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Introduction


George Farquhar (c. 1677-1707)


George Farquhar was born in Londonderry in northern Ireland, probably in 1677, and would have been verging on adolescence when the recently deposed James II besieged that city in 1689. His father, as an Anglican clergyman, was a target for plunder and died soon afterwards, while the barely teenage George is said to have fought (on King William’s victorious side) in the subsequent Battle of the Boyne in 1690 – which imposed the protestant succession (and a great deal of continuing grief) upon the Catholic majority in Ireland.


Prematurely experienced in both the sorrows and the heroisms of war, Farquhar proceeded from the local grammar school to Trinity College, Dublin, in 1694, then in quick succession fell in love with the theatre, performed at the Smock Alley playhouse in Dublin, gave up acting after accidentally killing a fellow-performer in a stage duel, and, like his lifelong friend and compatriot Robert Wilks, determined on a future in London. Here, Farquhar’s first comedy, Love and a Bottle, was performed in 1698; but his precocious success as a playwright (discussed in more detail in the section ‘The Comic Worlds of George Farquhar’, on p. vii) was interrupted by the renewal of war with France in 1702. In 1704 he was granted a commission as a Lieutenant of Grenadiers and sent off on a recruiting campaign to the Midlands.


Meanwhile, in 1703, Farquhar had married – in expectations of an income from his wife’s fortune, which proved to be non-existent. Indeed, he very soon found himself needing to provide for their two daughters as well – at a time when he was beginning to feel the effects of the wasting illness which is now thought to have been tuberculosis. He drew on his provincial experiences in both of his last two plays, The Recruiting Officer and The Beaux Stratagem (and arguably on his marriage in the latter), but his rapidly declining  health prevented him from building on their success, and he died in poverty in late May 1707. His friend Wilks paid for his funeral.


The Recruiting Officer: What Happens in the Play


Captain Plume and his wily companion Sergeant Kite arrive on a recruiting campaign in Shrewsbury, where the pair set out to cheat or flatter the country folk into volunteering for the wars. Plume renews his friendship with a local magistrate, Balance, and his lively and beautiful daughter Silvia. Balance looks approvingly on the young officer he once resembled – but fears for the virtue of his daughter, who ill-conceals her love for the gallant Captain. Hopes of a more honourable alliance are dashed when news arrives of the death of Balance’s only son, leaving Silvia an heiress wealthy beyond Plume’s aspirations.


Silvia’s cousin Melinda has also come unexpectedly into an inheritance, making her a suitable match for Plume’s friend Worthy. But Melinda, despising her lover’s earlier attempts to make her his kept mistress, plays hard to get, encouraging the attentions of another recruiting campaigner, the freewheeling Captain Brazen. Plume and Brazen both set out to recruit the handsome Jack Wilful – in reality Silvia, who prefers male disguise to the rustic retreat ordered by her father. Despite Silvia’s suspicions, Plume’s attentions to the local beauty Rose appear designed less to attract the girl into his bed than her suitors and her brother into the army. Kite, disguised as a fortune-teller, tricks more of the locals into joining up – and Melinda into believing that Worthy will go to his death in the wars if she does not secure him by the following morning.


After a disappointing night spent as ‘Wilful’s’ bedfellow, Rose and her supposed seducer are taken before the magistrates, where, along with other petty offenders, the still disguised Silvia is ordered into Plume’s service by her own father – as she had planned. Although a further complication leads Worthy to believe that Melinda is about to elope with Brazen, the couple are eventually betrothed to their mutual satisfaction – as also are Silvia and her Captain, following revelations which satisfy Balance of Plume’s honour. Now intending to resign a martial for a marital role, Plume hands over to Brazen the recruits he had raised, while Rose is taken into service as lady’s  maid to Silvia.


The Comic Worlds of George Farquhar


The work of George Farquhar fits awkwardly into that over-extended category which critics have labelled ‘Restoration comedy’. Charles II had been ‘restored’ (following his father’s execution and the ‘interregnum’ under Cromwell) in 1660, and the honeymoon he had enjoyed with his subjects was well over by 1677, the probable year of Farquhar’s birth. Shortly afterwards, the crisis caused by the probability that the Catholic James would succeed his brother to the throne set in motion the struggle for a constitutional monarchy – a struggle which led to King James’s deposition during the ‘bloodless revolution’ of 1688-89, and the enthronement of William and Mary. The bourgeois sensibility of this royal couple proved well-suited to the changing national mood, as pursuit of the pleasure principle (so marked a feature of Charles II’s reign) gave way before the sterner demands of the protestant work ethic.


It is true that Farquhar’s near contemporaries Congreve and Vanbrugh (who both outlived him by some twenty years) continued to develop a dramatic tradition – of high-style, high-life ‘comedy of manners’, rooted in sexual dalliance – begun during the Restoration proper by Dryden, Etherege, Wycherley and Aphra Behn. But both Congreve and Vanbrugh gave up writing for the theatre soon after Jeremy Collier’s influential anti-theatrical polemic, A Short View of the Immorality and Profaneness of the English Stage, published in 1698, had given voice to the changed moral climate of the times. Of the dramatists who have survived in the modern repertoire, Farquhar alone, it seems, found a spiritual as well as a chronological home in the society and the theatre of the years around the turn of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries.


Even so, he was barely twenty when he wrote his first play, Love and a Bottle, and could not at first afford (or perhaps did not yet know how to manage) so new and personal a dramatic mode. Then in 1699, with The Constant Couple, he wrote a comedy in which conventional sexual pursuits were driven in part by new imperatives of cash and class – and the play found a responsive audience, proving the success of the season. But Farquhar evidently rested a little too long on the income  and the laurels it brought him: and when, after eighteen months, he came up with a sequel, Sir Harry Wildair, the play suffered, as do so many sequels, from the law of diminishing returns – though it managed a respectable first run, presumably on the strength of its audience’s curiosity to see how all the familiar characters would make out after marriage.


Farquhar’s next play, The Inconstant, which took over and simplified the plot of John Fletcher’s late Jacobean comedy The Wild Goose Chase, survived to its sixth night; but the death of King William in March 1702 cut short the theatrical season, and Farquhar set to work on The Twin-Rivals, which had its first night in December of the same year. The play is very tightly plotted around a younger brother’s attempt to defraud his marginally older twin out of his inheritance. Sex here not only comes an acknowledged second to money but is rather more closely connected with childbirth than theatrical convention usually allowed. There is more dramatic interest in the fraudulent lordling’s demonstration of his unworthiness than in his eventual exposure, and although the play has not quite caught the tone of voice in which to be ‘seriously funny’, it does strike out in the new direction which Farquhar was shortly to follow through in The Recruiting Officer and The Beaux Stratagem.


In between, the short farce The Stage-Coach – dealing with the ‘mistakes of a night’, as true love blossoms in the attempt to save a girl from her guardian’s preferred suitor – also anticipated Farquhar’s last two plays, in its country setting of an inn. As Eric Rothstein says, ‘it makes one hungry for the work he did not do’ between its production late in 1703 and 1706. On the other hand, it was no doubt precisely Farquhar’s escape from the incestuous world of literary and theatrical London during these years that tempered his final plays with the hard edge of experience – his brief military career providing a background for The Recruiting Officer (1706), and his own unfortunate marriage perhaps a source for his portrayal of sexual incompatibility in The Beaux Stratagem (1707).


In these, the great plays of his maturity, Farquhar does not abandon ‘mannered’ comedy as such; instead he transplants it, choosing locations outside London and including characters of the middling-to-lower social orders. In the process, not only are old conventions and rivalries – between town and country, between leisured elegance  and workaday greed – given quite a different focus, but the characters gain a capacity for experiencing subtler nuances of pleasure, and (perhaps more significantly) even for experiencing pain. The modern critic Robert Hume makes a useful distinction between the ‘hard’ comedy of Congreve and Vanbrugh, as late exponents of the Restoration mode, and the ‘humane’ school which (along with Collier’s censure) soon provoked both writers into abandoning playwriting. In the work of Farquhar alone do we find the broader sympathies of the new mode combined with the wit and verve of the old.


Until well into the twentieth century, however, both The Recruiting Officer and The Beaux Stratagem tended to be viewed rather as Restoration comedies manqués. In revival rougher edges were apologetically honed, and creative tensions resolved rather than dramatically sustained. Ironically, it took a foreigner, Bertolt Brecht, to recognise the sterner stuff of which The Recruiting Officer was made, in his own updated version entitled Drums and Trumpets: and the English director Bill Gaskill acknowledged this Brechtian influence when, in his National Theatre production of 1964, he worked not to transplant fashionable metropolitan society into the provinces, but to relish and reveal the sharper local colours and broader social spectrum here captured by Farquhar. More recently, in a revival at the Royal Court Theatre in 1988, Max Stafford-Clark was able to assimilate such insights, while sustaining the comic irony in a production which seemed aptly postmodern in combining a laid-back temper and a brisk tempo – as also in its recognition of Farquhar’s mixed feelings about the seedy business of recruiting.


In Farquhar’s last play, The Beaux Stratagem, two handsome but impoverished gallants take it in turns to play master and servant in their search for an alliance to mend their fortunes. They capture the hearts not only of the desired heiress, but of her sister, a married woman – whose husband’s eventual consent to divorce typifies the play’s blending of comic convenience with sexual and economic realism. Such a mood also characterises The Recruiting Officer, where Farquhar skilfully modifies theatrical conventions and ‘mannered’ characters to portray the actualities of social life and the politico-economic pressures of the first decade of the eighteenth century.




Whig and Tory, Town and Country


Twice within a generation Farquhar’s England had experienced a decisive political change which effected and reflected a social consensus against political extremes. With the Restoration of 1660 puritanism and republicanism had been repudiated: then, in 1689, with the deposition of James II in favour of William and Mary, the combination of Catholicism and authoritarianism for which Louis XIV of France provided a working model was no less decisively rejected. In retrospect, the ‘constitutional’ monarchy which resulted may seem part of a natural process of evolutionary change; at the time it was no less precarious than any other of the power structures of the seventeenth century.


Party groupings now emerged, reflecting the conflicting class interests involved in these changes. So-called ‘Tories’ were driven ideologically by a belief in the monarchy and the established church, and their power tended to derive from the possession of land. Support for those dubbed ‘Whigs’, however, came from the largely urban middle classes, who had grown rich from the investment and manipulation of capital – wealth understood as ready money rather than reposing in ancestral acres. Aptly, then, Whig and Tory interests were alternatively dubbed ‘Town’ and ‘Country’.


The Tories had only reluctantly and belatedly supported the ‘bloodless revolution’ of 1688-89 and had kept their lines open to the deposed James, who was now exiled in France. This was one reason for the party’s equivocation in the face of the wars against the French which dragged on through much of the 1690s, and which, renewed in 1701, form the background for The Recruiting Officer. Besides, the increased taxation necessitated by these wars weighed most heavily upon Tory supporters in the shires – whereas the profits from the munitions and materials consumed by the military tended to accrue to the Whig money-men in the City and their manufacturing allies.


The needs of the governing Whig regime for funds, and the exorbitant interest rates which its still-uncertain grip on power enabled the financiers to demand, had led in 1694 to the incorporation of the Bank of England: and this was followed four years later by the opening of the Stock Exchange. The Bank not only enjoyed monopoly powers but was authorised to make further loans on the security  of the very money it raised for the government: and when the Bank began to issue credit notes, these quickly became (as they have remained) negotiable currency. However, the ever-mounting ‘National Debt’ created in the process would have been open to repudiation by a restored Jacobite line: thus, institutions founded to run the risks of supporting a shaky regime had a vested interest in consolidating the Whig constitutional settlement on which the economic confidence trick of ‘paper-money’ also depended.


Farquhar’s early experiences in Ireland were clearly calculated to make him strong for the Whig cause, especially in pursuit of a war against the Catholic domination of Europe. He was thus among those Whigs whose militaristic fervour was rooted in patriotism rather than in party or commercial interests – and The Recruiting Officer, while satirising the excesses to which this could lead, is in part an attempt to transcend party differences by portraying a nation seemingly united in its support for the victorious allies.


Marlborough and the Military Background


The career of John Churchill, Duke of Marlborough, strikingly anticipated that of his distant descendant Winston. Both enjoyed early political success, suffered a period in eclipse (Winston’s, in the 1930s, taken up with writing a four-volume biography of John), and returned to lead their country to military victory – only to see their party suffer political defeat, and to return to power in an old age blighted by physical infirmity.


Marlborough’s early intimacy with the courts of Charles II and James II led (despite Marlborough’s perhaps decisive desertion of the Jacobite cause) to his being viewed at first with suspicion by the new king. But William was slowly forced to acknowledge the Duke’s military genius and designated Marlborough to succeed him as Commander-in-Chief of the Grand Alliance which had been formed by England, the Netherlands and Austria in 1700, when the grandson of Louis XIV succeeded to the Spanish throne.


Spain was especially prone to the French domination threatened by this development. Ironically, one source of the slow decline of Spanish power was the sheer size and unwieldiness of its empire –  which included not only half of the New World, but also the Spanish Netherlands (roughly the equivalent of present-day Belgium) and a goodly portion of Italy besides. Louis’s authoritarian rule, with its bureaucracy and social rigidity, was slowly but no less surely sapping French pre-eminence in Europe: but this was less well recognised at the time, and from an early eighteenth-century perspective French power and influence seemed at a dangerous height. Louis gave further offence to the English when, on the death of the exiled James II in 1701, he recognised his son (remembered as ‘the Old Pretender’) as King of England. So the War of the Spanish Succession, fought nominally to assert the rights of an alternative, Austrian claimant to the Spanish throne, was no less calculated to thwart the restoration of the Stuart line in England.


France had seized the initiative by overrunning the Spanish Netherlands and Italy. Then William’s death in 1702 saw Marlborough assume the allied command; a French advance on Vienna was reversed, and Marlborough’s triumph at Blenheim followed in the August of 1704. This was not only a military victory, driving the French out of Germany, but a defining moment for the nation – the moment also of the composition and rehearsal of The Recruiting Officer. Party zealots apart, Whigs and Tories made common celebratory cause, and the play sees social classes, and the civil and military arm, united as seldom before or since. As Worthy says, in earlier wars, ‘We had no blood nor wounds but in the officers’ mouths … our officers did nothing but play at prison bars, and hide and seek with the enemy, but now ye have brought us colours and standards, and prisoners, odsmylife.’ A grateful nation rewarded Marlborough by paying for the building of Blenheim Palace – designed by the architect and erstwhile dramatist, Sir John Vanbrugh.


The Recruiting Officer opened on 8 April 1706. Little over a month later came Marlborough’s second great triumph, at Ramillies, which effectively secured the Netherlands, and later that year Prince Eugene’s victory at Turin excluded the French from Italy. Thereafter, with the military issue only to be settled in the Netherlands, and the unrealistic diplomatic aim of getting Louis to relinquish support for his own grandson in Spain, support for the war declined, and by 1709 it was clear that its prolongation was serving the interests of the Whigs and their supporters rather than those of the nation at large.




The anti-war Tories at first claimed the support of the war leader Marlborough. But as the tide of patriotic fervour which followed Blenheim began to ebb, the Duke’s fortunes became increasingly dependent on those of the war party – and when the Tories took power in 1710 English participation in the war was scaled down, and Marlborough dismissed from his command. The change in the national mood was reflected in a song interpolated between the acts of revivals of The Recruiting Officer, which glorified the generosity of Prince Eugene – and mocked the supposed stinginess of Marlborough.


Max Stafford-Clark (in Letters to George, a fascinating record of his own production of the play in 1988) laments that such ‘plays of celebration’ were never to be complemented by the ‘plays of opposition’ Farquhar might have written had he survived to see that Tory triumph, short-lived though it proved to be. It’s an intriguing thought: but even had Farquhar been able to write such plays, they would have been banned – for one of the new Tory ministers, Bolingbroke, personally took on the task of assessing and censoring the drama.


The Recruiting Trade


In his authoritative history of Queen Anne’s reign, G.M. Trevelyan tells us that between 1702 and 1709 the size of the English army rose from 18,000 to 70,000 men. Recruiting for an increase on this scale was clearly an activity vital to the national interest – and no less was it a highly topical subject for a play. Kite’s list of wives (Act I, Scene i, p. 10) suggests the punishing itinerary he and his captain have been pursuing – having already seen active service at Blenheim. We get plentiful insights into the dubious tactics of the trade, such as the adding of an infant’s name to the muster in order to draw his pay, and Farquhar shows us the suspicion with which its practitioners are viewed – whether in the ‘Mob’s’ polite but firm rebuttal of Kite’s blandishments in the first scene, or in the concern and humanity of Appletree’s efforts to dissuade Pearmain before he reluctantly joins him (Act II, Scene iii, p. 33).


Farquhar dramatises both main forms of recruitment: voluntary enlistment, rewarded by a forty-shilling bounty (over a month’s wages for a farm labourer); and ‘impressment’ by compulsion of ‘such able-bodied men as have not any lawful calling or employment, or  visible means for their maintenance and livelihood’. Such ‘pressed’ recruits got only twenty shillings, ten more going to the constable who rounded them up – hence the eleven shillings that, in actuality as well as in the play, often sufficed to outbid the law.


And so, as Farquhar’s editor Peter Dixon reminds us, ‘There is a grim reality behind Costar’s joke that, thanks to the pressing act, justices are “greater than any emperor under the sun”.’ As for the prospects of greatness and nobility held out by Kite to such taproom rustics, the Sergeant’s own potted autobiography in Act III, Scene i (p. 38) confirms that he is condemned by his humble origins to remain unpromoted (it took the disasters of the Crimea, 150 years later, even to nibble at the class privilege on which a commission depended in the British army).


Nobody in The Recruiting Officer actually enlists without being either hoodwinked or reluctantly impressed – the only apparently willing volunteer, Jack Wilful, being of course a fraud. And in practice few justices of the Tory shires were – despite the reservations of Scale and (especially) Scruple – as co-operative with the military as were those of Farquhar’s Shrewsbury, where every rule is bent in favour of impressment. Farquhar was sufficiently a realist to know that the rural magistracy was more often concerned at the depletion of its civilian troops of farm workers, day labourers, and household servants than with the advancement of a safely distant and dubiously motivated war. The patriotic muting of such reservations in the aftermath of Blenheim proved a temporary phenomenon.


The Scene: Shrewsbury


Tradition has it that Farquhar wrote The Recruiting Officer at the Raven Inn in Shrewsbury, the county town of Shropshire on the Welsh border, where he sets his play. This would presumably have been in the second half of 1705, at some time after his own recruiting activities were removed here from Lichfield (the setting he later used for The Beaux Stratagem). A contemporary resident, recalling the visit some sixty years later, was able to come up with real-life originals for the play’s main characters: but such source-spotting, seldom very helpful to our understanding, is least so when all that has survived of these ‘originals’ is what Farquhar chose to filter out.




More pertinent, perhaps, are the observations on the town made by Daniel Defoe – a devious politician (engaged in 1706 in spying out the land for the imminent Act of Union with Scotland) long before he became better known to us as the author of such proto-novels as Robinson Crusoe. In his Tour through the Whole Island of Great Britain, Defoe recalls that Shrewsbury had suffered during the Commonwealth for its welcome to Charles I before the Battle of Edgehill: but by the time of Defoe’s Tour, in the early 1720s, it was ‘one of the most flourishing towns in England … full of gentry and yet full of trade too’, with ‘the greatest plenty of good provisions, and the cheapest that is to be met with in all the western part of England’. This, he says, ‘draws a great many families hither, who love to live within the compass of their estates’ – after the manner of Justice Balance, who settles himself in his town house for the winter ‘season’, but remains within easy reach of his country residence, where he thinks it will be expedient to seclude his daughter.


Like a horse-shoe, according to Defoe, the Severn ‘surrounds this town, just as the Thames does the Isle of Dogs’. The riverside of The Recruiting Officer is not a rustic retreat, but a fashionable urban place of resort – more akin to St James’s Park than the Isle of Dogs in Restoration London. Shrewsbury is ‘really a town of mirth and gallantry’ – perhaps a double-edged compliment from the non-conformist Defoe, who was not much given to either. Against this contemporary view, Farquhar has Worthy complaining to Plume that ‘We live in such a precise, dull place, that we can have no balls, no lampoons’, and Melinda grumbling to Silvia that here is ‘every thing to give the spleen, and nothing to divert it’.


For Farquhar’s London audience, remarks such as these affirmed the Restoration belief in the superiority of town over country – yet most modern critics share with Eric Rothstein a contrary impression, that ‘Shrewsbury values are the normative values of the play’. In this respect, it is perhaps helpful to remember that only recently Farquhar had himself been a stranger in London: at first overawed by its attractions, he was unsure of his social bearings when he so speedily joined its circle of sophisticates – and all the more dismayed when his early success turned sour. Shrewsbury and Lichfield must have revealed a culture he had not previously suspected – its rich diversity likely to prove sympathetic to the sensibility of this young Irishman  in exile. Yet as a practising dramatist Farquhar could not afford to espouse values too much at variance with those of the London audiences who would determine his play’s success. And so, while Restoration plays had been written for (and often from within) the Court, and against the despised ‘cits’ and others beyond the charmed circle of the social elite, Farquhar is writing for and with the ‘country’, defined not as a primitive ‘other’ but as part of the nation state whose military achievements he is celebrating.


Characters and Character Types


In The Recruiting Officer there are echoes of Restoration ‘typology’ – the moulding of characters into the conventionalised social types of the comedy of manners – in such carefully contrasted ‘gallants’ as Worthy and Plume. There are Elizabethan and Jacobean resonances, too: Brazen’s genealogical obsession is a typical Jonsonian ‘humour’, or affectation, while Silvia’s male disguise and Kite’s verbal dexterity are more indebted to Shakespearean precedent – recalling, respectively, Rosalind in As You Like It and Touchstone in Twelfth Night.


And all the characters owe something to the actors Farquhar had in mind for them. As Peter Dixon reminds us, of the company which first performed The Recruiting Officer not only Wilks, tailor-made for Plume, but Estcourt as Kite, Keen as Balance, and Norris as Pearmain had all been with the Smock Alley company in Dublin before Farquhar had worked with them in London. And, having already in The Twin Rivals tested the muscles of that canny actor-manager-cum-dramatist Colley Cibber in parts beyond his usual modish fops, Farquhar here further extended Cibber’s range in the role of Brazen.


Brazen’s ancestry is complex. Although in part the jaded gallant, he can also trace his lineage to the ‘braggart soldier’ of classical comedy, and blends the affectations of his fellow-captain, Bobadill, in Jonson’s Every Man in His Humour with those of Sir Politic in Volpone – no less dedicated a collector of ill-considered trifles. Yet Brazen is also his own man – displaying, as in Laurence Olivier’s performance of 1964, a distinctive combination of chronic vagueness and reluctant valour. Unlike so many of his Restoration forebears, it seems, too, that Brazen really does have the wide acquaintance he claims: his intimate knowledge of Balance’s uncle  and brother in the last scene could scarcely have been feigned.


The now complacent, domestically benign but judicially severe Balance sees in Plume his younger self: and Plume treads a dramatic tightrope between his profession, his social position, his theatrical lineage, and the individuality with which he was endowed by both his creators – second to Farquhar being, of course, Robert Wilks, who had earlier ensured that Wildair lived up to his name. Earlier Restoration officers – from the title characters in Otway’s Soldiers’ Fortune to Farquhar’s own Colonel Standard in The Constant Couple – had been disbanded before their first entrances: yet such antecedents remind us that the army was the one career which could honourably be pursued by a gentleman – a class otherwise distinguished by the pursuit of leisure.


Although Plume displays a self-assurance that comes close to vanity – not only as a master of his gentlemanly profession, but in his complacent offer to stand in for Worthy in the winning of Melinda – he also has a spontaneous generosity seldom found in his calculating forebears. His gesture of foregoing the money he was about to demand for Silvia’s discharge anticipates (say) the refusal of Charles Surface in Sheridan’s The School for Scandal to part with the picture of his uncle. In both cases the effect is to persuade a sceptical elder of intrinsic good nature – a quality which was to stand in opposition to sentimentalised and often hypocritical ‘virtue’ through much of the eighteenth century.
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