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political atmosphere of Britain in the eighteenth century was extremely intense as the country was 

intimidated by the revolutionary France. Therefore, the British government encouraged anti-revolutionary 

and patriotic spirits in its cultural organs such as journalism and  literature. In this article, I would like 

to study how British literary atmosphere of the eighteenth century was influenced by anti-revolutionary 

and patriotic spirits and how it in turn contributed to the reproduction of them. In doing this, I would like 

to narrow down the period of my study to by around March 1793, when the French Revolutionary Wars 

broke out. I will focus on Richard Brinsley Sheridan's less explored but still important text, The 

Camp(1778), to discuss the significant influence of patriotic spirits on British literature of the eighteenth 

century. The English literature during the Revolution and the French Revolutionary Wars could not be 
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I

In the extremely famous pamphlet that was widely read and debated in Britain 

throughout the eighteenth century, titled Reflections on the Revolution in 

France(1790), Edmund Burke compares the French National Assembly to a chaotic 

playhouse, where both actors and the audience are full of rebellious energy: 

They [National Assembly] act like the comedians of a fair before a riotous audience; 

they act amidst the tumultuous cries of a mixed mob of ferocious men, and of women 

lost to shame. (Reflections 50) 

As Gillian Russell points out, the fact that Burke explained the French Revolution in 

theatrical terms is “a measure of the potency of theatricality in British political 

discourse and behaviour at this period” (Russell 23). In other words, British political 

discourse had poetic satirization in it and the  feature itself was vividly shown in 

contemporary literary organs, both legitimate and illegitimate. As the French 

Revolution proceeded with such a violent act as the March on Versailles and the 

war with France was imminent, the poetic satirization combined with 

anti-revolutionary, patriotic and pro-war stance. In the time of war with France, the 

terms like ‘anti-revolutionary,’ ‘patriotic,’ ‘pro-war’ and ‘conservative’ were virtually 

interchangeable. 

In this article, I would like to study how British literary landscape of the 

eighteenth century was influenced by anti-revolutionary and patriotic spirits and how 

it in turn contributed to the reproduction of them. In doing this, I would like to 

narrow down the period of my study to by around March 1793, when the French 

Revolutionary Wars broke out. I will focus on Richard Brinsley Sheridan's less 

explored but still important text, The Camp (1778), to discuss the significant 

influence of patriotic spirits on British literary landscape of the eighteenth century. 

Richard Brinsley Sheridan (1751-1816), writer and politician, was born in 
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September or October 1751 at 12 Dorset Street, Dublin. Sheridan had always wanted 

a public career. He began it by drawing up a manifesto for the Westminster 

committee's campaign to promote electoral reform. The next step was to obtain a 

seat in parliament, but depending on a patron or buying a borough were not possible 

methods for him; besides, he was determined to be independent; he was elected in 

Stafford in 1780. Sheridan envisaged achieving distinction and fortune as an MP and 

prepared his early speeches carefully, gradually consolidating a reputation for 

eloquence and wit. Sheridan wrote many works; among them The Camp, satirizing 

military manners and current events ran for fifty-seven performances. Sheridan 

followed it with The Critic, exposing dramatic conventions and clichés, in effect 

teasing the audience into thinking about the issues involved while mocking 

contemporary journalism and well-known individuals (Jeffares 270).

II

The military aspect of British literature during the French war was not confined 

to playhouses. For example, the volunteer movement itself depended on the poetic 

satirization  of the military to gain popularity with the British people and to inspire 

them with patriotism (Russell 15). Ostensibly the purpose of the volunteers was to 

give able-bodied civilians military training in preparation for a possible invasion 

from France. But the more fundamental purpose of the volunteer movement was to 

break up the Foxite Opposition, reinforce conservatives’ status at home, and 

encourage a due principle of subordination amongst the different classes of the 

people’ by crushing the “seditious & democratic spirit which so much prevailed in 

the country” (Western 605). 

It was actually a mass movement that included all the different classes of the 

people from urban elites to the lower orders. Both classes had their own reason for 

being attracted to volunteering: the urban middle classes wanted to confirm their 
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worth in the social hierarchy, where they occupied the lower status than aristocrats. 

And the poor needed money, which they received as a reward for the service, as 

well as the exemption from military ballots (Cookson 872). But there was a 

common factor that appealed to both classes: the poetic satirization  of volunteering, 

which was shown in military festivals and sham fights. The daily newspaper  Leeds 

Intelligencer for 1 June 1795 reported the military festival of the West Riding Corps 

of volunteers, which was held from 26th to 29th of May.

It was literally a hilarious work and the newspaper described it as beautiful 

military spectacle accompanied by extreme pleasantry and good humour and great 

eclat. The volunteers went through a variety of manoeuvres before a very great 

number of spectators. There were present about three hundred carriages, an immense 

number of people on horseback, and not less than sixty thousand astonished and 

delighted spectators. The route for the parades and marches of the volunteers was 

taken in order that the Ladies may avail themselves of the opportunity of gratifying 

their eyes by looking at so splendid a spectacle. The military celebration had the 

spectacle rendered by the volunteers-actors as well as the spectators to watch it. It 

was the dragging of the literary work out of the playhouse into the street. The 

poetic satirization  of the festival culminated in the selling of tickets for the seats in 

a ‘Booth,’ where a full view of the manoeuvres could be had in perfect safety 

(Hargrave 273). 

The ‘Booth’ reminds us of the box office of a theatre. So, the military festival of 

the volunteers was apparently a great enjoyment, a work for the British people, not 

a serious event at all. And the men were not drawn to volunteering by some serious 

sentiment like patriotism, at least in the early stage of the movement: the middle 

classes craved for showing off their worth in their own small communities and the 

poor wanted money. As Cookson points out, the volunteer mobilization was not 

founded on “the pure and selfless patriotism of the British people” (Cookson 886). 

But what is to be noted together with the poetic satirization  or jollity of the 

volunteer movement is that the more serious sentiment of patriotism was still at the 
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heart of the show, where the volunteers and spectators learned about it while 

amusing themselves. 

The volunteers had to take part in formal drill and sham fights with other corps. 

The drill was, like the military festival, done in front of an admiring audience. 

Sebag-Montefiore argues that the purpose of drill was to instil patriotic spirit into 

the audience as well as to train the volunteers: 

The dignity and impressiveness attaching to this display were not without their effect 

upon the onlookers, to whom the moral of the Citizen Duty was thus directly and 

forcibly conveyed. (Sebag-Montefiore 399)

“The moral of the Citizen Duty” or patriotism was enacted by the volunteers and 

conveyed to the spectators in a “digni[fied]” manner. But it needs to be admitted 

that “the dignity” of the drill was mixed with unavoidable awkwardness of the 

volunteers: few volunteer officers had had previous military experience and the 

volunteers were people for whom harvest time or working hours were much more 

important than volunteering (Hudson 176).  

The bathos goes further. George Cruikshank, in his pamphlet, A Pop-Gun(1860), 

describes a sham fight, which is a mimic battle done with popguns. It was also, like 

the drill, a theatrical performance for its spectators:

All the ladies are out looking at you, and of course admiring your military bearing. 

The fight begins. You pop, pop, pop, away at each other. You advance to the charge

—when, after grinning at each other, your friends pretend to run away. The fight gets 

hotter and hotter. The friends on both sides advance to shake hands, and bivouac 

together. (Pop-Gun 34)

Here the dignity of the mimic battle combines with comicality that reminds us of 

kids’ shooting games. As Robert L. Patten points out, Cruikshank recognized well 

“the mimic and comic aspects of a sham fight” (Patten 394).  
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In such a comical occasion and the description of it, there seems to be no room 

for serious sentiment of patriotism. But it is to be considered that Cruikshank was 

a fervent patriot. He did not forget to make the above quotation accompanied by 

patriotic and bellicose remarks in the same pamphlet, A Pop-Gun: “the valour of the 

true Briton, and the shouts of derision and contempt to our enemies [i. e. the 

French]” (30). Beneath the playful manner of Cruikshank’s description of the sham 

fight there was his patriotic impulse. And beneath the poetic satirization  and 

amusement of sham fight there was the British government’s intention to inspire 

patriotism in its people. It was the same with the military festival.    So, the 

volunteer movement was a massive piece of conservative and patriotic event, which 

was shown outside the playhouse. Another example of such a political atmosphere 

that was not confined to the playhouse is the military camps, which had cultural 

prominence in the 1770s and 1792. An invaluable study of the poetic satirization  of 

the camps is in Russell’s monograph mentioned above. As Russell points out, the 

camps were a medium through which war was experienced by the majority of the 

population of Britain, which had not been invaded by an enemy since 1745. Russell 

argues that “for many people, military camps represented their only experience of 

warfare” (Russell 33). 

What they saw at the camps was war mediated as spectacle, marches, 

manoeuvres, mock invasions, mock battles, parades, the appearance of festivity and 

pleasure, carriages of the nobility and gentry, and the immense crowds of spectators 

who came to see the gay and festive sight.  In other words, what they saw was the 

poetic satirization  of warfare, not the war itself. 

Russell’s arguments helpfully draw her readers’ attention to the gaiety and 

festivity of camp culture. But my suggestion is that a balance could be redressed by 

observing the other aspect of the camp. J. R. Western describes the camp from a 

quite different angle from Russell. Western says that the purpose of the camps such 

as Coxheath, Danbury and Warley was “to concentrate troops in large bodies, both 

to make their training more efficient and so that  they should be ready to oppose 
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invasions” (Western 605). Therefore, the camp had a serious and practical purpose 

as well as that of the scenic representations. 

It was only in camp that the embodied militia could expect to reach a really high 

standard of proficiency by devoting their whole attention to training under the 

command of experienced regular officers. Due to the efficient training in camp, it 

later became a regular military academy, with a syllabus and a pass examination. In 

other words, the camp was a hothouse that grew and strengthened patriotism as well 

as a pleasant cultural space full of gaiety. The utility of the camps was also 

mentioned by J. A. Houlding. As he points out, the camps were the place where 

“the most realistic advanced training was carried on intensively for extended 

periods” (Houlding 342). The camps were not always a place of entertainment.

Russell aptly argues that there was a very close relationship between the camps 

and the theatre: the popularity of the military camp impoverished provincial theatres 

(Russell 41). It was a problem also for the metropolitan patent theatres like Drury 

Lane and Covent Garden. A solution to the problem was to deal with the camp 

within the four walls of the theatre. Therefore Drury Lane presented The Camp and 

Covent Garden produced The Invasion in the 1778-9 season. Minor or illegitimate 

literary organs also sought to find a way to survive by staging the camp. 

A Trip to Coxheath and Mars’s Holiday, or, A Trip to the Camp were presented 

at Sadler’s Wells in 1778 and 1792 respectively. Philip Astley’s Amphitheatre, in 

August 1792, offered Bagshot-Heath Camp, which was an elaborate equestrian 

spectacle. The equestrian acts were performed in a large portion of pit and 

accompanied by other circus entertainments such as tumbling, juggling, and 

ropedancing. 

So, legitimate and illegitimate literary organs brought the military camps into their 

own placess. What I would like to note here is that when they took the camp into 

their playhouses, they also brought the patriotic ideology, which was embedded in it 

and was its raison d'être. My suggestion is that the patriotic spirit was still in the 

works mentioned above and other ones, which were produced until March 1793, 
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even though it was sometimes mixed with revolutionary views, the criticism of 

patriotism and the satire against the British government in those works. 

Produced at Drury Lane in October 1778, Richard Brinsley Sheridan’s The Camp 

enjoyed an immediate success by staging the camp at Coxheath. The Morning 

Chronicle described its success and popularity stating that it is now as much the 

time to go to The Camp at Drury-lane theatre, as it was the rage in the early part 

of the summer to visit the original at Cox-heath. In a similar vein, The London 

Evening Post commented that the Camp at Drury-lane is upon the whole very likely 

to rival the Camp at Coxheath. 

The reception from journalism was generally favourable, as shown in the excerpts 

from contemporary newspapers and periodicals, which are conveniently collected by 

Cecil Price. They praised the talents of Philippe Jacques de Loutherbourg, a 

renowned scenic artist who painted an elaborate panorama of the Coxheath camp for 

the work; laughable and humourous incidents and sketches of characters like a 

Macaroni Officer and an Irish painter called O’Daub, who produces portrayals of the 

camp for Loutherbourg; the witty and humorous dialogue; the martial Jollity and 

Festivity of domestic Military Preparations; and the novelty of the sincere military 

manoeuvres (Price 713).  

Quite Indeed, Sheridan's The Camp begins with a humourous and satiric scene set 

in the road near the Camp: 

2nd Woman: Put on, put on; make haste, we shall be too late - O dear, here comes 

Nell, and she'll scold us all, for cheating the soldiers. 

3rd Woman: Damn that wench, she won't cheat herself, nor let other honest   people 

do it, if she can help it; and she says she likes a soldier so well she 

would sell them goods for nothing. (Camp   23)

The scene is introduced by prostitutes who earn their living depending the soldiers 

in the camp. Here Sheridan tries to foreground sexual licence in the camp, which 

will be more explored later in the work. Nell is described as a character who is 
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honest and avoids exploiting soldiers for her own advantages. She embodies an ideal 

civilian in wartime, a moral individual who is kind to and sympathetic with soldiers. 

Nell seems to be the only honest woman in the work; it means that the rest are 

not trustworthy. Sheridan's satiric sentiment is evident from the beginning. People 

use and abuse the chaotic atmosphere of wartime, exploiting each other. Sheridan 

implies that the government uses its youths by transforming them into soldiers and 

in turn, civilians uses the soldiers for their own money. 

Nell chides the other people for cheating soldiers. She is not successfully mixed 

with other people, who do not understand her conscience and moral principles:

Nell: What's that you say, master Grinder? Come forward, you sneaking sniveling sot 

you, I think your tricks are pretty well known. Was n't you caught soaking eggs 

in lime and water to make them pass for new ones: and did not you sit in the 

stocks for robbing the 'Squire's rookery to make your pigeon pies.

2nd. Woman: Well, well, we'll tell Mr. Gage, and then what will he say to you?

Nell: Tell Mr. Gage, will you, he's a pretty protector indeed he's a disgrace to his 

Majesty's inkhorn—while he seizes with one hand, he smug|gles with the other.

—Why, no longer ago than last summer he was a broken attorney at Rochester, 

and came down here, and bought this place with his vote, and now he is both 

a smuggler and contractor. O my conscience, if I had the management of affairs, 

I would severely punish all such fellows who would be so base as to cheat a 

poor soldier. (Camp 110)

Wartime is a period when the morality of the time of peace is overturned and can 

be ignored. In the work, Nell denies adopting the wartime morality, i. e. cheating 

and fabrication, while others are comfortable with it and even derive benefit from it. 

Sheridan derides and satirizes the characters' deceit and frauds but he does not forget 

to season it with humour: master Grinder is described to be caught soaking eggs in 

lime and water to make them pass for new ones and Mr. Gage seizes with one hand 

[while] he smuggles with the other.

As stated above, the response to The Camp was favourable. But there were 
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criticisms of a very different character from these propitious commentaries. For 

example, John Watkins did not like the work. Watkins said as follows:

It depicted the military character of the nation in a very ludicrous and unbecoming 

manner and attempted to burlesque the British soldiery, at a time when the country 

was menaced by a combination of foreign foes. (Camp 115)

My suggestion is that Watkins must have been provoked by three elements in the 

work. Firstly, note the recruitment scene, in which the notoriety of a press-gang is 

satirized and one's love for his country or patriotism becomes a hook that attracts 

poor lads into the army. 

Sergeant Drill sings a song to attract the youths to the army. This kind of song 

was very popular at that time: 

Drill: Then come my lads, our Bounty share, 

Whose honest hears British valour avow,

In Freedom's cause to camp repair,

And follow the beat of my row, dow, dow. (Camp 111)

Note that such patriotic words as “British valour” and “Freedom's cause” are 

ardently emphasized. The patriotic rhetorics have immediate effect on the 

countrymen staged in the text: 

First Countryman: I TELL you I will certainly list; I ha' made up my mind on't.

2nd. C.: Well, well, I'll say no more.

1st. C.: Besides the camp lies so convenient, I mayn't have such another opportunity.

2nd. C.: Why its main jolly to be sure and all that so fair. Now if I were to list, I 

should like hugely to belong to a regiment of horse, and here is one of the 

grandest troop com'd lately. I see'd two of the officers, mighty delicate 

looking gentlemen, they were drest quite different from the others; their 

jackets, indeed, are pretty much the same, but then they wear a sort of 
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petticoat as 'twere, with a large hat and feather, and a mortal sight of hair. 

(Camp 111)

The first and second countrymen do not know exactly what it means to be 

anonymous part of the military conflicts and driven to the battlefield. To the lower 

orders it is to die on the sites of war without name and titles. The two countrymen 

do not recognize the stark truth but are easily hooked by the deceptive appearance 

of “mighty delicate looking” officers and their jackets, petticoats, hats and feathers. 

Sheridan satirizes both the two gullible countrymen and the deceptive officers. 

Secondly, Watkins must have been uncomfortable with the scene of the 

introduction of the officers, macaroni connoisseurs. One of whom is Sir Harry 

Bouquet, a feminized man:

L. Sash: He vows there is an eternal confusion between stores military, and millinery; 

such a description he gives—On one shelf, cartridges and and cosmetics, 

pouches and patches; here a stand of arms, there a file of black pins; in one 

drawer bullet-moulds and essence-bottles, pistols and tweezer cases, with 

battle-powder mixed with marechelle. (Camp 114)

Harry Bouquet cannot distinguish between “military” and “millinery” / “cartridges” 

and “cosmetics” / “arms” and “black pins” /  “bullet-moulds” and “essence-bottles.” 

Sheridan wanted to satirize the effeminized military through the character. Or the 

writer wanted to ridicule the camp life, where “the worlds of toilette and the 

battlefield collide and the former subsumes, emasculates, and trivializes the latter” 

(Taylor 30). 

Thirdly, Watkins must have been provoked by the Questions scene as a part of 

the recruitment scene, where the camp is satirized as a place of drinking and sexual 

licence, and where it is stated that the lads’ destiny is the death in the battlefield:

Drill: That's right my lads; this is much better than to be dragg'd away like a slave, 
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or be scratch'd off the church door for the militia. Now you have present pay, 

and the bounty money into the bargain. But come my lads, let me ask you a 

few questions, and then the business is done.

TRIO.

Drill: Yet ere you're permitted to list with me,

Answer me strait twice questions three.

1st. C.: No lies, master Serjeant, well tell unto you,

For tho' we be poor lads we're honest and true.

Drill: First, can you drink well?

1st. C.: Cheerly, cheerly.

Drill: Each man a gallon?

2nd. C.: Nearly, nearly.

Drill: Love a sweet wench too?

Both: Dearly, dearly.

Drill: The answer is honest, bold, and fair;

So drink to the King, for his soldiers you are.

Chorus: The answer is honest, &c. (Camp 112)

For the government represented by the recruiting officer, the press gang is the 

“business” and “bargain.” Here Sheridan shows the camp as a place that admits one 

who drinks well or heavily and commits sexual licence (“Love a sweet wench”) 

without feeling guilty. In the passage above we witness Sheridan's brilliant sense of 

humour. The writer displays the hilarious conversation among the trio with literary 

vigour. 

Sheridan knows well that the camp is corrupt irrevocably. The standard of 

recruitment gets beyond all reasonable bounds, but Sheridan satirizes it humourously 

instead of attacking it with bitter languages. I also would like to note the musicality 

in the Trio passage. The repetition of “Cheerly, cheerly,” “Nearly, nearly,” and 

“Dearly, dearly” highlights the stupidity of the two countrymen and heightens the 

musical effects of the language. 

The camps were identified in many cultural texts as “arenas of sexual licence” 
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(Russell 39). For example, the caricature A Trip to Cocks Heath levels a satire at 

sexual licence in the camp by the title itself as well as by showing a crowd of 

amorous women and brothel-keepers who visited the camp (George 313). Thus it 

was not Sheridan alone who regarded the camp as a place of sexual interchange. He 

combined the view with other satiric elements mentioned above. The result could be 

risky for him because the work was making fun of patriotism and war efforts. It 

could be regarded as challenging the British government and its constitutions. 

But he must have known how to avoid the suspicious eye of the censor on such 

a work that had seditious and anti-patriotic remarks: it was to conclude it with 

patriotic celebration. And it was much better if the patriotic assertions were 

accompanied by heightening effects:

FINALE.

SERJEANT: While the loud voice of war resounds from afar,

Songs of duty and triumph we'll pay;

When our Monarch appears, we'll give him three cheers,

With huzza! huzza! huzza!

NANCY: Ye sons of the field, whose bright valour's your shield,

Love and beauty your toils shall repay;

Inspir'd by the charms, of wars fierce alarms,

Huzza! huzza! huzza!

WILLIAM: Inspir'd by my love all dangers I'll prove,

No perils shall William dismay;

In wars fierce alarms, inspir'd by those charms,

Huzza! huzza! huzza!

CHORUS: May true glory still wave her bright banners around,

Still with fame, pow'r & freedom old England be crown'd. (Camp 116)

Sheridan concluded The Camp with a grand song and chorus, which encouraged 

patriotic impulse and the war fever as shown above vividly. Nancy, who embodies 

the fervent patriotism, celebrates the bravery of the youths from the lower orders 
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and promises that their blood shed on the battlefield will be repaid someday: “Ye 

sons of the field, whose bright valour's your shield, / Love and beauty your toils 

shall repay.” 

I suppose Sheridan's strategy that placed the patriotic celebration at the last 

moment was very practical because the audience would have remembered the last 

part most easily. It was how Sheridan and his political work could avoid the reject 

of the censor. It did not matter how incongruous the patriotic celebration in the 

finale was with the satiric remark still then, as long as the finale contained the 

celebration of patriotism.

III

As discussed above, British literary landscape of the eighteenth century was 

influenced by anti-revolutionary and patriotic spirits. At that time Britain was 

threatened by the revolutionary France, and the British  government strengthened the 

patriotic propaganda to ward off the revolutionary principles. L. W. Conolly says 

that the development of the English literature of the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries were hindered by the Stage Licensing Act of 1737. As he points out, the 

censorship effected by the Lord Chamberlain and his appointed Examiner of works 

paralyzed the English literature politically in an intensely political period, when the 

French Revolution and the French war provoked the vigorous debates about reform 

and revolution in every other place and medium in Britain. 

In other words, political or seditious comment so rarely entered the repertory of 

the mid- and late-eighteenth century literature; or the Georgian literary landscape 

was apolitical (Conolly 68). On the other hand, Russell argues that the Georgian 

literary landscape was “an intensely political place” (Russell 33). Jane Moody 

opposed Conolly by focusing on the role of illegitimate literary organs in the period: 

its significance as a site of political, moral and indeed generic transgression rectifies 
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the observation that the Georgian culture was apolitical (Moody 2). 

My suggestion is that the English literature in the period of the French 

Revolution and the French war was not that political or radical to be described as 

intense or transgressive, because both literary organs, legitimate and illegitimate, 

could not but be conscious of the watchful eye of the government: legitimate literary 

organs were directly controlled by the censor, and illegitimate literary organs needed 

to protect the feelings of the government, probably because they took the weaker 

position in the market than the patent places. 

The English literature, however, was not totally apolitical. Political, radical, or 

even seditious remarks could be found in the works produced by both legitimate and 

illegitimate literary organs. But the works that had political remarks were sure to 

end with the celebration of patriotism, as Sheridan in The Camp attempted very 

wisely.
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