Aphra Behn's Oroonoko: issues of Restoration literature and culture

Privacy and 'masking'

How can you know who someone really is?  What if they are not telling the truth?  Linked to this is privacy..private reading and private thoughts are covert, not open.  Identity is created by social interaction, but what if the person does not show themselves honestly?

Religion

Challenged by new ideas, the freedom of speech during the Wars, which allowed sectaries and agnostics to challenge accepted ways of religious thinking and belief.  New philosophies and natural philosophy (ie science) also challenge orthodox views of the world. 

Masculinity, the feminine and power

Heroic, Roman virtues are extolled, but the feminine is also acknowledged.  Masculinity and power, with their correlatives of imperialism and colonialisation, are underpinned by violence.  

At the same time, London has the first homosexual 'scene', molly houses for transvestites, and men ostentatiously dress in blousy silks and laces.  

Money, trade and industry

The British are building an empire based on naval power and money.  They are adept at trade, and the colonies are run on commercial lines.  Many go seeking their fortunes, and are successful.  Other less likely people, such as aristocrats, are also involved in the colonies, trade and industry.  The duke of Newcastle (M Cavendish's husband) is making a fortune from coal mining, in Northumberland and in Derbyshire.  The foundation of the Bank of England in 1694 leads to the use of credit, which opens up trade and industry, colonisation and empire, even further.  

Nature

Is nature to be overcome, or to be recognised and nurtured.  Nature is associated with female, unless it is tamed and regimented into a garden, like Marvell's Appleton House.  Nature in art is made to look like classical Italian scenes, even when depicting France or Britain.  Nature is exotic, erotic and associated with the female body.  

Colonialism, Imperialism, race and slavery

Slavery was the basis of the West Indian colonies, and was a massive commercial enterprise from the 1680s.  Does anything (ie racism) really exist until it is named?  Behn's acceptance of slavery as something which 'just is' is quite telling, as is the fact that you have to dig around and look hard in order to discover what was acceptable for 'other' slaves.

However, not all non-whites were slaves, and some were 'over here' rather than in the West Indies, as paid employees.  Writers and artists usually 'whitewash' their scenes, though, unless they want to make a point concerning white (usual male sexual) anxiety.  What isn't mentioned, isn't there.

Englishness and cultural displacement

Many English became expatriates, either for commercial reasons, marriage, military postings or evangelism.  Cultural objects from other cultures, for example from Africa or the East Indies, were plucked out and brought to England, where they became signifiers within a different culture, with different meanings.

Classical art, ideas and values

These were employed in the service of heroic masculinity, empire and power.  The values were those of imperial Rome, and rulers tended towards absolutism.  Charles II, too, dispensed with Parliament in 1683, but he did not live long enough to make absolutism 'stick' in Britain.  

Metropolitan London

London became metropolitan, cosmopolitan, commercial (it was 'the' place to go shopping), very large, very rich and very powerful.  People flocked there to find work and a better life from all over Britain...they were without community or family, many for the first time.  Anonymity could be a blessing, or a curse - offering freedom or hardship and death

Disease and death

Syphilis was rife in the sexual licence of the court and the city around it, as were the diseases and dangers of poverty - cold and hunger.

The real scourge of the age was smallpox (the Stuarts were prone to it - it killed Charles II's sister, and his niece Queen Mary, as well as Queen Anne's only surviving son and heir).  It was originally a childhood disease like chicken pox, but a virulent and deadly strain developed in the mid century.  It was called smallpox to differentiate it from 'great pox' or syphilis, and it retained connotations of female sin/licence and sexual incontinence for centuries.

Excess

The Baroque tendency to excess can be seen in many ways, art, dress, literature...

Literature and writing

New forms of writing were being developed by members of the Royal Society to describe the results of experiments and observations...it was 'plain' speech, we still use it to describe empirical experiments in science today,  The aim was to tell 'truth' about observations.

The body as a signifier

Always, male or female, human or non-human...it's always 'written on the body'

