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Tragedy, Pure Comedy would be the thing. And all, in this, I
will ask you to do is to give me an idea of the sort of Comic
Character which will suit yourself. No doubt, in your stage
experience—you have often said—“If I could get such or such a
character fully elaborated, I could make a great hit in it.” Think
but of this, & give me the fullest conception of it you can. What
I want is—that all is pathos & height should not be apart from
the comic, but belong so essentially to it (as in Don Quixote)
that you should almost laugh & weep, ridicule & admire in a
breath.

My fault is to separate the comic from the grave, but I
think I could do much if I once saw how to blend the two in one
conception.’

Intrigued, Macready agreed with the idea of a comedy and suggested
reversing Bulwer-Lytton’s original notion of a “rogue” character for him. Macready
thought that the character might be more interesting as a true gentleman who is
seen as a rogue (or failure) by those around him. By the end of June, Bulwer-Lytton
had arrived at a workable plot for a play initially titled Appearances, expanding
on and rethinking Macready’s suggestions. Bulwer-Lytton’s health was uncertain
and doubts about when and where—or if—the play would be staged slowed
progress. He wrote to Macready for a definitive answer in late August of 1840:

Do you still want my Play? Frankly yes or no. I can now copy it
fairly. Thave heightened the individuality of your character—by
what I think a happy afterthought & given the whole play a
purpose & philosophy it wanted before. This may you conjecture
by the Title I now suggest

The Egotists

or

The Sin of the Century
I propose carrying Egotism thro” many of its various Shades . . .
I have been ill again.®

By September 1, 1840, Bulwer-Lytton was completing the writing of the
play and was able to fully describe the numerous characters in his correspondence
and he renamed the play Money. Aside from some small suggestions from Macready,
Bulwer-Lytton departed from his usual dramatic method of borrowing a plot and
characters from history or a literary source. Money is a completely original
conception and Macready responded with a general enthusiasm coupled with an
eye toward adding improvements and polishing. Rehearsals for the original
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melodramatic components of Money, acknowledging the fun of them, but playing
it all “straight” with an energy and clarity that is engaging and revealing. He
succeeds in enticing a late 1990s audience into enjoying the melodramatic brio
without laughing at the play’s outmoded structural conventions or, more importantly,
overlooking the insightful themes that give the play its true value. Caird takes the
play on its own merits, subtly emphasizing the satirical connections that can be
made for a contemporary audience who may, he obviously hopes, equate the greed
of 1840 with that of the post-Thatcher/Reagan English-speaking world. More
than mildly diverting theatrical archaeology, its nearly three-hour performance
delivers a sense of completeness and resolution that is a theatrical rarity in any era.
The production’s setting by Rob Howell is a giant gold floor in the shape of a coin
bordered by the blackened and broken wreckage of houses and furnishings blighted
by the profit motive, continually in view to remind the audience of the world of
poverty just outside the view of the charmed circle of wealth pervading the play.
Virtually the only furnishings used are a batch of golden chairs swiftly moved into
various positions to simply (and quickly) establish the play’s ten scenes, ranging
from various drawing rooms to an exclusive London club—but all belonging to
the same world of privilege.*> The actors galvanize the play with an energy that
brings Money to ripe life, combining a moving humanity with the play’s humor
and melodramatic paraphernalia.

Money s melodramatic elements are similar to those of so much Victorian
literature: sentiment, intrigue, disappointed hopes, thwarted love, suspense, and
even the introduction of important documents and letters revealed at critical moments.
But Bulwer-Lytton uses these melodramatic embellishments much as Ibsen would;
although Nora Helmer of 4 Doll’s House is at the mercy of a blackmailer and is
incriminated by a letter in a locked mailbox, Ibsen’s focus remains firmly fixed on her
inner moral struggle. Bulwer-Lytton similarly keeps his focus on the moral dilemmas
of Evelyn and Clara; if he fails to use melodramatic conventions with the subtlety of
Ibsen, these devices drive his action forward and reveal character in much the same
manner. Bulwer-Lytton’s interest is in his theme and in exploring the motives of his
leading characters, not in the well-worn theatrical conventions of his day, which he
uses only to provide a firm and familiar structure for exploring the play’s substantial
issues with wit, wisdom, and a guarded idealism. In fact, one of the few significant
differences between Money and one of Ibsen’s social problem plays is that Bulwer-
Lytton is not prepared to allow his action to end in a tragic—or even an unhappy-
outcome.

Money is an earnest play in its bitter mocking of its age’s love affair with
money. Most assuredly intended as an entertainment, Money s comedy nonetheless
implicates the conscience of its audience without unduly disturbing it. The
implication still sticks at the end of the twentieth century, despite the obvious
differences in language, social convention, and fashion. The inequities of a
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states that Money is significant

not only because it combined so well many of the distinguishing
features of earlier comedy—the mixture of comic, pathetic, and
dramatic components in a framework of rhetorical prose, the
presence of eccentric, ‘humours’ characters, the glowingly
idealized heroine, the firm basis of moral platitude and
sentimental indulgence—but also because of its influence upon
subsequent comedy.*

Booth underscores that “the main themes of Money—wealth, class, social
ambition, and social pride—became the general subject-matter of so much Victorian
comedy that the tracing of influences upon individual plays would be repetitious
and pointless,”* and that Money is “a transitional play and as an influential one it
is probably the most important comedy of the nineteenth century.”” Booth is
close to expressing the full appreciation that Money deserves. Its central theme is
timeless; it is a play redolent with the pros and cons of a society in which nothing
seems to happen without consideration of financial circumstances. The play is
packed with action—with twists and turns of its highly-charged plot—but Money’s
vigor emerges from his questioning of the dogmas of his time, and those are not
unlike those at the millennium. What, he wonders, is worth fighting for? Does faith
in a particular set of values provide security and contentment? Are money, commerce,
and property of greater worth in the world than love, compassion, and true
friendship? What can be believed in? What, in fact, are values? The play ends
with what certainly seems a satiric declaration: money is required for survival and
the individual must understand its constructive and destructive powers as the only
possible road to happiness.

Frequently overlooked among Victorian literary giants, Bulwer-Lytton’s
work pales in comparison with that of Dickens and Thackeray for most modern
critics. Even those few critical works devoted to his literary achievements, such as
James L. Campbell Sr.’s Edward Bulwer-Lytton (Boston, MA: Twayne Publishers,
1986), focus almost exclusively on Bulwer-Lytton’s novels and offer no more thana
few paragraphs on his dramatic writing. This is unfortunate, since Money may
well be a pivotal work in mid-nineteenth century British drama and worth more to
the canon of Victorian literature than Bulwer-Lytton’s more frequently examined
novels. Unfortunately, it was Bulwer-Lytton’s last play for over a decade, but also
his only genuine comedy and one of the few non-farcical British comedies of its
age. Its very staging was a harbinger of the future; according to Russell Jackson,
Money was “staged with the precise and conscientious realism that Macready
brought to his historical pieces—including Shakespeare,™* and not in the broadly-
conceived farcical vein typical of that time. Although many farcical plays appeared
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values of a corrupt society, but Morney is more like one of Moliére’s comedies
transposed to London high society. It also calls to mind Hogarth’s grotesque
satirical view of London life and, as previously indicated, aspects of Restoration
and eighteenth century comedy. Money is more appropriately appreciated as a
model for plays by Boucicault, Taylor, and Reade, as well as such later socially-
conscious comedies (and dramas) as T. W. Robertson’s Society (1865) and Caste
(1867), Arthur Wing Pinero’s The Times (1891), Harley Granville-Barker’s Waste
(1907), John Galsworthy’s Strife (1909), and, to some extent, the early plays of
George Bernard Shaw. Bulwer-Lytton has a moral conscience that suggests he is
a forerunner not only of late nineteenth and early twentieth century dramatists, but
also such millennial theatrical figures as David Hare, Tom Stoppard, Tony Kushner,
and especially Caryl Churchill, whose satire Serious Money (1987) seems an obvious
contemporary counterpart of Money.

That Money seems especially pertinent in the era of multi-national corporate
expansion, in an age in which commerce and technology encroach more and more
on privacy and create a more devastating gulf between the “haves” and the “have
nots,” is not surprising. Strong similarities are to be found in the social conditions
of the industrializing 1840s and the corporatizing 1990s. Caird’s production
recognizes these parallels and acknowledges them, while avoiding the obvious
pitfalls of over-emphasizing relevance to present-day connections. The decline of
communism and the growing strength of capitalistic societies proves the validity of
Adam Smith’s theories, but perhaps humanity will still have to face as yet
uncomprehended problems springing from the triumph of capitalism. Money faces
the problems of commerce and capital in 1840 and offers a warning against the
harsh realities of a commercial society that seems to have been realized in the late
twentieth century. Bulwer-Lytton’s instructive comedy examines the momentous
effects of wealth, and the lack of it, in an era of heartless disregard for values other
than those of property and profit. As Evelyn proclaims, “I’ve not been rich and
poor for nothing,™" and the lessons he learns—and those taught to the audience—
are of the potential catastrophes of both wealth and poverty in his time and in the
unknowable future.
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Figure 1. Royal National Theatre production of MONEY by Edward Bulwer-Lytton,
directed by John Caird. Oliver Theatre, opening on 3 June, 1999.

L to R : Roger Allam as Graves, Oliver Cotton as Lord Glossmore, Sophie Okonedo as

Georgina Vesey, Clive Rowe as Stout, Denis Quilley as Sir John Vesey and Simon Day

as Sir Frederick Blount Photo Credit: Catherine Ashmore








