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“The richness of this greatly enjoyable book is to be found in the way David 
Roberts deftly weaves together his deep knowledge of Restoration theatre with 
intensively researched and observed accounts of the way the plays of the period 
have been revived, reimagined and sometimes rediscovered by successive genera-
tions of theatre artists working within the Royal Shakespeare Company since 
1967. For good measure Roberts also lightly sketches in the wider landscape of 
Restoration drama production by other companies. But the primary focus on the 
creative imperatives of RSC actors, directors and designers together with an illumi-
nating discussion of the characteristics and varied effects on the actor-audience 
experience of the different performance spaces utilised for production, make for an 
invaluable record of a hitherto under-appreciated strand of the company’s work.”

—Professor Claire Cochrane, University of Worcester, UK
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company’s boldness in exploring parts of the Restoration repertoire other 
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thank my editor, Eileen Srebernik, for her enthusiastic support, and Asma 
Azeezullah for her assistance with the production process.
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

Abstract  This chapter surveys the different types of Restoration Comedy 
staged by the Royal Shakespeare Company. Demonstrating the instability 
of the term ‘Restoration’, it explores the way playwrights in the period 
1660–1700 offered contrasting depictions of male libertinism and fop-
pishness. The chapter moves on to consider the range and impact of female 
roles in the period. It concludes with reflections on the tension between 
the Royal Shakespeare Company’s historic commitment to textual explo-
ration and the problematic ideologies manifested in many Restoration 
Comedies.

Keywords  Restoration Comedy • Royal Shakespeare Company • 
Libertines • Fops • Actresses • Comedy of manners

What do we mean when we refer to ‘Restoration Comedy’? The most 
rudimentary definitions turn out to be elastic. Comedies written between 
the Restoration of King Charles II (1660) and the end of the Seventeenth 
Century? Or from 1660 to the death of the last Stuart monarch (Anne, 
1714)? Should we save the term for the strictly ‘Restoration’ period, cov-
ering the reigns of Charles and his brother James II, and use another for 
the one that followed the accession of William III and Mary in 1688, the 
so-called ‘Glorious Revolution’? Reputable arguments can be made for 
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