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Aphra Behn’s 1677 The Rover; or, The Banished Cavaliers, is a classic play of the 

English Restoration period. Behn was the first commercially successful female playwright in 

England, and her work is often noted for both its multifaceted female characters and its veiled 

criticism of the treatment of women in patriarchal societies. To conflate female and feminist, 

however, would be an egregious misrepresentation. Few records remain of Behn’s personal life, 

but regardless of her own views, Behn’s work needed to cater to the male gaze that dominated 

her period in order to achieve her level of success. Still, her characterization of women was 

unusual in a time and place where men were still the primary consumers and producers of 

theatre; as such, representations of women typically conformed to the dichotomy of either the 

virginal maiden or the whore. 

 The Rover is based heavily on an earlier play of the period, Thomaso, or the Wanderer, 

written by Thomas Killgrew. Unlike their earlier counterparts, Behn’s dynamic female characters 

eschew their socially prescribed roles, be they courtesan or “person of quality”. The choice to set 

the show in the far-flung foreign land of Naples during Carnival season— with its masques, 

mystery and a great deal of booze— further obscured normal societal boundaries, allowing Behn 

some leeway in the behavior of her characters. Indeed, the world of The Rover is removed from 

real life as Behn knew it, freeing its female characters from the established social hierarchy and 

its prescribed dualities of good or bad, feminine or masculine; rather, Behn’s women can share in 

the same competitiveness and wit as their male counterparts. By centering her narrative on the 

women of the story, Behn throws out her period’s (and Killgrew’s) black-and-white 

understanding of both gender and morality and instead explores the ‘gray’ areas that more 

closely resemble reality. 

This, however, does not exempt Behn from the sexist trappings of Restoration theatre, 

particularly of Restoration comedy. Restoration sensibilities tended towards the bawdy: both 

actresses and their characters were openly sexualized for the male audience’s entertainment. 

Behn’s inability to separate herself from a culture that refused to condemn both rape and 

subjugation (as both were used as popular comedic tropes) prevents her female characters from 

being fully realized outside of a patriarchal context. Each of the women, regardless of their 



individual longings, could still easily be categorized into the recognizable, sexist archetypes of 

‘virgin’ or ‘whore’. It also cannot be understated that the sexual abuse of women in this piece is 

played for comedy, a practice commonplace at the time, but nevertheless unnerving to the 

modern reader.  

The question of whether or not to consider Behn’s piece “feminist” is wholly dependent 

on how it is contextualized. It broke new ground in its time with its unusual portrayals of female 

characters and playwright while still very much adhering to misogynistic Restoration 

sensibilities. In choosing to present this piece today, we face the difficult issue of staging the 

show so that it appeals to the comic sensibilities of a modern audience, while not simultaneously 

validating the acts of violation committed by the protagonist. The Rover is a fantastic piece of 

theatre and history, but we hope the audience will take it in with a critical and discerning eye 

without losing the joyous and subtly subversive intent of the original piece. 

Anne Lovelock, Dramaturg 


