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Exploring William
Congreve's The Way of the
World: A Guide to the Full
Text and Its Enduring
Legacy

When one speaks of the pinnacle of
Restoration comedy, few works command as
much respect and scholarly attention as
William Congreve The Way Of The World
Full Text. First performed in 1700, this play
represents the zenith of English comedic
drama from the Restoration period. It is a play
of intricate plots, razor-sharp dialogue, and
deeply human characters navigating the
treacherous waters of love, money, and social
ambition in London high society. For students,
theatre enthusiasts, and literary scholars,
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this masterpiece is essential for appreciating
the wit and wisdom of the late seventeenth
century.

Congreve’s work is not merely a historical
artifact; it is a living piece of literature that
continues to be performed, studied, and
adapted. The full text reveals a world that is
both alien and familiar—a society obsessed
with reputation, inheritance, and the intricate
dance of courtship. This article will serve as
your comprehensive guide to understanding,
locating, and appreciating William Congreve
The Way Of The World Full Text.

The Historical Context of
the Play

To fully appreciate the full text of The Way of
the World, one must first understand the world
in which it was written. The Restoration period
in England began in 1660 when King Charles Il
returned from exile. After years of Puritan rule
under Oliver Cromwell, during which theatres
were closed and public entertainment was
considered sinful, the Restoration brought a
dramatic cultural shift. The theatres reopened,
and a new kind of comedy emerged—one that
was cynical, witty, and unapologetically



William Congreve The Way Of The
World Full Text

William Congreve was born in 1670, just a
decade after the Restoration, and he grew up
in this revitalized theatrical culture. He wrote
his first play, The Old Bachelor, at the age of
twenty-three, and it was an immediate
success. However, it is The Way of the World,
written when he was thirty, that is widely
regarded as his masterpiece and the crowning
achievement of Restoration comedy. The play
premiered at the Lincoln's Inn Fields Theatre in
1700, but it was not an immediate hit.
Audiences of the time found the plot too
complex and the wit too dense. It took time for
the play to be recognized for the genius it is.

Understanding the Plot of
The Way of the World

The full text of The Way of the World presents
a plot of remarkable complexity. At its heart,
the story revolves around two couples:
Mirabell and Millamant, and the secondary
couple, Fainall and Mrs. Marwood. Mirabell is a
witty and clever gentleman who is deeply in
love with Millamant, a beautiful and equally
witty heiress. However, Millamant's fortune is

contralled by her aunt, lady Wishfort _a vain
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and aging woman who has her own designs on
Mirabell. This creates a central conflict that
drives the entire play.

Mirabell, in a bid to win Lady Wishfort's favor,
has previously pretended to court her, a
deception that, when discovered, enrages her
and leads her to block his marriage to
Millamant. The plot thickens with the
introduction of Fainall, a schemer who is
married to Lady Wishfort's daughter, and Mrs.
Marwood, who is both Fainall's lover and a
woman who harbors her own resentment
against Mirabell. The full text weaves together
these characters in a series of deceptions,
counter-deceptions, and revelations that
culminate in the famous "proviso scene"
between Mirabell and Millamant, where they
negotiate the terms of their marriage.

Key Characters in the Full
Text

The full text of The Way of the World is
populated by some of the most memorable
characters in English drama. Each character
serves a specific purpose in the intricate
machinery of the plot.

e Mirabell: The protagonist and a model
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of Restaoration wit._He is infplligpn’r

charming, and morally superior to most
of the other characters. His name
suggests "admirable" in French, and he
indeed serves as the moral center of the
play.

e Millamant: The brilliant and beautiful
heiress whom Mirabell loves. She is
witty, independent, and fully aware of
her value. Millamant is perhaps the most
fully realized female character in
Restoration comedy, possessing both
intelligence and emotional depth.

e Lady Wishfort: The aging aunt who
controls Millamant's fortune. She is vain,
gullible, and desperate to appear
younger than she is. Lady Wishfort
provides much of the play's physical
comedy, but she is also a figure of
genuine pathos.

e Fainall: The primary antagonist. He is a
cynical and immoral man who plots to
control his wife's fortune and ruin
Mirabell. Fainall represents the darker
side of Restoration society.

e Mrs. Marwood: Fainall's lover and a
woman consumed by jealousy and spite.
She is one of the few truly malicious
characters in the play.

——\Waitwel-and-Foiblte-Servents-who—
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play crucial roles in the plot. Waitwell
impersonates Mirabell's wealthy uncle,
Sir Rowland, to trick Lady Wishfort, while
Foible, her maid, assists in the scheme.

e Sir Wilfull Witwoud: A country
bumpkin and Millamant's cousin. He
provides comic relief through his lack of
sophistication and his awkward attempts
at courtship.

e Petulant and Witwoud: Two fops who
serve as hangers-on in fashionable
society. Witwoud is particularly notable
for his attempts at wit, which often fall
flat.

Major Themes in The Way
of the World

Reading the full text of The Way of the World
reveals a wealth of thematic content that goes
beyond mere entertainment. Congreve used
his play to comment on the society of his time
in ways that remain relevant today.

Love and Marriage as Economic
Transactions

At the heart of the play is the idea that
marriage in Restoration England was often less
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and financial security. Millamant's fortune is
the primary obstacle to her union with
Mirabell. The famous proviso scene, in which
the two lovers negotiate the terms of their
future marriage, is a brilliant dramatization of
this reality. Millamant demands to be treated
as an equal, not a possession, while Mirabell
seeks assurances of fidelity and mutual
respect. This scene is widely regarded as one
of the greatest in English comedy.

Deception and Appearance vs.
Reality

The full text is filled with characters who are
not what they seem. Mirabell pretends to court
Lady Wishfort. Waitwell pretends to be Sir
Rowland. Mrs. Marwood pretends to be a friend
while plotting betrayal. Congreve explores the
idea that society itself is a stage, and
everyone is playing a role. This theme
resonates with the broader Restoration
preoccupation with performance and identity.

The Nature of True Wit

Congreve was a master of wit, and the play
distinguishes between genuine intelligence

and mere cleverness, Mirabell and Millamant
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possess true wit, which is allied with moral
understanding. Characters like Witwoud and
Petulant, on the other hand, represent wit as
mere performance—flashy but ultimately
empty. The full text rewards careful reading
because the dialogue is layered with meaning,
and what seems like a simple insult often
contains a deeper philosophical point.

The Role of Women in Society

Millamant is a remarkably modern character in
many ways. She demands autonomy and
respect in a society that denied both to
women. Lady Wishfort, for all her foolishness,
is a tragic figure because she is trapped by her
age and gender. Mrs. Fainall, Mirabell's former
lover, is a victim of the double standards that
governed sexual behavior for men and women.
The full text offers a surprisingly nuanced
exploration of these gender dynamics.

Where to Find the Full Text
of The Way of the World

For those seeking William Congreve The
Way Of The World Full Text, there are
several excellent options available, both online
and in print. Because the play is in the public
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Online Sources for the Full Text

e Project Gutenberg: This is one of the
most reliable sources for free, high-
quality digital texts. The full text of The
Way of the World is available in multiple
formats, including HTML, EPUB, and
Kindle.

e The Internet Archive: This digital
library offers scanned copies of early
editions of the play, which can be
valuable for scholarly research.

e Bartleby.com: A reputable source for
classic literature, offering the full text
with introductory notes and annotations.

* Google Books: Many editions of
Congreve's collected works are available
for preview or full download.

e Luminarium.org: A website dedicated
to English literature, offering the full text
along with critical essays and
background information.

Print Editions Worth Seeking

While digital texts are convenient, a high-
quality print edition offers the pleasure of
reading the play as it was meant to be
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available:

e The Norton Anthology of English
Literature: This widely used textbook
includes the full text of the play along
with extensive annotations and critical
context.

» Oxford World's Classics: This edition
of Congreve's plays offers a scholarly
introduction, notes, and appendices that
illuminate the historical context.

e Dover Thrift Editions: An affordable
and accessible edition that includes the
complete text without extensive notes,
ideal for casual readers.

e Cambridge University Press: The
definitive scholarly edition, which
includes textual variants and extensive
commentary.

Tips for Reading the Full
Text

The full text of The Way of the World can be
challenging for modern readers due to its
complex plot and the dense, witty dialogue
typical of Restoration comedy. Here are some
tips to enhance your reading experience.
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Read Act by Act

The play is structured in five acts, and each
act has its own dramatic arc. Do not try to
read the entire play in one sitting. Instead,
read one act at a time, taking notes on the plot
developments and character revelations. This
will help you keep track of the intricate
relationships and schemes.

Use Annotations and Footnotes

If you are reading an annotated edition, make
full use of the footnotes. Many of the jokes and
references in the play are specific to the social
and political context of Restoration England.
Understanding these references will greatly
enhance your appreciation of Congreve's wit.

Watch a Performance

Restoration comedy was written to be
performed, not read silently. Watching a filmed
or live performance can bring the dialogue to
life and make the complex plot easier to
follow. Several excellent productions of The
Way of the World are available on DVD and
streaming platforms. The National Theatre in
London has produced notable versions over
the years.
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Consider the Language

Congreve's language is one of the great
pleasures of the play. He uses a formal,
balanced prose style that is both elegant and
precise. Pay attention to the rhythms of the
dialogue, the use of rhetorical devices, and the
way characters speak differently depending on
their social status and intelligence. The full
text is a masterclass in dramatic writing.

The Literary Significance of
The Way of the World

The Way of the World holds a unique place in
the history of English drama. It was the last
great play of the Restoration period, and it
marked the end of an era. After 1700, public
taste shifted toward sentimental comedy and
moralizing drama. Congreve himself wrote no
more plays, perhaps sensing that the cultural
moment had passed.

The full text of the play demonstrates why it
has survived and thrived for over three
centuries. Its wit is timeless, its characters are
richly drawn, and its themes remain relevant.
The proviso scene between Mirabell and
Millamant is often cited as one of the greatest



William Congreve The Way Of The
World Full Text

scenes in all of
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