


Restoration Theatre
● The Rover is an English play written during the 

“Restoration” period, roughly 1660-1689. 
● The “Restoration” refers to the restoring of 

Charles Stuart II to the Throne of England, 
following the decade-long reign of Oliver 
Cromwell, during which most forms of theatre 
were outlawed 

● A lover of theatre, Charles reestablished the 
theatre in England, and it exploded in popularity. 
Restoration Theatre is characterized by quick wit, 
lighthearted comedy, overt sexuality, breaking of 
perceived moral boundaries, and social 
commentary.



Women in Theatre
• The Restoration Period is also 

notable for one other major 
thing: it was the first time in 
English history that women were 
allowed to act alongside men, it 
having previously been 
considered “improper”.

• This change caused a moral panic 
among some sections of male 
society, believing that seeing 
women acting in such lewd sex 
comedies would inspire them to 
act the same way in real life.



Aphra Behn
● Behn is widely considered the first 

professional female playwright in 
England.

● Precious little is known about Aphra 
Behn as a person, and what is known 
is mostly constructed from her works.

● A favorite of the court, The Rover 
was incredibly popular at the time of 
its premiere.



Aphra Behn
● Behn’s plays reveled in taboo and transgression. 

They often showed women cursing, seducing, 
and having opinions of their own.

● Both during her life and for centuries after her 
death, much of Behn’s work was ignored as 
trashy and smutty, all the worse for being 
written by a woman.

● With the arrival of second-wave feminism, her 
image has been rehabilitated and her plays are 
now an important subject for intellectual 
discourse.



So what exactly is a Rover?

● The Rover is set during the Interregnum 
period; meaning the period directly before 
the Restoration. 

● Charles II was exiled from England along 
with a multitude of his royalist followers, 
including the ‘cavalier’ soldiers. 

● Most of these hot-blooded young men were 
left to their own devices and chose to “rove” 
across Europe searching for a purpose. 



Gender in The Rover
● The women in The Rover are heavily 

sexualized, often seeking out men to 
sleep with. Along with this 
sexualization, most of the women 
have an incredible level of agency and 
competence.

● Women showing initiative in 
something, especially in sex, is an 
example of Behn’s unique viewpoint as 
a female writing for the stage and her 
interest in the female sexual appetite.



Marriage
● Both main female characters in 

The Rover are attempting to 
escape arranged marriages. This 
is likely because Behn herself 
faced an unhappy marriage as a 
young woman. Her marriage did 
not last.

● This set Behn hugely apart from 
other women of her time, as it 
was expected for women to marry 
and give birth to children. To not 
do so was incredibly taboo.



Was Behn a feminist?
● It is a stretch to name Behn a 

feminist in the modern sense. Her 
scripts are still very much a product 
of her time and feature a litany of 
questionably sexist subject matter 
(some of which is present in The 
Rover). It is difficult to tell if Behn 
wrote such elements without 
thinking, was intending to parody, or 
if she purposefully included them so 
as not to offend her male audience.



Fun Facts
● Did you know that there is 

evidence that suggests that 
Aphra Behn may have been 
a spy working for the King 
of England?

● When King Charles II 
retook his throne, the 
celebration became so 
intense that he had to 
establish a temporary ban 
on drinking nationwide; but 
it did little to stop the party.


