Synopsis of

She Stoops to Conquer; or The Mistakes of a Night (1773)
By Oliver Goldsmith [1728-1774] 

Characters:

· Mr. Hardcastle—A short-tempered guardian 

· Mrs. Hardcastle--A simple-minded guardian and mother 

· Kate Hardcastle--A manipulative, attractive daughter to Mr. Hardcastle 

· Richard Marlow--Suitor to Kate and friend of George 

· Sir Charles Marlow--Richard's father, desires for him to marry Kate 

· George Hastings--In love with Neville, wants marriage 

· Constance Neville--In love with George, wants jewels 

· Tony Lumpkin--A single comic, foolish, friend to George and son to Mrs. Hardcastle 

· Diggory--The typical servant.

Summary and Analysis of the Plot:

When Kate Hardcastle feigns being a bar-maid to draw Richard Marlow's attention to her beauty, she is figuratively stooping to conquer.  She Stoops to Conquer marks a refreshing change in the realm of  Eighteenth Century dramatic comedy.  Long gone is the sensational and often unbelievable moral depravity found in such a comedy as The Man of Mode; perhaps dramatists were encountering limits in the repugnance that they could present.  Playwrights and audiences had also tired of the sentimentalism that has been coating the Restoration-era stage in tearful swooning and swelling phrases.  Thus, Goldsmith takes the reins of dramatic comedy and steers it in the direction of levity and simplicity.  Indeed, his comedy of errors focuses not on humor borne of moral ideals or failings, but on that of the seemingly inconsequential and often innocent mistakes of distinctively human characters.

The play opens with character introductions.  The audience learns of Mrs. Hardcastle's lenient treatment of her lazy, mischievous son Tony Lumpkin. Tony's half-sister Kate is displayed as a fashionable, stubborn beauty who has little confidence in her father's taste for suitors. Kate turns to her best friend, Constance Neville, for advice about Hardcastle's endorsement of the modest, but respectable Richard Marlow.  It seems that Miss Neville must overcome some romantic struggles of her own; Mrs. Hard castle has pressured her to reject the gentle advances of Mr. Hastings, so that she may marry Tony and thereby keep her inheritance in the Hardcastle purse.

Scene two of Act One marks the beginning of a hilarious series of mistakes and fallacies.  After a tiring day of travel, Richard Marlow and George Hastings seek respite and direction in the local tavern.  At the tavern, Lumpkin plays a practical joke on the pair of travelers.  Tony's false directions lead them to the Hardcastle residence, where they believe they can lodge for a decent rate before continuing on to meet Mr. Hardcastle and his beautiful daughter at his estate. The "inn" is actually the Hardcastle Mansion, but the travelers do not realize this because the mansion remarkably resembles an inn.  When they reach the "inn," they perplex Mr. Hardcastle with their domestic demands and awkward formality. Needless to say, Marlow and Hastings make a very bad first impression on Mr. Hardcastle, treating his house and servants as he would if he were actually spending the night in an actual inn.  Hastings is soon informed of his mistake when he meets an astounded Miss Neville and she reveals Tony's penchant for mischief.  The couple decides to leave Marlow in ignorance for the time being so that their plans for marriage will not be thwarted by his outrage and embarrassment.

Richard Marlow's primary meeting with Kate is very awkward; he demonstrates his nervousness by stuttering and constantly looking towards the ground instead of into her face. In fact, he does not even catch a glimpse of the beautiful Kate.  Later, Miss Hardcastle resolves to reintroduce herself to Marlow as a barmaid, with the hope that he would be more candid about his feelings for her.  With sexual undertones, he explains to Hastings, "She’s mine, you rogue, you...we all know the honor of the barmaid of an inn.  I don't intend to rob her...there's nothing in this house I shan't honestly pay for" (IV.ii.51-63).  As shown, Marlow is immediately smitten by this new humble creature and her interest is piqued by his bold and offensive actions towards the barmaid.

Neville and Hastings face a different conflict. The pair does not have problems with expressing love; instead they experience difficulties with the sanctions of marriage. Together, their relationship represents negative attitudes towards arranged marriages and the strict laws which govern who may join in holy matrimony. They must hide their love from Mrs. Hardcastle, for she is the proprietor of Neville's jewels, and to obtain her wealth, Constance must marry whomever Mrs. Hardcastle pleases, unless t he man refuses. To keep the money in the family, Mrs. Hardcastle wishes for Neville to marry her son Tony. Unfortunately, Tony and Constance despise each other and would do anything to rid themselves of the predicament. Tony realizes that it would be in his best interest for Hastings to marry Neville.  Thus, Tony and Hastings work together to steal Constance's jewels from her greedy Aunt and to arrange it so Constance and Hastings can flee the Hardcastle manor, but through mistakes made by Hastings, Marlow, and Diggory, the jewels return to the custody of Mrs. Hardcastle. By the end of Act four, love relationships are not looking well for either Hastings or Marlow.

All the mistaken identities and schemes would be revealed, one would suppose, when Marlow is finally confronted with the truth about this "inn."  However, Kate enjoys living behind an alias; she admits to a flabbergasted Marlow that she is not a barmaid, but claims instead that she is a poor relation of the Hardcastle family.

It is at this point that the typical Restoration letter enters the scene to complicate as already twisted set of lies and misperceptions. Just after assuring his mother of his intent to marry Constance, Tony receives a letter from Mr. Hastings detailing the events of the elopement plan. Miss Neville tries to keep the letter from her aunt, but her efforts are foiled by Tony's foolishness. Mrs. Hardcastle, now aware of Hastings' plot, decides to take Neville out of town for awhile. Meanwhile, Sir Charles Marlow has entered the premises to discuss the union of his son to Kate Hardcastle. Thanks to Hardcastle's uninhibited objection to Marlow's apparent hypocrisy, the young suitor, Richard, finally learns of Kate's true identity.

While this is happening, Tony is literally driving Neville and Mrs. Hardcastle in a cyclical maze around their property. He has assumed the reigns of the family coach and successfully attempting to appear lost in the depths of the wilderness. When Tony hears Hardcastle shuffling along on his evening walk, he sends Mrs. Hardcastle into hiding with warnings of an approaching assailant.  When Mrs. Hardcastle runs out from hiding to save her son form the advances of this ruthless criminal, she and Neville think that Tony has just instituted another practical joke.

Once all the plots are unfolded and the secrets revealed; the play ends happily with Tony's formal rejection of Neville, and Hardcastle's encouragement and blessing of his daughter's union with Marlow.  Each Couple overcomes the "mistakes of the night" to gain happiness.

With his treatment of humor in She Stoops to Conquer, Goldsmith has departed from many of the conventions of Restoration Comedy, but he has also reverted back to some of the characterization and plot elements that his dramatic predecessors employed a century before. The two young couples are not unlike those in The Rover.   Aphra Behn fashioned Florinda and Belvile as devoted lovers, whose lives were dependent on each other’s presence.  Constance and Hastings are similarly devoted-Hastings acknowledged that he would wait three years for Constance if he had to.  In the same way, Kate and Richard are rather like Hellena and Willmore.  The feelings that each woman has for her man are superficial; physical attraction and the appeal of companionship bond each woman to her man.  True love, in the modern sense of the word, is not at the center of either relationship.

Parallel characters are also very nearly found between Mrs. Hardcastle and in Lady Wishfort of The Way of the World.  Both women are doting aunts who occupy their excessive time by meddling in the affairs of all underneath them. They are also both struggling with the threat of fading youth and se appeal-traits which are essential to the social and stylistic health of any Restoration-period woman.  Thus, they attempt to recapture their lost femininity by living vicariously through the maidens in their domain.  Of course, Lady Wishfort is not an exact reflection of Mrs. Hardcastle; Wishfort is satirized for her romantic delusions, while Hardcastle's faults lie in the treatment of her son. 

nb: The foregoing has been excerpted from a homepage posting for EN LT 224 formerly displayed at University of Virginia’s Website.

