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Critical opinion on Thomas Shadwell's The Woman Captain (1679) has
come to little consensus; the play has been variously labelled "a comedy of
intrigue" in the manner of Aphra Behn, a romantic comedy, a farce, a
Hobbesian commentary on free will and human nature, and a
"swashbuckling play." Neither is there much agreement on what the play is
about. Suggestions range from women's personal concerns to the education
of the rake, from the degeneration of males and the older aristocracy to
"liberty cast in domestic terms" (Armistead 3-98). Only two things seem
clear in the confusion. First, The Woman Captain is no typical or
stereotypical Restoration comedy: it is "unlike anything currently being
done" according to Arthur Scouten (Craik 189) and, in fact, only
occasionally resembles Shadwell's other comedies. Second, the play was
immensely popular in its day, remaining in the Dorset Garden repertory for
a decade and enjoying revivals in the eighteenth century at Lincoln's Inn
Fields in 1703, at Drury Lane in 1710, and again at Lincoln's Inn Fields in
1716 (Summers 11).

The Woman Captain is unusual but not because of its farcical elements
(farce was popular in the 16705)and not because its heroine is disguised as a
man (breeches parts were common enough). The play is uncommon
because it has no hero; rather it has a heroine who resembles neither
Etherege's Harriet nor Wycherley's Margery (two of her more famous
contemporaries in the 16705) and who is not playing the mating game.
More unusual, Shadwell's heroine is attempting to extricate herself from an
undesirable marriage, to remove her person from an abusive husband. To
compound further the uniqueness of this play, Mally Gripe, unlike Mrs.
Woodly in Shadwell's own Epsom Wells (1672) or a number of other
heroines in other comedies, is not seeking her freedom so that she can
indulge in amours with more desirable men than her husband, or even so
that she can play the unrestricted fashionable young lady. What she wants is
personal freedom; she desires "the liberty of a She-Subject of England" (I).
The Gripe marriage has failed to give Mally the freedom to be a proper and
good wife; she is merely a prisoner of her husband.

Briefly, the play concerns Mally Gripe, a sensible and virtuous young
wife whose elderly jealous husband keeps her imprisoned in his house,
fearing that she will cuckold him. When Sir Humphrey Scattergood and his
gang of young libertines storm the house with the intention of freeing
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