
Theater and Cosmopolitanism in the
Restoration and Beyond: Exploring the Global
Connections and Impact of English Drama
The Restoration period in English history (1660-1688) marked a significant
era of political and social change, as well as a resurgence in artistic and
intellectual endeavors. Theater, in particular, played a pivotal role in
shaping the cultural landscape of the time, reflecting and influencing the
nation's evolving identity and its growing interconnectedness with the wider
world. This article examines the role of theater in fostering cosmopolitanism
in the Restoration period and beyond, exploring the global connections and
influences that shaped English drama and its impact on international
audiences.
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The Restoration Stage: A Global Melting Pot

With the reopening of theaters after the Puritan ban, London's theater
scene underwent a remarkable transformation. New playhouses were built,
and a diverse array of plays from various genres and countries graced the
stages. French and Spanish influences were particularly prominent, as
playwrights sought to incorporate exotic and foreign elements into their
works.

English dramatists also turned their attention to global themes and settings.
Plays such as Aphra Behn's "Oroonoko" (1688) and Thomas Southerne's
"Oroonoko" (1695) explored the complexities of slavery and the encounter
between different cultures. These works challenged prevailing stereotypes
and encouraged audiences to reflect on the interconnectedness of the
world.

The Impact of Travel and Trade
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The Restoration period witnessed an unprecedented surge in travel and
trade, which further contributed to the cosmopolitan nature of English
theater. Mariners, merchants, and travelers brought back tales of distant
lands and cultures, which found their way into plays and other literary
works.

The coffeehouse culture that emerged during this period also played a role
in fostering cosmopolitanism. These establishments became meeting
places for people from all walks of life, where ideas and information from
around the world were exchanged. Playwrights and theatergoers alike
frequented these venues, exposing themselves to diverse perspectives and
global influences.

English Drama on the International Stage

The cosmopolitanism of English theater extended beyond the shores of
England. English plays were performed throughout Europe and the
Americas, influencing local theater traditions and shaping global cultural
exchange. Playwrights such as William Shakespeare and Ben Jonson were
particularly popular in France, where their works were adapted and staged
by renowned actors such as Molière.

In the American colonies, English theater played a vital role in establishing
a shared cultural identity. Plays from England, as well as locally produced
works, provided a common ground for colonists from diverse backgrounds.
Theater companies touring the colonies spread English language, customs,
and ideas, contributing to the development of an American cultural
landscape.

Cosmopolitanism and Social Change



The cosmopolitan nature of English theater had a profound impact on
society. By exposing audiences to different cultures and perspectives, it
challenged narrow-minded views and fostered a greater understanding of
the world. Plays that explored themes of tolerance, diversity, and global
interconnectedness helped shape public opinion and contributed to social
change.

For example, Aphra Behn's play "The Widow Ranter" (1689) criticized
religious intolerance and advocated for greater social acceptance. Thomas
Southerne's "The Fatal Marriage" (1694) explored the complexities of racial
prejudice and the consequences of interracial relationships. These plays
sparked public debate and raised awareness about important social issues.

The theater in the Restoration period and beyond played a pivotal role in
fostering cosmopolitanism and promoting global connections. Through its
diverse repertoire, its openness to foreign influences, and its impact on
international audiences, English drama became a powerful force in shaping
cultural exchange and promoting understanding across borders. By
showcasing the interconnectedness of the world and challenging prevailing
stereotypes, theater contributed to a more cosmopolitan and enlightened
society.

The legacy of Restoration theater's cosmopolitanism continues to resonate
today. In an increasingly globalized world, where cultural exchange and
understanding are more important than ever, the theater remains a vital
platform for exploring different perspectives, promoting empathy, and
fostering global connections.
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