Oroonoko
Fact or Fiction

· Behn probably did travel to Surinam during this time

· Byam, Bannister, and Trefy actually lived there at the time, but Oroonoko and other figures are composite or made up

· Oroonoko probably based on John Allin (especially description of his execution in Surinam by Willoughby), other slaves, James II, a previous fictional character called Oroondates, and English settlement on Orinoco River (so Oroonoko can be seen as allegory for mismanagement of that colony). 
· Behn is not the narrator; her father was usurped by Byam as deputy governor of Surinam, and he did die during this period, but rest is not true. Real governor, Willoughby, was probably Behn’s employer in a spying expedition against Byam
History of novel
· Early romances like Chaucer’s Troilus and Criseyde were forerunners. Most written in verse. Cervantes Don Quixote, one of the first prose novels (1605), was marketed as a satirical romance. 
· Most early histories were marketed as true private or public accounts but read as inventions (Robinson Crusoe 1719), or marketed as invention but read as true (New Atlantis 1709). 

· Epistolary novels began in late 15h century in Spain; Behn wrote one of the first plot-driven in 1684 with Love-Letters between a Nobleman and his Sister. Letters told individual points of view on a scandalous romance; plot-twists derived from letters gone astray, faked letters, etc. 

· Behn’s is one of 1st English novels to follow linear plot on biographical model. 

Oroonoko as reflection of times

· Travel and exploration. 
· Early colonialism: colonialism refers to a set of beliefs used to legitimize this system. Colonialism depended on the ethnocentric belief that the morals and values of the colonizer were superior to those of the colonized.
· Tragic romance. Othello as model. 
· Noble savage: phrase 1st appeared in Dryden in 1670’s; glorified Primitivism and the “Natural gentleman.” Later used by Rousseau and by Roger Williams to defend rights of Native Americans. 
Behn’s attitude toward slavery

· Slavery began in England in 1650’s; most slaves came from Ghana and were brought to Caribbean and South America by and were captured by slavers in Africa. Abductions like Oroonoko’s were rare. 

· If Behn was actually married, most likely candidate was Johan Behn, a slave trader. 

Oroonoko as Royalist Allegory and critique of democracy

· Behn was a passionate royalist. While in Surinam, she wrote a play called The Young King which argued that no land could prosper without a king. 

· Written in 1688,  25+ years after events took place, but during proposed deposition of James II and replacement by Dutch William of Orange. Problems due to delay of Willoughby; administrators were “insufficiently royal,” and so chaos ensued. 

· By this time, Suriname had been ceded to Holland by Charles II. Behn believed Charles had been insufficiently informed about its virtues. Dutch, democratic, administrators of colony would be even worse and more immoral than Byam. 
· Byam and Bannister are targeted as royalists who would break their oaths to James II

· Novel does not critique slavery so much as disregard for “natural kingship;” disregard for Oroonoko’s natural merits dooms him and regicide dooms the colony.  

Reactions and Later readings of Oroonoko

· Not successful in author’s lifetime; popularized after her death by a dramatic adaptation by Thomas Southerne; Imoinda made white and “Othello-style,” Oroonoko is played in blackface
· Novel comes back into print after play and remains popular
· Restoration productions added comic sexual subplot; later cut. Subplot sometimes implied sexual relationship between Behn as narrator and royal slave. 
· 17th and 18th century readers saw her as a precursor to abolitionists, esp. Harriet Beecher Stowe
· 19 th century found Behn “too disgraceful to read”

