 
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significant part of their spectators” (Munns, “Theatrical Culture” 87).  During the heart of the 

Exclusion Crisis, members of the Court, who were mostly Tories, had followed Charles’s lead, 

as did Behn and Dryden.  They did not overtly deny the existence of the Popish Plot, nor ardently 

support Catholics, since they were aware that most of the citizens in London were exhibiting 

fear, suspicion, and anger toward Catholicism in general.  Now that time had diminished some of 

the fear over the Popish Plot, and Charles had successfully stopped discussion of exclusion, the 

court and the Tories were able to be more vocal, and plays with scathing Whig messages no 

longer had to be tolerated.  This was the atmosphere that Shadwell had to contend with when The 

Lancashire Witches premiered on the stage.  The play has anti-Catholic images and dialogue in 

it, but most of the text suggests that Shadwell was tempering some of his beliefs.  His characters 

often contradict one another, and the exact political and religious message that he is trying to 

impart to his audience is definitely obscured, which I believe reflects Shadwell’s awareness of 

his audience, both in the arena of politics and the arena of the theater.        

     Although each of these three plays has ambiguities and political messages that are unique to 

them and them alone, the three are connected by their use of popular anti-Catholic images and by 

their deployment of gendered categories to convey these anti-Catholic messages.  Dolan explains 

that at the time these plays were written and performed, there was a “flurry of publications that 

not only represented but constituted the Popish Plot and justified fierce retaliations against 

Catholics,” and in those publications, “women and clerics once again assume prominence” (159).  

While Dryden and Shadwell both have the stereotypical Catholic clerics in their plays, all three 

plays have female characters that support and complicate the arguments of the plays at the same 

time.  Although I will focus on each of the plays separately, and I will be examining the roles of 

all the major characters in the three plays, my main focus will be on the female characters, as 

they represent the ambiguity of the messages these playwrights are trying to convey more clearly 

than any of the other characters.  Overall, these three plays are all connected by the fact that they 

were written in a time of great confusion and instability.  As I examine these plays, I shall argue 

that one must look beyond the Tory and Whig positions of these playwrights.  One must instead 

turn toward the political uncertainty caused by the Popish Plot and the Exclusion Crisis and also 

to the demanding and fickle audience to truly understand the “politics” of these plays.         
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CHAPTER 1 

MIXING POLITCS:  THE FEIGN’D CURTIZANS AND THE POPISH PLOT 

 

 

    Aphra Behn’s The Feign’d Curtizans; Or A Night’s Intrigue was first performed in 1679, 

which places its premiere near the beginning of the Exclusion Crisis. The level of fear and 

excitement over the Popish Plot was still high and this affected the amount of patronage to the 

theaters.  To cite Janet Todd, the theaters “faced stiff competition from the courthouses and 

public tribunals, and, along with the other dramatists, Behn moaned that this ‘cursed plotting 

Age’ had ‘ruin’d all our Plots upon the stage’” (Secret Life 240).  As Todd points out, Behn 

laments the pressure of having to compete with the fantastical “real” plots plaguing England at 

the time, and she further illustrates her predicament in the prologue to The Feign’d Curtizans: 

               Suspicions, New Elections, Jealousies, 

               Fresh Informations, New Discoveries,  

               Do so employ the busy fearful Town, 

               Our honest Calling here is useless grown: 

               Each Fool turns Politician now, and wears  

               A formal Face, and talks of State-affairs. (Behn 307)       

The “Fool” who now turns “Politician” that Behn speaks of could include playwrights and other 

writers, as well as the citizens of London.  Writing during this time dictated that Behn herself 

would also have to turn into a politician, or at least address the concerns of the day if she was 

going to capture the attention of an audience so caught up in the intrigue of a Popish Plot.  Some 

current critics, including Alison Shell, suggest that Behn embraced the role of politician and that 

she was using The Feign’d Curtizans as an instrument to prove her politics.  According to Shell, 

Behn was pro-Catholic, or at least a Catholic sympathizer, and, therefore, most of her play works 

at “debunking the Catholic threat altogether” (36). Arguing at the opposite side of the spectrum 

from Shell is Jane Spencer.  According to Spencer, while Behn’s later plays fully and obviously 
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“entered the political arena,” The Feign’d Curtizans is one of her plays that has “no such 

prominent political message” (92).  My argument falls somewhere in between Shell’s and 

Spencer’s arguments. Although there are portions of the play that hint toward where Behn’s 

sympathies lie, she does not seem to be overtly engaging in pro-Catholicism in this play.  

Instead, as I will argue, Behn is consciously mixing her politics, which shows that she was very 

aware of the time and of the society in which she was living. 

     When I say Behn is consciously mixing her politics, I simply mean that she is combining the 

various images and thoughts, although sometimes contradictory, of the political situation that 

was present in 1679, and this combination effectively obscures her exact political message, 

which may have been her intention.  As a female playwright in London, Behn was in a minority 

group.  Therefore, she was constantly under scrutiny, and especially during a time as unstable as 

the Exclusion Crisis, she had to be careful about how she represented herself.  If she tried too 

hard to prove that the Popish Plot was false, and that Catholics were innocent and of no threat, 

she could have very well branded herself as a Catholic.  At the very least if she were publicly 

branded as a Catholic or a Catholic sympathizer, her work may have been dismissed.  To cite 

Dolan, “being Catholic and female could doubly discredit an author attempting to compel belief, 

since both groups were assumed to be illiterate and deceitful” (165).  At the very worst, she 

could have been arrested like her friend, playwright Nevil Payn, and be forced, as he was, to 

prove and “proclaim” her Protestantism (Todd, Secret Life 239).  Todd further illustrates Behn’s 

need for caution: “Behn as a woman had to be careful.  So often rebellion was seen in gender 

terms, with armed revolt being masculine and insidious subversion feminine; it would be easy 

for a woman to be regarded as a covert plotter.  If such as Queen Catherine could be suspected, a 

female playwright who had already invoked an image of the whorish woman would be fair 

game” (Secret Life 240).  Behn’s predicament of being a female playwright who had frequently, 

as Todd suggests, “invoked” controversial images and subjects, seems to suggest that the only 

wise thing for her to do with The Feign’d Curtizans would be to cautiously approach the events, 

such as the Popish Plot, occurring in England.  Shouting Tory propaganda about the falseness of 

the Plot would not have been prudent. 

     The area that best shows Behn’s awareness of the need to obscure her political messages is in 

the body of the text of The Feign’d Curtizans itself.  As I mentioned earlier, Behn combines 

different images and ideas that were present during the Exclusion Crisis in her play, and 
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sometimes, the images contradict one another.  This is most easily seen by the two plots that are 

present in The Feign’d Curtizans.  The first portion of the plot, being more of a comic subplot, 

involves the comic antics of a Puritan minister, Tickletext, and his young traveling companion 

and charge, Sir Signal Buffoon.  These two men wander around Rome insulting the city, but at 

the same time they are constantly searching for Italian prostitutes.  They often make fools of 

themselves and are frequently outwitted by Petro, a servant to two of the main female characters, 

Marcella and Cornelia, who also masquerades as a pimp for the two courtesans, Euphemia and 

Silvianetta (who are Marcella and Cornelia in disguise).  The second portion of the plot, being 

the main plot, involves three Italian Catholic heroines, all of whom masquerade as prostitutes to 

escape either unwanted marriages or unwanted installation into a convent.  Marcella and 

Cornelia, as mentioned earlier, are masquerading as courtesans not only to escape undesirable 

futures, but also to have a chance to gain the love of two English Cavaliers who are visiting 

Rome, Sir Harry Fillamour and Frank Galliard.  The other main female heroine in the play is 

Laura Lucretia.  She, like Marcella, is trying to escape an unwanted marriage to an Italian named 

Count Julio, and she also happens to be enamoured with Galliard.  During the play, she adopts 

the courtesan identity of Cornelia in an attempt to gain Galliard’s interests.  The subplot, being 

the scenes with Tickletext, shows that the fear of Rome and of Catholics is often unwarranted 

since it is bred out of prejudice of the unknown or fear of the “unfamiliar and foreign” (Dolan 

37).   At the same time, however, the scenes with the female characters reaffirm the idea that 

Catholics are indeed plotters, and one should fear and suspect them.  To truly understand this 

contradiction, one must look specifically at the text.   

     Beginning with the Tickletext plot, we see what seems to be a shrewd message from Behn 

that only zealots and fools fear that about which they know nothing.  Since much of England’s 

citizenry was very wary of and suspicious of Catholics living in England, and even more fearful 

of the dominant Catholic countries, including France, Spain, and Italy (Dolan 5), Behn could not 

entirely make light of the fears and suspicions of all Protestants, as they made up the majority of 

the theater audiences.  Therefore, she wisely chose to make the object of her ridicule a 

hypocritical Puritan chaplain, who would have been an accepted comic character, because the 

Tories had been consistently and successfully ridiculing the Puritans in the theaters since the 

Restoration of the monarchy years earlier.  Perhaps she also had hoped that sometime during or 

after the play, the audience would decide that they did not want to think or behave as foolishly as 
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Tickletext and, therefore, maybe it would reduce some of their hostility toward Catholics and 

also reduce some of their certainty that the accounts of the Popish Plot were entirely true and 

factual.   

     We learn of Tickletext’s role and nature early in the play, as Galliard, one of the English 

Cavaliers, explains that the English father of Sir Signal Buffoon “wisely” foresaw the “eminent 

danger that young Travellers are in of being perverted to Popery” (Behn 316), and thus, he sent 

Tickletext with his son.  Tickletext hints throughout the play that Rome is thought of as a den of 

iniquity back in England.  He says that visiting a prostitute in Rome is not thought of as a 

“scandal” (Behn 317), which he thinks epitomizes the difference between his country and Rome. 

While pro-Catholic messages may not be obviously presented in this play, anti-Puritanism is 

without any doubt presented throughout the entire play. Tickletext continuously preaches of the 

sins of Rome and the sins of Catholicism, but he himself wishes to engage in whoring, an 

activity which he has preached against and condemned others, particularly Romans, for engaging 

in frequently. He even tries to take away the sinfulness of what he is going to do by accepting, 

without proof of merit, Petro’s explanation that fornication is given license in Rome, and then 

expands upon it by saying “when ’tis licens’d, ’tis lawful; and when ’tis lawful, it can be no Sin:  

besides, Barberacho, I may chance to turn her, who knows” (Behn 317).  This shows that 

Tickletext is willing automatically to believe Petro, who as stated earlier is masquerading as a 

pimp, about the licensing of whores in Rome because he believes Rome is a sinful, unholy place, 

but it also shows that he is willing to take advantage of such an “unholy” place. One could 

possibly read Tickletext’s negative views about Rome as showing that all suspicion about Rome 

and Catholics are unfounded, or one instead could read that Puritans are foolish and hypocritical 

in all respects.  The audience may have been more willing to believe the latter.    

     Through the scenes with Tickletext, some modern critics infer that Behn is able to expose the 

hypocrisy and ignorance of some Protestants when it comes to their judgement and 

understanding of the Catholic faith and Catholic countries.  Shell points out that Tickletext 

believes all the superstitions and rumors about the “Roman Heathenish Country” (Behn 404), 

including going so far as to actually believe Sir Signal’s silly explanation, when they are in an 

“unfamiliar house,” that the house actually belongs to a “rapacious giant” (42). Tickletext 

accepts that foolish idea simply because it seems to him as if the presence of giants would be a 

common occurrence in a Popish city like Rome, which further shows his baseless prejudice 
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(Shell 42).  Tickletext also criticizes everything from the architecture to the women in Rome, and 

since he is a comic, and even ignorant character, Behn is successfully showing the foolishness of 

some Puritans when it comes to understanding and representing anything that is different from 

their own beliefs.  So, through Tickletext, Behn is definitely showing anti-Puritanism, and one 

could also argue that Behn is showing Catholic sympathies here.  However, the key point to 

notice is that Behn is not outwardly supporting Catholicism, nor is she clearly dismissing the 

idea of a Catholic threat.  Instead, she shrewdly uses anti-Puritanism to both implement and 

obscure her message, and perhaps due to this technique, even the hated and feared Catholics 

would look slightly pleasant and harmless to her audience, at least when compared to Tickletext.   

     While the subject of Tickletext and his role as either a figure showing anti-Puritanism, pro-

Catholicism, or a mixture of both, can be easily debated to fit any person’s argument about the 

play, there seems to be less leeway when it comes to presenting the female characters’ roles in 

the play.  According to Todd, many critics believe that the plotting of the feigning courtesans, 

Laura Lucretia, Marcella, and Cornelia, is “analogous to the Popish Plot in which, in Behn’s 

view, Catholics are as innocent as her heroines” (“Introduction” 5).  Those critics are most likely 

right about Behn’s feelings that Catholics are innocent when it comes to the Popish Plot, and that 

her heroines’ plotting is innocent.  However, no matter how innocent their plotting, the women 

are still Italian Catholics, and all of their unruly behavior can be explained by anti-Catholic 

English Protestants as simply being negative manifestations of the Catholic religion, instead of 

innocent and positive attempts at attaining true love and happy marriages.  I think to assume that 

Behn would not be aware of the fact that by presenting her female characters as whores she was 

also feeding some of the prejudices and assumptions of Catholic women that many in England 

held would be to dismiss Behn’s understanding about the state of her society and her audience.  

Behn showed similar insight when she decided to dedicate her play to Nell Gywn, the famous 

actress and mistress of the king, as Todd points out:   

               [Behn] fancied a woman [for a patron] but, for a person like herself, associated with                   

               bawdiness, whose private life was not impeccable, one of some ambiguity was  

               needed—like an established royal mistress.  Behn seems to have been much attracted to  

               Hortense Duchess of Mazarine, but it was not the moment to dedicate a play to a  

               Catholic whore, accused as a potential poisoner of the King. [. . .] It was probably  

               Otway—but might just as well have been Elizabeth Barry or Rochester—who  
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               suggested Nell Gywn, although it seems that Behn had been thinking vaguely of her  

               since the inception of the play.  She was the obvious choice, although she had herself  

               received very few dedications. (Secret Life 247) 

Although Gywn may not have been thrilled to be compared to Catholic women who pretend to 

be whores (Todd, Secret Life 248), Behn was showing perceptiveness in choosing the woman 

who supposedly shouted to a “hostile mob” that had stopped her in Oxford, thinking she was the 

king’s French Catholic mistress, “Pray, good people, be civil; I am the Protestant whore” (Todd, 

Secret Life 238).  She also seems to have been showing insight by giving her audience Catholic 

whores in The Feign’d Curtizans since that is what the audience seems to have been craving at 

that particular time. 

        According to Todd, the “alternative drama of the Plot, with its conception of the ‘Whore of 

Babylon,’ had seduced the public, and the playhouse had become a cast off-mistress” (Secret Life 

246).  Behn’s creation of Catholic “whores” in The Feign’d Curtizans may have been her way of 

putting the “Whore of Babylon” back into the theater.  To understand this idea of the “Whore of 

Babylon,” one must look at the history of anti-Catholicism in England.  Anthony Milton explains 

how the Catholic Church was branded with this stigma:  “The Pope was usually identified as 

Antichrist, and the church as Babylon, destined to fall increasingly into the most abhorrent sin of 

idolatry, its faith a form of heathenism or anti-religion, its doctrines a form of blasphemy and 

atheism, and the Reformation justified as the flight of true Christians from Babylon, as foretold 

in the Book of Revelation”  (87).  The image of the “Whore of Babylon” was also used to 

feminize the Catholic Church, as Dolan points out:  

               Reformers’ attacks on the Roman Catholic church also associated it with the Whore of  

               Babylon, borrowing imagery from the Book of Revelation to vivify intensely   

               corporeal denunciations of the church’s corrupt and feminized body [. . .] By  

               persistently associating the Roman church with fallen women, reformers could  

               acknowledge its seductive appeal while simultaneously repudiating it.  This strategy  

               of representing difference and disorder through the person of the unruly woman is  

               hardly unique to reformers or, later, anti-Catholic polemicists.  A wide range of early    

               modern texts ridicule and disparage change and difference as the carnivalesque  

               inversion of an expected gender hierarchy; that is, as a dominant woman “on top” who  

               subordinates a submissive man “on the bottom.”  (52)   
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This inversion of the Church and gender hierarchy is a common trope used by Protestants to try 

to show the weakness and abnormality of the Catholic Church.  Due to this frequent association 

of the “Whore of Babylon” and the “woman on top” with the Catholic Church and Catholic 

women, Behn’s female characters in The Feign’d Curtizans would have been recognized by the 

Protestant members of the audience as being representative of both of those anti-Catholic 

stereotypes.   

      This association between anti-Catholic images and the female heroines of Behn’s play begins 

with the introduction of Laura Lucretia.  Laura Lucretia, the first woman readers encounter in the 

play, is, as we discover later, trying to defy the wishes of her brother who has arranged for her to 

marry Count Julio.  Her first speech uncovers the fact that she went to church with love, or 

perhaps even lust, on her mind rather than prayers.  Laura Lucretia says, “Nor went I this 

Evening to Church with any other Devotion, but that which warms my heart for my young 

English Cavalier, whom I hop’d to have seen there; and I must find some way to let him know 

my Passion, which is too high for Soul like mine to hide” (Behn 310).   This statement does not 

give a very wholesome picture of Catholic women in regards to innocence, purity of thought, and 

religious devotion.  Little things like this occur throughout the play with Laura Lucretia, 

including the more scandalous action of her donning breeches and pretending to be a boy, and 

also the fact that she tries to imitate or steal the identity of an assumed courtesan.  The most 

shocking thing that Laura Lucretia does, however, is plan to actually become a true courtesan, by 

consummating a relationship with Galliard.  She feels that if she is going to be doomed to be 

with Count Julio for the rest of her life, she at least deserves one pleasant sexual experience.  

Laura Lucretia comes onto stage in a nightgown and tells the audience her plan to seduce 

Galliard: 

               Now for a Power that never yet was known 

               To charm this Stranger quickly into Love.  

               Assist my Eyes, thou God of kind Desires; 

               Inspire my Language with a moving Force, 

               That may at once gain and secure the Victory. (Behn 393)  

This scene would have been looked at by the Protestants in the audience as being indicative of 

what they had always thought about Catholic women, since according to Arthur F. Marotti, 

Catholic women were seen as “seductresses leading Protestant men to their spiritual destruction” 
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(4).  Even if Galliard was more than willing to be seduced, a majority of Behn’s audience would 

still blame Laura Lucretia for tempting a wholesome Protestant man.  Laura Lucretia never 

actually is able to consummate her “relationship” with Galliard; instead, she ironically pre-

consummates her marriage to her betrothed, as she mistook Julio for Galliard in the dark.  Still, 

Laura Lucretia would definitely bring to mind the “Whore of Babylon,” and also the Catholic 

woman as a seductress. 

      Marcella and Cornelia, the two young virginal heroines, are the next women that readers 

meet in the play.  They do not go quite as far in their behavior as Laura Lucretia, but they still 

embody many of the anti-Catholic stereotypes associated with Catholic women.  These two 

sisters fled from their respective futures and are hiding out in Rome under the assumed names 

and identities of courtesans.  Marcella ran from an arranged marriage to Octavio, and Cornelia 

ran from a life of chastity in a convent, both of which were arranged for them by their uncle.  

Disobeying the patriarchal figure of the family would have been considered daring enough to 

seventeenth-century audiences, but the fact that these women actually pretend to be courtesans 

and accept propositions, even though they never actually go through with them, had to be 

confirming the thoughts and suspicions of many of the anti-Catholic playgoers that were 

attending the theater during this Exclusion Crisis.  

     Marcella and Cornelia continuously bring to mind the picture of the “Whore of Babylon” 

since they dress as whores and act as whores throughout The Feign’d Curtizans.  They also 

frequently bring to mind the idea of the “woman on top,” since they control or manipulate almost 

all of the occurrences in the play.  They are the embodiments of the powerful woman who is 

manipulating the action, especially since they take their futures into their own hands instead of 

allowing the men in their lives to do it for them, as indicated by their refusal to follow through 

with their uncle’s wishes for each of their futures. Several current scholars, including Owen, see 

this behavior of Marcella and Cornelia, as well as that of Laura Lucretia, as a sign of the 

women’s independence and feminism.  According to Owen, “there is a powerful resonance [. . .] 

in the spectacle of these women evading an oppressive destiny of arranged marriage and 

enforced celibacy, plotting to take control of their lives, civilizing rakes and winning marriage 

choice and freedom of sexual manoeuvre.  When necessary these heroines dress as men and fight 

alongside men” (“Sexual Politics” 16).  The women of this play are daring and interesting, and it 

is admirable that they are willing to challenge convention—at least they are all these things in the 
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mind of a modern reader.  However, one would doubt that Protestant playgoers, nervous after the 

discovery of the Popish Plot, would be impressed with these women, and they certainly would 

not have been soothed of their fears about Catholics by Behn’s description of the women’s 

actions and behavior.  While the actions of these women are a wonderful display of feminism in 

the minds of modern readers, to a seventeenth-century audience, which would have been 

primarily Protestant and male-dominated, the female characters in Behn’s play would have most 

likely been seen as unruly Catholic women, taking advantage of the weak Church, and exploiting 

the natural order of things, which could, in fact, be seen as very dangerous if Catholicism was 

ever to sweep through England again. 

     Regardless of whether or not Marcella and Cornelia are actually dangerous figures, they do, 

in the very least, embody most of the stereotypes usually associated with Catholic women.  Their 

clothes brand them as whores, but even more important is the fact that their thoughts and 

speeches also brand them as unruly and wanton.  Cornelia, especially, gives powerful speeches 

marked by feminism and independence, but since these ideas were being presented in the time 

directly following the uproar over the supposed Popish Plot, the thought that they were taken as 

positive is less than likely.  In one such speech, Cornelia actually insinuates that the life of a 

courtesan is fun, exciting, and seemingly preferable to that of a chaste virgin.  Cornelia states, 

“None half so powerful as Love, in my opinion; ’slife, Sister, thou art beautiful, and hast a 

Fortune too, which before I wou’d lay out upon so shameful a purchase as such a Bedfellow for 

life as Octavio, I wou’d turn errant keeping Curtezan, and buy my better Fortune” (Behn 328).  

When Marcella claims that the word “Curtezan” still “startles” her, Cornelia tells her, “What, 

Curtezan!  why, ’tis a noble Title, and has more Votaries than Religion; there’s no Merchandize 

like ours, that of Love, my Sister [. . .]” (Behn 328).  Her defense, and even reverence of the 

profession of a whore is quite surprising.  One would not expect a chaste virgin to either feel that 

way, nor know that more people “worship” and pay financial tribute to prostitutes than they do to 

religion.  One may easily forget that Marcella and Cornelia are chaste and innocent virgins while 

watching their exploits and listening to their words, so at times their plotting and antics do not 

seem very innocent, or very reassuring to Protestants who are overwhelmed with fears about 

Catholics and Catholicism overtaking their nation and turning it upside down.  This play may 

have actually caused anxiety in some playgoers, or it may have just further cemented the ideas 

that all Catholics are plotters. 
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     To sum up, we know that Behn was a member of the Tory party, and that she perhaps had 

Catholic sympathies.  This has caused many critics to try to read The Feign’d Curtizans as a 

purely Tory text.  As I have argued, this limits the understanding of the play.  There are indeed 

Tory tropes in this play, including showing that many of the stereotypes people have about 

Catholicism are due to ignorance (as seen with the representation of Tickletext).  However, there 

are also tropes that are connected with the anti-Catholicism.  These include the portrayal of the 

female Italian characters as whores.  Laura Lucretia, Marcella, and Cornelia can easily be seen as 

figures that support the anti-Catholic rhetoric that was circulating throughout England during this 

time.  These women remind audiences of the “Whore of Babylon,” the “woman on top,” and 

simply as the Catholic seductress.  There are, therefore, two contradicting messages in this play.  

The first message suggests that one cannot always judge groups of people (Catholics) due to 

stereotypes and fears surrounding that group.  The second message suggests that one can always 

judge groups of people due to stereotypes and fears surrounding that group.  What is the reason 

for this contradicting political message that seems to mix the politics of the day?  The answer is 

that Behn was, in a sense, a slave to her audience.  She had no patron, and her financial and 

literary success depended on the popularity of her plays with her audience.  While she may have 

very well wanted to write propaganda dispelling the notion of Popish Plot, she knew that would 

upset her audience, and perhaps even land her in prison.  Instead, she ended up doing what many 

playwrights had to do during this unstable time:  she sacrificed the Catholics and even some of 

her own political views.  She gave the audience the plotting Catholics they desired, and had to 

hope that her portrayal of Tickletext’s ignorance would be enough to show the audience that they 

perhaps needed to tone down their hatred, fear, and anger toward Catholics.  Regardless of its 

success in the theater, The Feign’d Curtizans, shows the flexibility of Behn, an author who 

understands her audience.     
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CHAPTER 2 

JOHN DRYDEN’S THE SPANISH FRIAR:   

BEING “OF A PIECE WITH THE SPECTATORS” 

      

      

     John Dryden’s The Spanish Friar; or the Double Discovery was written and performed in 

1680.  Unlike fellow Tory Aphra Behn, whose play The Feign’d Curtizans premiered on the 

stage in 1679, Dryden’s play had more political occurrences to address than just the Popish Plot.  

The time between the writing of Behn’s play and Dryden’s play brought the Exclusion Crisis 

into the center of public concern.  The Popish Plot spurred the beginning of this confusing 

political time in England, but it soon became overshadowed by concerns of royal succession 

when the first serious battle over exclusion began in the spring and summer of 1680 (Milhous 

and Hume 147).  While Behn did not have an easy time balancing her politics and the politics of 

those around her, especially the audience, Dryden had an even harder time since there was now a 

real feeling that the Whigs were actually going to succeed in their battle to exclude James and 

that there was going to be a “Whig ascendancy” when it came to who held the power in England 

(Owen, “Politics” 99).  Judith Milhous and Robert D. Hume have argued that The Spanish Friar 

“is not a very literary play, and it offers few of the ambiguities and interpretive complexities that 

invite literary explication.  Critics have tended to contemplate the split plot with dismay, the anti-

Catholic smears with disdain, and the political moral with indifference” (141).  They have also 

argued that “the political meaning of The Spanish Fryar resides almost entirely in the serious 

plot and has nothing to do with Catholicism” (146).  As pointed out by Owen in “The Politics of 

John Dryden’s The Spanish Fryar; or, the Double Discovery,” Milhous and Hume are not alone 

in their opinions; most other recent critics tend to agree with the fact that “despite anti-Catholic 

satire in the prologue, epilogue and sub-plot, the play is basically royalist,” and is, therefore, 

simplistic and unambiguous (97).  While Owen has done an excellent job of showing that The 

Spanish Friar is more complex than many have previously suggested, especially by explaining 
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the politics of the time, I want to delve even further into the political messages, as well as the 

religious messages, of Dryden’s play to show that while there are blatant Tory messages present 

in his play, he is not writing obvious Tory propaganda.  Although The Spanish Friar’s ultimate 

political message does appear to be the necessity of keeping the line of royal succession intact, 

the way in which he presents that message is idiosyncratic.  I will argue that this play has 

everything to do with Catholicism, which causes the play to be filled with ambiguities, 

complexities, and mixed messages, and which classifies Dryden as an author who knows his 

opinions, yet is still conscious of the changing politics of the time and the changing nature of his 

audience. 

     Perhaps the main reason why critics have long ignored The Spanish Friar is because of 

Dryden’s joining of two plots that are seemingly unrelated.  There is a main plot, which involves 

the usurpation of a rightful king, Sancho, a war with the Moors, and the marriage of a usurper 

queen, Leonora, to the rightful heir to the throne, Torrismond.  Although it ends happily, with the 

reinstitution of the proper monarch, this main plot is consistently labeled as a tragic plot.  There 

is also a subplot involving a young wife, Elvira, her old impotent husband, Gomez, a dashing 

young soldier, Lorenzo, and a fat Spanish friar, Dominic.  This subplot centers around Lorenzo’s 

and Dominic’s efforts to free Elvira from her husband’s watchful eye so she and Lorenzo can 

have an adulterous relationship.  This subplot is comical all the way throughout the play.  The 

connection between these two plots, while not obvious, is present.  This subplot can be seen as 

the preparing stage for the audience.  The subplot enforces marriage, a union sanctioned by God, 

and no matter how unattractive the bonds may be to one or more members of the couple, they 

should not be broken.  To challenge those bonds, is to challenge the natural order of things, 

which can be deemed sacrilegious.  As Linda Rohrer Paige points out, “Elvira cannot be 

‘delivered’ by Lorenzo” because “God’s law, the natural and ‘rightful’ one, prevails and it 

eschews adultery” (275).  The image of the disruption that may ensue when one challenges the 

natural order of things is magnified when we look at the main, tragic plot.  Before, however, I 

turn to the political and religious messages of the main plot, I wish to point out the way in which 

Dryden uses traditional anti-Catholicism in the subplot to immediately engage his audiences’ 

attention and support. 

     Before we even meet the participants of the subplot, we learn about the nature of the “Spanish 

Friar,” Dominic.  In Act 1, scene 1, Pedro gives us the following picture of the friar:   
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               I met a revered fat, old gouty friar, -- 

               With a paunch swoln so high, his double chin  

               Might rest upon it; a true son of the Church;  

               Fresh-coloured, and well thriven on his trade, --  

               Come puffing with his greasy bald-plate choir,  

               And fumbling o’er his beads in such an agony,  

               He told them false, for fear.  About his neck  

               There hung a wench, the label of his function,  

               Whom he shook off, i’faith, methought unkindly.   

               It seems the holy stallion durst not score  

               Another sin before he left the world. (Dryden 417) 

This description is the stereotypical view of friars, and, in some respects, of Catholics in general.  

Dolan gives a vivid picture of how Protestant England categorized and depicted all Catholics, not 

just clergy:  “[They] skulk across the pages of pamphlets, broadsides, statutes, and sermons” and 

they “have the vivid contours and extraordinary powers of cartoon villains,” being that “they are 

always covert, [and] they are masters of disguise, equivocation, poison, and arson.  They 

superstitiously overvalue objects such as relics and rosaries, investing them with agency and 

animation, yet hold cheap the lives and goods of Protestants” (16).  The description of Dominic 

is not as explicit or damning as the description Dolan gives us concerning the popular 

characterization of Catholics in England, but he still fits the anti-Catholic stereotypes, though in 

a less menacing way.   

     Friar Dominic, although perhaps not in a life-altering or nation-altering way, is also a plotter.  

He aids Lorenzo, the cavalier, in trying to “rescue” the young and beautiful Elvira from her old, 

jealous husband.  Dominic’s character is further disparaged by the reasons for which he agrees to 

help Lorenzo.  This conversation shows that Dominic is willing to discard the vows he has made, 

and the rules encompassing his order:   

DOMINIC.  There you hit him; Saint Dominic loves charity exceedingly; that argument      

     never fails with him.   

               LORENZO.  The spoils were might; and I scorn to wrong him of a farthing.  To make  

                    short my story; I inquired among the jacobins for an almoner, and the general fame  

                    has pointed out your reverence as the worthiest man:--here are fifty good pieces in  
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                    this purse.   

               DOM. How, fifty pieces?  ’tis too much, too much, in conscience.   

               LOR.  Here take them, father.   

               DOM.  No, in troth, I dare not; do not tempt me to break my vow of poverty.   

               LOR.  If you are modest, I must force you; for I am the strongest.   

               DOM. Nay, if you compel me, there’s no contending; but, will you set your strength           

                    against a decrepit, poor, old man?  [Takes the Purse.]  As I said, ’tis too great a  

                    bounty; but Saint Dominic shall owe you another scape:  I’ll put him in mind of you.  

                    (Dryden 443-444) 

Even if Dryden did not add these scenes revealing Dominic’s corrupt character, just the fact that 

Dominic is a friar would have caused the audience to immediately dislike and be suspicious of 

him since 1680 was a time that held great bitterness towards Catholics and Catholicism.  Yet, 

Dryden does damn Dominic further by showing him to be fat, lazy, hypocritical, and willing to 

aid someone in disrupting the bonds of holy marriage.  The question is this: why does Dryden, a 

supposed Tory, choose to engage in Whiggish anti-Catholicism?  There are two plausible 

answers, yet they are interwoven.  First of all, he wanted to give the audience the kinds of scenes 

they were becoming used to seeing in everyday life, including the pope-burnings occurring on 

the street, and the propaganda being shoved in their hands.  Second, he wished to indulge them in 

their need to disparage Catholics in order to capitalize on their prejudices.   Before going in to 

details on the second answer, it is necessary to prove that Dryden actually was concerned, and 

also in-tune with, the behavior, personalities, and wants of his audience. 

     In the prologue to The Spanish Friar, Dryden shows that he is very aware of his audience, and 

he also shows that he has been dealing with their fickleness and changing attitudes for much of 

his career.  Some of the first few lines of the prologue discuss the inconstant nature of the 

audience: “But you are fickle sovereigns, to our sorrow; / You dub to-day, and hang a man to-

morrow” (Dryden 412).  Also, in the prologue, Dryden complains, “In short, so swift your 

judgements turn and wind, / You cast our fleetest wits a mile behind” (412).  By showing his 

grievances with the audience, Dryden is also showing his understanding of their nature.  He 

further shows this understanding in the dedication of his play.  Situated before the prologue in 

the printed version of The Spanish Friar, Dryden offers a dedication to a Protestant noble, John, 

Lord Haughton.  In that dedication, he claims that he is recommending a “Protestant play to a 
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Protestant patron” ( Dryden 410).  According to Owen, this dedication is a “suggestion of gritted 

teeth:  Dryden feels obliged to offer something ‘to the people’ in the existing political climate” 

(“Politics” 100).  Rather than deeming the dedication as forced and insincere, I believe that one 

should deem it as politically savvy.  After carefully looking at the text, one comes to the 

conclusion that Dryden did not feel forced to insert some of the traditional Protestant words and 

images.  Instead, the text argues that he is actively and shrewdly incorporating these anti-

Catholic images for a very specific reason.  He uses these well-known images to help prove his 

ultimate argument about royal succession and the natural order of society.  He is a writer who 

understands his audience, and although it may seem manipulative, he is courting their prejudices 

and concerns, in an attempt to firmly entrench them in his camp. 

     While Dryden knows that he must be “of a piece with the spectators, to gain reputation with 

them” (Dryden 408), he also knows that he needs to be at peace with them, as well as those who 

may soon be in charge of the country when it comes to politics. While the main plot of The 

Spanish Friar indicates that Dryden does feel that the line of royal succession should not be 

tampered with, the subplot indicates that he also knows that he would lose the audience, as well 

as perhaps much of his political standing, if he displayed his currently unpopular political ideas 

in a forceful and antagonistic way.  Due to this knowledge, Dryden chooses to make his views 

subtle and ambiguous.  Since the Exclusion Crisis focuses on the issue of Catholicism, Dryden 

makes his play seem as if it is essentially about Catholicism.  This is where the idea that Dryden 

was capitalizing on his audiences’ prejudices comes into play. 

     As stated earlier, Friar Dominic immediately draws resentment from the audience because he 

is a Catholic clergyman in a time when Catholic priests and friars were hated and feared.  

However, he is added into the subplot not as a stock character to show anti-Catholic sentiment, 

but as a symbolic sign that what Lorenzo is doing, in trying to take Elvira from her commitment 

of marriage, is wrong.  If Dominic were left out of the low plot, there would simply be the young 

and attractive Lorenzo trying to rescue a girl, Elvira, who is being held captive by a despicable 

old lecher.  Lorenzo is a soldier, who although definitely lusty, would court favor with the 

audience and, therefore, the audience might not condemn his plan to interfere with the holy 

bonds of matrimony as being heinous and unnatural.  When the friar is added to the plot, 

however, it would immediately be obvious to a Protestant audience that what Lorenzo is doing 

wrong.  When Lorenzo comes to the friar for help, the majority of the audience would 
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immediately view Lorenzo as foolish, since conspiring with a member of the Catholic clergy in 

their view is not wise under any circumstances.  This connection between Lorenzo and Dominic 

quickly becomes “black and menacing” rather than simply comic (Rohrer Paige 273).  The 

theme of the unnaturalness of action in the subplot continues until the very end of the play and is 

then magnified when we discover that Lorenzo and Elvira are brother and sister.  There is 

nothing more unnatural than a brother and sister becoming, or attempting to become, lovers.  

Through the subplot, the audience has seen the dangers of interfering with the natural order of 

things, including marriage.  This action of the subplot prepares the audience to notice and abhor 

the sense of unnaturalness in the main plot. 

     In order to show that interfering with the set laws established by God, such as marriage, is a 

dangerous and unnatural idea, Dryden chose to sacrifice the Catholics. In the introduction of an 

1883 edition of The Spanish Friar, Sir Walter Scott gives his own opinions on why Dryden 

chose to sacrifice the Catholics, namely Dominic:     

               It seems, therefore, fair to believe, that, without either betraying or disguising his own  

               principles, he chose, as a popular subject for the drama, an attack upon an obnoxious  

               priesthood, whom he, in common with all the nation, believed to have been engaged in  

               the darkest intrigues against the King and Government.  I am afraid that this task was  

               the more pleasing, from that prejudice against the clergy, of all countries and religions,  

               which, as already noticed, our author displays, in common with other wits of that  

               licentious age. (398)     

When I say that Dryden is sacrificing the Catholics, I mean something slightly different than 

Scott.  I do not feel as though Dryden is jumping on the bandwagon of anti-Catholicism himself.  

However, although Dryden may not have personally thought that Catholics and Catholic 

clergymen are plotters who disrupt the natural order of things, he knew that much of his audience 

did feel that way.  Therefore, he gave them what they expect and what they were used to, and he 

also possibly gained their support and concurrence when it came to ideas of order and rightness.  

In the main plot, he once again sacrifices the Catholics to help prove his point.  While it is not 

difficult to see how Dryden uses Dominic to achieve his goals, it is difficult to see how he uses 

the characters in the main plot, especially the usurping Queen, Leonora, to cement his 

philosophies on order, and, ultimately, on royal succession.  There are many ambiguities in the 
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main plot but ultimately they all point to Dryden’s need to use Catholicism to prove his political 

doctrines. 

     When the main plot of The Spanish Friar opens, the audience realizes it is in a foreign 

country.  We learn that the country is in danger of being attacked, and we learn that they are 

being lead by a Catholic Queen.  In Act 1, scene 1, we learn from Alphonso, an officer in the 

army, that the Queen Leonora, “has not been abed, but in her chapel / All night devoutly 

watched, and bribed the saints / With vows for her deliverance” (Dryden 415).  Pedro, another 

officer, explains to the audience how Leonora became Queen:   

               O Alphonso!  I fear they come too late.  Her father’s crimes  

               Sit heavy on her, and weight down her prayers.  

               A crown usurped; a lawful king deposed,  

               In bondage held, debarred the common light;  

               His children murdered, and his friends destroyed, --  

               What can we less expect than what we feel,  

               And what we fear will follow?  (Dryden 415-416) 

From Alphonso and Pedro, the audience realizes that Leonora is a Catholic queen sitting on a 

usurped throne.  However, they might not necessarily dislike or distrust her yet for her father 

committed the murders and usurpation, not her.  Also, the audience may have felt sympathy for 

the fact that due to her father’s recent death, Leonora’s newly begotten kingdom was coming 

under attack.  They are under attack “because the Moor Abdalla, with whose troops / The usurper 

[Leonora’s father] gained the kingdom, was refused; / And, as an infidel, his love despised” 

(Dryden 416).   Leonora’s father had originally promised to give Leonora in marriage to the 

leader of the Moors, Abdalla, if Abdalla would help him gain the throne from the rightful King, 

Sancho.  Instead Leonora’s father ended up giving her to a friend’s son, Bertran.  Therefore, the 

kingdom has been under siege from the Moors ever since the promise had been broken. 

     In the midst of an ensuing battle, we learn more about Leonora’s character, and find that she 

does not really deserve much sympathy. The Queen, on the way to pray at the church and in the 

company of her ladies and priests and musicians, walks past her soldiers as they are about to be 

attacked again by the Moors, and Pedro says, “How now?  what means this show?” (Dryden 

419).  The word “show” indicates that Pedro is not overwhelmed with gratitude by her religious 

displays.   After Alphonso responds, “’Tis a procession.  / The queen goes to the great cathedral, 
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/ to pray for our success against the Moors” (Dryden 419), Pedro’s true bitterness about the 

queen comes out:  “Very good:  she usurps the throne, keeps the old king in prison, and at the 

same time is praying for a blessing.  O religion and roguery, how they go together” (Dryden 

419).  While we may assume Pedro is most likely also a Catholic, he oddly enough brings in the 

first anti-Catholic sentiments.  The fact that he says that “religion and roguery” go together 

implies that Leonora is using her piety as a front or an excuse for continuing along with her 

father’s usurping actions.  She continues to support her father’s usurpation, her father’s 

interference in the Divine Right’s of Kings, by keeping Sancho, the rightful King, imprisoned.  

She then hypocritically prays for the protection of her throne.  The audience watching the play 

would most likely start quickly turning against Leonora because they have learned she is a 

hypocrite.  Many may have already disliked her, and attributed her faults to the fact that she is 

Catholic, and she is relying on, and interacting with priests during this time of siege. 

     The real anti-Catholicism concerning Leonora comes into play as The Spanish Friar 

progresses.  We learn that she changes her mind frequently, and perhaps she is not fit to rule.  

Alphonso and Pedro have the following misogynistic conversation concerning Leonora’s role as 

both a queen and a woman: 

               ALPHONSO.  Who knows which way she points?  

                    Doubling and turning like a hunted hare; --  

                    Find out the meaning of her mind who can.   

               PEDRO.  Who ever found a woman’s?  backward and forward, the whole sex in every   

                    word.  In my conscience, when she was getting, her mother was thinking of a riddle.   

                    (Dryden 437-438) 

We also see her interact with the two men in her life: Bertran, her intended husband and 

Torrismond, the man who has captured her attention.  She gathers the two men, who are at odds, 

together, and reprimands them:  

               You’re both too bold.—You Torrismond, withdraw,  

               I’ll teach you all what’s owing to your queen.— 

               For you, my lord, -- 

               The priest to-morrow was to join our hands;  

               I’ll try if I can live a day without you.— 

               So both of you depart, and live in peace. (Dryden 437)   
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The way she treats them is forceful, and while modern society may be impressed with her 

independence and strength, the seventeenth-century audience may very well have been angered 

and disgusted by her behavior.  The final scene which shows that she is not a fit queen or ruler, is 

when she is contrasted with the true ruler, the true heir to the throne, Torrismond.  The big secret 

in this play is that Torrismond is Sancho’s son, and the rightful heir to the throne.  Neither 

Leonora nor Torrismond know this when they first become attracted to one another, however.  

The first scene between only the two of them shows the contrast between an unfit ruler and a true 

ruler. Leonora gives herself undue credit, when she says to Torrismond, “And dare you, / A 

private man, presume to love a queen?” (Dryden 439).  Torrismond is humble and noble, and 

seen as a likable character in his response to her:   

               That, that’s the wound!  I see you set so high,   

               As no desert of services can reach.— 

               Good heavens, why gave you me a monarch’s soul,  

               And crusted it with base plebian clay?  

               Why gave you me desires of such extent,  

               And such a span to grasp them?  Sure my lot  

               By some o’erhasty angel was misplaced  

               In fate’s eternal volume! (Dryden 439) 

Her behavior, especially since it is contrasted with a rightful male ruler, may have brought to the 

minds of the Protestant audience the many anti-Catholic images concerning women in power that 

were circulating throughout England once again.  As were Laura Lucretia, Marcella, and 

Cornelia in The Feign’d Curtizans, Leonora is also a perfect example of the feared Catholic 

“woman on top” that Dolan discusses.  She is Protestant England’s fear realized: a Catholic 

monarch who is wreaking havoc on the order of a nation.          

     This brings up a question:  if Dryden ultimately wishes his message to be the necessity of 

keeping royal succession intact, why would he present a negative Catholic monarch?  An inept 

Catholic ruler may well have made the audience think of James, and force them to fear his 

succession even more.  However, if one takes the subplot as a road map of sorts, one will 

remember that Dryden is using Catholics and the audiences’ fear and hatred of Catholics to 

prove that disrupting the godly order of both marriage and succession will only bring confusion 

and havoc.  With that in mind, we must assume that Leonora had to be made into the Catholic 
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“woman on top” figure, or she may not have been particularly hated.  After all, she has the love 

of the hero of the play, Torrismond, a “successful warrior” who “has the soldiers hearts” (Dryden 

416).  Without the stereotypical qualities of a horrible, plotting Catholic, the audience may have 

thought she, although she was not the lawful ruler, may have been the best ruler for that country.  

Dryden could not let that happen if securing royal succession was his top priority.  Therefore, he 

had to make the audiences thoroughly dislike her.  Dryden makes the audience immediately 

aware that she has inverted the gender hierarchy, and then after it is disclosed that she is plotting 

with Bertran to murder the rightful king, the audience is supposed to be outraged and horrified 

that a woman such as Leonora is trying to permanently invert the succession hierarchy.  It is also 

highly likely that Dryden was hoping that through this presentation of the usurping Leonora, his 

audience would think of and be horrified by another potential usurper:  James Scott, the Duke of 

Monmouth and Charles II’s bastard son.  During this time of exclusion, most of the country was 

aware that the Whigs were trying to prove that the Protestant Duke of Monmouth was actually 

the legitimate son of Charles II, and that he deserved the throne rather than the Catholic Duke of 

York, James (Greaves 19).  Therefore, if Dryden’s carefully disguised plan is successful, the 

audience will not necessarily be thinking about the fact that Leonora is a Catholic, but instead 

they will see her as a usurper and come to the conclusion that one receives only negative results 

when he or she tries to distort the proper and divine terms of succession.  Whether or not 

Dryden’s plan was actualized by the audience is not known but it is known that his play was “a 

great success” (Milhous and Hume 143).  

     Whether Dryden’s obscured political message in The Spanish Friar did come through 

successfully is not as important as the fact that the play contained an obscure political message to 

begin with.  This play attests to the fact that England in 1680 was a country full of suspicion, 

anger, and hysteria over the possibility of a Catholic successor.  For Dryden, a Tory and a 

Royalist, to feel the need to engage in anti-Catholic propaganda to gain the support of his 

audience on the succession of James, and to perhaps secure a future political role, really speaks 

of the ambiguity and uncertainty that was running rampant in England during the Exclusion 

Crisis.  
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CHAPTER 3 

EXCLUDING THE OBVIOUS:   

POLITICAL AMBIGUITIES IN THE LANCASHIRE WITCHES  

      

      

     Controversy has long surrounded Thomas Shadwell’s The Lancashire Witches, and Tegue 

O’Divelly the Irish Priest.  It is generally assumed that the play was first performed sometime 

between September and November of 1681 (Slagle 55), but before it made it to the stage, it was 

heavily censored, and many scenes containing the Irish priest, Tegue O’Divelly, were cut from 

the play.  When The Lancashire Witches was published in 1682, Shadwell put the censored 

material back into the play, using italics to show what had been cut, and he also added a letter to 

his readers, explaining that his play was misunderstood, perhaps intentionally. He combats that 

misunderstanding in the following excerpt from the letter: 

               And how any of these (the Scenes being laid in Lancashire) could offend any Party  

               here, but that of Papists, I could not imagine, till I heard that great opposition was  

               design’d against the Play (a month before it was acted) by a Party, who (being ashamed  

               to say it was for the sake of the Irish Priest) pretended that I had written a Satyr upon  

               the Church of England, and several profest Papists railed at it violently, before they had  

               seen it, alledging that for a reason, such dear Friends they are to our church.  

               (Shadwell 33) 

In this letter to the reader, Shadwell claims that he does not want there to be any confusion about 

his message.  He admits to showing the Catholic Church and its priests in a negative light, but he 

adamantly denies ridiculing the Anglican Church.  In this letter, he is trying to convince his 

detractors that the political and religious messages of the play are not unclear in any way.  

Shadwell seems to be successful at convincing a few readers of this, as some contemporary 

critics, including Jessica Munns, agree that the play is “clear, Whig, and unambiguous” (“Golden 

Days” 208).  Munns, in particular, believes that the censorship, as well as Shadwell’s own words 
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in the letter to the reader and his use of anti-Catholic tropes, proves that the play should be read 

as having no ambiguities.  However, by using as my basis the political occurrences of 1681, as 

well as the text itself, I will argue that The Lancashire Witches is both politically and religiously 

ambiguous. 

          Taking the censorship of Shadwell’s play into consideration is important, but it also 

complicates one’s understanding of the meaning of The Lancashire Witches.  Since many of the 

scenes that were cut from the performance of the play dealt with Tegue, some may believe the 

censorship of those passages shows Shadwell’s play is extremely anti-Catholic and extremely 

Whiggish.  I will argue here, however, that those scenes have minimal anti-Catholicism, and, 

therefore, they cannot be the reason for the censoring.  Instead, the main reason for the censoring 

appears to be because Shadwell paired an Anglican minister named Smerk with Tegue.  Having 

an Anglican minister join in the superstitious antics and plotting of a priest shows that these 

behaviors are not solely reserved for Catholics.  This contradiction would have made many 

people uncomfortable, including the censors.  In addition to Smerk and Tegue, nearly all of 

Shadwell’s characters are contradictory in their roles and behavior, and this ambiguity further 

complicates the political and religious messages of this play.  We must look at these 

contradictions as purposeful, for to do otherwise would be to dismiss Shadwell’s ability as a 

playwright and as a politically adept person.  The contradictory behavior of the characters in this 

play can be read as proof that Shadwell felt the need to temper his anti-Catholicism now that the 

political tides had changed.  

     To clarify this point about the changing political tides, it is necessary to turn first to the 

political happenings that occurred before this play made it to the stage.  The Lancashire Witches 

touches on several of the political issues plaguing England over the last few years, including the 

1678 discovery of the Popish Plot.  What is noticeably absent from the play, however, is any 

mention of the Exclusion Crisis or royal succession.  The reason for that noticeable omission 

may be explained by the dates in which the play was performed.  Charles II dissolved the Oxford 

Parliament in the spring of 1681, and this event basically ended the Exclusion Crisis. When the 

Popish Plot was discovered, and the Exclusion Crisis began, the Catholic nobility “lead an 

exodus,” as many of them fled to the Continent (Kenyon 224).  Now that the hysteria had calmed 

down, the Catholic nobility, feeling secure about their positions, as well as James’s, had returned 

to England.  Their return to England also marked their return to the theater.  They would take 
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their place next to the Protestant members of the Court, many of whom were Tories and Catholic 

sympathizers.  This renewal of security, would no doubt renew their vocalness in the theaters, 

and Shadwell could have been fearful of losing his audience.  Due to this fear, Shadwell decided 

to create fantastical mini-plots and the contradicting characters in an effort to secure himself at 

least a tenuously stable position as a successful playwright.  Therefore, Shadwell already knew 

by the time his play was going to be performed in the fall of 1681 that the Whigs, the party he is 

most often associated with, had lost their battle to exclude James.  To not press the issue further, 

after James’s throne had already basically been secured, is a mark of political savvy on 

Shadwell’s part.  He presents that savvy throughout the play in other ways, also.  While it is 

apparent that he still feels that Catholics present a danger to England, it also clear that he is 

trying to lessen the sting of the Whigs’ loss to exclude James by bringing the Popish Plot back 

into the forefront, while he is also trying to temper the force of anti-Catholicism in the play.  

     At first, the plot of The Lancashire Witches seems relatively simple:  two fathers are planning 

socially sound marriages for their daughters, but the daughters, Isabella and Theodosia, dislike 

their fathers’ choices, and long to marry two cavaliers, Bellfort and Doubty.  The plot becomes a 

little more complicated when witches appear in the basement of Sir Edward Hartford’s home, a 

Catholic priest shows up in the neighborhood, and the more ignorant characters in the play run 

around constantly hunting witches.  Despite the subsidiary plots that run through the play, there 

are supposed to be two distinct main categories of characters in the play, according to the 

Dramatis Personae:  the positive Protestant characters, and the negative Catholic and Catholic 

related characters.  On the surface it appears that these two separate groups are supposed to give 

readers a clear message about who is right and who is wrong when it comes to both politics and 

religion; however, nearly every main character in the play actually complicates Shadwell’s and 

the play’s message.  Most of the prominent characters in The Lancashire Witches actually fail at 

the supposed roles they have been given.  Instead of solidly reaffirming that the Popish Plot was 

real and that the Catholic Church and its priests and followers are dangerous and capable of 

wreaking havoc on Protestant society, these main characters, both positive (Sir Edward, Bellfort, 

Doubty, Isabella, and Theodosia,) and negative (the witches, Tegue, and Smerk), actually lessen 

the believability that Catholics are sinister plotters and, in fact, place several of the Protestant 

characters on the same base level that is supposedly reserved for the Catholics and the witches in 
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the play.  Thus, any clear political and religious messages being made in the play are 

immediately complicated.    

     The character who causes the most confusion about the message of The Lancashire Witches, 

is Sir Edward Hartfort, who is supposed to be the main positive male character in the play.  

Readers are apparently supposed to identify with him and take his thoughts and ideas to be 

truthful and correct.  If anyone has doubts about Sir Edward’s role as the proper steadying force 

of the play, they simply need to read the Dramatis Personae in which Shadwell describes Sir 

Edward as “A worthy Hospitable true English Gentleman, of good understanding and honest 

Principles” (42).  Sir Edward is hospitable and he does have honest principles; however, to say 

that he is a man of “good understanding” is not only far too generous, it is inaccurate.  Sir 

Edward is either oblivious to, or in denial about, the things going on in his own home, including 

the fact that witches congregate in his cellar and his daughter and her friend are deliberately 

behaving badly to their chosen suitors. 

     Many critics have found trouble with Sir Edward’s adamant denial of the existence of the 

witches, including Jean I. Marsden, who feels Sir Edward’s denial makes the political message 

of the play somewhat “clouded” (54).  No matter who brings Sir Edward stories of witchcraft 

and mischief happening in his home and the surrounding area, Sir Edward says these people are 

full of “incorrigible ignorance” ( Shadwell 113).  Bellfort and Doubty, besides being the love 

interests of Isabella and Theodosia, serve merely as mirror images of Sir Edward when it comes 

to political and religious thoughts.  These two men who are “well bred, and of good Sense” 

(Shadwell 42), echo the Sir Edward’s disbelief in witches:   

          SIR EDWARD. This Country Fellow that led you hither, tells me a Tale of Witches, and  

               here’s an uproar in my Family, and they say this place is haunted with them; I hope you  

               have no faith in those things.      

          DOUBTY.  When I hear a very strange story, I always think ’tis more likely he should lye  

               that tells it me, than should be true.  

          SIR EDW.  ’Tis a good rule for our belief.  (Shadwell 131) 

Because these two heroes do not believe in witches, Sir Edward’s practical thoughts about 

witches and witchcraft being imaginary are further strengthened.  The problem with Sir 

Edward’s denial of witches, however, is that this man of “good understanding” is proven wrong 

time and again.  Not only do the witches materialize for all, not just the foolish characters, to see 
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at the end of the play, but the audience has also been privy to the actions of the witches the 

whole time.  This makes readers and audiences think that Sir Edward is foolish and that his 

beliefs on any subject should not be taken as fact.   

     The realization that Sir Edward is an uninformed individual who does not see the truths that 

are right in front of him plays a major role in twisting around the political and religious message 

of The Lancashire Witches.  Sir Edward’s judgement cannot be trusted and, therefore, one must 

evaluate the correctness of his thoughts concerning other matters, besides witchcraft, and this 

includes his thoughts on the Popish Plot.  One is never in doubt about what Sir Edward feels 

about Papists and about the Plot.  He makes constant comments throughout the play, including 

the following one:  “I am a true English-man, I love the [. . .] Peoples Liberties, and will defend 

’em both with the last penny in my purse, and the last drop in my veins, and dare defy the witless 

Plots of Papists” (Shadwell 137).  His strong words prove that he truly believes that the plot is 

real and factual, but since his judgement is continuously proven to be very poor, one cannot help 

but wonder if he is not confused about this subject also. 

      In addition to being oblivious about the witches in his basement, Sir Edward is also oblivious 

about the fact that his daughter, Isabella, is blatantly disobeying him.  Like Sir Edward, Isabella 

is supposed to serve a certain function in the play.  According to Shadwell’s Dramatis Personae, 

she, as well as Theodosia, is supposed to be a woman of “good Humour, Wit, and Beauty” (43). 

In other words, she is the perfect Protestant woman and Restoration heroine.  Isabella, in 

particular, is witty and perhaps beautiful, but her humor, if taken to mean personality, is less than 

pleasant.  Sir Edward introduces Isabella to the reader in the following: 

               Dear Isabella, the most solid joy 

              And comfort of my fading life! thou truest Image       

               Of thy dead Mother!  who excell’d her Sex: 

               Fair, and not proud on’t; witty, and not vain; 

               Not grave, but Wise; Chast, and yet kind and free; 

               Devout, not sower; Religious, not precise:  

               In her no foolish affectation was 

               Which makes us nauseate all good qualities.   

               She was all meekness and humility; 

               The tenderest Mother, and the softest Wife. (Shadwell 108-109) 
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Isabella responds to her father with an equal amount of tribute and sweetness, and she does 

indeed show meekness and humility.  When her father announces that he will marry her to Sir 

Timothy Shacklehead, she gives him no resistance but, as soon as he walks out of the room, 

Isabella starts scheming how to remove herself from the arranged marriage. 

     Isabella first acts rudely toward her suitor, Sir Timothy, by boxing his ears and making fun of 

his title, of which she thinks he is unworthy.  She says, “I am sorry the King bestowed Honour so 

cheaply” (Shadwell 110).  As soon as Theodosia shows up, the two women begin the true 

plotting: 

          ISABELLA. Well, we are resolved never to Marry where we are designed, that’s  

               certain.  For my part I am a free English woman, and will stand up for my Liberty, and   

               Property of Choice. 

          THEODOSIA.  And Faith, Girl, I’le be a mutineer on thy side; I hate the imposition of a  

               Husband, ’tis as bad as Popery. 

          ISA.  We will be Husband and Wife to one another, dear Theodosia. (Shadwell 111)       

There is nothing negative about Isabella and Theodosia wanting to be spared undesirable 

marriages to two foolish men.  Their resistance in a time when the father’s word ruled is 

admirable, especially to the modern reader.  The fact that they consider not marrying at all is also 

progressive and daring.  However, their behavior and views are ironic in this particular play 

because Sir Edward, who represents the traditional Protestant, Whig male, is so fearful of the 

same “woman on top,” gender-inversion syndrome, that was present in both The Feign’d 

Curtizans and The Spanish Friar (Dolan 52).   Sir Edward, in particular, associates this “woman 

on top” phenomena with Catholics, or those people who allow priests into their lives and 

confidence.  The proof of his fear is shown early on in the play: 

          What fatal mischiefs have domestick Priests. 

          Brought on the best of Families in England! 

          Where their dull Patrons give them line enough,  

          First with the Women they insinuate, 

          (Whose fear and folly makes them slave t’you,) 

          And give them ill opinions of their Husbands. 

          Oft ye divide them, if the women rule not. 

          But, if they govern, then your reign is sure. 
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          Then y’have the secrets of the Family,  

          Dispose oth’ Children, place and then displace,  

          Whom, and when you think fit. (Shadwell 107) 

Sir Edward blames the Catholic Church and its priests for any inversion of the gender hierarchy, 

but the irony of this is that Isabella and Theodosia are models for “the woman on top.”  They 

take control and take the duties and responsibility normally reserved for the men.  They are 

reminiscent indeed of the two heroines, Marcella and Cornelia, from Behn’s The Feign’d 

Curtizans, but unlike those two heroines who came from an Italian background, Isabella and 

Theodosia have not been under the influence of priests.  Instead of simply being the innocent 

Protestant heroines, Isabella and Theodosia are actually two of the main plotters in the play. 

     Isabella and Theodosia spend most of the play plotting and fooling their fathers, and some of 

the methods they use to accomplish their goals cause even further confusion about what message 

Shadwell is trying to present through these two women.  The fact that in Act 5 the women enter 

the scene “disguised, with Vizors like Witches” (Shadwell 173) to help accomplish their goals, 

for example, forces them to be associated with the plotting witches, and, therefore, plotting 

Catholics.  The oddity of having the pure Protestant heroines take on the attitude and dress of the 

witches cannot be underestimated.  The one other character in the play who is associated with 

and connected to the witches (in an explicit manner) is the Irish Priest, Tegue O’Divelly.  

Tegue’s use of holy water and the relics of Saints, as well as his mysterious Latin chants, is 

supposed to show that he is sinister and that some of the practices and rituals of Catholicism 

should be seen as being similar to witchcraft.  So, the temporary placing of Isabella and 

Theodosia in this motley group seems to really complicate the line between good and evil that 

had supposedly been drawn in the play.  Still, as much as these positive characters complicate the 

political and religious message of The Lancashire Witches, the negative characters of the play 

complicate the message even further.      

     The witches in the play are the source of the most confusion.  Not only is their existences 

constantly denied by the supposedly knowledgeable and virtuous male characters but their status 

as evildoers is constantly compromised by the fact that there is not really that much evil being 

caused by the witches.  They do indeed answer to Satan, so one must acknowledge that of course 

satanic worship is not a virtuous practice.  But these witches are not killing anyone, nor are they 

trying to convert any pious people to the side of black magic.  They are basically bonafide 
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pranksters and perhaps the most entertaining and likeable characters in the play.  They also 

represent Shadwell’s desire to captivate his audiences’ attention.  Watching them confuse and 

frighten the fools in the play, including Clod and Sir Timothy Shacklehead, makes readers and 

audiences laugh.  At one point, the witches put Clod in a bridle and lead him around like a horse.  

They vanish when Tom Shacklehead, Timothy’s younger brother, enters wielding a gun to 

protect himself from the witches.  The two foolish characters have the following exchange: 

               TOM.  Waunds what’s here?  The Witches by’r Lady.  I’ll shoot amongst ’em:  have at  

                    ye.  Hey Dive-dappers, Dive-dappers:  What  devils here!  Clod tied by a Bride, and  

                    neighing!  What a Pox ail’st thou?  Const a tell? 

               CLOD.  Uds Flesh, I am a Mon agen naw!   

                    Why, I was a Horse, a mear Tit, I had lost aw 

                    My speech, and could do naught but neigh; 

                    Flesh, I am a Mon agen. 

               TOM.  What a dickens is the Fellee wood? 

               CLOD. Ise ta the Bridle with me, fly from the Deel, and the Witches, and I’le tell you  

                    aw at the Ale-house. (Shadwell 152)    

The dialogue between them is humorous and the audience would be laughing at them, rather than 

sympathizing with them, since the witches constantly humiliate the dense men.       

     The witches never appear (until the end) to the virtuous characters, nor do they play any tricks 

on them; however, they do participate in the lives of the virtuous characters, but in very positive 

and detached ways.  For example, Bellfort and Doubty get stuck in a storm that the witches 

created.  The witches are, in fact, totally responsible for the young lovers finding one another, 

and are, in essence, responsible for the play ending up happily as it should.  These witches are 

not the vicious figures that many people expect when they think of satanic figures.  They are 

humorous and help, rather than hurt, the righteous characters.    

     At times, Shadwell’s message concerning the witches seems to be less about religious 

denunciation of Satanism and more about showing the fear that men have of women being able 

to be in charge of their own actions and also being able to dupe and make fools of men.  The 

witches are the true “women on top” in the play.  Although Isabella and Theodosia are daring in 

much of their behavior, one gets the sense that their plot to escape unwanted marriages would 

not have been successful if Doubty and Bellfort had not shown up to add action to the plotting 
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and antics in which the two women were engaging.  The witches do not really need the help of 

any man, and Satan is basically a figurehead who does not actually do anything.  On their own, 

the witches plot and then successfully execute those plots time and time again.  The capturing of 

the witches at the end of the play seem to be less about the holy and pious triumphing over the 

damned and sinful, and more about men needing to triumph over the women who are outwitting 

them.  As Jean I. Marsden points out, as well as representing the Catholic “woman on top,” the 

witches also fulfill the role of the whore that is seen in other Restoration plays:   

          Women who exist outside of social boundaries, the witches take the place of the whores in  

          Shadwell’s cast list. [. . .]  But the witches are whores with a difference.  They are not only  

          sexual but powerful and exercise their power at male expense.  Their powers, as they point  

          out, encompass most of the material world.  As represented in the play, the witches enact a  

          war of the sexes; all the overt objects of their sorcery are male, and the play’s broadest  

          humor comes from watching clever women outwit silly men. (53) 

While Marsden is correct to see the witches as being representative of the outsider prostitute, I 

suggest that the witches represent another kind of whore also:  the “Whore of Babylon.”  

Shadwell, as will later be illustrated with the discussion of the role of Tegue, is not subtle about 

connecting the practices of the witches to the practices of Catholicism and vice versa.  These 

witches, as representatives of the “Whore of Babylon”—and “women on top”—follow in the 

tradition of Protestants trying to show the Catholic Church as being feminized and being ruled by 

women, which means, in seventeenth-century England, it is abnormal and unnatural (Dolan 52).  

Although Shadwell has connected the witches to Catholics, he has not made them particularly 

scary.  They do not seem to instill panic and anarchy in the lives of any of the characters in The 

Lancashire Witches other than the foolish and non-virtuous ones, and the only danger they seem 

to present is providing mischief through silly plots.  

     The other supposed symbol of the dangers of Catholicism in the play is Tegue O’Divelly, the 

Irish priest.  He is literally placed in bed with the witches when he mistakenly has sex with one 

of them.  Throughout the play, though, there are less blatant connections between the spells the 

witches enact and the rituals Tegue engages in at certain times.  At the end of Act 2, for example, 

Mother Spencer describes the things she will need to make her love spells:  “A Wolf’s Tail, Hair, 

and Yard” (Shadwell 132).  Similarly, close to the beginning of Act 3, Tegue explains, “I will 

exorcize doze Vitches, and I will plague dose Devils now by my Shoul, vid Holy-Water, and vid 
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Reliques, and I will freet ’em out of this Plaash” (Shadwell 138).  There is, of course, a large 

difference between a Wolf’s Tail and holy water but it seems as if Shadwell does not really want 

there to be a delineation between Tegue and the witches.  He wants the mystical rituals of 

Catholicism to be thought of as witchcraft and deviltry, a view that is not unusual in seventeenth-

century Protestant England.  According to Judith B. Slagle, Tegue’s role in the play is this:  

“Father Kelly, alias Tegue o Divelly [. . .] is meant to be feared partly because of his possible 

role in the Popish Plot (i.e., all Catholics are suspects) and partly because of what level-headed 

Englishmen are to see as his sinister religious practices” (59).  While Catholics are meant to be 

feared simply because of their religious tendencies and practices in most traditional Whiggish 

and anti-Catholic plays, The Lancashire Witches gives its audience no real need to fear Tegue.  

He is no more sinister than the witches, and perhaps less so.  In fact, as we see, Tegue’s holy 

water and relics are being used to try to banish the witches.  He is definitely not the most 

virtuous priest or person in the world, but Tegue does not want to join the ranks of the witches—

if anything, he is trying to end the black magic that is going on around Lancaster.  Tegue does 

engage in some plotting, as we see by his attempted seduction of Lady Shacklehead in the 

second to last act of the play.  Night has fallen, and nearly all of the characters are moving 

around Sir Edward’s home in the dark.  Tegue hears Lady Shacklehead’s voice, and he says, “By 

my fait I vill maak a Child upon her Body” (Shadwell 168).  Before he can follow through on his 

wishes, though, Lady Shacklehead flees and one of the witches replaces her, although Tegue is 

not aware of the substitution.  The fact that Tegue is a priest and he wishes to engage in adultery 

shows that he is not of the highest moral caliber.  However, instead of being shown as a sinister 

Catholic plotter, he is actually shown as a bumbling character, who is constantly outwitted by the 

witches and others, and he certainly does not seem as if he would strike fear in the hearts and 

minds of the Protestants in the audience.   

     Even though Tegue is not very successful at striking fear into the hearts and minds of the 

Protestant audience, one thing he is successful at, without even trying, is gaining a subordinate 

convert in the shape of Smerk, the Anglican Chaplain.  Smerk’s acquiescence to nearly 

everything Tegue tells him is what made The Lancashire Witches become censored in the first 

place.  The censor and critics were uncomfortable with the fact that an Anglican Chaplain was 

spewing doctrines normally associated with Catholicism.  For example, Smerk says, “For my 

part, I think the Papists are honest, loyal men, and the Jesuits dyed innocent,” and he insists that 
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it was not a “Papist Plot, but a Presbyterian one” (Shadwell 143).  In his introductory letter to the 

reader, Shadwell never really explains what Smerk’s role was supposed to be in the play.  He 

denies he is attacking the Anglican Church through his portrayal of Smerk, but he never exactly 

explains what he was trying to do with the creation of Smerk.  If you were taking the stance that 

this play was indeed an unambiguous Whiggish play, then one could claim Smerk is the 

impressionable young victim at the mercy of a malicious priest.  However, this argument would 

not be very successful since because Smerk is such a fool, and Tegue is also a fool, the message 

actually seems to be that the only way priests like Tegue will be able to gain power in England is 

if all of England’s citizens were susceptible idiots.  So, while Shadwell gains quite a few digs 

against the priesthood and Catholicism in the play, he also makes priests and Catholics seem 

ridiculously harmless to the point that one should never fear their plots because they are silly in 

nature and will, of course, be unsuccessful.  The Catholic as sinister and dangerous plotter seems 

to be almost non-existent in this play.     

     To sum up, The Lancashire Witches consists of Protestant plotters, Catholic plotters, and 

supernatural plotters (the witches).  All of these plotters are similar in the fact that their plots are 

basically harmless.  Throughout the play, Sir Edward has commented on the fact that the Popish 

Plot was real, and that Catholics and Catholic priests are constantly maliciously conspiring to 

create havoc and discord in Protestant England.  While Tegue conveniently turns out to be 

“Kelly, Alias Tegue O Divelly” who is “accus’d for being in the Plot” (Shadwell 187), which 

may have been merely a Whiggish dig by Shadwell since he waits until the last fifteen lines of 

the play to reveal this.  Nonetheless, tangible proof of malicious conspiring never materializes in 

the text The Lancashire Witches and is, in fact, nearly debunked by the foolishness and 

shenanigans that go on in the play.  Shadwell’s play has virtuous Protestants acting like witches 

and stereotypical plotting Catholics, and witches and priests dabbling in love, courtship, and sex.  

The pandemonium and identity crises present in this play seem to be representative of the 

political crisis that had been plaguing England for the past three years.  The time during which 

The Lancashire Witches was written and performed was a time of political change, or in the case 

of the ending of the Exclusion Crisis, a time of political restabilization, and Shadwell, as Behn 

and Dryden did, chose to modify and muddle his political beliefs, at least as presented in the 

play, in order to protect his standing as a figurehead of the theater.         



 40

 

 

 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

      

     The period between 1679 to 1681, as I have argued here, was politically unstable.  The future 

of the nation was unsure due to the battles to exclude James.  Suspicion and fear about 

Catholicism ruled the citizens of England, and the extreme drama of the Popish Plot and the 

successive action of the Exclusion Crisis, captured those same citizens’ imagination and 

attention.  In this unstable time, the theater and its playwrights were in battle mode:  they had to 

try to draw audiences in by distracting them from the theatrics going on in the streets.  It was not 

always easy to do, as is shown by the declining number of theatergoers during this time.  The 

playwrights also had to be conscious of the fact that displaying the wrong political ideals in their 

plays could alienate their audience, and also ruin their political and theatrical futures.  As Todd 

argues, “In such unstable times, code was the mode:  playwrights could allude to political events, 

rather than stating what could not easily be repudiated if things took an unexpected turn” (Secret 

Life 241).  Aphra Behn, John Dryden, and Thomas Shadwell all seem to have been aware of the 

idea of “code is the mode,” as they all successfully presented their political ideology in such a 

way that most of the audience should not or could not have been insulted or angered. 

     The need for using “codes” would soon lessen, however.  The year 1688 brought a revolution 

and an invasion from the Dutch prince, William of Orange.  The recently crowned James II fled 

England during the invasion, and on January 28, 1689, Parliament dictated that James had 

abdicated the throne (Spurr 10).  Thus, William of Orange became William III, the new King of 

England.  With the crowning of William III, the Whigs had once again gained control of the 

political arena, and there was now little doubt about the political or religious future of Protestant 

England.  With this new political certainty, the drama was also able to transition.  Playwrights no 

longer had to feel forced to write in codes, or to make their political messages ambiguous.  This 

nicely painted portrait of the secure and stable England of 1689 may cause modern readers to 

forget the instability and uncertainty present just a few years earlier and, therefore, many of those 
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readers may oversimplify how the Popish Plot and the Exclusion Crisis affected both the state of 

England and its citizens and the state of the drama of 1679-1681.  To do so, however, would be 

to lose a valuable tool that could aid us in understanding the nature of the dramatic process. 

     Understanding the extreme uncertainty felt by all of England’s citizens during the Exclusion 

Crisis is the key to understanding the messages of many of the plays written during that time.  

The playwrights of this time were under extreme pressure.  First, they had to contend with fickle 

audiences who had reached near hysteric levels over the Popish Plot and the supposed threat of a 

Catholic invasion.  Second, they had to deal with the very real danger of being interrogated or 

arrested for saying the wrong thing, as was Behn’s friend, playwright Nevil Payn.  The 

complexities and ambiguities in The Feign’d Curtizans, The Spanish Friar, and The Lancashire 

Witches speak to the aptitude of their authors’ understanding of the changing nature of the 

politics of their time and the changing nature of their audiences.  Behn, Dryden, and Shadwell 

used their skills as playwrights to adapt and attract audiences in a period of intense political 

uncertainty, which shows us the malleability of not only the playwright, but also the drama.  

When looking at the plays of the Exclusion Crisis, we, as modern readers, need to try to forget 

that we know how England’s political and religious story will end, and try to put ourselves in the 

position that Behn, Dryden, and Shadwell were in during the years 1679-1681.  Doing so will 

give us insight into how playwrights and their plays cope during times of intense political 

instability.            
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