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Abstract
After providing a plot synopsis of Oliver Goldsmith’s laughing comedy She Stoops to Conquer and investigating its background of the late-18th-century British theatrical climate, this paper offers a brief survey of the social-historical context that inspired it. Though these concerns are not dominant in the poem, there are some hints that may also refer the reader to scientific and religious issues. The final section analyzes the immediate biographical context in which the play was composed, touching on the question of whether and how far the main protagonist of the play may be seen as Goldsmith’s autobiographically inspired alter-ego. Possible discussion and essay topics are suggested at the end of the paper.
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Content Synopsis
She Stoops to Conquer is a classical 5-act laughing comedy. It centers on “The Mistakes of a Night,” but through a series of misunderstandings, misconstructions, and mischief, it culminates in what seems to be a nearly perfect happy ending, light-hearted and exhilarating.
After the “Prologue,” which asks for the audience’s favor and proposes to cure the ill and dying muse of comedy from the ailments of “Sentimentals,” the play begins in Mr. and Mrs. Hardcastle’s old country house. We are introduced to the main country characters: the Hardcastles, Mrs. Hardcastle’s son Tony Lumpkin, her niece Constance Neville, and Mr. Hardcastle’s daughter, Kate. But the first scene is about much more than just this: it initiates the audience into practically all that would happen in the play. Tony is presented as a mischievous and spoilt lad; the farcical antagonism between Mr. and Mrs. Hardcastle about their preference for country and city life, respectively, commences; we learn that Kate and her father have a compromise about her dressing style, allowing her in the morning to dress as she likes, and forcing her in the evenings to wear a simple “housewife’s dress” (239); and the curious character of Marlow, Kate’s suitor, whom she has never yet met in person, is described by Miss Neville: “Among women of reputation he is the modestest man alive; but his acquaintance give him a very different character among creatures of another stamp,” that is, servants, barmaids, and prostitutes (242). Basically, all the main sources of character comedy are presented here, for which reason one often has the impression that subsequent exchanges work on the basis of flashback humor.
Act I Scene 2 is a slight divergence from the Neo-Classical unity of space: while the rest of the play is acted out in and around Mr. Hardcastle’s house, here we are shortly transported to the Three Pigeons inn, where we learn to know Marlow and his friend Hastings, whom Constance had earlier described as her town “admirer” (241) inseparable from Marlow. Hearing that they have lost their way, Tony Lumpkin grabs the opportunity and sets a trap for the visiting gentlemen: he directs them to their destination, the Hardcastle mansion, but says that it is “one of the best inns in the whole county” (247). However unrealistic and contrived this joke might seem, Goldsmith gives good logical basis for it; after all, in Act I Scene 1, Mrs. Hardcastle had already complained about their mansion “that looks for all the world like an inn” (237). Thus, the main plot of the comedy is defined by Tony’s plotting (Malek).
Act II begins with Mr. Hardcastle training his servants so that they can give due reception to the visiting gentlemen. The conversation gives a comically stereotypical view of country life by playing on the dialects of simple folks. Right after this, Marlow and Hastings arrive “to the comforts of a clean room and a good fire” (251). Marlow confirms the rumors about his shyness among women of rank and his rowdiness among women of lower orders, raising the question of how he should ever think of marrying any lady. He also explains that he has no enthusiasm for the marriage arranged by his father and he has chosen to come only because in this way Hastings may have a chance to meet his sweetheart Constance.
When Mr. Hardcastle enters and greets them by their name, Marlow and Hastings mistake him for the landlord and think that he has already asked the servants about who the guests are. He tries to strike up a conversation, but the gentlemen disregard him completely. Soon Mr. Hardcastle starts to boast of his military exploits (see below, “Historical Contexts”), substantiating Mrs. Hardcastle’s earlier complaints. The scene turns into an absurd dialogue of misconception, after which Mr. Hardcastle believes he has met the two worst and rudest city gentlemen, while they, in turn, are partly tired, partly amused by the “innkeeper’s philosophy” (256) and bewildered at the little variety in the food and beverage served at the “inn.”
But trouble is just about to begin. When Marlow leaves with Mr. Hardcastle at his back, Miss Neville comes in, surprising Hastings. After he explains his amazement at this chance encounter at an inn, Constance tells him the truth about the place. She sees through it at once, understanding that Tony must have set the guests up. Constance assures Hastings that she is ready to marry him, but she would prefer if her dowry, now in the care of her aunt Mrs. Hardcastle, could be legally theirs. The problem is that Mrs. Hardcastle wants her son Tony to marry Constance, so that the latter’s fortune may remain in the family – no matter that Tony and Constance actually despise each other. At this point (259), we are introduced to the jewel-box subplot: this is the little treasure Mrs. Hardcastle is so greedy about.
Another trick is that they cannot tell Marlow about the misunderstanding; as Hastings explains, “if abruptly informed of it, he would instantly quit the house before our plan was ripe for execution” (260). Therefore, the lovers agree that, for the time being, they should leave Marlow in the dark. At this point, Marlow, and, soon after him, Kate Hardcastle come in and engage in a dialogue that comically confirms all that we have heard about Marlow’s shyness with women of his own rank. Although she meets her “modest gentleman . . . quite in his own manner,” that is, mildly and demurely (261), Marlow perceives the whole conversation as a failure that proves that he is incapable of such socializing. In an attempt to encourage him, Kate states that “I understand you perfectly, sir” (263), but Marlow does not believe her and leaves the room in a state of confusion. Before she also exits, Kate summarizes her favorable impressions about Marlow (save his “sober sentimental” attitude, 264).
Tony, Constance, Mrs. Hardcastle, and Hastings now return to the empty stage. In a series of double entendres, Hastings makes rather dubious compliments to Mrs. Hardcastle, who farcically confesses: “There’s nothing in the world I love to talk of so much as London, and the fashions, though I was never there myself” (264–65). After she explains that “one must dress a little particular, or one may escape in the crowd,” Hastings replies: “But that can never be your case, madam, in any dress!” (265), possibly referring to the inappropriate, city-life-mocking extravagance of Mrs. Hardcastle.
When the latter, however, tries to demonstrate how amicably Tony courts Constance, his would-be wife, her son retorts rudely, stressing that he has no nice feelings towards his cousin and repeating twice that he’ll “not be made a fool of no longer” (267). This highlights the antagonism between the spoilt child and his mother, which is one of the most dramatic elements in the conflicts of the play. Before the ladies leave, Hastings offers to “lecture the young gentleman a little” (268). Instead of instructing Tony in the way of manners, however, he suggests eloping with Constance, which Tony is eager to assist with.
At the beginning of Act III, Mr. Hardcastle and Kate discuss the character of Marlow, who has, in the meantime, continued in his inappropriate behavior. The father cannot understand the daughter’s misconstruction of the suitor’s character, but one thing they seem to agree in: “to reject him” (272). Still, Kate has her conditions and sets out plotting, to prove Marlow “less impudent” and “more respectful” towards her father and to show that he is “more presuming” and “more importunate” towards herself. At this point she takes over the main plot, and the happy ending of the play depends upon her adroitness in orchestrating the piece.
Meanwhile, Tony has stolen the jewel-box. Hastings inquires whether Tony has tricked his mother into believing that all is well between him and Constance, so that they can flee on horseback unsuspected. Tony explains that stealing the “necklaces, bobs and all” (272) was no difficult task, since he has a key to all his mother’s drawers. He also excuses himself by stating that “An honest man may rob himself of his own at any time” (273).
Constance, however, would prefer to go the lawful way, which worries Hastings. Mrs. Hardcastle is unwilling to part with the jewels and would rather pretend they have been lost – to which Tony is obviously ready to testify. Curiously, when Mrs. Hardcastle says “They’re missing, I assure you. Lost, for aught I know; but we must have patience wherever they are” (274–75), she is inadvertently telling the truth, while Tony, the native liar, is seconding her unwitting truthfulness.

When Mrs. Hardcastle leaves the stage, Tony explains to Constance that the jewels have, indeed, been stolen, by no one else but himself. His mother’s hypocrisy is also revealed as she storms the stage once more, furious, shouting about the robbery. Tony continues mocking her, as if they were still play-acting the loss of the jewels, and the scene turns into downright slapstick comedy, as he keeps repeating “I can bear witness to that” (276–77) and she is beside herself with annoyance: “Was there ever such a cross-grained brute, that won’t hear me! Can you bear witness that you’re no better than a fool? Was ever poor woman so beset with fools on one hand, and thieves on the other?” (276).
Miss Hardcastle’s plot is now just about to begin. Discussing matters with her maid, she concludes that she can easily pretend to be the bartender of the “inn” and “keep up the delusion” of Marlow, to find out more about his real manners: “But my chief aim is to take my gentleman off his guard, and like an invisible champion of romance, examine the giant’s force before I offer to combat” (277). This suggests that love-games are very much like a battle – but fought for one common goal.
When Kate catches sigh of Marlow, therefore, she insists that she has heard him call a servant. She plagues him long enough and when he finally looks at her, his earlier refusal turns into the wildest confession of infatuation: “Yes, child, I think I did call. I wanted – I wanted – I vow, child, you are vastly handsome” (278). Immediately, he starts begging Kate for a kiss, first metaphorically (deliberately misunderstood by Kate), and then directly “Attempting to kiss her,” as the Stage Direction explains (279). But Kate is determined to teach him a lesson and retorts in the most bitingly ironical manner: “Pray, sir, keep your distance. One would think you wanted do know one’s age as they do horses, by mark of mouth” (279).
Marlow now goes on to brag of his conquests among the ladies, while speaking of Kate in derogatory words. The eroticism of the scene heightens as Marlow tells about his past exploits and tries to use any pretext to seduce the “barmaid.” But just as he grasps Kate’s hand, and she starts struggling to break free, Mr. Hardcastle enters, his arrival driving Marlow off stage.
The father is now triumphant, convinced of the impudence of the young suitor, but Kate insists that he will be proved just the opposite. The act ends in an agreement: though Mr. Hardcastle was going to send Marlow away immediately, he allows his daughter an hour: “Well, an hour let it be then. But I’ll have no trifling with your father” (282).
At the beginning of Act IV, we learn that Marlow’s father, Sir Charles is coming to visit, having set out “a few hours after his son” (283). This, of course, makes matters more urgent, since Sir Charles knows Hastings and would easily spoil his plot to run away with both Constance and the jewel-box, which he has meanwhile entrusted to Marlow.
Marlow, however, totally unaware of Hastings and Constance’s plot, sends the casket straight to Mrs. Hardcastle, since it is with her, he thinks, that it is safest. When Hastings comes back, he finds Marlow in high spirits. Marlow, in turn, starts boasting of his last conquest, “the tempting, brisk, lovely little thing that runs about the house” (284). To Hastings’ question – “But how can you, Charles, go about to rob a woman of her honour?” (284) – he reveals what he thinks about the economics of carnal love: “We all know the honour of a barmaid of an inn. I don’t intend to rob her, take my word for it, there’s nothing in this house I shan’t honestly pay for” (284). When Hastings asks him about the casket, Marlow tells him how he deposited it with the “landlady”; no wonder that Hastings, who is still not allowed to disclose the plot, parts from him with the ambiguous wish: “may you be as successful for yourself as you have been for me” (285).
Marlow meanwhile gives further demonstration of his impudence by admitting to Mr. Hardcastle that he himself told his servants “to drink freely . . . for the good of the house” (286). In a comic interlude, a servant of his also provides ample evidence for this, appearing on stage in a state of complete inebriation. At this, the “landlord” loses his temper and – violating his agreement with his daughter – turns Marlow out of doors, mentioning the letter he had received from Sir Charles and passing devastating judgment on the young man “no better than a coxcomb and a bully” (288).
Kate finds a dumbfounded Marlow on stage and, suspecting that he might soon learn about his mistake, turns the plot in yet another direction. She explains that she is a poor relative employed as a keeper of keys in the house, but when Marlow insists that it is an inn, she tells him that it is Mr. Hardcastle’s house. This is the moment of recognition, as Marlow exclaims: “My stupidity saw everything the wrong way. . . . This house I no more show my face in!” (289). But it is also the first moment of concord between him and Kate, who exchange words of tenderness – Marlow only regrets that her lack of a fortune makes “an honourable connexion impossible” (290). Having seen his character, however, Kate is now more determined than ever not to let him go.
In the next scene, Tony and Constance do all they can to convince Mrs. Hardcastle of their mutual dedication. When a letter is brought to him, he first wants his mother to read it but the servant explains that it is to him personally that it must be delivered. We learn, however, that Tony has difficulty in reading. Constance, on the other hand, realizes immediately that the letter is written in Hastings’ hand and – should it get into Mrs. Hardcastle’s hands – it could undo the whole plot. When Tony’s bewilderment raises Mrs. Hardcastle’s attention, Constance offers to read the letter for him. But she makes up a fake story with false names instead, concluding that the letter is “of no consequence” (293). But Tony is not satisfied and gives the letter to his mother at length, who readily reads what really is on the paper: that Constance should go immediately to the bottom of the garden, and “the hag . . . your mother” should not be allowed to suspect anything (293). Mrs. Hardcastle now decides that the horses should be applied in taking herself and Constance away from the house and thus hindering Hastings and Constance’s plot.
Everybody now turns on Tony: Hastings, Marlow, Constance – but Marlow also resents that Hastings did not explain the situation to him once he himself had been informed of his mistake. But there is no time for arguments – the coach is ready and Constance must depart with her aunt. Tony closes the act promising that “two hours hence at the bottom of the garden” everything will be corrected and rectified (296).
In Act V, Sir Charles arrives and heartily laughs at his son’s mistake along with Mr. Hardcastle. They are now ready to agree on their children’s marriage, provided Marlow and Kate are also to each other’s liking. Marlow comes in, begging a thousand pardons and expressing his gratitude for Kate’s benevolence. He still thinks that he has just parted from a poor relative of the family, and his behavior suggests false modesty. Finally, he denies that any communication about personal affairs should have taken place between him and Kate and leaves the stage in a state of distress.
Kate, in turn, enters, and is interrogated by the two fathers. She confirms that they have talked to each other several times and Marlow did express his love for her. When Sir Charles is incredulous, since the “forward, canting, ranting” (300) manners described by Kate do not seem to fit his son, Kate offers to demonstrate Marlow’s real character. They should find out for themselves how appearances and real merits finally coincide.
In the meantime, Tony has taken the ladies on a ride around the Hardcastle house, eventually bringing them full circle, leaving them off in a horse-pond. He explains to Hastings that his mother is frightened and that this is the right time to secure Constance. Just when Hastings exits, Mrs. Hardcastle crawls on stage like a comic “mermaid” “draggled up to the waist” (302). Tony now lays all blame on his mother, who, in her folly, “would be running away by night, without knowing one inch of the way” (302). When she replies, “I wish we were at home again” (302), Tony keeps frightening her a little longer, and when he spots Mr. Hardcastle approaching, he claims it must be a highwayman and hides Mrs. Hardcastle behind a tree. Unable to bear the tension, however, she, all of a sudden, rushes forward, only to find that the highwayman is, in fact, her husband. Frightened to death and humiliated by Tony’s tricks, she drives her son off stage among threats and curses.
The scene is now ready for the initiation of Sir Charles and Mr. Hardcastle. Kate makes the gentlemen sit down behind a screen and commences her conversation with Marlow. She accuses him of running after a fortune alone, and in response to this, Marlow confesses the most profound emotions in a way that “amazes” even his father (307). When the dialogue comes to its dramatic peak, and Kate is about to “cease” their relationship, the fathers step forward and explain the situation to Marlow. When reality dawns on him from behind all appearances, he feels totally humiliated and wants to take French leave. But Mr. Hardcastle detains him, and all is set for their final reconciliation.
Hastings now enters, having in vain tried to convince Constance to elope with him. Due to her prudence and her fear of further threats to their future, she refused to elope and decided to appeal to her aunt’s forgiveness and Mr. Hardcastle’s generosity instead. But the old lady is unwilling to consent to “the whining end of a modern novel” (310), so Mr. Hardcastle has to step in. He reveals that Tony has, in fact, been of age for some months, so his refusal of Constance’s hand means that she finally obtains her own jewels from Mrs. Hardcastle’s custody and, moreover, she is free to marry whomever she likes.
Before Goldsmith’s Epilogue sums up the plot of the five acts of the play in heroic couplets, all that remains is for Mr. Hardcastle to provide the formal denouement: “Tomorrow we shall gather all the poor of the parish about us, and the mistakes of a night shall be crowned with a merry morning; so boy, take her; and as you have been mistaken in the mistress, my wish is, that you may never be mistaken in the wife” (311).

Historical Contexts
Complying with the traditions of Restoration comedy, the plot of the play is meant to be nearly contemporaneous with the presentation. This “nearly” is quite marked here, since Mr. Hardcastle keeps referring to his military deserts in the Duke of Marlborough’s army, which had taken place roughly 60 years before the composition of the comedy, and although Mr. Hardcastle certainly is not pictured as a young person, to estimate his age over 80 would be quite extravagant. Goldsmith, for his part, comments on the various views of history in connection with Mr. Hardcastle, whose constant reference to his “old stories of Prince Eugene and the Duke of Marlborough” is put down by Mrs. Hardcastle as “old-fashioned trumpery” (She Stoops 237). Since this is probably the most crucial historical motif of the play, one had better start one’s survey of historical elements here.
“Marlborough’s Wars” largely coincided with the land campaign of English and allied troops in the War of the Spanish Succession (1702–13). This, in turn, followed very soon after the Nine Years War (1689–97) had ended and “decisively established that concerted allied power was able to contain France” (Hoppit 106). In the Treaty of Ryswick, King Louis XIV of France, who had previously sided with King James II, recognized William III as the lawful ruler of Great Britain and Ireland, “renounced James’s claims, refused future support to the Jacobites, and acknowledged the success of the Anglo-Dutch alliance as a powerful force in the European balance of power” (Hoppit 107). But although peace was very welcome by the English population, it could not last.
Namely, both the King of France and the Hapsburg Emperor made claims to the throne of Spain in case King Charles II of Spain should die heirless, which was more or less taken for granted, given his ill health and imbecility. On his deathbed, Charles II bequeathed the throne on Bourbon Philip, Duke of Anjou, grandson of Louis XIV. The French King therefore revoked the Partition Treaty regarding the domains of Spain, which he had signed in 1699, and accepted Charles’s will instead. In order to ensure peace, the English–Dutch alliance also accepted Philip as King of Spain, but Louis attacked the Spanish Netherlands and thereby impinged on the Treaty of Ryswick. Moreover, in 1701, James II died in exile in France, and Louis XIV quite impudently declared his son, James, the “Old Pretender,” King of England as James III (Hill 256–7). By this time, however, England, the Netherlands, and the Hapsburg Empire had already “signed a Grand Alliance to ensure that France should not dominate the Mediterranean or the Netherlands, that the crowns of France and Spain should never be united, and that France should not possess Spanish America” (Hill 257). The London Parliament, which had opted for a more pacific solution before, now also accepted that once again war should be declared on France. This came to be known as the War of the Spanish Succession.
The greatest threat that England and its allies had to face was the possible creation of a “Franco-Spanish behemoth” through the unification of those two thrones (Hoppit 109). This was, incidentally, almost the sole military concern in Queen Anne’s international affairs, whose “reign thus coincides almost exactly with the war of the Spanish Succession and the subsequent settlement” (Clark 192). She created the former Earl of Marlborough, John Churchill, Duke, and continued to entrust him with the command of allied forces, which King William had first assigned to him in 1700. During the next decade, the Duke of Marlborough campaigned gloriously in the Netherlands, marching into French territory, and gaining a decisive victory over the French with the help of Prince Eugene of Savoy, the Hapsburg Emperor’s military leader, at Blenheim (1704), practically conquering Bavaria (Cannon 109). This success was corroborated through the battles of Ramillies (1706), Oudenarde (1708), and Malplaquet (1709), which placed Britain in a commanding position” (Hill 258). In terms of the Treaty of Utrecht (1713),

Philip V was left on the Spanish throne, with an assurance that the French and Spanish crowns would never be united. The Dutch recovered most of their barrier fortresses. France abandoned the Pretender [James III] and recognised the Hanoverian succession. England gained Newfoundland, Nova Scotia, the Hudson Bay territories, Fort James in Senegambia, Gibraltar, and Minorca. English merchants were to trade with Spain on equal terms with French merchants; and England gained the coveted asiento, the monopoly right of supplying slaves to the Spanish American colonies (Hill 258).

It is this grand national narrative that Mr. Hardcastle typically alludes to, though in a fairly ambiguous manner. Catching up on Marlow’s careless mention of an “embroidery to secure a retreat,” he aptly misconstrues that last word in order to jump on his hobby-horse: “Your talking of a retreat, Mr. Marlow, puts me in mind of the Duke of Marlborough, when we went to besiege Denain” (She Stoops 254). Ironically, the Battle of Denain (24 July 1712) was the only major French victory in the Netherlands during the War of the Spanish Succession; moreover, by this time, the Duke of Marlborough had fallen from favor, and the new commander was no other than Prince Eugene, who came too late to relieve the Earl of Albemarle’s troops from the French assault (Cannon 285). The defeat at Denain was followed by “the fall of three fortresses, Douai, Le Quesnoy, and Marlborough’s last conquest, Bouchain” (Clark 223). The way Mr. Hardcastle seems to misremember crucial facts undermines his credibility and, with discerning audiences, adds to the comic effect of the play.

On the other hand, he also poses as an international hero of Christianity, placing himself at the side of Prince Eugene of Savoy, who, in 1717, recaptured Belgrade from the Turks: “Your generalship puts me in mind of Prince Eugene, when he fought the Turks at the battle of Belgrade. You shall hear” (256). But they will not; still mistaking Mr. Hardcastle for an innkeeper, Marlow and Hastings rather choose to “talk about supper” (256), cutting short a narrative that, judging from Mrs. Hardcastle’s earlier words now enabling a strong sense of flashback humor, might not have turned out to be as hilarious as the continuation of the young gentlemen’s adventures at the “country inn.” In this way, Goldsmith both reinforces the national myth of the fundaments of British predominance in Europe and satirizes the country gentleman’s obsession with historical events. In fact, the two lines of discourse meet when Mr. Hardcastle cuts both thread short; referring to a fictitious relative, he says: “Your manner, Mr. Hastings, puts me in mind of my uncle, Colonel Wallop. It was a saying of his, that no man was sure of his supper till he had eaten it” (257). This exquisite anti-climax ultimately ridicules Mr. Hardcastle’s former babbling about history.
Antecedents and successors
In terms of the history of literature, Oliver Goldsmith can be seen as an author linking two rather distant periods: the Restoration proper, and, more broadly, Neo-Classicism on the one hand, and the later developments of the 19th century on the other. It has often been attempted to place him conclusively among the Neo-Classical, the sentimental, or the “pre-Romantic” poets, but he defies such classification, just like his works. Perhaps Alistair M. Duckworth comes closest to the truth in listing the main characteristics of Goldsmith’s writings in this context:

The combination of utile and dulce in his work puts him closer, perhaps, to his Augustan predecessors than to the Romantics who followed him, though his sentiment and rural subjects give some justification to the label “pre-romantic,” with which literary historians used to describe him (238).

Arthur H. Scouten, discussing the difficulties of the periodization of Restoration and 18th-century drama, suggests that only the plays produced during Charles II’s reign (1660–1685) ought to be called Restoration proper, adding one more boundary, the Stage Licensing Act of 1737, which meant “a real, though brief, break in continuity” before the third period of Neo-Classical drama, including Oliver Goldsmith and his contemporaries (58).

From the very beginning, that is, the prologue to the play, Goldsmith makes it clear that, in opposition to the “Sentimentals,” who, in John Harrington Smith’s conjecture, tried to target “the Ladies” through their “exemplary comedies” including “sentimental elements” (Scouten 61), he is writing a “laughing or low comedy” (Malek). In this respect, he actually draws at least as much on the traditions of Restoration comedy (most notably Wycherley’s and Congreve’s comedies of manners) and the decades leading up to the Stage Licensing Act of 1737 (see Farquhart’s The Beaux’ Stratagem; cf. Malek) as on sentimental comedy. Even the title of the play alludes to this, cunningly linking the character of Miss Hardcastle and the farcical plot of the “mistakes of a night” with the person of Restoration poet and dramatist John Dryden, to whom the following couplet had been attributed by the Earl of Chesterfield in 1751: “The prostrate lover, when he lowest lies, / But stoops to conquer, and but kneels to rise” (III:131).

In “On Sentimental Comedy” (1773) Goldsmith puts the question: “[W]hich deserves the preference; the weeping sentimental comedy, so much in fashion at present, or the laughing and even low comedy . . .?” and answers it at once: “If we apply to the authorities, all the great masters in the dramatic art have but one opinion. Their rule is, that as tragedy displays the calamities of the great, so comedy should excite our laughter, by ridiculously displaying the follies of the lower part of mankind” (239). Little wonder that his contemporaries viewed his comedies in this light, and although they criticized his concessions to farcical effects or his assumed inconsistencies, they commended him because of “taking the field against that monster called Sentimental Comedy, to oppose which his comedy was avowedly written” (Rousseau 122).
Of course, the social climate had changed since the rowdy and heavily sexual stage practices of the last decades of the 17th century. As Robert Hume remarks: “By the standards of Wycherley or Congreve, Goldsmith and Sheridan are rather soft-boiled” (326). Still, the drama manages to engage and exhilarate the audience throughout, due mainly to a brilliant combination of consistent plotting and convincing characterization.

On the other end of the time-scale, another Irish-born playwright, Oscar Wilde may be mentioned, whose play The Importance of Being Earnest can in some way be seen as both a continuation and a subversion of the comedy of manners. Indeed, certain absurd or thought-provoking statements and exchanges in She Stoops to Conquer may almost be seen as vague prefigurations of Wildean paradox. To give one example to the verbal and rhetorical ambiguity Goldsmith exploits to the fullest, the argument over Marlow’s character between Sir Charles Marlow and Miss Hardcastle can be cited, where Marlow expresses his disbelief in his son’s passionate behavior as described by Kate:

Sir Charles. I know his conversation among women to be modest and submissive. This forward, canting, ranting manner by no means describes him, and I am confident he never sat for the picture.

Miss Hardcastle. Then what, sir, if I should convince you to your face of my sincerity? If you and my papa, in about half an hour, will place yourselves behind that screen, you shall hear him declare his passion to me in person.

Sir Charles. Agreed. And if I find him what you describe, all my happiness in him must have an end. [Exit.]

Miss Hardcastle. And if you don’t find him what I describe – I fear my happiness must never have a beginning (300).

Similarly comic is the way in which Hastings and Constance set up and carry on with the deception plot in Act II (258–60), or when Hastings almost forces Marlow to account for his odd behavior among “women of reputation”:

Hastings. But in the company of women of reputation I never saw such an idiot, such a trembler; you look for all the world as if you wanted an opportunity of stealing out of the room.

Marlow. Why, man, that’s because I do want to steal out of the room. . . . An impudent fellow may counterfeit modesty, but I’ll be hanged if a modest man can ever counterfeit impudence (252).

As for the aphoristic paradoxes, Hastings’s double-edged statement (“as among the ladies there are none ugly, so among the men there are none old,” 266), Marlow’s poignant remark (“I have pleased my father . . . by coming down, and I’ll tomorrow please myself by returning [to town],” 278) and the “barmaid” Miss Hardcastle’s retort can be quoted: “They say women and music should never be dated” (279). And Wilde’s contempt for all that is “fashionable” and “modern” is almost anticipated in Mr. Hardcastle’s annoyed outburst: “This may be modern modesty, but I never saw anything look so like old-fashioned impudence” (258). What would serve as an absurd source of laughter in Wilde is here more integrated and coherent still, but in view of these elements, it is perhaps no exaggeration to say that She Stoops to Conquer is one of those 18th-century plays that establish a kind of bridge between the comedy of the Restoration and that of the late 19th century, leading, in turn, to the emergence of the 20th-century Theatre of the Absurd.

Societal Context

In Oliver Goldsmith’s time, and the half century before him, education – public as well as private – became a growing concern all over Britain. It is telling, in this respect, when Mrs. Hardcastle proudly proclaims: “My son is not to live by his learning” (237). Indeed, he is not; moreover, his relative illiteracy leads to one of the most disastrous comic scenes in the play, when he presents Hastings’ letter to his own mother, the last person that should ever see it. We may take this as a hint at Goldsmith’s own stance in regard to the problem, which he dwelt on more specifically in his Enquiry into the Present State of Polite Learning in Europe (1759).

Even Mrs. Hardcastle suspects, however, that all is not well with her attitude to learning. When she needs an argument to reproach Tony, she does not fail to mention “the pains I have taken in your education” (267) – running into some self-contradiction with her sweeping statement of a few hours before. But Tony also knows how to fight this feeble argument as, in perhaps the most cruelly bickering scene of the play, he concludes: “Ecod, mother, all the parish says you have spoiled me, and so you may take the fruits on’t” (305). Education thus becomes an important issue added to the questions of birth prevalent in all the characters’ opinions. But many further problems are dealt with, and Mrs. Hardcastle seems to be an important agent in most of them – chiefly as a victim of irony and mockery, such as in the case of Mr. Hardcastle’s reference to the “morality” of Tony’s retort (305).
To begin with, various types of marriage are presented. Mrs. Hardcastle, probably drawing on both her own example and a tendency in Restoration and 18th-century marriages of convenience, makes the telling remark about Tony and Constance’s relationship: “They fall in and out ten times a day, as if they were man and wife already” (266). The ultimate resolution of the plot, however, gives us a far more optimistic view of marriage based on self-knowledge and mutual respect than what was generally presented about the turn of the 17th and 18th centuries. Namely, for Wycherley or Congreve, marriage had either been a troublesome burden (see the Pinchwifes in The Country Wife) or a pretext for conducting love affairs with other men and women (see the Fainalls in The Way of the World).
In making marriage contracts, social status and financial wealth play a crucial role. Even the distant, impoverished relative of the Hardcastles would not be a suitable match for Marlow, in spite of her nobility. Marlow’s bashfulness among ladies of condition, then, may in part follow from a serious indecision based on the dilemma: how to enjoy life optimally while not giving in to external restrictions and limitations?

Tony Lumpkin shows one extreme, rebelling against the mere shadow of anyone else’s will imposed on him. The greatest happiness for him is to be “his own man again” (310). Marlow’s schizoid behavior is the other extreme. However incredible it may seem that he should be such a different man in the company of aristocratic ladies than the spirited rake that he is among lower-class women, it can well be explained by the psychological background that is contoured by his father’s wanting him to marry the daughter of a dear old friend and thus “make our personal friendships hereditary” (297), on the one hand, and his eagerness for adventure and romance, on the other. In fact, Goldsmith’s tour de force ending manages to reconcile the two opposites, leading Marlow into a wedlock that is both a marriage of convenience and a marriage based on the most passionate love that can be proclaimed on any theatrical stage.
Besides the class consciousness testified by “poor relative” Kate’s exclamation, “One of the best families in the country keep an inn! Ha, ha, ha, old Mr. Hardcastle’s house an inn!” (289), the contrast between the city and the country is as poignant as ever since the comedies of the 1660s and 70s. There is, nonetheless, a decisive difference: whereas Wycherley and Congreve presented the city as far superior to the country with its dullness (cf. Mrs. Pinchwife in The Country Wife) and tendency to produce blockheads with a propensity to get drunk (e.g. Sir Wilfull Witwoud in The Way of the World), Goldsmith is more sympathetic towards country life and manners than the fashionable London world. In terms of literary history, this development may be a logical conclusion to the process in whose course Henry Fielding’s presentation of London and the country supplied a balanced view based as much on stereotype (e.g. in Squire Western’s character in Tom Jones) as on a well-meaning attention to individual detail (cf. Tom Jones himself).
The favorable presentation of rural life is transparent from several elements in the play. First of all, the comparison of London and the country is one of the main points introduced in the initial exchange between Mr. and Mrs. Hardcastle. If we consider that in the end it is the husband who gains the upper hand (though both he and his wife are subject to a series of comic situations during the progress of the play), it may indicate Goldsmith’s implicit preference for the country.

Secondly, the same idea is communicated in how Tony rectifies Hastings’ fashionable distemper:

Ay, now it’s dear friend, noble ’Squire. Just now, it was all idiot, cub, and run me through the guts. Damn your way of fighting, I say. After we take a knock in this part of the country, we kiss and be friends. But if you had run me through the guts, then I should be dead, and you might go kiss the hangman (302).

This reveals Tony’s rustic foolhardiness as much as the idyllic light-heartedness of rural life, and when Hastings concedes his point, he seems to have learned the lesson: do not take things all too seriously, and, when in the country, leave your city affectation behind. And this, indeed, is what happens: from gentlemen who “look woundily like Frenchmen” (245) – a feature of city nobility since the days of Charles II – Hastings and Marlow develop into mature men capable of facing up to the facts of reality and surrendering all appearances.
Thirdly, Goldsmith’s overall attitude to urbanization and the demise of country life shines through in other works of his as well, notably in The Deserted Village. If the playwrights and poets of the Restoration and the Augustan Age favored London as opposed to the country, the Age of Sensibility – partly, perhaps, due to an escapism triggered by the threat of urban industrialization carried to an extreme – turned the tables and presented rural Britain as a site of blissful idyll. Tony’s mischief, however rude, is still seen as harmless trickery that deserves as much hearty laughter as Marlow’s series of mistakes.
Still, the presentation of country life does not lack the stereotypes dwelt on by Dryden, Pope, or even Fielding. The compromise between Kate and her father makes her behave half like a mundane lady and half as a typical country maid, plainly-clad and demure. It is indicated that she goes on regular afternoon walks (261; cf. Pope’s “Epistle to Miss Blount”). The dialect used by the butler and the servants as well as Tony himself serve a comic purpose. Horse-racing, fairs, and other forms of rural entertainment are mentioned to make the plot more realistic. But all these elements are elaborated in a way that might captivate Goldsmith’s primary audience, the city aristocracy. Tony, for instance, promises the fleeing couple “a pair of horses that will fly like Whistlejacket” (291), drawing on the enormous fame of the brilliant racing horse epitomized by the painter George Stubbs (c. 1762).
Religious Contexts

In terms of religion, its practices are most intimately linked to the social aspects of country life, as outlined above. The matter is never explicitly mentioned, but from Mr. Hardcastle’s strict morality transparent from his making Kate clothe the way he will in the evening, as well as the circumstantial evidence of Alexander Pope’s “Epistle to Miss Blount on Her Leaving the Town after the Coronation,” we may surmise that evening walks and afternoon teas would normally be tightly associated with a conscientious recital of one’s evening prayers. It is also Kate’s moral sense, presumably rooted in a Christian notion of honor, that prevents her from submitting to Marlow’s ever so eager invitations to an illicit kiss in the early part of the play.
Scientific & Technological Contexts
Science and technology play a rather suppressed role in this comedy. Unless we count the motif of education in here, only a few passing remarks may be forced to belong here (such as Mrs. Hardcastle’s idiotic medical conviction that Tony suffers from a severe respiratory illness). These, however, serve also to heighten the comic appeal of the play, generally contributing to either characterization or the development of the plot. Thus, this aspect of She Stoops to Conquer is not completely irrelevant.
Biographical Contexts
If we call Oliver Goldsmith a comic author, we both do and do not do justice to him. On the one hand, for the best part of his life, he was appreciated in learned circles mostly for his comic abilities and he himself was a comic phenomenon as well, having a rather disadvantageous appearance “marked by a protruding brow, large upper lip, and receding chin” (Duckworth 225). In addition, he usually dressed in a style of inappropriate flamboyance (rather like a Restoration fop or coxcomb) and consciously “sought public applause for his wit” (Duckworth 225).
On the other hand, in his writings, he aimed at a more artistic type of appreciation. He excelled in many comic as well as non-comic genres, composing three most influential works in diverse tones and styles: a pastoral elegy (The Deserted Village, 1770), a highly controversial sentimental novel (The Vicar of Wakefield, 1766), which is often read rather as a satire on the sentimental novel genre, and She Stoops to Conquer (1773), an immensely successful play that attacks the genre of the sentimental comedy at its softest spot: laughter.
No wonder that these achievements earned Samuel Johnson’s half-mocking, half-approving aphorism: “No man was more foolish when he had not a pen in his hand, or more wise when he had” (Boswell 28). In his own defense, Goldsmith argued that wit was an essential part of polite culture, and one should not mind “if it is the only property a man sometimes has”: “We must not underrate him who uses it for subsistence, and flies from the ingratitude of the age, even to a bookseller for redress” (Enquiry 104–5). On account of this paradoxical duality, it is perhaps not too far-fetched a proposition that in the comic character of Tony Lumpkin, Goldsmith drew heavily on his own life experiences and personality traits discussed below.

This is all we should focus on in order to avoid the fallacy G. S. Rousseau warns against, discussing Goldsmith’s late 18th-century and 19th-century critics: “Poor and rich alternately, a victim of booksellers and jealous rivals, and dead by the tender age of about forty-four, Goldsmith-the-man has interested critics more than Goldsmith-the-writer” (3).

Oliver Goldsmith (1730/31–1774), sharing the Anglo-Irish background of his great satirical precursor Jonathan Swift, among others, received both informal and formal education from a very early age. At the school of the Irish village Lissoy, where he spent most of his childhood, he was tutored by Thomas Byrne, a veteran of Marlborough’s wars (Duckworth 225), who, with his adventurous recollections of those wars, may well have served as a prototype for the character of Mr. Hardcastle. Byrne was also a great enthusiast for Vergil, inspiring Goldsmith to compose witty verses, which were highly praised (Duckworth 225). Between 1737 and 1745, Goldsmith attended the diocesan school at Elphin; his father intended him to become a businessman. His mother, in contrast, wanted him to go to university, and, indeed, in 1745, he began his studies at Trinity College, Dublin as a sizar (Duckworth 225), “an undergraduate member . . . receiving an allowance from the college to enable him to study” (OED XV: 578). His lower social rank was publicly shown, enhancing his inherent self-consciousness. In Dublin, he also started to develop an addiction to gambling, which would later have a detrimental effect on his fortunes. He only graduated as a Bachelor of Arts in theology and legal studies in February 1750, due to various problems and clashes with his tutor and others at the college (Duckworth 225).

His subsequent career was also marked by controversy and scandal. At his family’s instigation, he studied medicine at Edinburgh, but he also carried on with his social activities. Clearly, his penetrating insight into the manners and fashions of the time, so vividly present in She Stoops to Conquer, is, to a good extent, a result of these experiences of his. He gained the acquaintance of many high-ranking personages, but his position as a “court jester” actually disheartened him (Duckworth 226).

1754 saw the beginning of Goldsmith’s years of European pilgrimage: he visited Switzerland, the Dutch township of Leyden, as well as Paris and Padua, intermittently attending universities. In the winter of 1756/7, he returned to England and settled in London. Soon enough, his author’s career gained decisive impetus. He began to work as a regular reviewer for Ralph Griffiths’s Monthly Review; his positive critical opinion about Burke’s epoch-making Philosophical Enquiry into the Origin of Our Ideas of the Sublime and Beautiful (May 1757) proved an effective encouragement for a new, more systematic aesthetic approach than those known before, which would later have great influence on Romantic attitudes as well. From 1759, he wrote for Smollett’s Critical Review and in the meantime he also translated from French (Duckworth 227).
His major breakthrough as an author came with the publication of An Enquiry into the Present State of Polite Learning in Europe, in which he complains precisely about the devastating effect “[c]ritics, sophists, grammarians, rhetoricians, and commentators” have on “the literary commonwealth” of all times (14). He even makes a poignant remark about those who, in his views, perpetuate the destitution of poets:

The poet’s poverty is a standing topic of contempt. His writing for bread is an unpardonable offence. . . . We keep him poor, and yet revile his poverty. Like angry parents, who correct their children till they cry, and then correct them for crying, we reproach him for living by his wit, and yet allow him no other means to live (103–4).
The polarity, in Goldsmith’s view, is, then, “less between wit and pedant than between man of the world and scholar or philosopher” (Jarvis 28). Or, in Frank Donoghue’s words: “Goldsmith, as a reviewer turned author . . . argues that critics have no authority to make . . . important determinations: he confers that authority . . . on the man of taste” (93–94). As we have already seen, Goldsmith was desperately striving to prove both a wit, a man of taste, and a man of the world (as the title of his Citizen of the World also suggests) – with rather changeable success.

Ironically, it was the publication of the highly vitriolic Enquiry that first brought acclaim for him as a full-fledged author. In 1764, this greatly contributed to his eventual participation in founding Samuel Johnson’s literary Club, together with Edmund Burke and Joshua Reynolds (Oliver-Morden 636). Here he would remain “the butt of jokes,” but he did strike back by composing humorous epitaphs for his fellow members (Oliver-Morden 637). It was also in this period that he famously retorted to Johnson’s aforementioned aphorism, claiming that “[t]here is no arguing with Johnson; for if his pistol misses fire, he knocks you down with the butt end of it” (Boswell 221).

In the 1760s, Goldsmith continued writing for periodicals, and in effect helped prolong the golden age of literary journalism, which had started in the first decades of the century. His Chinese letters, published in John Newbery’s daily Public Ledger from 24 January 1760, were later compiled and printed as The Citizen of the World (1762) (Duckworth 228). In a mock-documentary form, this work summarizes all those experiences that Goldsmith had accumulated during his early years, and which also pervade his literary works, lending them a sense of intense credibility.
At the same time, Goldsmith’s funds began seriously to dwindle. He was regularly in debt and not even the critical success of The Vicar of Wakefield and The Deserted Village could redeem the situation. Although the performances of The Good Natur’d Man (1768) and She Stoops to Conquer (1773) also meant a significant income for him, he remained in a precarious financial situation, due, according to Duckworth, to “his gambling, his generosity, and his extravagance in dress and hospitality” (235).
Down to the last year of his life, he was working on large-scale books of antique and universal historiography which, though “standard works until well into the Victorian period, are hardly read now” (Duckworth 238). He died most probably in a kidney infection which, according to some, he misdiagnosed and maltreated. His reputation as an author would remain quite high in the decades following his death, and although it has diminished since, his great works of comedy, poetry, and prose are still widely read and, even more importantly, staged in our time.
Discussion Topics
1. Collect paradoxical or proverbial aphorisms from the play and discuss whether and in what way they may be taken “seriously.”

2. How does Goldsmith exploit the advantages of Restoration stagecraft? How are his ideas reflected in the Stage Directions?
3. Which is the “hardest castle”? In other words, who has the most difficult task in conquering which character in the Hardcastle family?

4. Who is the main plotter in the play? Is it Tony Lumpkin or Kate Hardcastle or someone else?

5. How is dialect or linguistic idiosyncrasy used in the play?
6. Give titles to the five acts and identify the main agents in each. How do conflicts, dialogues, and actions emerge and evolve? What is the driving force behind them?

7. Is it plausible that any character should undergo such radical change in such a short period of time?

8. Choose the most comic scene of the play and highlight in what ways it is effective in creating a “laughing comedy.” Dare to be subjective in your choice.
9. In what degree are the different characters of the play satisfied by its “happy ending”?

10. The title refers to Kate Hardcastle’s “stooping to conquer.” In what ways do other characters “stoop” during the play? Do they choose or are they forced to do so?

Essay Ideas

1. Types of irony in She Stoops to Conquer.

2. She Stoops to Conquer in light of the comic ideals of the late 17th and 18th centuries.

3. Give a comparative analysis of She Stoops to Conquer with a Restoration comedy of manners. You may focus on character, plot and plotting, the contrast between appearances and reality, gender roles, the views of marriage, or any other aspect of the selected plays.
4. Proper nouns, characterization, and social criticism in She Stoops to Conquer.

5. May appearances lead to a deeper understanding of reality the way Kate Hardcastle’s several metamorphoses suggest? Discuss.
Complementary Texts
William Wycherley, The Country Wife
William Congreve, The Way of the World
Alexander Pope, “Epistle to Miss Blount on Her Leaving the Town after the Coronation”

Henry Fielding, Tom Jones

George Farquhar, The Beaux’ Stratagem
Oliver Goldsmith, The Deserted Village
Oscar Wilde, The Importance of Being Earnest
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