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The Routledge Anthology of British Women Playwrights, 1777–1843 brings together ten eclectic plays by female dramatists and writers, to stimulate a rich discussion of women, writing, and theatre history. Ranging through tragedy, comedy, musical theatre and mixed-genre texts, this volume celebrates the breadth and experimental spirit of women’s eighteenth- and nineteenth-century dramatic writing.

Each play is accompanied by an introductory essay that addresses its sociopolitical and theatrical contexts, and outlines its performance and reception history. The selections included here invite teachers and their students to study particular works by authors of note, but also to consider the differences between works written for page and stage. While many of the plays are recognizable as published dramas, they have been placed alongside textual artifacts that suggest plays or theatrical events of which no definitive record exists, as well as supplementary materials that invite teachers to engage their students in exploring women’s dramatic writing in this era.

Organized in chronological order, The Routledge Anthology of British Women Playwrights, 1777–1843 traces a history of women’s writing across genres and styles, offering an invaluable resource to students and teachers alike.
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General editors’ introduction

Thomas C. Crochunis and Michael E. Sinatra

It has been quite some time since scholars routinely dismissed women playwrights of the British late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries as a negligible part of the cultural history of the era. In fact, it has been such a long time that we may forget that women dramatists were once disregarded by even many feminist scholars, relegated to a murky minor status set apart from novelists, political writers, and poets. Changes in historical perception inform this anthology, and having passed through naïve excitement about women’s dramatic writing, we hope we have developed our vision for the collection based on thoughtful enthusiasm and interest in the works of women writing in dramatic forms in the years before and after 1800. We have been guided by 15 to 20 years of wide-ranging scholarship that has helped us think in increasingly complex ways about the phenomenon of women writing plays in Britain in the era here represented. A case could be made that the way scholarship about British women playwrights has developed over time is itself a worthy topic for study and admiration, reflecting as it does a number of different facets and purposes that together have transformed the ways we see not only women writers but also the mechanisms of British theatrical culture around 1800.

A good place to start in reviewing this scholarly history is with those scholars who painstakingly recovered information about women playwrights, the texts of plays, and the material history surrounding productions involving women dramatists and theatrical creators. Gwenn Davis and Beverly Joyce’s Drama by Women to 1900 (1992) and David and Susan Garland Mann’s Women Playwrights in England, Ireland, and Scotland 1660–1823 (1996) serve as comprehensive, essential sources that first documented the quantity of women’s dramatic writing, providing those scholars intrigued by the topic with a wealth of starting points. These kinds of bibliographies had been preceded by specific, focused excavations – for example, Frederick Link’s edition of Cowley’s plays in the late ’70s, Paula Backscheider’s edition of Inchbald’s plays in the early ’80s, and Cecilia Macheski’s facsimile edition of Inchbald’s Remarks for the British Theatre in the early ’90s. However, Davis and Joyce and Mann and Mann signaled that there was broader work to do, and numerous projects further underscored how much could still be learned about women dramatists of the period.

Ellen Donkin’s Getting into the Act (1994) was an essential early study of the phenomenon of the woman playwright in Britain, for Donkin’s book proposed to do several things that shifted the terms of scholarship on the topic to that point. First, Donkin saw women playwrights in the context of feminist interest in women’s writing but with crucial differences because of their particular generic sphere of writing – drama. Second, Donkin saw the London theatre of the period as a particular social and cultural environment for women, and examined closely how women navigated this terrain over the course of over 50 years of British history. Finally, and perhaps most critical for truly expanding the range of possibilities for scholars who followed her work, while Donkin took seriously the professional purposes of the women she studied, she maintained a critical perspective on women dramatists’ more profound artistic and social purposes in writing for the stage, opening the door to further thinking about metrics for evaluating women playwrights beyond simply tallying nights of performance, box office receipts, or book sales. Donkin’s book opened full consideration of how we might begin to think about British women dramatists, and much scholarship quickly began to follow her paradigm-shifting lead.

Tracy Davis’s work on women in British nineteenth-century theatre, first and foremost her 1991 Actresses as Working Women, had reconceived the social and cultural history of women’s work in the theatre in Britain, but it had not featured women dramatists but rather performers. When Donkin and Davis collaborated on development of a collection of essays on Women and Playwriting in Nineteenth-Century Britain (1999), they involved a wide range of scholars working on women’s dramatic writing throughout the period as contributors and respondents to draft essays at a conference held at Northwestern in 1998. Contributors and respondents present at this gathering had been developing work on women dramatists such as Elizabeth Inchbald, Joanna Baillie, Jane Scott, Felicia Hemans, Elizabeth Polack, Eliza Vestris, and Catherine Gore (to name just those women who fall within this anthology’s period), but the significance of bringing a group of scholars together to share developing work and conceptualize the field in which each had been working somewhat independently was essential to advancing research on British women playwrights.

Of course, some of the recovery of women dramatists was also being shared through familiar forms – conference panels and teaching anthologies. Though conference panels leave few traces behind as documentation, it seems likely that during the 1990s as scholarly work expanded, others in eighteenth- and nineteenth-century British studies also participated in sessions featuring some of the women writers that are part of this collection. During the late 1990s, for example, sessions featured Joanna Baillie, women dramatists more broadly, and women writers’ exploration of dramatic forms. As in the case of Davis and Donkin’s event that so substantially influenced scholarly paradigms, wherever a few scholars interested in sharing work on women dramatists presented their work together, new possibilities began to emerge.

Published editions of plays by women dramatists of this era also enabled and signaled development of new scholarly directions. Everyman’s publication of Paddy Lyons and Fidelis Morgan’s Female Playwrights of the Restoration: Five Comedies (1991) and Adrienne Scullion’s Female Playwrights of the Nineteenth Century (1996) were two of the earliest evidences of potential interest in incorporating the plays of women dramatists into university courses. Peter Sabor’s two-volume edition of The Complete Plays of Frances Burney (1995) and John Franceschina’s Garland editions of gothic melodramas by British women (Sisters of Gore, 1997) and the plays of Catherine Gore (Gore on Stage, 1999), when combined with occasional inclusion of plays by Hannah Cowley, Elizabeth Inchbald, and Joanna Baillie in teaching anthologies in the 1990s, further evidence growing interest in women dramatists by wider academic audiences. The 1998 founding of the British Women Playwrights Around 1800 website built upon interest in texts of plays by – and scholarship about – British women dramatists.

With the exception of the very early publication of Inchbald’s and Cowley’s plays, the woman playwright who quickly drew sustained attention was Joanna Baillie. By the late 1990s, Catherine Burroughs’s Closet Stages (1997) and Judith Bailey Slagle’s two-volume The Collected Letters of Joanna Baillie (1999) gave clear indication that work on women playwrights was emerging as more than a one-off dalliance with an occasional odd play or two. These publications suggested that a woman writer who was most significantly a dramatist could be considered a main course of scholarly study, not a side dish. Considered alongside the historiographic assumptions introduced by Donkin’s earlier book, the critical focus on sustained investigation of Baillie’s career, dramatic writing, and dramatic theory revealed what many of us knew from our contact with colleagues: substantial research on issues significantly connected to women playwrights in Britain was developing and would, in time, emerge to show us new ways of thinking about the broader context of British theatre and society. The publication in 2000 of Catherine Burroughs’s edited volume Women in British Romantic Theatre further clarified the state of the field when the majority of its contributions dealt in whole or in part with women whose work in the theatre involved playwriting. Featured in Burroughs’s collection were samples of some of the major strands of recovery work that had emerged into prominence in the 1990s – Jacky Bratton and Gilli Bush-Bailey’s explorations of the career of Jane Scott, a number of scholars’ rethinking both Baillie’s and Inchbald’s careers, considerations of dramatist as one of women’s roles in engaging with the period’s theatrical culture and in public debate on issues of national importance, and comprehensive overviews of the long lineage of women’s dramatic writing such as Katherine Newey’s look at the uses of history in playwrights from Hannah More to Mary Russell Mitford. It would have been impossible ten years earlier to have entertained the possibility of a book with the title of Burroughs’s collection focusing on anything other than actresses.

What this review of the early stages of the background scholarship to this volume has tried to do is mark the relatively rapid transformation of research on British women dramatists from occasional and fragmentary to a more sustained field of inquiry. This transformation, of course, did not happen without simultaneous changes in how scholars think about women’s literary work and the theatre as a cultural institution in Britain. However, before turning now to the groundwork laid for this collection by scholarship in recent years, it is important to mark how earlier documentation, recoveries, and exploration of women’s drama gradually coalesced into something more like a significant subspecialty in British period studies. Because of this change in where individual pieces of research fit into a larger picture, it has become increasingly common to see women’s dramatic writing considered alongside other significant cultural texts of the era in scholarship on subjects including nationalism, colonialism, the problematics of legal and family relations, and sexuality.

While scholarship entered new stages, anthologies and digital texts of women’s plays continued to be published. Melinda Finberg’s Eighteenth-Century Women Dramatists (2001) included Hannah Cowley’s The Belle’s Strategem, and Jeffrey Cox and Michael Gamer’s The Broadview Anthology of Romantic Drama (2003) included three plays by women writers: Hannah Cowley’s A Bold Stroke for a Husband, Elizabeth Inchbald’s Every One Has His Fault, and Joanna Baillie’s Orra. Peter Duthie’s Plays on the Passions (2001) makes available in a teaching edition the first three of Baillie’s plays published as part of her multivolume Series of Plays on the passions. Beginning in late 1998, British Women Playwrights Around 1800 began publishing online editions of plays, mounting between its beginning and 2004 plays by women writers of its loosely identified period along with critical introductions and scholarly essays. In recent years, however, the site’s initial contribution to desktop availability of texts has been quickly overwhelmed by the increasingly widespread availability of digital copies of original publications of women’s plays through Google books and any number of digital facsimile repositories such as Hathitrust and Archive.org. Once again, whereas it once required archival access or use of microforms at an appropriately resourced library to read the plays of women dramatists of our period, now it is often possible to download a full original edition of the plays published by women dramatists on one’s desktop. In some senses, digital transformation has changed the nature of the scholarship needed to advance research and teaching of the plays of these women dramatists.

Through scholarly reframing and digital change, we have moved beyond spreading the word that women wrote plays in Britain in this era, and our attention has now turned to what playwriting in this period involved, represented, and could do. Scholarship on Georgian and early Victorian theatre in Britain has itself ripened into more nuanced consideration of the dynamics of cultural meanings in public entertainment, growing increasingly interested in tracing the theatre’s adroit engagement with coded political discourse even as it fulfills – perhaps in order to fulfill – its mandate to entertain the public. As understanding of the era’s theatrical strategies has become more nuanced, scholars have come to see women writers less as petitioners for popular acceptance and more as engaged participants in cultural debate vying for an opportunity to weigh in through playwriting on issues of the day.

One of the most interesting developments in scholarship based on this new appreciation of women’s canny negotiation with theatrical discourses has been a renewed attention to the political meanings of dramatic genres. For example, Betsy Bolton, in Women, Nationalism, and the Romantic Stage (2001) looks at both women performers and playwrights as she tracks their interventions in the politics of their times. Illustrating how these women countered ideas about national identity articulated by writers such as Southey and Wordsworth, Bolton further weighs the interplay between sentiment and farce in the works of Hannah Cowley and Elizabeth Inchbald. Bolton’s book establishes convincingly how engaged women dramatists were in the broader concerns of their time and explains the subtlety of their understanding of the dynamics of cultural discourse about issues of public consequence. Misty G. Anderson, in Female Playwrights and Eighteenth-Century Comedy: Negotiating Marriage on the London Stage (2002), focuses on several eighteenth-century women playwrights, including Cowley and Inchbald, showing how their approaches to bodily representation and the legal issues surrounding marriage are central to their comic strategies and disruptions of conventions. Through her focus on comic patterns and variations, Anderson, like Bolton, reveals something of how women dramatists opened up space for their own commentary on current affairs while also winning popular success.

Daniel O’Quinn’s Staging Governance: Theatrical Imperialism in London, 1770–1800 (2005) extended examination of women’s dramatic writing by incorporating it into his ambitious study of the complex discourses surrounding imperialism in London in the late eighteenth century. O’Quinn’s book, which draws together the theatricality of politics, material culture, and theatre proper, includes a chapter on Elizabeth Inchbald’s representations of “the Indies” that carefully explicates the rhetorical sophistication of Inchbald’s dramaturgical tactics. O’Quinn’s chapter shows, as he had in other published scholarship on Inchbald and Cowley, that women playwrights’ interventions in debates of national significance were astute, tactically adroit, and committed to using the public stage to influence the public’s thinking. Work on the political engagement of British theatre of the times such as O’Quinn’s has demonstrated that constraints on the stage’s explicit subjects were no barrier to both playwrights and audiences engaging in political discourse through the theatre. By showing how varied forms of public theatricality communicated about politics through their structure and weaving women dramatists into his reconstruction of the nuanced forms of public debate, work like O’Quinn’s has opened the door to other scholars’ consideration of the influence and purposes of the theatrical strategies women harness through their dramaturgy.

More recently, Amy Garnai’s Revolutionary Imaginings in the 1790s: Charlotte Smith, Mary Robinson, Elizabeth Inchbald (2009) examines the literary work of radical women writers in response to both the French revolution and social and political issues in Britain. Acknowledging that much previous scholarship on the political engagement of women writing in this period has focused on the novel, Garnai demonstrates the potential value of looking more closely at poetry and drama as important sites for women’s contributions to emerging discourses during a period of cultural debate. While Garnai’s discussion of Inchbald’s dramatic writing is invaluable in its own right, her ways of framing dramatic writing as a particular genre of political writing for women builds on earlier scholarship’s reframing and further opens up possibilities for considering both the work and professional experiences of British women playwrights of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries.

These four examples illustrate the ways in which consideration of the work of some of the women playwrights featured in this anthology has been an integral part of sustained rethinking of the public theatre’s complex affective and political discourses in Britain’s late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. It is fair to say that in the first decade of the new century, scholarship on women playwrights arrived. Women writers could be treated as central to consideration of the practice and purposes of the prevailing genres of popular stage dramaturgy, considered alongside of other significant examples in demonstrating the nuances of the theatre’s involvement in political discourse, and even be made the focus of full-length studies. Katherine Newey’s Women’s Theatre Writing in Victorian Britain (2005) serves as one final example, a noteworthy inheritor of the legacy bequeathed by Ellen Donkin. Newey’s book is squarely centered on the phenomenon of women’s theatrical writing, and as such it unfolds a comprehensive view of the cultural, social, and economic dimensions of the work of Victorian women dramatists. While Newey draws upon the same kinds of cultural analysis as Bolton, Anderson, O’Quinn, and Garnai, her book is one that is more concerned with mapping women’s dramatic writing in the Victorian period, viewing it as a worthy artistic terrain for thorough exploration.

An important strand of recent scholarship on women playwrights of our era has painstakingly documented and analyzed the networks of communication of which these women were a part. This scholarship has moved among the extensive letters and journals by and about the works of these women writers, the reviews and periodical commentaries on performances and publications of their work, and the critical commentaries by the writers themselves about their dramatic work. While work on Joanna Baillie by Judith Bailey Slagle (Collected Letters, 1999; Joanna Baillie: A Literary Life, 2002) and Thomas McLean (“A Chronological Listing of the Letters…,” 2008; Further Letters, 2010) has been invaluable in extending scholarship on Baillie’s career, recent publications have both provided valuable resources and contextually rich analysis of the literary careers of other writers included in this anthology.

Three particular books are especially worth noting. Nicholas D. Smith’s The Literary Manuscripts and Letters of Hannah More (2008) provides detailed records of the many available materials related to the career of this prolific and influential writer. While Smith’s book aims mainly at descriptive representation of various archival holdings and publications, its detail and organization of information about access advances work on More through laying essential groundwork for further scholarly investigation. Angela Escott’s The Celebrated Hannah Cowley: Experiments in Dramatic Genre, 1776–1794 (2012) provides similarly detailed information about Cowley but also develops fully a reading of Cowley’s career and dramaturgical development. Escott’s book takes its reader in close to the contexts and discourses in relation to which Cowley was writing, drawing on the full range of contextual sources just referenced. In drawing such a wealth of material together, Escott both shows particular ways in which Cowley positioned her work and saw it publicly positioned and more broadly makes clear just how much currency Cowley’s work had during her time. Ben P. Robertson’s Elizabeth Inchbald’s Reputation: A Publishing and Reception History (2013), like Escott’s work on Cowley, examines and synthesizes a wide range of material in order to trace the many facets of Inchbald’s reputation across her career and beyond. Robertson explicitly focuses on the ways in which a writer like Inchbald wrote her work as part of a dialogue with her public identity, and so his work, like Escott’s, invites readers to consider how women dramatists in particular might be said to have fashioned and performed public identities as part of their dramaturgical work. Work like that of Smith, Escott, and Robertson provides scholars and students with a wealth of additional points of entry for further exploration of their respective writers.

Recent scholarship that has drawn upon this wealth of contextual material has powerfully illustrated the significance of women playwrights as a subject of discourse. Whether their works were shared with colleagues or written about among friends, discussed privately or publicly, made the subject of public debate, or even when women dramatists were characterized as a category and discussed as a cultural phenomenon, the sheer volume of ink spilled about them belies the idea that their works were “minor” or unimportant. In excavating the details of women dramatists’ participation in these networks, recent scholarly work has both illuminated particular writers and also revealed how increased digital access provides valuable possibilities for engaging students with these playwrights and the many kinds of writing and exchange in which they participated.

Perhaps the most surprising evidence of a transformation in thinking about women dramatists of this era came from a different source: the theatre. In 2002, Mallory Catlett and Gwynn MacDonald of Juggernaut Theatre co-directed a year-long series of symposia, public readings, and stagings of plays by five women playwrights: Aphra Behn, Susanna Centlivre, Hannah Cowley, Elizabeth Inchbald, and Joanna Baillie. Working with actors, directors, and companies from around New York, Catlett and MacDonald mounted in effect a festival of over a century of women’s dramatic writing, illustrating along the way that not only are many of these – at the time – barely remembered plays worthy of study but also of staging and viewing. Because the series took place in New York City, it not only involved a large number of actors who were introduced to performing these plays for the first time but also theatre professionals as audience members. If the scholarly attention given to these women writers underscored the potential for further investigation of the stories of these writers and the contexts of their plays, the series of New York stagings used performance exploration to recognize these plays’ continued potential to engage and challenge audiences.

British theatrical engagement with women playwrights of this era has been similarly significant. A performance historiography project led by Jacky Bratton and Gilli Bush-Bailey at Royal Holloway University explored “revival” of the works of playwright and theatre manager Jane Scott through performance work informed by historical research on many different dimensions of theatrical work, such as movement, voice, and costume. While there have also been a number of productions/readings of plays by women playwrights from the era covered by this anthology (e.g., Baillie’s Witchcraft at the Finborough Theatre in London and DeMonfort at the Orange Tree Theatre in Richmond in 2006, and Scott’s Whackham and Windham at Northern Stage in Newcastle in 2017), the work done by the Theatre Royal Bury St. Edmunds under the direction of Colin Blumenau was especially sustained and ambitious. Working in a restored theatre originally built in 1819, Blumenau, between 2008 and 2013, directed a series of productions or staged readings of work from the Regency era, much of it by women writers. Stagings included Inchbald’s Animal Magnetism and Wives as They Were, and Maids as They Are (2008), The Massacre (2009), Lovers’ Vows (2012), and Cowley’s A Bold Stroke for a Husband (2013). While interest in staging plays by women writers of the era around 1800 is always noteworthy, the exploration of the textures of Regency-era theatre through historically informed performance methods and in spaces that invoke the full theatrical experience of the time suggests continuing interest in reviving the period’s drama.

Influenced by both innovative scholarly approaches and contemporary stagings, our collection envisions diverse kinds of engagement with the plays of women dramatists of our chosen era. We have developed this anthology of women’s dramatic writing from the years before and after 1800 to further the conversation among scholars, teachers, and students about a number of subjects that these plays speak to. Our aim is to offer a series of play texts, in editions for classroom use and reading, that invite varied angles of entry into consideration of the works of the period’s women dramatists. Our selection of plays intends to create contrasts – of purpose, genre, style, and situation within theatrical culture – and therefore, we hope, will open up debate and discussion of the variety of women’s writing. By giving a sample of what drama and theatre of this period engaged with, we want to place women writers’ dramatic works in a broader social context. It is also our aim to introduce – or in some cases, reintroduce – the work of important women writers for whom drama was a significant part of their contribution and whose plays open up new perspectives on their careers. If our anthology does what we hope, we believe it will invite teachers of women’s writing and culture of the period to explore how dramatic writing can add to their teaching of a variety of cultural texts of this era.

This anthology sits alongside several anthologies that have preceded it, each of which has taken its own distinctive approach to framing the dramatic material it presents. Cox and Gamer’s 2003 Broadview Anthology of Romantic Drama provided a selection of Romantic-era plays across a number of genres, placing them in the context of the theatrical experience of the time. Including plays that represent literary and popular theatrical forms, Cox and Gamer cannily chose texts that spoke to each other through a number of thematic strands that allow readers to see how different forms of dramatic writing engaged with the political and psychological preoccupations of the era. Because their choice of texts represents such different relationships to theatrical practice, Cox and Gamer in effect allow their readers to contemplate “the dramatic” as an eclectic aesthetic for handling contemporary issues that was flexibly engaged with the theatrical realities of the times. Tracy Davis’s 2012 Broadview Anthology of Nineteenth Century British Performance conceptualizes its representation of the nineteenth-century scripts it includes as part of a fleshing out of the phenomenon of “repertoire.” In Davis’s formulation, repertoire focuses on the intertheatricality of performances throughout the era, seeing how the connections between performance practices, dramatic genres and elements, and thematic material rely on dialogue with an audience’s situation within existing discourses that provide contexts for interpretation and affective response. While Davis appreciates the much-more-than-scripted qualities of “repertoire” in the era’s performance, she also gives her anthology’s readers useful approaches for locating within the performance documents she provides the traces of this broader phenomenon and for developing their abilities to perceive the workings of repertoire in individual artists’ work. If Cox and Gamer establish theatrical practice as a context against which a range of dramatic writing is composed, Davis attempts to formulate a way of seeing text-making as one important context in which to observe the cultural processes of British nineteenth-century theatre at work. Both of these anthologies have laid important conceptual groundwork for our collection’s approach to creating a way into women’s dramatic writing from the era we share with them.

Straub, Anderson, and O’Quinn’s Routledge Anthology of Restoration and Eighteenth-Century Drama (2017) positions its dramatic material as central artifacts within a period of significant cultural formation in Britain, seeing drama and performance of various sorts as particularly salient parts of the cultural process of nation-making. In order to place its materials in cultural context, the anthology makes several key steps. It describes the status of theatre and performers and their roles in public culture while also examining the changing nature of audiences and their significance for class relations, national discourse, and theatre aesthetics. Additionally, as did Cox and Gamer and Davis, Straub, Anderson, and O’Quinn connect the diversity of dramatic forms of the era represented to the dynamics of cultural change. To create a multifaceted view of the era’s performance culture, the 2017 Routledge Anthology and its online supplement provide a wide range of images and texts that illuminate its key themes and invite readers to explore beyond the play texts included.

While we have been informed and influenced by these ambitious recent anthologies, our approach has been slightly different in a number of ways. The plays in our anthology are edited and introduced by a group of scholars who contribute varied perspectives to the book. In collecting together a group of plays written in varied relationships to the theatre of their day, we have aimed to open up discussion about what women writers’ experiences of writing drama may reveal about the interaction between their voices and their social contexts. The supporting materials included in our print anthology and on the companion site give a sample of three main kinds of contextual texts that illuminate the dramatic materials – letters and journals by, to, and about women dramatists and their work; reviews of performed and published plays by women writers; and women writers’ critical commentary about dramatic writing. The individual introductions to the plays in our volume provide entry points to the materials we include by identifying some of the issues in the writing lives of women dramatists, thematic elements in their works, and reception and historiographic dynamics in situating their works that can inform a reader’s understanding of the texts.

As Ellen Donkin first noted in Getting into the Act, the stories of women dramatists of this era often involve complex negotiations of relationships with theatrical entrepreneurs, family, and friends concerning the writing and production of plays. The earliest writer represented in our collection, Hannah More, benefited – at least in terms of access to theatrical production – from David Garrick’s facilitation of her early stage success. Other writers in this anthology navigated production less through a single patron’s support than through relationships that earned them respect and regard (as was the case with Joanna Baillie and the Kemble/Siddons family) or through establishing a track record of theatrical success that enabled them to advocate on their own behalf (as was the case with Hannah Cowley and Elizabeth Inchbald). Beyond theatrical relationships, family ties also affected women’s theatrical writing, most notably in the case of Frances Burney, whose dramatic writing seemed to be a matter of concern to her father Dr. Charles Burney and left the writer balancing her own desires and paternal constraints. Jane Scott’s father played quite a different role in her theatrical career, providing his daughter with the financial support to establish a theatre under her leadership and thereby underwriting her integrated development of dramatic writing tailored to her theatre’s aesthetic. Financial concerns emerging from family ties – specifically, her father’s profligacy – drove Mary Russell Mitford to pursue dramatic writing as part of her professional work. Yet, in a way, it is appropriate that the last play in our volume, Catherine Gore’s Quid Pro Quo responded to a much less personal situation – an all-comers contest – that nevertheless stirred up gender-based criticism and envy. For women dramatists in this era, negotiating these relationships, and in particular relationships with influential men, was an important part of the stories that surround the plays themselves.

It is not surprising that the women dramatists included in this volume concern themselves particularly with the predicaments of women. For some – such as More, Burney, and Mitford – representing women in removed historical settings permits investigation of the conflictual situations women are placed in when relating to their fathers, husbands, and lovers, and enables dramatic exploration of these women’s emotional responses. Brand and Cowley’s plays in this anthology locate their central women characters in colonial settings, again distancing their exploration of gender but simultaneously bringing into consideration the potential parallels between domestic and colonial power and its attendant affective responses. Inchbald’s Wives as They Were, and Maids as They Are presses the connection even further, as Daniel O’Quinn has noted in his work on the play, by bringing residual colonial habits and perspectives back into contemporary London society.

Although female characters were often affectively central to plays by women dramatists, it may be even more noteworthy how women’s plays also gave new kinds of attention to the emotions men experienced while coping with both political and interpersonal conflicts, and especially when negotiating their relationships with women. Women’s dramatic writing in the period is relatively balanced in its attention to male and female protagonists, but in both cases seems preoccupied with the dilemmas faced by those in power or those manipulated by those in power. In several of the plays – such as Inchbald’s, Baillie’s, and Gore’s in this volume – the situation of men and women in contemporary England is the focus of investigation, though it is noteworthy that these plays temper their social commentary with comedy. Baillie’s comedy The Election, for example, explores how a community’s electoral politics are influenced by class-based interpersonal conflict that emerges from a context of male and female homosociality. While women dramatists of this era wrote plays in a variety of theatrical genres – gothic, tragic, comic, and even the eclectic generic mixes of Jane Scott – they found ways in each of these genres to explore interpersonal relationships, the emotions precipitated by conflicts over power, and the broader national and international dynamics that were part of a colonial power in transition.

Though women dramatists faced some challenges in navigating the theatrical profession of the era covered by this anthology, some of their works were quite favorably received by the public. More’s Percy was performed 19 times in 1777 at Covent Garden; later, it was replayed often and also was included in Inchbald’s The Modern Theatre. Inchbald’s play Wives as They Were, and Maids as They Are, first produced at Covent Garden in 1797, had a run of 24 performances in its first season (originally titled The Primitive Wife and Modern Maid according to Mann and Mann) and was published that same year under its altered title. It was revived the following year. Jane Scott’s works, here combined into a possible “evening” at her theatre, drew audiences throughout her time at the Sans Pareil. Mitford’s Rienzi was first produced at Drury Lane in October of 1828 and published that same year. It was acted 34 times in its first season, according to Genest (9: 454–5) and sold 8,000 copies in its first two months. However, some of the plays written by women of this era never played to sustained audiences. First produced in Norwich in 1791, then performed in London at the King’s Theatre in 1792 for one night, Brand’s Huniades was then altered and performed for one more night under the title Agmunda. Opie’s play Adelaide was staged twice as a private theatrical in 1791 but never published. No manuscript copy exists.

Sometimes the reception of women’s plays was more complex. Baillie’s The Election was first published in the second volume of her Series of Plays (on the passions) in 1802 as a five-act comedy. It was then submitted in March 1803 to be licensed for a provincial theatre performance in Norwich anticipated for May 1803, but it is not clear whether it was actually performed. Then, 15 years later, it was altered to a three-act opera and produced at the Lyceum Theatre in 1817 and ran 11 times in its first season on stage. Though Hannah Cowley was without question one of the more successful of the playwrights included in this collection, her comic opera A Day in Turkey may have been more timely than popular over time. First produced at Covent Garden in 1791, the text was published in 1792, then reissued four times during that year; but despite the 14 performances in its first year, the play was only revived in 1793–94 and did not join the repertoire. Perhaps the most complex reception history is that of the final play in our anthology, Catherine Gore’s Quid Pro Quo. When Gore’s play was selected as the “prize comedy,” the criticism of the selection process in the press stirred both interest in and opposition to the play. When it opened in 1844, as John Franceschina notes, it faced an audience of the rejected playwrights and others whose “expectations had been greatly exaggerated” (Gore on Stage 26). The play survived for 30 performances despite the controversy, but it was the last time Gore wrote for the stage.1


About the texts

This volume’s purpose is to collect plays by women that were written in varied relationships to the production and publication industries of their time. We began with the understanding that even plays that followed the conventions of dramatic publication of the era would show some variation, since the conventions of dramatic publishing format were still somewhat unstable in the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries. For this anthology, each text’s editor has sought to represent her or his particular play in a way best suited to the source texts and the story of the play’s preparation for production and publication, and each play’s introduction includes a brief note on the particular text sources and editorial decisions made. We have made decisions to standardize some elements of text format because this edition aims to balance usefulness for the classroom and readers with accuracy to the dramatic material included. Where individual play texts have retained features of their original form – such as capitalization – we have noted this decision in the play’s introduction.

Individual plays in the anthology follow slightly different procedures in choosing copy texts, noting textual variants, and discussing textual history, and these are described in the brief textual note that is part of each play’s introduction. In general, our editions attempt to record their chosen copy text’s representation of characters’ lines – and in some cases scores of action – in ways that aim to accurately represent the play’s dramatic language and, where applicable, its description of theatrical staging. Individual editors in some cases note their own procedures in silently emending spelling or punctuation for ease of reading. Where printed editions use typography to indicate emphasis – for example, Quid Pro Quo’s use of italics – our anthology has maintained these as one of the play’s dramatic characteristics. In general, however, we do modernize across the collection the period’s idiosyncratic use of capitalization in lines of dialogue. Though often this modernization required merely that we remove capitalizations of general titles, abstract nouns, and even sometimes peculiar emphasis placed on pronouns, occasionally we had to make fine grammatical distinctions between uses of terms as naming titles and their uses as general references to social roles such as “princess” or “lord.”

Our representation of stage directions are handled somewhat more flexibly, however, since these aim mainly to convey information to a reader about stage action. We adjusted placement of stage directions in line with modern conventions of dramatic publishing. Where stage directions in source texts employ unusual capitalization of words, as was common in the era, we have opted to regularize these to more familiar contemporary usage. Further, we have largely removed stage position descriptions from those of our texts that used them – crossing and stage left and right, for instance – when these were not part of a playwright’s design but rather a publisher’s convention. The one exception to this is in Jane Scott’s use of reference to stage locations in relation to the prompter for particular actions. We have retained these since they clearly indicate Scott’s vision of how her texts might have been staged in her theatre under her own supervision.



Teaching with this anthology

We should begin by emphasizing that our hope is that this anthology may prove useful both in courses that are able to devote considerable time to British women’s writing or dramatic history and in individualized programs of study for students preparing for comprehensive exams. Though British women playwrights of this period might seem a narrow slice of cultural and literary history, women’s dramatic writing in this era sits at a fascinating intersection of women’s claiming authorial voices in public spaces, of theatre’s evolving political status, and of the creation of fictions through personation and embodiment. For students at a number of levels of academic study, the period our anthology represents can provide a case example of how analysis of gender, genre, and cultural politics can intersect.

While there has been considerable recent attention to the potential for teaching the dramatic writing of women of the British eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, a few suggestions here might prove useful. As we have noted earlier in this introduction, recent scholarship has provided a few interesting avenues that might also guide course design when integrating the plays of women dramatists into a course in British eighteenth- or nineteenth-century studies. The situation of writers and other theatre artists as professionals within a complex marketplace has been illuminated by work on women dramatists, and with several of the women included in this volume writing in multiple forms – fiction, poetry, political and other forms of nonfiction prose, and drama – the opportunities for tracing the ways the plays and writers represented here navigated literary and theatrical careers and collaborations are manifold. By exploring the biographical and social context in which particular plays were written, produced, and received by reviewers and interested audiences, teachers and students can explore how writing in dramatic forms influenced careers and repertoires.

This anthology also includes a range of different types of plays, offering opportunities for genre study as not just a formal approach but a sociological one. For example, the role of women’s plays in rethinking the possible subjects and styles of tragedy, comedy, musical theatre, and mixed forms in the era represented by this volume merits investigation both through careful study of the variations women playwrights attempted on common dramaturgical practices and through close attention to the responses to these variations and their meaning for the ongoing negotiation of the purposes of the British national drama. Studying the plays included in this volume alongside of some of the writing on similar themes in other literary forms can provide students with an opportunity to see what varied dramatic genres contribute to the public experience of stories of personal and political conflict. Studying this collection’s plays alongside of some of the other plays of the era (such as those included in Cox and Gamer’s Broadview Anthology of Romantic Drama) or productions of canonical plays (such as the plays of Shakespeare or earlier eighteenth-century playwrights, such as those included in the Routledge Anthology of Restoration and Eighteenth-Century Drama) can illuminate the ways that the public sensibilities of the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries were addressed through the mixtures of genres and tones adopted by women writers of this era.

As we have also noted earlier, connecting the plays in this anthology to some of the political and social controversies of their times allows students to see the complex public discourses at work surrounding government, gender, colonialism, and power. One of the things that makes a number of the plays in this collection intriguing for historical study is consideration of the public nature of performed drama and its meaning in British culture. By reading criticism alongside of plays that intervened in public debates, students and faculty can examine what public entertainment might have contributed to the thinking of the theatregoing public, to political decision making, and to the prevailing national mood of the times. In addition to reading the plays alongside of historical and cultural analysis of the period, the plays contained in this anthology can also be productively situated amidst the expanding arts journalism of the period and the personal and interpersonal writing of men and women interested in the arts. And, of course, where themes and cultural issues are shared in common, the plays contained here can be taught in dialogue with many of the more familiar literary forms of the late eighteenth century and the Romantic and early Victorian periods.

While historical and social contextualization of these plays may be the most immediately familiar approach to teaching these works, a case can be made for also engaging in historically informed performance exploration of the plays as well. It pays to remind students of the features of the theatre of the eras covered here – the stagecraft, acting styles, and house sizes of the theatres of the times – and the responses of some of the playwrights to these characteristics. At the same time, when exploring the plays – their situations, characters, and dialogue – it is also beneficial to test out how the writing might be able to be realized through voicing, movement, and other performance features not limited to the period’s styles. After all, if Joanna Baillie could write about intimate theatres suited to her “Plays on the Passions” in her “Introductory Discourse” to the first volume of them and her “To the Reader” from the third volume, it may be that readers of the plays contained here could also have imagined private theatricals enacted quite differently than the shows produced on the stages of Covent Garden or Drury Lane, the largest London theatres of the era. Inviting students to play with these texts through performance, to seek the ways of voicing and embodying the characters and situations that could make them funny or moving to us now, may help them see around the conditions that constrained the theatre of this period. In doing so, we might be inviting them to envision possible theatres in ways that parallel what several of these women playwrights tried to do.

With the wealth of digital resources now available through library databases, online archives of literary and historical texts, Google books, and the British Newspaper Archive, it is now possible for even undergraduate institutions with modest library resources to involve students in broad exploration of the many relevant contexts for studying the drama by women written in the years between 1777 and 1843. In addition, a number of valuable commentaries on strategies for teaching plays by women or from this period have been published in recent years. We particularly recommend Nelson and Burroughs’s edited volume of teaching approaches, published by the Modern Language Association.



Note

1Except where otherwise noted, details of production and publication history in this introduction are indebted to David Mann and Susan Garland Mann with Camille Garnier. Women Playwrights in England, Ireland, and Scotland 1660–1823 (Bloomington, IN: Indiana UP, 1996).
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1.  Percy

Hannah More

Michael E. Sinatra

Hannah More was born at Fishponds, near Bristol, in 1745. Her father was a schoolmaster who believed in female education. Thus, More received an extensive education in Latin and mathematics. She started her literary career by writing for the stage. Her first play, The Search of Happiness, was staged in 1773. Through mutual friends, she met David Garrick, actor, playwright, producer, and manager of Drury Lane, like Covent Garden one of the only two licensed theatres in London at the time. Both Garrick and his wife Eva Marie made recommendations to More about her plays, with Garrick suggesting revisions and writing epilogues that set the themes and background of the play. The Garricks also advised More on her movement in London literary circles. Through their influence, she met Elizabeth Montagu, member of the Bluestocking Circle, a group that consisted mainly of educated women, although men such as Edmund Burke and Samuel Johnson also often joined their conversations on education and literature. Many of the noteworthy female authors of the Romantic era belonged to that circle: Anna Laetitia Barbauld, Catharine Macaulay, and Frances Burney, for instance.

Garrick’s influence on More’s writing for the theatre began with her second play The Inflexible Captive. After its closet publication in 1774, he was instrumental in its being staged successfully in Bath in 1775. Because More had doubts about the play’s dramatic effectiveness, she chose not to have the play staged in London, however, preferring to write a new play that would better reward Garrick for his efforts on her behalf. Percy was developed after Garrick retired from management of Drury Lane in 1776, and both he and his wife advised More on the play’s development. Critics have noted that rather than mark small changes on More’s fair copy, Garrick advised her on the structure of the play’s plot in letters exchanged during the play’s development, and More realized many of his suggestions in her revisions of the play.

Percy opened at Covent Garden in December 1777 and proved very successful, being performed 19 times in 1777–78, the most successful of the new plays staged that season. The play’s publication also earned More £150 from the sale of 4,000 copies. Percy was a success with both audiences and the critics. More herself, who watched several performances out of sight while seated in a stage box with Mrs. Garrick, observed the strong emotional responses audiences had to the play. Though an infrequent theatre patron, Elizabeth Montagu, after learning of the praise the play’s first night received, attended three performances in the first nine nights. Though a few noteworthy commentators – Richard Cumberland, ‘Peter Pindar,’ Horace Walpole, and Hester Thrale – were not enthusiastic, most reviews concurred with audience praise of the play. The play was revived in 1787 with Sarah Siddons as Elwina and again was reported to move audiences powerfully.

More’s last play for the public stage, The Fatal Falsehood, was produced just a few months after Garrick’s death in 1779. Though she had benefited from his advice before his death, the play was not well received by audiences or critics and was performed only three times that season. After Garrick’s death in 1779, More gave up writing for the stage, though she did write a number of religious plays on biblical themes, some collected as Sacred Dramas and published in 1782 and others included in her collected works. After giving up writing for the stage, More mainly devoted herself to writing poetry and didactic nonfiction. She wrote on abolition and in Village Politics voiced a critical reaction to Thomas Paine’s Rights of Man. In her series of Cheap Repository Tracts, More sought to educate readers on moral and religious matters, sometimes using dramatic dialogue to represent characters with opposing viewpoints. The Cheap Repository Tracts were a huge success, partly because of the formats used: in addition to sometimes using dialogue, the tracts imitated the lewd ballads sold in alehouses. In 1809, she published anonymously her only novel, Cœlebs in Search of a Wife, which was a huge success. More died in 1833.

More’s play is indebted to Dormont De Belloy’s Gabrielle de Vergy, a five-act verse tragedy produced in July 1777. Though she changed the setting and character names, More retained the Crusades as her play’s historical context. Even so, More made a number of subtle alterations in the story drawn from her source material, changing the details of key incidents in order to better tailor the story to her London audience. More, for example, brings the role of Elwina’s father onto the stage, and balances his selfish paternalism with some qualities that may have made him appealing to her audiences. Percy portrays the hatred of Percy, Earl of Northumberland, an Englishman, and the Earl of Douglas, a Scot. The Ballad of Chevy Chase, written in the seventeenth century, recalls the event leading to the Battle of Otterburn. While being alluded to in the play, the action is set several years later after the incident. Douglas has married Elwina, daughter of Sir Raby. She was previously destined to marry Percy, but her father decided to call off the engagement after the debacle of the Chevy Chase. Percy, on the other hand, left for the Crusade.

The play confronts Douglas’s suspicions about Elwina’s unfaithfulness and her blind obedience to male authority. Her behavior is representative of More’s own values, which she promoted with constancy throughout her works. Commenting on Mary Wollstonecraft’s Vindication of the Rights of Woman, More wrote to Horace Walpole: “There is something fantastic and absurd in the very title … there is no animal so much indebted to subordination for its good behaviour as woman.”1 Another important theme in the play is More’s evangelical faith. The play makes several references to religion: Douglas is associated with paganism while Elwina is portrayed as a Christian martyr. In the context of More’s later turn to writing aimed at moral and religious education, the play’s incorporation of these themes might be seen to anticipate the eventual direction her work would take.

The text of our edition is based on the 1778 version published by Cadell to coincide with the play’s initial production success. This edition reflects the author’s incorporation of revisions recommended by the Garricks during the play’s development for public performance. Quotation marks are used to indicate cuts that were made in performance.
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Prologue

Written by Mr. Garrick.
Spoken by Mrs. Bulkely.



	Tho’ I’m a female, and the rule is ever,	

	For us, in Epilogue, to beg your favour,	

	Yet now I take the lead – and, leaving art	

	And envy to the men – with a warm heart,	

	A woman here I come – to take a woman’s part.	

	No little jealousies my mind perplex,	

	I come, the friend and champion of my sex;	

	I’ll prove, ye fair, that let us have our swing,	

	We can, as well as men, do any thing;	

	Nay, better too, perhaps – for now and then,	10

	These times produce some bungling among men,	

	In spite of lordly wits – with force and ease,	

	Can’t we write plays, or damn’ em, if we please?	

	The men, who grant not much, allow us charms –	

	Are eyes, shapes, dimples, then, our only arms?2	

	To rule this man our sex dame Nature teaches;	

	Mount the high horse we can, and make long speeches;	

	Nay, and with dignity, some wear the breeches;	

	And why not wear’ em? – We shall have your votes,	

	While some of t’other sex wear petticoats.	20

	Did not a Lady Knight, late Chevalier,	

	A brave, smart soldier to your eyes appear?	

	Hey! presto! pass! his sword becomes a fan,	

	A comely3 woman rising from the man.	

	The French their Amazonian maid invite –	

	She goes – alike well skill’d to talk or write,	

	Dance, ride, negociate, scold, coqet,4 or fight.	

	If she should set her heart upon a rover,5	

	And he prove false, she’d kick her faithless lover.	

	The Greeks and Romans own our boundless claim –	30

	The Muses, Graces, Virtues, Fortune, Fame,	

	Wisdom and Nature too, they women call;	

	With this sweet flatt’ry – yet they mix some gall –	

	’Twill out – the Furies too are females all.	

	The pow’rs of Riches, Physic, War, and Wine,	

	Sleep, Death, and Devils too – are masculine.	

	Are we unfit to rule? – a poor suggestion!	

	Austria and Russia6 answer well that question.	

	If joy from sense and matchless grace arise,	

	With your own treasure, Britons, bless your eyes.	40

	If such there are – sure, in an humbler way,	

	The sex, without much guilt, may write a play:	

	That they’ve done nobler things, there’s no denial;	

	With all your judgment, then, prepare for trial –	

	Summon your critic pow’rs, your manhood summon,	

	A brave man will protect, not hurt a woman;	

	Let us wish modesty to share with men,	

	If not the force, the feather of the pen.	




_______________



Advertisement

The French Drama, founded on the famous old Story of Raoul de Coucy,7 suggested to the Author some circumstances in the former Part of this Tragedy.8

_______________



Act I

Scene: Raby Castle, in Durham. A Gothic Hall. Enter Edric and Birtha

_______________


BIR. What may this mean? Earl Douglas has injoin’d9 thee

To meet him here in private?

EDRIC. Yes, my sister,

And this injunction I have oft receiv’d;

But when he comes, big with some painful secret,

He starts, looks wild, then drops ambiguous hints,

Frowns, hesitates, turns pale, and says ’twas nothing;

Then feigns to smile, and by his anxious care

To prove himself at ease, betrays his pain.

BIR. Since my short sojourn here, I’ve mark’d this Earl,

And tho’ the ties of blood unite us closely, 10

I shudder at his haughtiness of temper,

Which not his gentle wife, the bright Elwina,

Can charm to rest. Ill are their spirits pair’d,

His is the seat of frenzy, hers of softness,

His love is transport, hers, is trembling duty,

Rage in his soul is as the whirlwind fierce,

While hers ne’er felt the pow’r of that rude passion.

EDRIC. Perhaps the mighty soul of Douglas mourns,

Because inglorious love detains him here,

While our bold knights, beneath the Christian standard, 20

Press to the bulwarks10 of Jerusalem.

BIR. Tho’ every various charm adorns Elwina,

And tho’ the noble Douglas doats to madness,

Yet some dark mystery involves their fate:

The canker grief devours Elwina’s bloom,

And on her brow meek resignation sits,

Hopeless, yet uncomplaining.

EDRIC. ’Tis most strange.

BIR. Once, not long since, she thought herself alone;

’Twas then the pent-up anguish burst its bounds;

With broken voice, clasp’d hands, and streaming eyes, 30

She call’d upon her father, call’d him cruel,

And said her duty claim’d far other recompence.

EDRIC. Perhaps the absence of the good Lord Raby,

Who, at her nuptials, quitted this fair castle,

Resigning it to her, may thus afflict her.

Hast thou e’er question’d her, good Birtha?

BIR. Often;

But hitherto in vain, and yet she shews me

Th’endearing kindness of a sister’s love; 40

But if I speak of Douglas –

EDRIC. See! he comes.

It wou’d offend him shou’d he find you here.

(Enter Douglas).

DOUG. How! Edric and his sister in close conference?

Do they not seem alarm’d at my approach?

And see, how suddenly they part! Now, Edric,

(Exit Birtha).

Was this well done? or was it like a friend,

When I desir’d to meet thee here alone,

With all the warmth of trusting confidence,

To lay my bosom naked to thy view,

And shew thee all its weakness, was it well 50

	To call thy sister here, to let her witness

Thy friend’s infirmity? – perhaps to tell her –

EDRIC. My lord, I nothing know; I came to learn.

DOUG. Nay then thou dost suspect there’s something wrong!

EDRIC. If we were bred from infancy together,

If I partook in all thy youthful griefs,

And every joy thou knew’st was doubly mine;

Then tell me all the secret of thy soul:

“Or have these few short months of separation,

“The only absence we have ever known, 60

“Have these so rent the bands of love asunder,

“That Douglas should distrust his Edric’s truth?”

DOUG. My friend, I know thee faithful as thou’rt brave,

And I will trust thee – but not now, good Edric,

’Tis past, ’tis gone, it is not worth the telling,

’Twas wrong to cherish what disturb’d my peace;

I’ll think of it no more.

EDRIC. Transporting news!

I fear’d some hidden trouble vex’d your quiet.

In secret I have watch’d –

DOUG. Ha! watch’d in secret?

A spy? employ’d, perhaps, to note my actions? 70

What have I said? Forgive me, thou art noble:

Yet do not press me to disclose my grief,

For when thou know’st it, I perhaps shall hate thee

As much, my Edric, as I hate myself

For my suspicions, I am ill at ease.

EDRIC. How will the fair Elwina grieve to hear it!

DOUG. Hold, Edric, hold – thou hast touch’d the fatal string

That wakes me into madness. Hear me then,

But let the deadly secret be secur’d

With bars of adamant in thy close breast. 80

Think of the curse which waits on broken oaths;

A knight is bound by more than vulgar ties,

And perjury in thee were doubly damn’d,

Well then, the king of England –

EDRIC. Is expected

From distant Palestine.

DOUG. Forbid it, heaven,

For with him comes –

EDRIC. Ah! who?

DOUG. Peace, peace,

For see Elwina’s here. Retire, my Edric;

When next we meet thou shalt know all. Farewel.

(Exit Edric).

Now to conceal with care my bosom’s anguish,

And let her beauty chase away my sorrows! 90

Yes, I wou’d meet her with a face of smiles –

But ’twill not be.

(Enter Elwina).

ELW. Alas, ’tis ever thus!

Thus ever clouded is his angry brow.

(Aside).

DOUG. I were too blest, Elwina, cou’d I hope

You met me here by choice, or that your bosom

Shar’d the warm transports mine must ever feel

At your approach.

ELW. My lord, if I intrude,

The cause which brings me claims at least forgiveness:

I fear you are not well, and come, unbidden,11

	Except by faithful duty, to enquire, 100

If haply in my power, my little power,

I have the means to minister relief

To your affliction?

DOUG. What unwonted12 goodness!

O I were blest above the lot of man,

If tenderness, not duty, brought Elwina;

Cold, ceremonious, and unfeeling duty,

That wretched substitute for love: But know,

The heart demands a heart; nor will be paid

With less than what it gives. E’en now, Elwina,

The glistening tear stands trembling in your eyes, 110

Which cast their mournful sweetness on the ground,

As if they fear’d to raise their beams to mine,

And read the language of reproachful love.

ELW. My lord, I hop’d the thousand daily proofs

Of my obedience –

DOUG. Death to all my hopes!

Heart rending word! obedience? what’s obedience?

’Tis fear, ’tis hate, ’tis error, ’tis aversion,

’Tis the cold debt of ostentatious duty,

Paid with insulting caution, to remind me

How much you tremble to offend a tyrant 120

So terrible as Douglas. – “O Elwina –

“While duty measures the regard it owes,

“With scrupulous precision, and nice justice,

“Love never reasons, but profusely gives,

“Gives like a thoughtless prodigal its all,

“And trembles then, lest it has done too little.”

ELW. Indeed I’m most unhappy that my cares,

And my solicitude to please, offend.

DOUG. True tenderness is less solicitous,

Less prudent and more fond; th’enamour’d heart 130

Conscious it loves; and blest in being lov’d,

Reposes on the object it adores,

And trusts the passion it inspires and feels. –

Thou hast not learnt how terrible it is

To feed a hopeless flame. – But hear, Elwina,

Thou most obdurate13 hear me. –

ELW. Say, my lord,

For your own lips shall vindicate my fame,

Since at the altar I became your wife;

Can malice charge me with an act, a word,

I ought to blush at? Have I not still liv’d 140

As open to the eye of observation,

As fearless innocence shou’d ever live?

I call attesting angels to be witness,

If in my open deed, or secret thought,

My conduct, or my heart, they’ve ought discern’d

Which did not emulate their purity.

DOUG. This vindication e’er you were accus’d,

“This warm defence, repelling all attacks

“E’er they are made, and construing casual words

“To formal accusations, trust me, Madam,” 150

Shews rather an alarm’d and vigilant spirit,

For ever on the watch to guard its secret,

Than the sweet calm of fearless innocence.

Who talk’d of guilt? Who testified suspicion?

ELW. Learn, Sir, that virtue, while ’tis free from blame,

Is modest, lowly, meek, and unassuming;

Not apt, like fearful vice, to shield its weakness,

Beneath the studied pomp of boastful phrase,

Which swells to hide the poverty it shelters;

But when this virtue feels itself suspected, 160

Insulted, set at nought, its whiteness stain’d,

	It then grows proud, forgets its humble worth,

And rates itself above its real value.

DOUG. I did not mean to chide! But think, O think,

What pangs must rend this fearful, doating heart,

To see you sink impatient of the grave,

To feel, distracting thought, to feel you hate me!

ELW. What if the slender thread by which I hold

This poor precarious being soon must break;

Is it Elwina’s crime, or heav’n’s decree? 170

Yet I shall meet, I trust, the king of terrors,

Submissive and resign’d, without one pang,

One fond regret at leaving this gay world.

DOUG. Yet, Madam, there is one, one man ador’d,

For whom your sighs will heave, your tears will flow,

For whom this hated world will still be dear,

For whom you still wou’d live –

ELW. Hold, hold, my lord,

What may this mean?

DOUG. Ah! I have gone too far.

What have I said? – Your father, sure, your father,

The good Lord Raby may at least expect 180

One tender sigh.

ELW. Alas, my lord, I thought

The precious incense of a daughter’s sighs

Might rise to heav’n, and not offend its ruler.

DOUG. ’Tis true; yet Raby is no more belov’d

Since he bestow’d his daughter’s hand on Douglas:

That was a crime the dutiful Elwina

Can never pardon; and believe me, Madam,

My love’s so nice, so delicate my honour,

I am asham’d to owe my happiness

To ties which make you wretched.

(Exit Douglas).

ELW. Ah! how’s this? 190

Tho’ I have ever found him fierce and rash,

Full of obscure surmises, and dark hints,

Till now he never ventur’d to accuse me.

Yet there is one, one man belov’d, ador’d,

For whom your tears will flow – these were his words –

And then the wretched subterfuge of Raby –

How poor th’evasion! – But my Birtha comes.

(Enter Birtha).

BIR. Crossing the Portico I met Lord Douglas,

Disorder’d were his looks, his eyes shot fire;

He call’d upon your name with such distraction, 200

I fear’d some sudden evil had befall’n you.

ELW. Not sudden; no; long has the storm been gathering,

Which threatens speedily to burst in ruin,

On this devoted head.

BIR. I ne’er beheld

Your gentle soul so ruffled, yet I’ve mark’d you,

While others thought you happiest of the happy,

Blest with whate’er the world calls great, or good,

With all that nature, all that fortune gives,

I’ve mark’d you bending with a weight of sorrow.

ELW. O I will tell thee all! thou cou’dst not find 210

An hour, a moment in Elwina’s life,

When her full heart so long’d to ease its burthen,

And pour its sorrows in thy friendly bosom:

	Hear then with pity, hear my tale of woe.

And, O forgive, kind nature, filial piety,

If my presumptuous lips arraign14 a father!

Yes, Birtha, that belov’d, that cruel father,

Has doom’d me to a life of hopeless anguish,

To die of grief e’er half my days are number’d,

Doom’d me to give my trembling hand to Douglas, 220

’Twas all I had to give, my heart was – Percy’s.

BIR. What do I hear?

ELW. My mis’ry, not my crime –

Long since the battle ’twixt the rival houses,

Of Douglas and of Percy, for whose hate

This mighty globe’s too small a Theatre,

One summer’s morn my father chas’d the Deer

On Cheviot Hills,15 Northumbria’s fair domain. –

BIR. On that fam’d spot where first the feuds commenc’d

Between the Earls?

ELW. The same. During the chace,

Some of my father’s knights receiv’d an insult 230

From the Lord Percy’s herdsmen, churlish16 foresters,

Unworthy of the gentle blood they serv’d,

My father, proud and jealous of his honour,

(Thou know’st the fiery temper of our Barons)

Swore that Northumberland had been concern’d

In this rude outrage, nor wou’d hear of peace,

Or reconcilement which the Percy offer’d;

But bade me hate, renounce, and banish him.

O! ’twas a task too hard for all my duty,

I strove, and wept, I strove – but still I lov’d. 240

BIR. Indeed ’twas most unjust; but say what follow’d?

ELW. Why shou’d I dwell on the disastrous tale?

Forbid to see me, Percy soon embark’d,

With our great king against the Saracen.17

Soon as the jarring kingdoms were at peace,

Earl Douglas, whom till then I ne’er had seen,

Came to this castle; ’twas my hapless fate

To please him. – Birtha! thou can’st tell what follow’d:

But who shall tell the agonies I felt?

My barbarous father forc’d me to dissolve 250

The tender vows himself had bid me form –

He dragg’d me trembling, dying, to the altar,

I sigh’d, I struggled, fainted, and – complied.

BIR. Did Douglas know a marriage had been once

Propos’d ’twixt you and Percy?

ELW. If he did,

He thought, like you, it was a match of policy,

Nor knew our love surpass’d our father’s prudence.

BIR. Should he now find he was the instrument

Of the Lord Raby’s vengeance?

ELW. ’Twere most dreadful!

My father lock’d this motive in his breast, 260

And feign’d to have forgot the Chace of Cheviot.

Some moons have now completed their slow course

Since my sad marriage. – Percy still is absent.

BIR. Nor will return before his sov’reign comes.

ELW. Talk not of his return! this coward heart

Can know no thought of peace but in his absence.

How, Douglas here again? some fresh alarm!

(Enter Douglas, agitated, with letters in his hand ).

DOUG. Madam, your pardon –

ELW. What disturbs my lord?

DOUG. Nothing. – Disturb? I ne’er was more at ease.

These letters from your father give us notice 270

He will be here to-night; – He further adds

The king’s each hour expected.

ELW. How? the king?

Said you the king?

DOUG. And ’tis Lord Raby’s pleasure

That you among the foremost bid him welcome.

You must attend the court.

ELW. Must I, my lord?

DOUG. Now to observe how she receives the news!

(Aside).

ELW. I must not, – cannot. – By all the tender love

You have so oft profess’d for poor Elwina,

Indulge this one request – O let me stay!

DOUG. Enchanting sounds! she does not wish to go – 280

(Aside).

ELW. The bustling world, the pomp which waits on greatness,

Ill suits my humble, unambitious soul; –

Then leave me here, to tread the safer path

Of private life, here, where my peaceful course

Shall be as silent as the shades around me;

Nor shall one vagrant wish be e’er allow’d

To stray beyond the bounds of Raby Castle.

DOUG. O music to my ears! (Aside). Can you resolve

To hide those wondrous beauties in the shade,

Which rival kings wou’d cheaply buy with empire? 290

Can you renounce the pleasures of a court,

Whose roofs resound with minstrelsy and mirth?

ELW. My lord, retirement is a wife’s best duty,

And virtue’s safest station is retreat.

DOUG. My soul’s in transports! (Aside). – But can you forego

What wins the soul of woman – admiration?

A world, where charms inferior far to yours,

Only presume to shine when you are absent?

Will you not long to meet the public gaze?

Long to eclipse the fair, and charm the brave? 300

ELW. These are delights in which the mind partakes not.

DOUG. I’ll try her farther.

(Aside).

(Takes her hand, and looks stedfastly at her as he speaks).

But reflect once more;

When you shall hear that England’s gallant peers,

Fresh from the fields of war, and gay with glory,

All vain with conquest, and elate with fame,

When you shall hear these princely youths contend,

In many a tournament for beauty’s prize;

When you shall hear of revelry, and masking,

	Of mimic combats, and of festive halls,

Of lances shiver’d in the cause of love, 310

Will you not then repent, then wish your fate,

Your happier fate had till that hour reserv’d you

For some plum’d conqueror?

ELW. My fate, my lord,

Is now bound up with yours.

DOUG. Here let me kneel –

Yes, I will kneel, and gaze, and weep, and wonder;

Thou paragon of goodness! – pardon, pardon,

(Kisses her hand).

I am convinc’d – I can no longer doubt,

Nor talk, nor hear, nor reason, nor reflect.

– I must retire, and give a loose to joy.

(Exit Douglas).

BIR. The king returns.

ELW. And with him Percy comes! 320

BIR. You needs must go.

ELW. Shall I solicit ruin,

And pull destruction on me ere its time?

I, who have held it criminal to name him?

I will not go – I disobey thee, Douglas,

But disobey thee to preserve thy honour.


_______________



Act II

e: The Hall

_______________


DOUG. (Speaking as he enters).

See that the traytor instantly be seiz’d,

And strictly watch’d: let none have access to him.

O jealousy, thou aggregate of woes!

Were there no hell, thy torments wou’d create one.

But yet she may be guiltless – may? she must.

How beautiful she look’d! pernicious beauty!

Yet innocent, as bright, seem’d the sweet blush

That mantled on her cheek. But not for me,

But not for me those breathing roses blow!

And then she wept – what! can I bear her tears? 10

Well – let her weep – her tears are for another;

O did they fall for me, to dry their streams,

I’d drain the choicest blood that feeds this heart,

Nor think the drops I shed were half so precious.

(He stands in a musing posture. Enter Lord Raby).

RABY. Sure I mistake – Am I in Raby Castle?

Impossible! that was the seat of smiles;

And Cheerfulness, and Joy, were household gods.

I us’d to scatter pleasures when I came,

And every servant shar’d his lord’s delight.

But now Suspicion and Distrust dwell here, 20

And Discontent maintains a sullen sway.

	Where is the smile unfeign’d, the jovial welcome,

Which cheer’d the sad, beguil’d the pilgrim’s pain,

And made dependency forget its bonds?

Where is the antient, hospitable hall,

Whose vaulted roof once rung with harmless mirth?

Where every passing stranger was a guest,

And every guest a friend. I fear me much,

If once our nobles scorn their rural seats,

Their rural greatness, and their vassal’s18 love, 30

Freedom, and English grandeur, are no more.

DOUG. (Advancing).

My lord, you are welcome.

RABY. Sir, I trust I am;

But yet, methinks, I shall not feel I’m welcome,

Till my Elwina bless me with her smiles:

She was not wont with ling’ring step to meet me,

Or greet my coming with a cold embrace;

Now, I extend my longing arms in vain,

My child, my darling, does not come to fill them.

O they were happy days when she wou’d fly

To meet me from the camp, or from the chace, 40

And with her fondness overpay my toils!

How eager wou’d her tender hands unbrace

The ponderous armour from my war-worn limbs,

And pluck the helmet which oppos’d her kiss!

DOUG. O sweet delights that never must be mine!

RABY. What do I hear?

DOUG. Nothing: enquire no farther.

RABY. My lord, if you respect an old man’s peace,

If e’er you doated on my much-lov’d child,

As ’tis most sure you made me think you did,

Then, by the pangs which you may one day feel, 50

When you, like me, shall be a fond, fond father,

And tremble for the treasure of your age,

Tell me, what this alarming silence means?

You sigh, yet do not speak, nay more, you hear not?

Your lab’ring soul turns inward on itself,

As there were nothing but your own sad thoughts

Deserv’d regard. Does my child live?

DOUG. She does.

RABY. To bless her father!

DOUG. And to curse her husband!

RABY. Ah! have a care, my lord, I am not so old –

DOUG. Nor I so base that I should tamely bear it; 60

Nor am I so inur’d19 to infamy,

That I can say without a burning blush,

She lives to be my curse.

RABY. How’s this?

DOUG. I thought

The lily op’ning to the heav’n’s soft dews,

Was not so fragrant, and was not so chaste.

RABY. Has she prov’d otherwise? I’ll not believe it.

Who has traduc’d20 my sweet, my innocent child?

Yet she’s too good to ‘scape calumnious tongues.

I know that Slander loves a lofty mark:

It saw her soar a flight above her fellows, 70

And hurl’d its arrow to her glorious height,

To reach her heart, and bring her to the ground.

DOUG. Had the rash tongue of Slander so presum’d,

	My vengeance had not been of that slow sort,

To need a prompter; nor should any arm,

No, not a father’s, dare dispute with mine,

The privilege to die in her defence,

None dares accuse Elwina, but –

RABY. But who?

DOUG. But Douglas.

RABY. (Puts his hand to his sword ). You? – O spare my age’s weakness!

You do not know what ’tis to be a father, 80

You do not know, or you would pity me;

The thousand tender throbs, the nameless feelings,

The dread to ask, and yet the wish to know,

When we adore and fear; but wherefore fear?

Does not the blood of Raby fill her veins?

DOUG. Percy! – know’st thou that name?

RABY. How? what of Percy?

DOUG. He loves Elwina, and my curses on him,

He is belov’d again.

RABY. I’m on the rack!

DOUG. Not the two Theban brothers21 bore each other

Such deep, such deadly hate, as I and Percy. 90

RABY. But tell me of my child.

DOUG. (Not minding him). As I and Percy!

When at the marriage rites, O rites accurs’d!

I seiz’d her trembling hand, she started back,

Cold horror thrill’d her veins, her tears flow’d fast.

Fool that I was, I thought ’twas maiden fear,

Dull, doating ignorance! beneath those terrors,

Hatred for me, and love for Percy lurk’d.

RABY. What proof of guilt is this?

DOUG. E’er since our marriage

Our days have still been cold and joyless all;

“Painful restraint, and hatred ill disguis’d, 100

“Her sole return for all my waste of fondness.”

This very morn I told her ’twas your will

She should repair to court; with all those graces,

Which first subdu’d my soul, and still enslave it,

She begg’d to stay behind in Raby Castle,

For courts, and cities had no charms for her.

Curse my blind love! I was again ensnar’d,

And doated on the sweetness which deceiv’d me.

Just at the hour she thought I shou’d be absent,

(For chance cou’d ne’er have tim’d their guilt so well,) 110

Arriv’d young Harcourt, one of Percy’s knights,

Strictly enjoin’d to speak to none but her,

I seiz’d the miscreant; hitherto he’s silent,

But tortures soon shall force him to confess.

RABY. Percy is absent – They have never met.

DOUG. At what a feeble hold you grasp for succour!

Will it content me that her person’s pure?

No, if her alien heart doats on another,

She is unchaste were not that other Percy.

Let vulgar spirits basely wait for proof, 120

She loves another – ’tis enough for Douglas.

RABY. Be patient

DOUG. Be a tame convenient husband?

And meanly wait for circumstantial guilt?

No – I am nice as the first Caesar was,

And start at bare suspicion.22

(Going).

RABY. (Holding him). Douglas, hear me;

Thou hast nam’d a Roman husband; if she’s false,

I mean to prove myself a Roman father.23

(Exit Douglas).

This marriage was my work, and thus I’m punish’d!

(Enter Elwina).

ELW. Where is my father? let me fly to meet him,

O let me clasp his venerable knees, 130

And die of joy in his belov’d embrace.

RABY. (Avoiding her embrace). Elwina!

ELW. And is that all? so cold?

RABY. (Sternly). Elwina!

ELW. Then I’m undone indeed! How stern his looks!

I will not be repuls’d, I am your child,

The child of that dear mother you ador’d;

You shall not throw me off, I will grow here,

And, like the patriarch, wrestle for a blessing.

RABY. (Holding her from him). Before I take thee in these aged arms,

Press thee with transport to this beating heart,

And give a loose to all a parent’s fondness, 140

Answer, and see thou answer me as truly

As if the dread enquiry came from heav’n: –

Does no interior sense of guilt confound thee?

Canst thou lay all thy naked soul before me?

Can thy unconscious eye encounter mine?

Canst thou endure the probe, and never shrink?

Can thy firm hand meet mine and never tremble?

Art thou prepar’d to meet the rigid judge?

Or to embrace the fond, the melting father?

ELW. Mysterious heav’n! to what am I reserv’d? 150

RABY. Shou’d some rash man, regardless of thy fame,

And in defiance of thy marriage vows,

Presume to plead a guilty passion for thee,

What woud’st thou do?

ELW. What honour bids me do.

RABY. Come to my arms!

(They embrace).

ELW. My father!

RABY. Yes, Elwina,

Thou art my child – thy mother’s perfect image.

ELW. Forgive these tears of mingled joy and doubt;

For why that question? who should seek to please

The desolate Elwina?

RABY. But if any

Should so presume, can’st thou resolve to hate him, 160

Whate’er his name, whate’er his pride of blood,

Whate’er his former arrogant pretensions?

ELW. Ha!

RABY. Dost thou falter? Have a care, Elwina.

ELW. Sir, do not fear me; am I not your daughter?

RABY. Thou hast a higher claim upon thy honour;

Thou art Earl Douglas’ Wife.

ELW. (Weeps). I am indeed!

RABY. Unhappy Douglas!

ELW. Has he then complain’d?

Has he presum’d to sully my white fame?

RABY. He knows that Percy –

ELW. Was my destin’d husband; 170

By your own promise mine, a father’s promise,

And by a tie more strong, more sacred still,

Mine, by the fast firm bond of mutual love.

RABY. Now, by my fears, thy husband told me truth.

ELW. If he has told thee that thy only child

Was forc’d, a helpless victim to the altar,

Torn from his arms, who had her virgin heart,

And forc’d to make false vows to one she hated,

Then, I confess, that he has told thee truth.

RABY. Her words are barbed arrows in my heart. 180

But ’tis too late. (Aside). Thou hast appointed Harcourt

To see thee here by stealth in Douglas’ absence.

ELW. No, by my life, nor knew I till this moment

That Harcourt was return’d. Was it for this

I taught my heart to struggle with its feelings?

Was it for this I bore my wrongs in silence?

When the fond ties of early love were broken,

Did my weak soul break out in fond complaints?

Did I reproach thee? Did I call thee cruel?

No – I endur’d it all; and weary’d heaven 190

To bless the father who destroy’d my peace.

(Enter Messenger).

MESSEN. My lord, a knight, Sir Hubert as I think,

But newly landed from the holy wars,

Intreats24 admittance.

RABY. Let the warrior enter.

(Exit Messenger).

All private interests sink at his approach;

All selfish cares be for a moment banish’d!

I’ve now no child, no kindred but my country.

ELW. Weak heart be still, for what hast thou to fear?

(Enter Sir Hubert).

RABY. Welcome; thou gallant knight, Sir Hubert, welcome!

Welcome to Raby Castle! – In one word, 200

Is the king safe? Is Palestine subdued?

HUB. The king is safe, and Palestine subdued.

RABY. Blest be the god of armies! Now, Sir Hubert,

By all the saints thou’rt a right noble knight!

O why was I too old for this crusade?

I think it wou’d have made me young again,

Cou’d I, like thee, have seen the hated Crescent,

Yield to the Christian cross. – How now, Elwina!

What! cold at news which might awake the dead!

If there’s a drop in thy degenerate veins 210

That glows not now, thou art not Raby’s daughter.

It is religion’s cause, the cause of heav’n!

ELW. When policy assumes religion’s name,

And wears the sanctimonious garb of faith,

Only to colour fraud, and license murder,

War then is tenfold guilt.

RABY. Blaspheming girl!

ELW. ’Tis not the crosier,25 nor the pontiff’s robe,

The saintly look, nor elevated eye,

Nor Palestine destroy’d, nor Jordan’s banks

Delug’d with blood of slaughter’d infidels,26 220

No, nor th’extinction of the Eastern world,

Nor all the mad, pernicious, bigot rage

Of your crusades,27 can bribe that pow’r, who sees

The motive with the act. O blind to think

That cruel war can please the prince of peace!

He who erects his altar in the heart,

Abhors the sacrifice of human blood,

	And all the false devotion of that zeal,

Which massacres the world he died to save.

RABY. O impious rage! If thou wou’dst shun my curse 230

No more, I charge thee. – Tell me, good Sir Hubert,

Say, have our arms atchiev’d this glorious deed,

(I fear to ask,) without much Christian bloodshed?

ELW. Now heaven support me!

(Aside).

HUB. My good lord of Raby,

Imperfect is the sum of human glory!

Wou’d I cou’d tell thee that the field was won,

Without the death of such illustrious knights,

As make the high flush’d cheek of victory pale.

ELW. Why shou’d I tremble thus?

(Aside).

RABY. Who have we lost?

HUB. The noble Clifford, Walsingham, and Grey, 240

Sir Harry Hastings, and the valiant Pembroke.

All men of choicest note.

RABY. O that my name

Had been enroll’d in such a list of heroes!

If I was too infirm to serve my country,

I might have prov’d my love by dying for her.

ELW. Were there no more?

HUB. But few of noble blood.

But the brave youth who gain’d the palm of glory,

The flower of knighthood, and the plume of war,

Who bore his banner foremost in the field,

Yet conquer’d more by mercy than the sword, 250

Was Percy.

ELW. Then he lives!

(Aside).

RABY. Did he? Did Percy?

O gallant boy, then I’m thy foe no more;

Who conquers for my country is my friend!

His fame shall add new glories to a house,

Where never maid was false, nor knight disloyal.

HUB. You do embalm him, lady, with your tears:

They grace the grave of glory where he lies.

He died the death of honour.

ELW. Said’st thou – died?

HUB. Beneath the towers of Solyma28 he fell.

ELW. Oh!

HUB. Look to the lady.

(Elwina faints in her father’s arms).

RABY. Gentle knight retire – 260

’Tis an infirmity of nature in her,

She ever mourns at any tale of blood,

She will be well anon – mean time, Sir Hubert,

You’ll grace our castle with your friendly sojourn.

HUB. I must return with speed – health to the lady.

(Exit Sir Hubert).

RABY. Look up Elwina. Shou’d her husband come!

Yet she revives not.

(Enter Douglas).

DOUG. Ha – Elwina fainting?

My lord, I fear you have too harshly chid her.

Her gentle nature could not brook your sternness.

She wakes, she stirs, she feels returning life. 270

My love!

(He takes her hand).

ELW. O Percy!

DOUG. (Starts). Do my senses fail me?

ELW. My Percy, tis Elwina calls.

DOUG. Hell, hell!

RABY. Retire awhile my daughter.

ELW. Douglas here?

My father and my husband! – O for pity.

(Exit Elwina, casting a look of anguish on both).

DOUG. Now, now confess she well deserves my vengeance!

Before my face to call upon my foe!

RABY. Upon a foe who has no power to hurt thee.

Earl Percy’s slain.

DOUG. I live again. – But hold –

Did she not weep? she did, and wept for Percy.

If she laments him, he’s my rival still, 280

And not the grave can bury my resentment.

RABY. The truly brave are still the truly gen’rous;

Now, Douglas, is the time to prove thee both.

If it be true that she did once love Percy,

Thou hast no more to fear, since he is dead.

Release young Harcourt, let him see Elwina,

’Twill serve a double purpose, ’twill at once

Prove Percy’s death, and thy unchang’d affection.

Be gentle to my child, and win her heart,

By confidence, and unreproaching love. 290

DOUG. By heav’n thou counsel’st well: it shall be done.

Go get him free, and let him have admittance

To my Elwina’s presence.

RABY. Farewel, Douglas.

Shew thou believ’st her faithful and she’ll prove so.

(Exit Raby).

DOUG. Northumberland is dead – that thought is peace!

Her heart may yet be mine, transporting hope!

Percy was gentle, ev’n a foe avows it,

And I’ll be milder than a summer’s breeze.

Yes, thou most lovely, most ador’d of women,

I’ll copy every virtue, every grace, 300

Of my bless’d rival, happier ev’n in death

To be thus lov’d, than living to be scorn’d.


_______________



Act III

Scene: A garden at Raby Castle, with a bower.29 Enter Percy and Sir Hubert

_______________


HUB. That Percy lives, and is return’d in safety,

More joys my soul, than all the mighty conquests

That sun beheld, which rose on Syria’s ruin.

PERCY. I’ve told thee, good Sir Hubert, by what wonder

I was preserv’d, tho’ number’d with the slain.

HUB. ’Twas strange indeed!

PERCY. ’Twas heav’ns immediate work!

But let me now indulge a dearer joy,

Talk of a richer gift of Mercy’s hand;

A gift so precious to my doating heart,

That life preserv’d is but a second blessing. 10

O Hubert, let my soul indulge its softness!

The hour, the spot is sacred to Elwina.

This was her fav’rite walk; I well remember,

(For who forgets that loves as I have lov’d?)

’Twas in that very bower she gave this scarf,

Wrought by the hand of love; she bound it on,

And, smiling, cried, Whate’er befal us, Percy,

Be this the sacred pledge of faith between us.

I knelt, and swore, call’d every pow’r to witness,

No time, nor circumstance, shou’d force it from me! 20

But I wou’d lose my life and that together.

Here I repeat my vow.

HUB. Is this the man

Beneath whose single arm an host was crush’d?

He, at whose name the Saracen turn’d pale?

And when he fell, victorious armies wept,

And mourn’d a conquest they had bought so dear?

How has he chang’d the trumpet’s martial note,

And all the stirring clangor30 of the war,

For the soft melting of the lover’s lute!

Why are thine eyes still bent upon the bower? 30

PERCY. O Hubert, Hubert, to a soul enamour’d,

There is a sort of local sympathy,

Which, when we view the scenes of early passion,

Paints the bright image of the object lov’d,

In stronger colours, than remoter scenes

Cou’d ever paint it, realizes shade,

Dresses it up in all the charms it wore,

Talks to it nearer, frames its answers kinder,

Gives form to fancy, and embodies thought.

HUB. I should not be believ’d in Percy’s camp, 40

If I shou’d tell them that their gallant leader,

The thunder of the war, the bold Northumberland,

Renouncing Mars,31 dissolv’d in amorous wishes,

Loiter’d in shades, and pin’d in rosy bowers,

To catch a transient glance of two bright eyes.

PERCY. Enough of conquest, and enough of war!

Ambition’s cloy’d – the heart resumes its rights.

When England’s king, and England’s good requir’d,

This arm not idly the keen falchion32 brandish’d:

Enough – for vaunting misbecomes a soldier. 50

I live, I am return’d – am near Elwina!

See’st thou those turrets? Yes, that castle holds her.

But wherefore tell thee this? for thou hast seen her.

How look’d, what said she? Did she hear the tale

Of my imagin’d death without emotion?

HUB. Percy, thou hast seen the musk-rose newly blown,

Disclose its bashful beauties to the sun,

Till an unfriendly, chilling storm descended,

	Crush’d all its blushing glories in their prime,

Bow’d its fair head, and blasted all its sweetness. 60

So droop’d the maid, beneath the cruel weight

Of my sad tale.

PERCY. So tender, and so true!

HUB. I left her fainting in her father’s arms,

The dying flower yet hanging on the tree.

Ev’n Raby melted at the news I brought,

And envy’d thee thy glory.

PERCY. Then I am blest!

His hate subdued, I’ve nothing more to fear.

HUB. My embassy dispatch’d, I left the castle,

Nor spoke to any of Lord Raby’s household,

For fear the king shou’d chide the tardiness 70

Of my return. My joy to find you living,

You have already heard.

PERCY. But where is Harcourt?

E’er this he shou’d have seen her, told her all,

How I surviv’d, return’d, and how I love!

I tremble at the near approach of bliss,

And scarcely can sustain the joy which waits me.

HUB. Grant heaven the fair-one prove but half so true!

PERCY. O she is truth itself!

HUB. She may be chang’d,

Spite of her tears, her fainting, and alarms.

I know the sex, know them as nature made ’em, 80

Not such as lovers wish, and poets feign.

PERCY. To doubt her virtue were suspecting heaven,

’Twere little less than infidelity!

And yet I tremble. Why does terror shake

These firm-strung nerves? But ’twill be ever thus,

When fate prepares us more than mortal bliss,

And gives us only human strength to bear it.

HUB. What beam of brightness breaks thro’ yonder gloom?

PERCY. Hubert – she comes! By all my hopes she comes!

’Tis she – the blissful vision is Elwina! 90

But ah! what mean those tears? – She weeps for me!

O transport! – go. – I’ll listen unobserv’d, –

And for a moment taste the precious joy,

The banquet of a tear which falls for love.

(Exit Sir Hubert. Percy goes into the Bower. Enter Elwina).

ELW. Shall I not weep, and have I then no cause?

If I cou’d break th’eternal bands of death,

And wrench the sceptre from his iron grasp;

If I cou’d bid the yawning sepulchre33

Restore to life its long committed dust;

If I could teach the slaught’ring hand of war, 100

To give me back my dear, my murder’d Percy,

Then I indeed might once more cease to weep.

(Percy comes out of the Bower).

PERCY. Then cease, for Percy lives.

ELW. Protect me heav’n!

PERCY. O joy unspeakable! My life, my love!

End of my toils, and crown of all my cares!

Kind as consenting peace, as conquest bright,

Dearer than arms, and lovelier than renown!

ELW. It is his voice – it is, it is my Percy!

And dost thou live?

PERCY. I never liv’d till now.

ELW. And did my sighs, and did my sorrows reach thee? 110

And art thou come at last to dry my tears?

	How didst thou ’scape the fury of the foe?

PERCY. Thy guardian genius hover’d o’er the field,

And turn’d the hostile spear from Percy’s breast,

Lest thy fair image shou’d be wounded there.

But Harcourt should have told thee all my fate,

How I surviv’d –

ELW. Alas! I have not seen him.

Oh! I have suffer’d much.

PERCY. Of that no more;

For every minute of our future lives,

Shall be so bless’d, that we will learn to wonder, 120

How we cou’d ever think we were unhappy.

ELW. Percy – I cannot speak.

PERCY. Those tears how eloquent!

I would not change this motionless, mute joy

For the sweet strains of angels: I look down,

With pity on the rest of human kind,

However great may be their fame of happiness,

And think their niggard34 fate has giv’n them nothing,

Not giving thee; or granting some small blessing,

Denies them my capacity to feel it.

ELW. Alas! what mean you?

PERCY. Can I speak my meaning? 130

’Tis of such magnitude that words wou’d wrong it;

But surely my Elwina’s faithful bosom,

Shou’d beat in kind responses of delight,

And feel, but never question what I mean.

ELW. Hold, hold, my heart, thou hast much more to suffer!

PERCY. Let the slow form, and tedious ceremony

Wait on the splendid victims of ambition.

Love stays for none of these. Thy father’s soften’d,

He will forget the fatal Cheviot Chace;

Raby is brave, and I have serv’d my country; 140

I wou’d not boast, it was for thee I conquer’d.

Then come, my love.

ELW. O never, never, never.

PERCY. Am I awake? Is that Elwina’s voice?

ELW. Percy, thou most ador’d – and most deceiv’d!

If ever fortitude sustain’d thy soul,

When vulgar minds have sunk beneath the stroke,

Let thy imperial spirit now support thee. –

If thou canst be so wondrous merciful,

Do not, O do not curse me! – but thou wilt,

Thou must – for I have done a fearful deed, 150

A deed of wild despair, a deed of horror.

I am, I am –

PERCY. Speak, say, what art thou?

ELW. Married.

PERCY. Oh!

ELW. Percy, I think I begg’d thee not to curse me;

But now I do revoke the fond petition.

Speak! ease thy bursting soul; reproach, upbraid,35

O’erwhelm me with thy wrongs – I’ll bear it all.

PERCY. Open, thou earth, and hide me from her sight!

Didst thou not bid me curse thee?

ELW. Mercy! mercy! 160

PERCY. And have I ’scap’d the Saracen’s fell sword,

Only to perish by Elwina’s guilt?

I wou’d have bar’d my bosom to the foe,

	I wou’d have died, had I but known you wish’d it.

ELW. Percy, I lov’d thee most when most I wrong’d thee:

Yes, by these tears I did.

PERCY. Married! just heav’n!

Married? to whom? Yet wherefore should I know?

It cannot add fresh horrors to thy crime,

Or my destruction.

ELW. Oh ’twill add to both.

How shall I tell? Prepare for something dreadful. 170

Hast thou not heard of – Douglas?

PERCY. Why ’tis well!

Thou awful power why waste thy wrath on me?

Why arm omnipotence to crush a worm?

I cou’d have fall’n without this waste of ruin.

Married to Douglas! By my wrongs I like it;

’Tis perfidy36 compleat, ’tis finish’d falsehood,

’Tis adding fresh perdition to the sin,

And filling up the measure of offence!

ELW. Oh! ’twas my father’s deed! he made his child

An instrument of vengeance on thy head. 180

He wept and threaten’d, sooth’d me, and commanded.

PERCY. And you complied, most duteously complied!

ELW. I cou’d withstand his fury; but his tears,

Ah, they undid me! Percy, dost thou know

The cruel tyranny of tenderness?

Hast thou e’er felt a father’s warm embrace?

Hast thou e’er seen a father’s flowing tears,

And known that thou cou’dst wipe those tears away?

If thou hast felt, and hast resisted these,

Then thou may’st curse my weakness; but if not, 190

Thou canst not pity, for thou canst not judge.

PERCY. Let me not hear the music of thy voice,

Or I shall love thee still; I shall forget

Thy fatal marriage, and my savage wrongs.

ELW. Dost thou not hate me, Percy?

PERCY. Hate thee? Yes,

As dying martyrs hate the righteous cause

Of that bless’d Power for whom they bleed – I hate thee.

(They look at each other in silent agony. Enter Harcourt).

HARC. Forgive, my lord, your faithful knight –

PERCY. Come, Harcourt,

Come and behold the wretch who once was Percy.

HARC. With grief I’ve learn’d the whole unhappy tale. 200

Earl Douglas, whose suspicion never sleeps –

PERCY. What, is the tyrant jealous?

ELW. Hear him, Percy.

PERCY. I will command my rage – Go on.

HARC. Earl Douglas

Knew by my arms, and my accoutrements,37

That I belong’d to you; he question’d much,

And much he menac’d me, but both alike

In vain, he then arrested and confin’d me.

PERCY. Arrest my knight? The Scot38 shall answer it.

ELW. How came you now releas’d?

HARC. Your noble father

Obtain’d my freedom, having learn’d from Hubert 210

The news of Percy’s death. The good old Lord,

Hearing the king’s return, has left the Castle

	To do him homage.

(To Percy).

Sir, you had best retire;

Your safety is endanger’d by your stay.

I fear shou’d Douglas know –

PERCY. Shou’d Douglas know?

Why what new magic’s in the name of Douglas,

That it shou’d strike Northumberland with fear?

Go, seek the haughty Scot, and tell him – no –

Conduct me to his presence.

ELW. Percy, hold;

Think not ’tis Douglas – ’tis –

PERCY. I know it well, 220

Thou mean’st to tell me ’tis Elwina’s husband;

But that inflames me to superior madness.

This happy husband, this triumphant Douglas,

Shall not insult my misery with his bliss.

I’ll blast the golden promise of his joys.

Conduct me to him – nay, I will have way –

Come, let us seek this husband.

ELW. Percy, hear me.

When I was robb’d of all my peace of mind,

My cruel fortune left me still one blessing,

One solitary blessing, to console me; 230

It was my fame. – ’Tis a rich jewel, Percy,

And I must keep it spotless, and unsoil’d:

But thou wou’dst plunder what e’en Douglas spar’d,

And rob this single gem of all its brightness.

PERCY. Go – thou wast born to rule the fate of Percy.

Thou art my conqueror still.

ELW. What noise is that?

(Harcourt goes to the side of the stage).

PERCY. Why art thou thus alarm’d?

ELW. Alas! I feel

The cowardice and terrors of the wicked,

Without their sense of guilt.

HARC. My lord, ’tis Douglas.

ELW. Fly, Percy, and for ever?

PERCY. Fly from Douglas? 240

ELW. Then stay, barbarian, and at once destroy

My life and fame.

PERCY. That thought is death. I go.

My honour to thy dearer honour yields.

ELW. Yet, yet thou art not gone!

PERCY. Farewel, farewel!

(Exit Percy).

ELW. I dare not meet the searching eye of Douglas.

I must conceal my terrors.

(Douglas at the side with his sword drawn, Edric holds him).

DOUG. Give me way.

EDRIC. Thou shalt not enter.

DOUG. (Struggling with Edric). If there were no hell,

It wou’d defraud my vengeance of its edge,

And he shou’d live.

(Breaks from Edric and comes forward ).

Curs’d chance! he is not here.

ELW. Let us retire, my friend, the storm is up, 250

Dare not meet its fury.

DOUG. See she flies

With ev’ry mark of guilt. – Go, search the Bow’r,

(Aside to Edric).

He shall not thus escape. Madam, return.

(Aloud).

Now honest Douglas learn of her to feign.

(Aside).

Alone, Elwina? who just parted hence?

(With affected composure).

ELW. My lord, ’twas Harcourt; sure you must have met him.

DOUG. O exquisite dissembler! No one else?

ELW. My lord!

DOUG. How I enjoy her criminal confusion!

You tremble, Madam.

ELW. Wherefore shou’d I tremble? 260

By your permission Harcourt was admitted;

’Twas no mysterious, secret introduction.

DOUG. And yet you seem alarm’d. If Harcourt’s presence

Thus agitates each nerve, makes ev’ry pulse

Thus wildly throb, and the warm tides of blood,

Mount in quick rushing tumults to your cheek;

If friendship can excite such strong emotions,

What tremors39 had a lover’s presence caus’d?

ELW. Ungenerous man!

DOUG. I feast upon her terrors.

(Aside).

The story of his death was well contriv’d, 270

(To her).

But it affects not me; I have a wife,

Compar’d with whom cold Dian40 was unchaste.

(Takes her hand).

But mark me well – tho’ it concerns not you –

If there’s a sin more deeply black than others,

Distinguish’d from the list of common crimes,

A legion41 in itself, and doubly dear

To the dark prince of hell, it is – hypocrisy.

(Throws her from him and exit).

ELW. Yes, I will bear his fearful indignation!

Thou melting heart be firm as adamant;

Ye shatter’d nerves be strung with manly force, 280

That I may conquer all my sex’s weakness,

Nor let this bleeding bosom lodge one thought,

Cherish one wish, or harbour one desire,

That angels may not hear, and Douglas know.


_______________



Act IV

Scene: The Hall. Enter Douglas, his sword drawn and bloody in one hand, in the other a letter. Harcourt wounded

_______________


DOUG. Traytor no more. This letter shews thy office.

Twice hast thou robb’d me of my dear revenge.

I took thee for thy leader. – Thy base blood

Wou’d stain the noble temper of my sword,

But as the pander to thy master’s lust,

Thou justly fall’st by a wrong’d husband’s hand.

HARC. Thy wife is innocent.

DOUG. Take him away.

HARC. Percy, revenge my fall!

(Guards bear Harcourt in).

DOUG. Now for the letter!

He begs once more to see her. – so ’tis plain

They have already met! – but to the rest – 10

(Reads).

“In vain you wish me to restore the scarf,

Dear pledge of love, while I have life I’ll wear it,

	’Tis next my heart; no pow’r shall force it thence,

Whene’er you see it in another’s hand

Conclude me dead.” – My curses on them both!

How tamely I peruse my shame! But thus,

Thus, let me tear the guilty characters

Which register my infamy. And thus,

Thus wou’d I scatter to the winds of heav’n,

The vile complotters42 of my foul dishonour. 20

(Tears the letter in the utmost agitation. Enter Edric).

EDRIC. My lord –

DOUG. (In the utmost fury, not seeing Edric).

The scarf!

EDRIC. Lord Douglas.

DOUG. (Still not hearing him).

Yes, the scarf!

Percy, I thank thee for the glorious thought!

I’ll cherish it; ’twill sweeten all my pangs,

And add a higher relish to revenge!

EDRIC. My lord!

DOUG. How, Edric here?

EDRIC. What new distress?

DOUG. Dost thou expect I shou’d recount my shame?

Dwell on each circumstance of my disgrace,

And swell my infamy into a tale?

Rage will not let me – But – my wife is false.

EDRIC. Art thou convinc’d?

DOUG. The chronicles of hell 30

Cannot produce a falser. – But what news

Of her curs’d paramour43?

EDRIC. He has escap’d.

DOUG. Hast thou examin’d ev’ry avenue?

Each spot? The grove? the bower, her fav’rite haunt?

EDRIC. I’ve search’d them all.

DOUG. He shall be yet pursu’d.

Set guards at every gate – Let none depart,

Or gain admittance here without my knowledge.

EDRIC. What can their purpose be?

DOUG. Is it not clear?

Harcourt has rais’d his arm against my life?

He fail’d; the blow is now reserv’d for Percy; 40

Then with his sword fresh reeking from my heart,

He’ll revel with that wanton o’er my tomb;

Nor will he bring her ought she’ll hold so dear,

As the curs’d hand with which he slew her husband.

But he shall die! I’ll drown my rage in blood,

Which I will offer as a rich libation,44

On thy infernal altar, black Revenge!

(Exeunt).


Scene changes to the Garden. Enter Elwina


ELW. Each avenue is so beset with guards,

And lynx-ey’d Jealousy so broad awake,45

He cannot pass unseen. Protect him heav’n!

(Enter Birtha).

My Birtha, is he safe? Has he escap’d?

BIR. I know not. I dispatch’d young Harcourt to him,

To bid him quit the Castle, as you order’d,

Restore the scarf, and never see you more.

But how the hard injunction was receiv’d,

Or what has happen’d since, I’m yet to learn.

ELW. O when shall I be eas’d of all my cares, 10

And in the quiet bosom of the grave

Lay down this weary head? – I’m sick at heart!

Shou’d Douglas intercept his flight?

BIR. Be calm;

	Douglas this very moment left the Castle,

With seeming peace.

ELW. Ah, then indeed there’s danger!

Birtha, whene’er Suspicion feigns to sleep,

’Tis but to make its careless prey secure.

BIR. Shou’d Percy once again entreat to see thee,

’Twere best admit him; from thy lips alone,

He will submit to hear his final doom 20

Of everlasting exile.

ELW. Birtha, no:

If honour wou’d allow the wife of Douglas

To meet his rival, yet I durst not do it.

Percy! too much this rebel heart is thine:

Too deeply should I feel each pang I gave;

I cannot hate – but I will banish thee.

Inexorable duty, O forgive,

If I can do no more!

BIR. If he remains,

As I suspect, within the castle walls,

’Twere best I sought him out.

ELW. Then tell him, Birtha, 30

But Oh! with gentleness, with mercy tell him,

That we must never, never meet again.

The purport of thy tale must be severe,

But let thy tenderness embalm the wound

My virtue gives. O soften his despair;

But say – we meet no more.

(Enter Percy).

Rash man, he’s here!

(She attempts to go, he seizes her hand).

PERCY. I will be heard; nay, fly not; I will speak;

Lost as I am, I will not be denied

The mournful consolation to complain.

ELW. Percy, I charge thee, leave me.

PERCY. Tyrant, no: 40

I blush at my obedience, blush to think

I left thee here alone, to brave the danger

I now return to share.

ELW. That danger’s past:

Douglas was soon appeas’d; he nothing knows

Then leave me I conjure thee, nor again

Endanger my repose. Yet, e’er thou goest,

Restore the scarf.

PERCY. Unkind Elwina, never.

’Tis all that’s left me of my buried joys,

All, which reminds me that I once was happy.

My letter told thee I wou’d ne’er restore it. 50

ELW. Letter? what letter?

PERCY. That I sent by Harcourt.

ELW. Which I have ne’er receiv’d. Douglas perhaps –

Who knows?

BIR. Harcourt, t’elude his watchfulness,

Might prudently retire.

ELW. Grant heav’n it prove so!

(Elwina going, Percy holds her).

PERCY. Hear me, Elwina, the most savage honour

Forbids not that poor grace.

ELW. It bids me fly thee.

PERCY. Then e’er thou go’st, if we indeed must part,

To sooth the horrors of eternal exile,

Say but – thou pity’st me!

ELW. (Weeps). O Percy – pity thee!

Imperious honour! – surely I may pity him. 60

Yet, wherefore pity? no, I envy thee:

For thou hast still the liberty to weep,

In thee ’twill be no crime; thy tears are guiltless,

For they infringe no duty, stain no honour,

And blot no vow: But mine are criminal,

Are drops of shame which wash the cheek of guilt,

And every tear I shed dishonours Douglas.

PERCY. I swear my jealous love e’en grudges thee

Thy sad pre-eminence in wretchedness.

ELW. Rouse, rouse, my slumb’ring virtue! Percy, hear me. 70

	Heav’n, when it gives such high-wrought souls as thine,

Still gives as great occasions to exert them.

If thou wast form’d so noble, great, and gen’rous,

’Twas to surmount the passions which enslave

The gross of humankind. – Then think, O think,

She, whom thou once didst love, is now another’s.

PERCY. Go on – and tell me that that other’s Douglas.

ELW. Whate’er his name, he claims respect from me:

His honour’s in my keeping, and I hold

The trust so pure, its sanctity is hurt, 80

Ev’n by thy presence.

PERCY. Thou again hast conquer’d.

Celestial Virtue, like the angel-spirit,

Whose flaming sword defended Paradise,

Stands guard on ev’ry charm. – Elwina, yes,

To triumph over Douglas, we’ll be virtuous.

ELW. ’Tis not enough to be, – we must appear so:

Great souls disdain the shadow of offence,

Nor must their whiteness wear the stain of guilt.

PERCY. I shall retract – I dare not gaze upon thee;

My feeble virtue staggers, and again 90

The fiends of jealousy torment and haunt me.

They tear my heart-strings. – Oh!

ELW. No more;

But spare my injur’d honour the affront

To vindicate itself.

PERCY. But love!

ELW. But glory!

PERCY. Enough! a ray of thy sublimer spirit,

Has warm’d my dying honour to a flame!

One effort, and ’tis done. The world shall say,

When they shall speak of my disastrous love,

Percy deserv’d Elwina though he lost her.

Fond tears blind me not yet! a little longer, 100

Let my sad eyes a little longer gaze,

And leave their last beams here.

ELW. (Turns from him). I do not weep.

PERCY. Not weep? Then why those eyes avoiding mine?

And why that broken voice? those trembling accents?

That sigh which rends my soul?

ELW. No more, no more.

PERCY. That pang decides it. Come – I’ll die at once;

Thou pow’r supreme! take all the length of days,

And all the blessings kept in store for me,

And add to her account. – Yet turn once more,

One little look, one last, short glimpse of day, 110

And then a long, dark night. – Hold, hold my heart,

O break not yet, while I behold her sweetness;

For after this dear, mournful, tender moment,

I shall have nothing more to do with life.

ELW. I do conjure thee go.

PERCY. ’Tis terrible to nature!

With pangs like these the soul and body part!

And thus, but Oh, with far less agony,

The poor departing wretch still grasps at being,

Thus clings to life, thus dreads the dark unknown,

	Thus struggles to the last to keep his hold; 120

And when the dire convulsive groan of death

Dislodges the sad spirit – thus it stays,

And fondly hovers o’er the form it lov’d.

Once, and no more – farewel, farewel!

ELW. For ever!

(They look at each other for some time, then. Exit Percy. After a pause).

’Tis past – the conflict’s past! retire, my Birtha,

I wou’d address me to the throne of grace.46

BIR. May heav’n restore that peace thy bosom wants?

(Exit Birtha).

ELW. (Kneels). Look down, thou awful, heart-inspecting judge,

Look down, with mercy, on thy erring creature,

And teach my soul the lowliness it needs! 130

And if some sad remains of human weakness,

Shou’d sometimes mingle with my best resolves,

O breathe thy spirit on this wayward heart,

And teach me to repent th’intruding sin,

In its first birth of thought!

(Noise without).

What noise is that?

The clash of swords! Shou’d Douglas be return’d?

(Enter Douglas and Percy fighting).

DOUG. Yield, villain, yield.

PERCY. Not till this good right arm

Shall fail its master.

DOUG. This to thy heart then.

PERCY. Defend thy own.

(They fight. Percy disarms Douglas).

DOUG. Confusion, death, and hell!

EDRIC. (Without).

This way I heard the noise.

(Enter Edric and many Knights and Guards from every part of the stage).

PERCY. Curs’d treachery! 140

But dearly will I sell my life.

DOUG. Seize on him.

PERCY. I’m taken in the toils.

(Percy is surrounded by Guards, who take his sword).

DOUG. In the curs’d snare

Thou laid’st for me, traytor, thyself art caught.

ELW. He never sought thy life.

DOUG. Adulteress, peace.

The villain Harcourt too – but he’s at rest.

PERCY. Douglas, I’m in thy pow’r; but do not triumph,

Percy’s betray’d, not conquer’d. Come, dispatch me.

ELW. (To Douglas). O do not, do not kill him!

PERCY. Madam, forbear;

For by the glorious shades of my great fathers,

Their godlike spirit is not so extinct, 150

That I shou’d owe my life to that vile Scot.

Tho’ dangers close me round on every side,

And death besets me – I am Percy still.

DOUG. Sorceress, I’ll disappoint thee – he shall die;

Thy minion shall expire before thy face,

That I may feast my hatred with your pangs,

And make his dying groans, and thy fond tears,

A banquet for my vengeance.

ELW. Savage tyrant!

I wou’d have fall’n a silent sacrifice,

So thou had’st spar’d my fame. I never wrong’d thee, 160

PERCY. She knew not of my coming; I alone,

	Have been to blame – spite of her interdiction,

I hither came. She’s pure as spotless saints.

ELW. I will not be excus’d by Percy’s crime;

So white my innocence, it does not ask

The shade of others’ faults to set it off;

Nor shall he need to sully his fair fame,

To throw a brighter lustre round my virtue.

DOUG. Yet he can only die – but death for honour!

Ye pow’rs of hell, who take malignant joy, 170

In human bloodshed, give me some dire means,

Wild as my hate, and desperate as my wrongs!

PERCY. Enough of words. Thou know’st I hate thee, Douglas;

’Tis stedfast, fix’d, hereditary hate,

As thine for me; our fathers did bequeath it,

As part of our unalienable birthright,

Which nought but death can end. – Come, end it here.

ELW. (Kneels). Hold, Douglas, hold! – not for myself I kneel,

I do not plead for Percy, but for thee:

Arm not thy hand against thy future peace, 180

Spare thy brave breast the tortures of remorse, –

Stain not a life of unpolluted honour,

For oh! as surely as thou strik’st at Percy,

Thou wilt for ever stab the fame of Douglas.

PERCY. Finish the bloody work.

DOUG. Then take thy wish.

PERCY. Why dost thou start?

(Percy bares his bosom, Douglas advances to stab him, and discovers the scarf ).

DOUG. Her scarf upon his breast!

The blasting sight converts me into stone;

Withers my powers like cowardice, or age,

Curdles the blood within my shiv’ring veins,

And palsies47 my bold arm.

PERCY. (Ironically to the Knights). Hear you, his friends! 190

Bear witness to the glorious, great exploit,

Record it in the annals of his race,

That Douglas the renown’d – the valiant Douglas,

Fenc’d round with guards, and safe in his own castle,

Surpris’d a knight unarm’d, and bravely slew him.

DOUG.
 (Throwing away his dagger). ’Tis true – I am the very stain of knighthood.

How is my glory dimm’d!

ELW. It blazes brighter!

Douglas was only brave – he now is gen’rous!

PERCY. This action has restor’d thee to thy rank,

And makes thee worthy to contend with Percy. 200

DOUG. Thy joy will be as short, as tis insulting.

(To Elwina).

And thou, imperious48 boy, restrain thy boasting.

Thou hast sav’d my honour, not remov’d my hate,

For my soul loaths thee for the obligation.

Give him his sword.

PERCY. Now thou’rt a noble foe,

And in the field of honour I will meet thee,

As knight encountring knight.

ELW. Stay, Percy, stay,

Strike at the wretched cause of all, strike here,

Here sheathe thy thirsty sword, but spare my husband.

DOUG. Turn, Madam, and address those vows to me, 210

To spare the precious life of him you love.

Ev’n now you triumph in the death of Douglas,

	Now your loose fancy kindles at the thought,

And wildly rioting in lawless hope,

Indulges the adultery of the mind.49

But I’ll defeat that wish. – Guards bear her in.

Nay, do not struggle.

(She is borne in).

PERCY. Let our death’s suffice,

And rev’rence virtue in that form inshrin’d.

DOUG. Provoke my rage no farther. – I have kindled

The burning torch of never-dying vengeance 220

At Love’s expiring lamp. – But mark me, friends,

If Percy’s happier genius shou’d prevail,

And I shou’d fall, give him safe conduct hence,

Be all observance paid him. – Go – I follow thee.

(Aside to Edric).

Within I’ve something for thy private ear.

PERCY. Now shall this mutual fury be appeas’d!

These eager hands shall soon be drench’d in slaughter!

Yes – like two famish’d vultures snuffing blood,

And panting to destroy, we’ll rush to combat;

Yet I’ve the deepest, deadliest cause of hate, 230

I’m but Percy, thou’rt – Elwina’s husband.


_______________




Act V

Scene: Elwina’s apartment

_______________


ELW. Thou who in judgment still remember’st mercy,

Look down upon my woes, preserve my husband.

Preserve my husband! Ah, I dare not ask it;

If Douglas shou’d survive, what then becomes

Of – him – I dare not name? And if he conquers

I have no husband. Agonizing state!

When I can neither hope, nor think, nor pray,

But guilt involves me. Sure to know the worst,

Cannot exceed the torture of suspense,

When each event is big with equal horror. 10

(Looks out).

What no one yet? This solitude is dreadful!

My horrors multiply!

(Enter Birtha).

Thou messenger of woe!

BIR. Of woe indeed!

ELW. How, is my husband dead?

Oh speak.

BIR. Your husband lives.

ELW. Then farewel Percy!

He was the tenderest, truest! – Bless him heav’n,

With crowns of glory, and immortal joys!

BIR. Still are you wrong; the combat is not over.

Stay flowing tears, and give me leave to speak.

ELW. Thou say’st that Percy and my husband live;

Then why this sorrow?

BIR. What a task is mine? 20

ELW. Thou talk’st as if I were a child in grief,

And scarce acquainted with calamity.

Speak out, unfold thy tale whate’er it be,

For I am so familiar with affliction,

It cannot come in any shape will shock me.

BIR. How shall I speak? Thy husband –

ELW. What of Douglas?

BIR. When all was ready for the fatal combat,

He call’d his chosen knights, then drew his sword,

And on it made them swear a solemn oath,

Confirm’d by ev’ry rite religion bids, 30

That they wou’d see perform’d his last request,

Be it whate’er it wou’d. Alas! they swore.

ELW. What did the dreadful preparation mean?

BIR. Then to their hands he gave a poison’d cup,

Compounded of the deadliest herbs, and drugs;

Take this, said he, it is a husband’s legacy;

Percy may conquer – and – I have a wife!

If Douglas falls, Elwina must not live.

ELW. Spirit of Herod!50 Why ’twas greatly thought!

’Twas worthy of the bosom which conceiv’d it! 40

Yet ’twas too merciful to be his own.

Yes, Douglas, yes, my husband, I’ll obey thee,

And bless thy genius which has found the means

To reconcile thy vengeance with my peace,

The deadly means to make obedience pleasant.

BIR. O spare, for pity spare my bleeding heart:

Inhuman to the last. Unnatural! poison!

ELW. My gentle friend, what is there in a name?51

The means are little where the end is kind.

If it disturb thee do not call it poison; 50

Call it the sweet oblivion of my cares,

My balm of woe, my cordial of affliction,

The drop of mercy to my fainting soul,

My kind dismission from a world of sorrow,

My cup of bliss, my passport to the skies.

BIR. Hark! what alarm is that?

ELW. The combat’s over!

(Birtha goes out. Elwina stands in a fix’d attitude, her hands clasp’d ).

Now gracious heav’n sustain me in the trial,

And bow my spirit to thy great decrees!

(Re-enter Birtha. Elwina looks stedfastly at her without speaking).

BIR. Douglas is fall’n.

ELW. Bring me the poison.

BIR. Never.

ELW. Where are the knights? I summon you – approach! 60

Draw near ye awful ministers of fate,

Dire instruments of posthumous revenge!

Come – I am ready; but your tardy justice

Defrauds the injur’d dead. – Go, haste, my friend,

See that the castle be securely guarded,

Let ev’ry gate be barr’d – prevent his entrance.

BIR. Whose entrance?

ELW. His – the murderer of my husband.

BIR. He’s single, we have hosts of friends.

ELW. No matter;

Who knows what love and madness may attempt?

But here I swear by all that binds the good, 70

Never to see him more. – Unhappy Douglas!

O if thy troubled spirit still is conscious

Of our past woes, look down and hear me swear,

That when the legacy thy rage bequeathed me,

	Works at my heart, and conquers struggling nature,

Ev’n in that agony I’ll still be faithful.

She who cou’d never love, shall yet obey thee,

Weep thy hard fate, and die to prove her truth.

BIR. O unexampled52 virtue!

(A noise without).

ELW. Heard you nothing?

By all my fears th’insulting conqueror comes, 80

O save me, shield me!

(Enter Douglas).

Heav’n and earth, my husband!

DOUG. Yes –

To blast thee with the sight of him thou hat’st,

Of him thou hast wrong’d, Adulteress, ’tis thy husband.

ELW. (Kneels). Blest be the fountain of eternal mercy,

This load of guilt is spar’d me! Douglas lives!

Perhaps both live! (To Birtha). Cou’d I be sure of that,

The poison were superfluous, joy wou’d kill me.

DOUG. Be honest now, for once, and curse thy stars;

Curse thy detested fate which brings thee back

A hated husband, when thy guilty soul 90

Revell’d in fond, imaginary joys

With my too happy rival; when thou flew’st,

To gratify, impatient, boundless passion,

And join adulterous lust to bloody murder;

Then to reverse the scene! polluted53 woman!

Mine is the transport now, and thine the pang.

ELW. Whence sprung the false report that thou had’st fall’n?

DOUG. To give thy guilty breast a deeper wound,

To add a deadlier sting to disappointment,

I rais’d it – I contriv’d – I sent it thee. 100

ELW. Thou seest me bold but bold in conscious virtue.

– That my sad soul may not be stain’d with blood,

That I may spend my few short hours in peace,

And die in holy hope of heav’n’s forgiveness,

Relieve the terrors of my lab’ring breast,

Say I am clear of murder – say he lives.

Say but that little word that Percy lives,

And Alps, and oceans shall divide us ever,

As far as universal space can part us.

DOUG. Canst thou renounce him?

ELW. Tell me that he lives, 110

And thou shalt be the ruler of my fate,

For ever hide me in a convent’s gloom,

From cheerful day-light, and the haunts of men;

Where sad austerity, and ceaseless pray’r,

Shall share my uncomplaining day between them.

DOUG. O hypocrite! now vengeance to thy office.

I had forgot – Percy commends him to thee,

And by my hand –

ELW. How – by thy hand?

DOUG. Has sent thee,

This precious pledge of love.

(He gives her Percy’s scarf ).

ELW. Then Percy’s dead!

DOUG. He is. – O great revenge, thou now art mine! 120

See how convulsive sorrow rends her frame!

This, this is transport! – injur’d honour, now,

Receives its vast, its ample retribution.

She sheds no tears, her grief’s too highly wrought;

	’Tis speechless agony. – She must not faint –

She shall not escape her portion of the pain.

No! she shall feel the fulness of distress,

And wake to keen perception of her loss.

BIR. Monster! Barbarian! leave her to her sorrows.

ELW.
 (In a low broken voice).
OEBPS/Images/earth.jpg
Routledge

Taylor & Francis Group
 ONDON AND NEW YORK






OEBPS/Images/Cover.jpg
THE ROUTLEDGE ANTHOLOGY OF
BRITISH WOMEN PLAYWRIGHTS,
1777-1843

Edited by Thomas C. Crochunis
and Michael E. Sinatra

® o R









