







THE OXFORD HANDBOOK OF
TUDOR DRAMA 


THE OXFORD HANDBOOK OF
TUDOR DRAMA

Edited by

THOMAS BETTERIDGE

and

GREG WALKER

[image: image]


[image: image]

Great Clarendon Street, Oxford, OX2 6DP,

United Kingdom

Oxford University Press is a department of the University of Oxford. It furthers the University’s objective of excellence in research, scholarship, and education by publishing worldwide. Oxford is a registered trade mark of Oxford University Press in the UK and in certain other countries

© Oxford University Press 2012

The moral rights of the authors have been asserted

First Edition published in 2012

Impression: 1

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of Oxford University Press, or as expressly permitted by law, by licence or under terms agreed with the appropriate reprographics rights organization. Enquiries concerning reproduction outside the scope of the above should be sent to the Rights Department, Oxford University Press, at the address above

You must not circulate this work in any other form and you must impose this same condition on any acquirer

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data

Data available

Library of Congress Cataloguing in Publication Data

Data available

ISBN 978–0–19–956647–1

Printed in Great Britain by

MPG Books Group, Bodmin and King’s Lynn

Links to third party websites are provided by Oxford in good faith and for information only. Oxford disclaims any responsibility for the materials contained in any third party website referenced in this work.


ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

THE editors would like to thank all of the contributors for their enthusiasm, their diligence, and their patience, each of which has been engaged at various points during the coming together of this book. We hope they will think the finished product worth waiting for. We would also like to record our thanks to our collaborators on the Staging the Henrician Court project, many of the insights from which inform both our own contributions to the volume and those of a number of our authors. In particular we would like to record our gratitude to Eleanor Rycroft, Kent Rawlinson, Gregory Thompson, Peter Kenny, Dan Goren, and everyone at Historic Royal Palaces who helped to make the project such a success. We would also like to thank Jacqueline Baker, Ariane Pettit, and all those at OUP who have helped in the production of this volume.

Greg would like individually to thank various friends and colleagues for all their help and advice gratefully received during the course of the project, primarily Tom Betteridge, John J. McGavin, Sarah Carpenter, David Salter, Sarah Dunnigan, Randall Stevenson, Olga Taxidou, Anne Marie D’Arcy, Meg Twycross, Jose Maria Perez Fernandez, Alastair Fowler, George Bernard, and Tony Kushner. He is, as ever, deeply grateful to Elaine Treharne for her friendship, advice, and resolute scepticism about the merits of drama as an art form and subject of study, and to Sharon, Matt, Dave, and Tessa the dog for putting up with him over the years.

Tom would like to thank his friends and colleagues for their help and in particular his early modern colleagues at Oxford Brookes University and further afield including Jane Cole, Katie Craik, James Cummings, Elisabeth Dutton, Barbara Eichner, Thomas S. Freeman, Andrew Hadfield, Elizabeth Hurren, William Gibson, John King, Alysa Levene, Eleanor Lowe, Nicole Pohl, Jane Stevens-Crawshaw, Tiffany Stern, Greg Walker, and Katherine Watson. He would also like to thank Ben, Jan, Michael, and Spike for humouring his forays into the wilds of Tudor drama.

Greg and Tom would also like to thank their friend and colleague, the late, great, and much missed Kevin Sharpe for his constant support, encouragement, and wit throughout this project. Early modern studies will not be the same without him.

Thomas Betteridge and Greg Walker 


CONTENTS

List of Illustrations

Notes on Contributors

Introduction: ‘When Lyberte ruled’: Tudor Drama 1485–1603

THOMAS BETTERIDGE AND GREG WALKER

PART I RELIGIOUS DRAMA

1. The Chester Cycle

SHEILA CHRISTIE

2. ‘In the beginning’: Performing the Creation in the York Corpus Christi Play

GREG WALKER

3. The Croxton Play of the Sacrament

ELISABETH DUTTON

4. Venus in Sackcloth: The Digby Mary Magdalen and Wisdom Fragment

VINCENT GILLESPIE

5. The Summoning of Everyman

ANDREW HADFIELD

6. John Bale, Three Laws

JAMES SIMPSON

7. John Foxe, Christus Triumphans

ANDREAS HÖFELE

8. The “blindnesse of the flesh” in Nathaniel Woodes’ The Conflict of Conscience

ANNA RIEHL BERTOLET

9. Christopher Marlowe, Doctor Faustus

DAVID LAWTON

PART II IN TER LUDES AND COMEDIES

10. Henry Medwall, Fulgens and Lucres

CLARE WRIGHT

11. Gentleness and Nobility, John Rastell, c.1525–27

DANIEL WAKELIN

12. John Heywood, The Play of the Weather

PAMELA M. KING

13. John Redford, Wit and Science

MEG TWYCROSS

14. Nice Wanton, c. 1550

JOHN J. MCGAVIN

15. Lusty Juventus

JANE GRIFFITHS

16. Gammer Gurton’s Needle

ALAN J. FLETCHER

17. Male Friendship and Counsel in Richard Edwards’ Damon and Pythias

JENNIFER RICHARDS

18. Robert Wilson’s The Three Ladies of London and its Theatrical and Cultural Contexts

CLAIRE JOWITT

19. John Lyly, Endymion

LEAH SCRAGG

20. Ceremony and Selfhood in The Comedy of Errors (c.1592)

ALISON FINDLAY

21. The Niniversity at the Bankside: Robert Greene’s Friar Bacon and Friar Bungay 355

SARAH KNIGHT

PART III ENTERTAINMENTS, MASQUES, AND ROYAL ENTRIES

22. The Funeral of Henry VII and the Drama of Death

SAM WOOD

23. The Coronation of Anne Boleyn

TRACEY SOWERBY

24. Hall’s Chronicle and the Greenwich Triumphs of 1527

KENT RAWLINSON

25. Entertaining the Queen at Woodstock, 1575

ERZSÉBET STRÓBL

26. The Rare Triumphs of Love and Fortune, 1582

ALLYNA E. WARD

PART IV HISTORIES AND POLITICAL DRAMAS

27. Morality, Theatricality, and Masculinity in The Interlude of Youth and Hick Scorner

ELEANOR RYCROFT

28. ‘Pullyshyd and fresshe is your ornacy’: Madness and the Fall of Skelton’s Magnyfycence

PETER HAPPÉ

29. Paranoid History: John Bale’s King Johan

PHILIP SCHWYZER

30. Respublica

SARAH CARPENTER

31. Tragic Inspiration in Jasper Heywood’s Translation of Seneca’s Thyestes: Melpomene or Megaera?

MIKE PINCOMBE

32. Dumb Politics in Gorboduc

ALICE HUNT

33. Thomas Kyd, The Spanish Tragedy

RICHARD HILLMAN

34. Tamburlaine

JANETTE DILLON

35. The Troublesome Reign of King John

STEPHEN LONGSTAFFE

36. Sovereignty and Commonwealth in Shakespeare’s Henry VI, Part 2x

DERMOT CAVANAGH

37. Arden of Faversham: The Moral of History and the Thrill of Performance

ROS KING

38. The Most Lamentable Roman Tragedy of Titus Andronicus: Shakespeare and Tudor Theatre

THOMAS BETTERIDGE

Index


ILLUSTRATIONS

Figure 6.1: Portrait of John Bale, in John Bale, A comedy concernynge thre lawes, of nature Moses, & Christ, corrupted by the sodomytes.
Pharysees and Papystes Compyled by Iohan Bale.
Anno M. D.XXXVIII, image 45.

Figure 16.1: The title page of the first edition of Gammer Gurton’s Needle.

Both images reproduced by permission of the British Library. 


NOTES ON CONTRIBUTORS

Anna Riehl Bertolet is Associate Professor at Auburn University. She is the author of The Face of Queenship: Early Modern Representations of Elizabeth I (Palgrave Macmillan, 2010) and co-editor of Tudor Court Culture (Susquehanna University Press, 2010). Her articles have appeared in English Literary Renaissance, The Foreign Relations of Elizabeth I (ed. Charles Beem, Palgrave Macmillan, 2011), and Queens and Power in Medieval and Early Modern England (ed. Carole Levin and Robert Bucholz, Bison Books, 2009).

Thomas Betteridge is Professor of English Literature and Drama at Oxford Brookes University. His books include Tudor Histories of the English Reformations (Manchester University Press, 1999), Literature and Politics in the English Reformation (Manchester University Press, 2004), and Shakespearean Fantasy and Politics (University of Hertfordshire Press, 2005). He is currently working on a study of Sir Thomas More’s writing to be published by University of Notre Dame Press (2012). Professor Betteridge was project leader of the Arts and Humanities Research Council funded research project Staging the Henrician Court and the Wellcome Trust funded project Medicine, Birth and Death at the Tudor Court.

Sarah Carpenter is Senior Lecturer in English Literature at the University of Edinburgh. She researches and publishes on medieval and early modern drama and practices of performance. Author, with Meg Twycross, of Masks and Masking in Medieval and Early Tudor England (Ashgate, 2002), she is currently working on sixteenth-century performance at the Scottish royal court.

Dermot Cavanagh teaches literature at the University of Edinburgh. He is the author of Language and Politics in the Sixteenth-Century History Play (Palgrave Macmillan, 2003) and co-editor, with Stuart Hampton-Reeves and Stephen Longstaffe, of Shakespeare’s Histories and Counter Histories (Manchester University Press, 2006). He is currently editing King John for the third edition of the Norton Shakespeare.

Sheila Christie is an Assistant Professor at Cape Breton University where she teaches both dramatic literature and practical theatre. Her research focuses on aspects of popular culture ranging from cycle drama to fan fiction. She is currently working on a monograph, The City’s Stories: The Chester Play as Civic Transformation, and has an article forthcoming on Roman references in the Chester cycle (in The Chester Cycle in Context, 1555–1575: Religion, Drama, and the Impact of Change). She has also published articles on the York and Coventry plays, and is developing material on the Newcastle plays.

Janette Dillon is Professor of Drama at the University of Nottingham and author of The Language of Space in Court Performance, 1400–1625 (Cambridge, 2010), The Cambridge Introduction to Shakespeare’s Tragedies (Cambridge, 2007), The Cambridge Introduction to Early English Theatre (Cambridge, 2006), Performance and Spectacle in Hall’s Chronicle (Society for Theatre Research, 2002), Theatre, Court and City, 1595–1610 (Cambridge, 2000), and Language and Stage in Medieval and Renaissance England (Cambridge, 1998). She is currently working on a book on Shakespeare’s English histories.

Elisabeth Dutton is Professor of Medieval English at the University of Fribourg, Switzerland. She has published on medieval drama, particularly Tudor interludes, as well as on medieval mystical and devotional texts: she is the author of Julian of Norwich: The Influence of Late-Medieval Devotional Compilations (Cambridge, 2008) as well as an edition of Julian with Yale University Press, and editor of John Gower: Trilingual Poet (Cambridge, 2010). She has directed numerous productions of medieval drama, including the Croxton Play of the Sacrament and a recent professional production at Hampton Court of Skelton’s Magnyfycence.

Alison Findlay is Professor of Renaissance Drama and Director of the Shakespeare Programme at Lancaster University (UK). She is the author of Illegitimate Power (Manchester University Press, 1994, repr. 2010), A Feminist Perspective on Renaissance Drama (Blackwell, 1998), Women in Shakespeare: A Dictionary (Continuum, 2010), and, most recently, Much Ado About Nothing: A Guide to the Text and the Play in Performance (Palgrave Macmillan, 2011). Alison was co-director of a research project on early women’s drama, producing a series of filmed performances and a co-authored book Women and Dramatic Production 1550–1700 (Longman, 2000). Her specialized study of site-specific production, Playing Spaces in Early Women’s Drama, came out in 2006 (Cambridge). She has published essays on Shakespeare and his contemporaries and is a General Editor of the Revels Plays.

Alan J. Fletcher is Professor of Medieval and Renaissance English Language and Literature at University College Dublin and Member of the Royal Irish Academy. His wide research interests centre on early theatre, performance history, and the poetry of the medieval period. Among his many publications are the revised and much expanded second edition of The Cambridge Companion to Medieval English Theatre (Cambridge, 2007), co-edited with Richard Beadle, Drama, Performance, and Polity in Pre-Cromwellian Ireland (University of Toronto Press, 2000), Late Medieval Popular Preaching in Britain and Ireland: Texts, Studies, and Interpretations (Brepols, 2009), and The Presence of Medieval English Literature (Brepols, 2012). He is currently working on a critical edition of the entire corpus of Latin liturgical drama extant from the British Isles.

Vincent Gillespie is J. R. R. Tolkien Professor of English Literature and Language at the University of Oxford, and Executive Secretary of the Early English Text Society. He works on catechetical, devotional, and contemplative texts produced in England in the Middle Ages. He is also interested in medieval literary theory and the psychology of literary response. His edition of the brethren’s library registrum of the Birgittine house of Syon Abbey was published in 2001 as part of the Corpus of British Medieval Library Catalogues. He co-edited and contributed to The Cambridge Companion to Medieval English Mysticism (Cambridge, 2011). A selection of his articles has been published as Looking in Holy Books: Essays on Late-Medieval Religious Writing in England (Brepols, 2011). He is co-editing and contributing to After Arundel: Religious Writing in Fifteenth-Century England (Brepols, 2012), Probable Truth Editing Medieval Texts from Britain in the Twenty-First Century (forthcoming, Brepols), and A Companion to the Early Printed Book in Britain (forthcoming, Boydell and Brewer).

Jane Griffiths is a Lecturer in English Literature at the University of Oxford, and a Fellow of Wadham College. She has published on fifteenth- and sixteenth-century poetry and drama in journals including Medievalia et Humanistica, the Huntington Library Quarterly, Review of English Studies, and the Yearbook of English Studies. Her first book, John Skelton and Poetic Authority: Defining the Liberty to Speak, was published by Oxford University Press in 2006. Her second, The Marginal Gloss from Manuscript to Print, is forthcoming, also with Oxford University Press.

Andrew Hadfield is Professor of English at the University of Sussex and Visiting Professor at the University of Granada. He is the author of a number of works on early modern literature, including Shakespeare and Republicanism (Cambridge, 2005, paperback, 2008); Literature, Travel and Colonialism in the English Renaissance, 1540–1625 (Oxford University Press, 1998, paperback, 2007); Literature, Politics and National Identity: Reformation to Renaissance (Cambridge, 1994); and Edmund Spenser: A Life (Oxford University Press, forthcoming, 2012). He was editor of Renaissance Studies (2006–11) and is a regular reviewer for The Times Literary Supplement. He directs the Centre for Early Modern Studies at Sussex, which he founded in 2003–4.

Peter Happé, retired Principal of Barton Peveril Sixth Form College, is a Visiting Fellow in the English Department of Southampton University. His recent publications include Cyclic Form and the English Mystery Plays (Rodopi, 2004) and The Towneley Cycle: Unity and Diversity (University of Wales Press, 2007), and he has co-edited essay collections on Urban Theatre in the Low Countries 1400–1625 (Brepols, 2006) and Interludes and Early Modern Society: Studies in Gender, Power and Theatricality (Rodopi, 2007). He has edited The Trial of Treasure (Manchester University Press, 2010) and The Tide Tarrieth No Man (forthcoming) for The Malone Society, and he is a contributing editor to the current collected editions of Ben Jonson (Cambridge University Press) and James Shirley (Oxford University Press).

Richard Hillman is Professor at the Université François-Rabelais, Tours, France. His books include Self-Speaking in Medieval and Early Modern English Drama: Subjectivity, Discourse and the Stage (Macmillan, 1997) and several works focusing on links between early modern England and France: Shakespeare, Marlowe and the Politics of France (Palgrave Macmillan, 2002), French Origins of English Tragedy and French Reflections in the Shakespearean Tragic (Manchester University Press, 2010 and 2012). He has also published translations of early modern French plays, including L’histoire tragique de la Pucelle de Domrémy, by Fronton Du Duc (Dovehouse Editions, 2005), La tragédie de feu Gaspard de Colligny (François de Chantelouve), together with La Guisiade, by Pierre Matthieu (Dovehouse Editions, 2005), and Coriolan, by Alexandre Hardy (Presses Universitaires François-Rabelais, 2010 [on-line]).

Andreas Höfele is Professor of English at Munich University. He is author of Stage, Stake, and Scaffold: Humans and Animals in Shakespeare’s Theatre (Oxford University Press, 2011). His publications in German include books on Shakespeare’s stagecraft, late nineteenth-century parody and on Malcolm Lowry, as well as six novels. He served as President of the German Shakespeare Society 2002–11.

Alice Hunt is a Senior Lecturer in English Literature at the University of Southampton. She is the author of The Drama of Coronation: Medieval Ceremony in Early Modern England (Cambridge, 2008) and the editor, with Anna Whitelock, of Tudor Queenship: The Reigns of Mary and Elizabeth (Palgrave Macmillan, 2010).

Claire Jowitt is Professor of English at Nottingham Trent University. Her principal publications include Voyage Drama and Gender Politics 1589–1642: Real and Imagined Worlds (Manchester University Press, 2003) and The Culture of Piracy: English Literature and Seaborne Crime 1580–1630 (Ashgate, 2010) as well as a range of essays on early modern travel writing, conceptions of ‘race’ and religion, and cross-cultural encounter. She is a General Editor for Richard Hakluyt’s The Principal Navigations (1598–1600), which Oxford University Press is publishing in fourteen volumes.

Pamela King is Professor of Medieval Studies in the University of Bristol. She is an interdisciplinary medievalist who publishes on medieval theatre and drama, as well as manuscripts, poetry, tombs, and other aspects of the material culture of the late medieval period. She also works on present-day civic festivals that revive or recreate the medieval festive tradition in Europe. Her major publications include the double-prize winning monograph, The York Mystery Cycle and the Worship of the City (D. S. Brewer, 2006), editions of the York and Coventry plays, and most recently Medieval Literature, 1300–1500 (Edinburgh University Press, 2011).

Ros King is Professor of English Studies at the University of Southampton. A musician and theatre director as well as an academic, she has worked as a dramaturg with Shakespeare’s Globe in London, the English Shakespeare Company, and Shakespeare Santa Cruz (California), and has extensive experience giving workshops and talks to school students and teachers. She has edited a range of early modern plays and poems, including Marlowe’s Faustus (Methuen, 2005), and The Works of Richard Edwards (Manchester University Press, 2001), and was co-editor of the collection Shakespeare and War (Palgrave Macmillan, 2005). Her other books include Shakespeare: A Beginner’s Guide (Oneworld Publications, 2011), and Cymbeline: Constructions of Britain (Ashgate, 2005).

Sarah Knight is Senior Lecturer in Shakespeare and Renaissance Literature, School of English, University of Leicester. She works on early modern English and Latin literature, particularly student writing and academic drama. She has edited and translated Leon Battista Alberti’s Momus (I Tatti Renaissance Library, 2003), the accounts of Elizabeth I’s progress visits to Oxford for the new critical edition of John Nichols’s Progresses (Oxford University Press, 2013), and John Milton’s Prolusions (Oxford University Press, forthcoming). She has co-edited two essay collections, The Intellectual and Cultural World of the Early Modern Inns of Court (Manchester University Press, 2011) and A Companion to Ramism: An Intellectual Phenomenon (forthcoming, Brill).

David Lawton is Professor of English at Washington University in St Louis, was Leverhulme Visiting Professor at Oxford 2009–10, and is currently Executive Director of the New Chaucer Society (2002–12). He has published widely on medieval literature, the Bible, and blasphemy.

Stephen Longstaffe is a Senior Lecturer in English at Cumbria University. His main interests are the English history play, clowning, and performance. His most recent publications, as editor, are 1 Henry IV: A Critical Guide (Continuum, 2011) and, with Andrew Hiscock, The Shakespeare Handbook (Continuum, 2009). He also edited Jack Straw, the Elizabethan history play dealing with the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381, for the Edwin Mellen Press in 2002.

John J. McGavin is Professor of Medieval Literature and Culture at the University of Southampton. He has written a number of articles in the areas of rhetoric, and English and Scottish early drama, and two books, Chaucer and Dissimilarity (Fairleigh Dickinson University Press, 2000) and Theatricality and Narrative in Medieval and Early Modern Scotland (Ashgate, 2007). With Dr Eila Williamson, he is currently editing the pre-1642 records of drama, ceremony, and secular music in south-east Scotland.

Mike Pincombe is Professor of Tudor and Elizabethan Literature at Newcastle University. He has written books on The Plays of John Lyly (Manchester University Press, 1996) and Elizabethan Humanism (Longman, 2001), and is the co-editor, with Cathy Shrank, of The Oxford Handbook of Tudor Literature (Oxford University Press, 2009). His current work is mainly based in mid-Tudor and early Elizabethan poetry.

Kent Rawlinson is the Curator of the Historic Buildings at Hampton Court Palace, where he contributes to the research, conservation, and interpretation of the palace. His academic interests and published research encompass the architecture of English royal palaces in the medieval and early modern periods, the history and architecture of the medieval household chapel, and court ceremony in the late medieval and early modern period.

Jennifer Richards is Professor of Early Modern Literature and Culture at Newcastle University. She is the author of Rhetoric and Courtliness in Early Modern Literature (Cambridge, 2003) and Rhetoric: The New Critical Idiom (Routledge, 2007) as well as essays on sixteenth-century literature and culture in Criticism, Renaissance Quarterly, Huntington Library Quarterly, and The Journal of the History of Ideas. With Professor Andrew Hadfield she is editing the works of Thomas Nashe for a new edition to be published by Oxford University Press in 2015, and she is writing a new monograph, Useful Books: Literature and Health in Early Modern England.

Eleanor Rycroft is a Lecturer in Early Modern Literature at Lancaster University. She has published articles and essays in Medieval English Theatre, Locating the Queen´s Men, 1583–1603, and Richard Brome Online on practice-based research into the early modern theatre, its social and political contexts, and the material culture of the Renaissance. She has forthcoming work in the Blackwell Encyclopaedia of English Renaissance Literature, Literature Compass, and Henry VIII and the Tudor Court, and is also writing her first monograph. She has taught English and Drama at the Universities of Sussex, Oxford Brookes, and Reading.

Philip Schwyzer is Professor of Renaissance Literature and Culture at the University of Exeter. He is the author of Literature, Nationalism and Memory in Early Modern England and Wales (Cambridge, 2004) and Archaeologies of English Renaissance Literature (Oxford University Press, 2007). He has recently published an edition of Humphrey Llwyd’s The Breviary of Britain (MHRA, 2011). His current projects include a monograph on Shakespeare and the Remains of Richard III and a study of the history of memory in English and Welsh cathedrals.

Leah Scragg is an Honorary Senior Research Fellow at the University of Manchester, where she was a Senior Lecturer until her retirement in 2004. Among her many contributions to Lylian studies are editions of three of Lyly’s plays (Love’s Metamorphosis, Mother Bombie, and The Woman in the Moon) for the Revels Plays series, an edition of the two parts of Euphues for the Revels Plays Companion Library series, and bibliographical editions of two of the plays (Galatea and Sappho and Phao) for The Malone Society. She has also published three books on Shakespeare and is Chairman of the Council of The Malone Society.

James Simpson is Donald P. and Katherine B. Loker Professor of English at Harvard University (2004–). Formerly Professor of Medieval and Renaissance English at the University of Cambridge, he is an Honorary Fellow of the Australian Academy of the Humanities. He was educated at Scotch College Melbourne, and the Universities of Melbourne and Oxford. His most recent books are Reform and Cultural Revolution, being volume 2 in the Oxford English Literary History (Oxford University Press, 2002), Burning to Read: English Fundamentalism and its Reformation Opponents (Harvard University Press, 2007), and Under the Hammer: Iconoclasm in the Anglo-American Tradition (Oxford University Press, 2010).

Tracey Sowerby is the CMRS Career Development Fellow in Renaissance History at Keble College, Oxford. She is the author of Renaissance and Reform in Tudor England: The Careers of Sir Richard Morison, c.1513–1556 (Oxford University Press, 2010) and has also published articles and essays on the history of print culture, the politics of translation, and Tudor diplomacy. While researching her contribution she was a British Academy Post-Doctoral Fellow and would like to acknowledge the generous support of both the British Academy and Pembroke College, Oxford where she concurrently held a junior research fellowship.

Erzsébet Stróbl is lecturer in English Literature at Karoli Gaspar University, Budapest. Her interests include early modern cultural history, political theory, urban history, and discourses on feminine authority. Among her principal publications are articles on the progresses of Queen Elizabeth I, the symbolism of the figure of the ‘wild man’ in Tudor courtly and civic performances, the early modern printed prayers about and for Queen Elizabeth, and the significance of the dance macabre motif in radical Protestant rhetoric and devotional works. Her book Ideology, Representation and Ritual: The Cult of Queen Elizabeth I is to be published in 2012.

Meg Twycross is Emeritus Professor of English Medieval Studies at Lancaster University. She is Executive Editor of the journal Medieval English Theatre, and has published widely on medieval and early Renaissance theatre and pageantry. In pursuit of performance research, she has directed the productions of many medieval and Tudor plays, including Redford’s Wit and Science, in historic buildings resembling the original venues. Her current work using ‘virtual restoration’ techniques on high-resolution digital images of manuscripts is casting new light on the origins of the York Corpus Christi play, and on the composition of the Journal of George Fox the Quaker.

Daniel Wakelin is Jeremy Griffiths Professor of Medieval English Palaeography at the University of Oxford and Fellow of St Hilda’s College. He is the author of Humanism, Reading and English Literature, 1430–1530 (Oxford University Press, 2007) and co-editor, with Alexandra Gillespie, of The Production of Books in England 1350–1500 (Cambridge, 2011).

Greg Walker is Regius Professor of Rhetoric and English Literature at the University of Edinburgh. He has published widely on the literature, drama, and history of England and Scotland in the medieval and Renaissance periods. Among his recent publications are Writing Under Tyranny: English Literature and the Henrician Reformation (Oxford University Press, 2005) and Medieval Drama: An Anthology (Blackwell, 2000). He is co-editor, with Elaine Treharne, of The Oxford Handbook of Medieval Literature in English (Oxford University Press, 2010), and, with Thomas Betteridge, of the companion to this volume, The Oxford Anthology of Tudor Drama (Oxford University Press, 2012). He is currently working on a study of early modern drama and spectatorship with Professor John J. McGavin.

Allyna E. Ward is Assistant Professor of Early Modern Literature at Booth University College in Manitoba. She has published articles on Tudor literature and has an essay on Nashe and Marlowe that will appear in Marlowe Studies: An Annual in 2012. She also has an essay on Anne Dowriche coming out in a collection on Identity in 2013 and is working on an article that examines Lewes Lavater’s use of Book VI of Lucan’s epic The Civil War. Her current research project examines Lucan and the Tudors and she is the convener of a new symposium, Lucan in the Early Modern Period.

Sam Wood has lectured at the University of Leeds and Manchester Metropolitan University. His principal publications include ‘Courtly Pride and Christian Virtue: Utopia as a Guide to Speaking to Erasmus’ “half-Christian” Turk’, in Tudor Court Culture (ed. Tom Betteridge, Susquehanna University Press, 2010) and ‘Where Iago Lies: Home, Honesty and the Turk in Othello’ (EMLS 14.3). He is currently working on the early modern representation of homelessness.

Clare Wright teaches Drama and Middle English Literature at the University of Nottingham. Her research interests focus on late medieval and early Tudor drama, in particular the corporeal experience of the medium and the effects and meanings it produces. Her interests also include performance space, audience studies, East Anglian drama, performance theory, and the body in performance. Her current work considers the recent connections forged between performance studies and cognitive neuroscience and the possible implications for the study of early theatre.


INTRODUCTION: ‘WHEN LYBERTE RULED’: TUDOR DRAMA 1485–1603

THOMAS BETTERIDGE AND GREG WALKER

IN 1565 the Grocers’ Company of Norwich staged a play, ‘The Story of the Temptation of Man in Paradise, being therein placed, and the expelling of Man and Woman from thence, newly renewed and according unto the Scripture’.1 The drama, as its explanatory title suggests, presented the story of the first humans from the creation of Eve, through her temptation by Satan, to the couple’s expulsion from Paradise. In a memorable tableau, Adam is escorted from Eden by two allegorical figures, Dolour and Misery. Finally, the Holy Ghost appears to reassure him that if he ‘take out of Gospel what it requires’, that is faith in Christ, then he will be assured through grace of an eternal life infinitely more joyful than his present state is miserable. The play ended with a song praising God.

With heart and voice

Let us rejoice

And praise the Lord always

For this our joyful day,

To see of this our God his majesty,

Who hath given himself over us to reign and to govern us.

Let all our hearts rejoice together,

And let us all lift up our voice, one of us with another. (154–61)

(Davis, 1970, p. 18, spelling modernized)

The Grocers’ play was almost certainly performed as part of a cycle of pageants presented in the public spaces of Norwich, all of which dramatized biblical episodes. Like the York Corpus Christi play and other civic medieval dramas, the Grocers’ play transformed the streets and squares of a Tudor town into dramatic sacralized spaces. Its concluding song was probably intended to include the audience along with the actors in its emphasis on the need for all voices to join in praising God. Indeed it is not difficult to imagine the actors encouraging the audience to sing along with them in a collective act of Christian celebration.

The Grocers’ play is clearly part of the same dramatic tradition as other surviving medieval religious plays performed in York, Chester, Coventry, and elsewhere, most of which date from the late fifteenth century or earlier. And, although the title asserts that it has been revised ‘according unto the scripture’, much of the play is not literally biblical. Instead, like the other cycles, it mixes close paraphrases of Scripture with apocryphal passages and episodes (such as the appearance of Dolour and Misery) that are clearly creative embellishments of the biblical account of the expulsion from Paradise. Even the entrance of the Holy Ghost at the end of the play is incongruous in a text that claims to be based closely on Scripture.

So in many ways the Grocers’ play of 1565 looks like a ‘medieval’ catholic relic in the protestant world of Elizabethan Norwich. This appearance is, however, deceptive. The play is a revision of an earlier pageant, also produced by the Grocers, entitled, ‘The Story of the Creation of Eve, with the expelling of Adam and Eve out of Paradise’. This older play, conceived prior to the Reformation (although perhaps as late as the early 1530s), is superficially similar to the drama of 1565. But there are a number of important, and initially disorienting, differences between the two. As Paul Whitfield White has suggested, the 1565 play is a revision of the earlier pageant informed by reformed, Calvinist doctrine. It emphasizes the companionate, sexual nature of the first couple’s marriage in Paradise (where the earlier pageant had glossed over the nature of their relationship, seemingly anxious to promote the idea of celibacy as the highest human virtue), it drops the use of the term virago for Eve, to which Calvin had objected in his Commentaries, and stresses the predestined nature of the Fall as a means of trying humankind through adversity in preparation for eternal bliss—at least for ‘the elect’.2

Perhaps the key difference between the two versions, however, is the extent to which the later play stresses its biblical sources, thereby illustrating the English Reformation’s ambiguous attitude towards drama. The 1565 play has two alternative opening addresses by a Prolocutor, one to be delivered if the play was performed alone or as the first in a sequence, the other if it followed on from pageants representing the Creation and the Fall of the Angels (if that is what the text means by ‘hell cart’). Each stresses the drama’s close relationship to the text of Scripture. In the second the Prolocutor tells the audience that,

As in their former pageants is semblably declared.

Of God’s mighty creation in every living thing,

As in the first of Genesis to such it is prepared

As lust they have read to memory to bring (1–4)

…

In the second of Genesis of mankind his creation

Unto this Garden Eden is made full preparation

And here beginneth our pageant to make the declaration,

From the letter C in the chapter before said

How God put man in Paradise … (6–10)

(Davis, 1970, p. 12)

The careful summary of the first two books of Genesis, and still more obviously the reference to the ‘letter C’ here, suggest the direct relationship between the performance and the biblical text. For, in the Great Bible, first published in 1539 and sanctioned for use in all churches, the passage in chapter two of the Genesis story (‘the second of Genesis’), which begins ‘The Lord God also toke Adam, and put him into ye Garden of Eden’ (f. i(v)), was indeed marked with just such a capital ‘C’ in the margin at this point as part of the apparatus provided for readers. The Prologue was thus drawing the attention of the audience (and perhaps particularly of any protestant critics of the religious drama present) to the close relationship of the play to the biblical text. Conceivably it was even imagined that spectators might have a copy of the Bible with them, and could thus either check the authenticity of the material being performed or use the play as an extended gloss on the scriptural account. Either way, the Prologues implicitly reflect an anxiety that the dramatic performance could not be left to justify itself. An external authority, indeed the ultimate authority of God’s word, had to be invoked, to legitimize what was to follow.

The Grocers’ play is, then, a text clearly touched and inflected by the protestant Reformation. Its author has sought to turn the traditional form of civic religious drama in a reformed direction, responding as the authors of the Chester cycle would do a few years later, to protestant objections to the impurities and absurdities of the cycle form.3 In the face of criticisms of the religious drama’s tendency to embellish (and so misrepresent) Scripture through the addition of new dialogue and characters (often of a comic or potentially comic nature), the incorporation of apocryphal material from catholic works such as the Golden Legend, and the use of the plays to promote supposedly superstitious and popish doctrine and practice, these authors sought to stress the faithfulness of their plays to biblical truth, and their capacity to promote godly reformed doctrine among their witnesses.

For all its ‘modern’ protestant content, however, the Grocers’ play of 1565 is distinctly conventional in much of its stagecraft. Indeed, it looks decidedly ‘retro’ if one comes to it with the traditional, evolutionary model of theatrical history in mind, in which symbolic, allegorized action is seen as characteristic of an ‘early’, ‘medieval’, and catholic sensibility, while an interest in interiority and psychologically more nuanced and ‘rounded’ characters are the hallmarks of the ‘mature’, protestant theatre of the later Elizabethan stage. Notably here, it is the later, revised Grocers’ play that introduces the allegorical figures of Dolour and Misery to the action (there is no sign of them in the surviving text of the 1530s or the costume lists relating to its production), and has them drag Adam from Paradise in a symbolic tableau of dejection. White notes that such externalized emblematic representation of emotion can also be found in a number of early Elizabethan protestant interludes such as Enough is as Good as a Feast and The Tide Tarrieth for No Man, suggesting that the Norwich playwright might have been trying to give his play a protestant sheen by adding it to the more naturalistic action.4 This may well have been the case. But such externalized, allegorical dramaturgy was equally characteristic of the earliest surviving interludes and Moralities of the pre-Reformation era, such as Mankind, Everyman, and, perhaps quintessentially, The Castle of Perseverance. The emblematic mode was thus both contemporary and old-fashioned in 1565, depending upon which way one looked at it, and was seemingly thought to be as effective a means of making a protestant point as a catholic one. It thus cannot be used to place plays such as the Grocers’ in any simple evolutionary timeline of dramaturgical development. Indeed, a play such as the Grocers’ drama of 1565 defies such teleology. Within it elements of psychological interiority (as in the affective exchanges between Adam and Eve when they first meet) can be found rubbing shoulders with externalized emblematic action, and apocryphal episodes sit alongside a concern for biblical authenticity. It thus illustrates the complexity of the history of the English stage during the Tudor century. As a reformist, allegorical, civic pageant it implicitly refutes any simple evolutionary model that traces development from religious to secular, from simple to more complex forms.

RELIGIOUS DRAMA

In the late fifteenth century the vast majority of dramas performed in England were religious in one form or another. One of the most important theatrical spaces in 1485 was the parish. It was parish officers, for example, who mounted most of the saint plays and folk drama. Similarly, in aristocratic households the musicians and singers associated with the chapel played a crucial role in the production and performance of a range of dramatic interludes and events, many of which had their roots in the liturgical year. And it was the civic authorities, the guilds and councils, often working with the local clergy, who produced the large-scale biblical mystery cycles in cities such as York, Chester, Coventry, and Norwich. But the dominance of the clergy and religious institutions over the production of the drama did not imply that religious plays were thus either uniformly serious in tone or straightforwardly didactic in purpose. Rather, English drama at the start of the long Tudor century was distinguished by its heterogeneity. Plays like the Croxton Play of the Sacrament combined comic elements from folk drama (a quack doctor and his subversive comic servant) with serious doctrinal teaching, while the civic cycles mixed recognizable, and often comic, contemporary stereotypes, with the very highest and most numinous of religious themes. Thus Joseph, husband of the Blessed Virgin and stepfather of Christ, first appears in the York pageant, Joseph’s Trouble about Mary, as an impotent cuckold, drawing attention to his risible bodily inadequacies, while the shepherds who will be the first witnesses of the Nativity are introduced as characters in a farcical story about a stolen sheep (in the Towneley Second Shepherds’ Play) or (in the Chester Shepherds plays) as carnivalesque figures who initially misunderstand the Angel’s message. The profane and sacred, learned and popular could and did exist within the same dramatic spaces—textual, architectural and symbolic—in 1500. By 1600 this was less clearly the case. Although the parish remained an important cultural space for drama, this was declining under the effects of godly reformation. Protestant, and even more noticeably puritan, sermons were often highly dramatic, but they were not part of a devotional culture in which drama played an important part.

The most fundamental cultural developments in the period 1485–1603 were confessional. Most obviously there was the succession of changes of formal religion from Henry VII’s orthodoxy, through Henry VIII’s idiosyncratic mix of traditional piety and humanist reform and Edward and Mary’s divisive Reformation and Counter-Reformation, to the increasingly Calvinist protestantism of the Elizabethan church. After the relative religious calm of the end of the fifteenth century, the first seventy years of the sixteenth saw the country lurch from one religious form to another. At the same time, however, it is important to note that the most important cultural development that impacted upon English religious culture was probably not the vagaries of the conflict between catholicism and protestantism, but rather the emerging split between those godly Christians on either side of the confessional divide who were committed to the thorough transformation of Church and society, and the rest of the populace whose devotionalism and piety were increasingly regarded by all zealots, protestant and catholic, as in need of reform. John Bossy has pointed out that, ‘Divorces between the sacred and the body social were to be everyday events in the sixteenth century.’5 All godly reformers were committed to redrawing the lines of the religious and popular spheres to ensure the dominance and purity of the former. This had a profound effect on Tudor drama. A play like the Digby Mary Magdalene with its mix of the comic and the sacred, Scripture and hagiography, myth, allegory, and folklore, embodied a degree of generic and thematic mixing that all godly religious reformers found unacceptable. Drama was forcibly divorced from religion, with profound consequences for its place within popular culture.

The grounds of this divorce can be vividly illustrated by examining the relationship between religion, authority, and drama in three plays: the York Crucifixion pageant, John Bale’s The Three Laws, and The Comedy of Errors by William Shakespeare. The Crucifixion stages the key event in Christian teaching, history, and belief. It deploys a range of theatrical devices to engage its audience. There is no sense that The Crucifixion regards its status as theatre as undermining its devotional merits or religious authority. The action of the play is focused on the actual moment of Christ’s crucifixion which it depicts with horrific realism. The figure of Christ is almost entirely silent during the course of the action as the soldiers who are crucifying him go about their business.



	III Miles:

	Come forthe, thou cursed knave [Christ]




	 

	Thy comforte sone schall kele.




	IV Miles:

	Thyne hyre schall thou have.




	I Miles:

	Walke oon! Now wirke we wele.6





The soldiers are pleased with their work. But it is important to note that I Miles’ line in this passage also includes the audience. They too are working well, and walking on. The audience and the soldiers are brought together in a contradictory moment of ‘good work’—the paradoxically ‘good’ work of crucifying Christ and the good work of remembering and restaging his death. The Crucifixion simultaneously emphasizes its fidelity to the historical reality of the events of Good Friday and at the same time stresses their ahistorical, universal nature. And it is theatre that enables the play’s author to stage this devotional collapse of New Testament history into the present of fifteenth-century York. The complexity of The Crucifixion is embodied not in the language or the characters of the drama; rather it is articulated through the totality of the dramatic moment. It is Christ’s silence as much as his words that are theologically significant and which create the space for participating in The Crucifixion, for actors and audience alike. To be part of the performance of The Crucifixion was an act of devotion, and the theatrical nature of the event was a key element in its devotional meaning.

John Bale’s The Three Laws, written c.1538, articulates the same paradox as The Crucifixion, but in a very different context and for diametrically opposed reasons. The Three Laws dramatizes the corruption of the laws of nature, Moses, and Christ by a collection of highly theatrical vices. In Bale’s drama, for a character to be explicitly theatrical (if this means to play with language, to mock, joke and perform comic business, and to self-consciously refer to oneself as a figure in a play) is to be marked as a vice, a papist, and as inherently lacking in authority. In The Three Laws the central vice, Infidelitas, is a clown whose speech is often nonsensical. He enters the play dressed as a peddler apparently selling brooms.

Brom, brom, brom, brom, brom!

Bye [i.e., ‘buy’] brom, bye, bye!

Bromes for shoes and powcherynes, purse-clasps

Botes and buskins for newe bromes.

Brom, brom, brom! (178–80)

(Walker, 2000, p. 497)

It soon becomes apparent, however, that Infidelitas is far from a simple figure of fun. Under the cover of his buffoonery other more sinister vices enter the world of the play. Natural Law is corrupted by Idololatria and Sodomismus, the latter of whom explains to the audience the historical roots of his victory over nature’s laws.

I dwelt amonge the Sodomytes,

The Benjamytes, and Madyanytes,

And now the Popsyh hypocrytes

Embrace me every where

I am now become all spyrytuall,

For the clergye at Rome, and over all

For want of wyves, to me doth fall,

To God they have no feare. (571–8)

(Walker, 2000, p. 503)

There is, however, a tension in The Three Laws between the theatricality of the vices and Bale’s desire to use them to articulate his serious arguments against papistry. Sodomismus is a vice, but when he is describing how he corrupted nature’s law he is speaking the truth, at least as far as Bale was concerned. The Three Laws does not in the end resolve the tension between the theatrical and the authoritative. Instead what it consistently does is seek to protect from the taint of theatricality those speeches by the virtuous characters and the vices which are didactic. This creates a situation in which, when a character is speaking with authority, their words are not ‘performed’; it is as though they are speaking not as a character but rather simply reading a written polemical or instructive text. For example, Sodomismus tells the audience that,

We made Thalon and Sophocles,

Thamiras, Nero, Agathocles,

Tiberius, and Aristoteles,

Themselves to use unnaturallye:

I taught Aristo and Fulvius,

Semiramis and Hortensius,

Crathes, Hyliscus, and Pontius

Beastes to abuse most monstruouslye. (611–18)

(Walker, 2000, p. 504)

It is difficult to understand this speech as being spoken by the character Sodomismus. Instead what Bale is doing here, as he does in the rest of his drama, is separating complexity, in the lines above in relation to classical learning, from char-acterhood. Thus, if being a dramatic ‘character’ implies linguistic coherence and consistency of persona, then the only ‘real’ character in The Three Laws is Infidelitas. Bale, like other mid-Tudor playwrights did regard the theatre as a potential vehicle for serious and complex issues but at the same time he consistently sought to separate theatrical complexity (performative, linguistic, and characterly) from the serious points he wanted to make. Whereas the author of The Crucifixion used the complex tension between the theatrical moment and the biblical story to reinforce the devotional effect of their drama, Bale separates theatricality personified in Infidelitas from religious complexity and didactic instruction to deliver the polemical agenda of his. This move is not, however, specifically protestant. It can be seen in plays such as Everyman where the role of the clergy is simultaneously valorized and explicitly protected from theatrical contamination by the non-appearance of a priest on stage at the key moment in the action. To receive absolution Everyman has to leave the performance space.

Shakespeare’s The Comedy of Errors explores and at the same time celebrates this same separation of theatrical complexity from religion. The majority of the play takes place in the city of Ephesus, which Syracuse Antipholus informs Ephesus Dromio is a place of trickery and mystery.

They say this town is full of cozenage,

As nimble jugglers that deceive the eye,

Dark-working sorcerers that change the mind,

Soul-killing witches that deform the body,

Disguised cheaters, prating mountebanks

And many such-like libertines of sin.

(I.2.97–102)

Ephesus is a place of transformation where people lose their sense of self. It is an obvious metaphor for the theatre. As Syracuse Antipholus points out, there is nothing simple about Ephesus, but its complexity plays out around issues relating to appearance, changeability, and disguise. At the end of The Comedy of Errors far more serious issues briefly raise their heads, but Shakespeare is careful to place them outside the city, in a ditch beside the walls of a convent, where the numinous moment of rediscovery, reunion, and symbolic rebirth of the characters is played out. In many ways the space in which or more accurately at which The Comedy of Errors concludes is the reality of the place, geographic and symbolic, of Elizabethan public theatre—in a disreputable extramural space outside the reach of law and religion, a space no longer authoritative and certainly not devotional. Religion has a place in the drama of Shakespeare and his contemporaries, but like the Abbess in The Comedy of Errors, it has to be found and when it is it tends to be extremely limited. The theatrical complexity of The Crucifixion is transformed and concentrated in late Tudor drama into the intricacies of characterhood. This had the effect of creating complex characters but at the same time what had been public debates concerning central and authoritative issues, the nature of Christ’s teaching or the shape of a godly commonwealth, were reduced to the ruminations of ‘disguised cheaters’—actors and the characters that they performed. And such things were, by the 1580s, increasingly the business of a special place reserved for their production and consumption: the theatres.

THE COMING OF THE THEATRES

Although, as recent scholarship has suggested, the coming of the theatres had a less cataclysmic effect on the provincial touring circuit than was once thought, in one important respect, the creation of purpose-built playhouses in and around London in the last third of the Tudor century did change English drama fundamentally: it turned play-writing into a profession.

Prior to the moment in 1576 when James Burbage built his eponymous Theatre in Shoreditch, play-writing was, for the most part, something one did occasionally rather than as a full-time job of work. Much of the drama produced before the 1550s was also site-specific, in that it was produced within communities (be they aristocratic houses, civic guilds, or parishes), and relied upon local history, geography, and broadly topical issues for many of its most powerful meanings. Its authors, similarly, were often local people. Such plays might be regularly revised by members of those communities, in order that they could be played repeatedly before the same or similar audiences. At the same time, those acting companies that did make their living by performing plays outside their own communities did so largely on the move. Rather than audiences going to see plays, drama travelled the country in search of its audiences, whether they were to be found in great halls, town halls, inn-yards, urban streets, churches, or open fields. Companies hawked their plays around in much the same way that other peddlers did, and risked the same social stigma as a result.7

In such an environment, it is difficult to talk with any confidence about playwrights as a specific group of writers. Men like John Heywood or John Bale wrote plays as part of their official roles within their households or as part of their religious ministry, and among other forms of literary output, they did not write to make their living. Similarly, the authors of parish or civic religious drama seem, from the limited surviving evidence, to have been primarily local clerics, men who had the education and the time to turn their hand to producing or revising the plays that spoke to local spirituality, devotion, and other concerns. By the later 1570s this was changing. With the building of the theatres, a number of acting companies found more permanent metropolitan homes, and were able to stay in or close to London for much of the year, avoiding the hard slog of perpetual touring. And, as a result, London became a place where it was possible for an educated man with sufficient talent and self-discipline to carve out a career writing for the theatres. But the playhouse was a demanding employer, with an insatiable demand for new material. In the days of regular touring, a company might eke out a career with only a handful of plays in their repertoire, confident that they would find a fresh welcome in each new town or household. Once the companies settled in London, they had continually to tempt a single, albeit very large, audience with fresh wares, and so needed a constant stream of new plays. We know the titles of around 436 plays performed in London between 1560 and 1600 (probably only part of the dramatic output in the capital in the period), but the rate at which demand was accelerating can be judged from the fact that 266 of those date from the final decade of the century.8 In a very obvious sense, the building of the playhouses professionalized the crafts of both playwright and actor in early modern England, and turned the theatre from a pastime to a metropolitan industry.

As Walker has argued elsewhere, we can gain a sense of this cultural shift by comparing two texts, one written towards the beginning of the Tudor century, the other at the very end.9 The idea that ‘all the world’s a stage’ had been around for as long as there were stages. But with the building of the playhouses it took on a very different set of associations. When Thomas More compared princely politics to stage plays in his History of King Richard III (c.1514–18), he described a situation in which the actors inhabited an exclusive world, and the common man stepped onto the stage at his peril.

And so they said that these matters be King’s games, as it were stage plays, and for the more part played upon scaffolds. In which the poor men be but lookers on. And they that wise be, will meddle no further.10

When Sir Walter Raleigh (1552–1618) revisited the life-as-theatre metaphor in ‘On the Life of Man’, not only had the material conditions of performance changed—he imagined the performance played out in a playhouse, equipped with curtains and a tiring-house, rather than as a pageant presented in the streets as in More’s anecdote—but the players were no longer the keepers of a dangerous mystery, but the humble purveyors of a commodity. The ‘lookers on’, were transformed into a sophisticated, fee-paying public, who might make or break the actors’ fortunes with their verdict on the performance.

What is our life? A play of passion;

Our mirth the music of division;

Our mothers’ wombs the tiring-houses be

Where we are dressed for this short comedy.

Heaven the judicious sharp spectator is,

That sits and marks still who doth act amiss;

Our graves that hide us from the searching sun

Are like drawn curtains when the play is done.

Thus march we, playing, to our latest rest,

Only we die in earnest—that’s no jest.

(Walker, 2002, p. 156)

We need to take More’s description of the dangerous mystery of the stages with a pinch of salt, of course. What we know of both the early Tudor great hall and the urban religious drama suggests that a degree of boisterous interaction between the actors and their audiences was a crucial part of their performance dynamic. And the idea that the lookers on might indeed meddle in the drama was built into a number of the plays. Merry Report steps directly into Heywood’s Play of the Weather, seemingly from among the crowd, as, still more spectacularly, do the servants known simply as A and B in Henry Medwall’s Fulgens and Lucrece. And, if the testimony of his earliest biographers is to be believed, the young More was himself adept at just such improvised intervention in the performances in Cardinal Morton’s house in the 1490s: a possibility dramatized at the end of the century in the play Sir Thomas More, which sought to recreate the conditions of great hall drama on the playhouse stage.

But a cultural shift did undoubtedly occur as a consequence of the move from playing primarily in halls and on the streets to the playhouse stages. And with this change, a drama that had been a vehicle for an authoritative moral and religious critique of worldly life—what we might identify as secular, consumer society—became unmistakably an integral and compromised part of that same commercial culture. Play-going had always been only problematically related to sober living and moral improvement, but with the development of the playhouses, it could no longer seriously be maintained that it was primarily a pious activity, like attending a sermon or reading a work of improving literature. The very geography of the theatres proclaimed as much through their proximity to those other centres of licentious indulgence and ‘waste’, the cockpits, bear-baiting rings, bowling alleys, and brothels of Southwark and the northern suburbs. And in the plays of the 1580s and 1590s those links became all too obvious.

One effect of this shift was to de-legitimatize theatre as a vehicle for serious authoritative discourse. Early Tudor plays such as Everyman, Wisdom, or The Three Laws were overtly didactic, and the mid-Tudor interludes revived this didacticism in the interests of protestant, ‘commonwealth’ reform. These plays were designed to expound and explore real authoritative truths. This idea was becoming increasingly problematic from the 1570s, and by 1603 the godly would have regarded the idea of writing an Everyman as at best a waste of time and at worst a sinful, ‘popish’ excess. This collapse of formal legitimization, however, had the positive effect of creating the space for the artistic and commercial speculation of the public stage as it emerged at the end of the Tudor period. It was only for a theatre that no longer spoke for authority that Christopher Marlowe could produce a work like Dr Faustus. The story of the additional devil appearing on stage during a performance of Faustus is sometimes used to indicate the power of early modern theatre. In practice what it reflects is the extent to which the scope and prestige of the theatre had diminished. In the York Corpus Christi play or the Digby Mary Magdalene the devils represented were as real as the other biblical characters who populated the stage. This was clearly still the case in 1565 when the Grocers produced their play. The metaphysical sensationalism of Dr Faustus reflects not simply the power of the theatre, but its emerging status as a risky popular art form which could play with important cultural fears and desires precisely because it was no longer regarded by ecclesiastical authority as a potential vehicle for serious debate or devotional practice.

But if the creation of the playhouses brought about serious changes in the cultural capital of playing, bringing about a fundamental transformation of the business of theatre at least in part by turning theatre into a business, it did not change the nature of the plays performed in those theatres quite as quickly or as fundamentally. A spectator used to the great hall drama of Medwall, Skelton, and Heywood, suddenly transported to the Globe and confronted with a Shakespearian comedy in full swing, would undoubtedly have found much to marvel at in his or her new surroundings, but also a good deal that was familiar, both in the topography of the stage and the nature of the drama he or she was watching. Although the scale and shape of the playhouse, with its banks of galleries and high stage thrust out into a yard full of standing spectators, would probably have seemed very new and strange, he or she might nonetheless have detected in the configuration of the stage itself, obtruding from a rear wall with two doors and a gallery above, a reassuring echo of the late medieval great hall with its two screens entrances surmounted by a minstrels’ gallery.11 There would thus have been the same flow of entrances and exits through two principal portals into a largely undifferentiated playing space, with all the implications that this simple arrangement might have for the management of roles and the sequential division of the action into ‘scenes’. There would also have been the same creation and management of stage space through appeal to the audience’s imaginations rather than any appeal to spatial logic or naturalistic settings. The cavalier ability to have Africa on one side of the stage and Asia on the other, just by saying it was so, that so enraged Sir Philip Sidney was as evident in Medwall’s or John Lyly’s work as it was in the Prologue to Henry V’s still more explicit appeal that spectators should use their imaginary forces to conjure horses and armoured knights in the bare ‘cockpit’ of the playhouse. So, while the social and cultural relationship between actors and spectators may have shifted from one of supplicants and patrons (in the case of the hall plays) or participants in a shared mystery (in that of the religious drama) to purveyors of a commercial product and their customers, the internal dynamics of secular dramatic performance itself may have remained comfortingly similar throughout the century.

It is, however, important to note that, while the civic authorities in places like London were interested in managing, controlling, and at times closing public theatres, their attitude was largely driven by practical and pragmatic considerations. For example, there has been an assumption that Elizabethan theatre builders sought out sites in the liberties within and beyond London’s walls for political reasons; they wanted to escape the ideological control of the city authorities. This is, however, at best an unproven assertion. It may well be that London’s liberties were attractive to men like James Burbage simply for practical reasons, such as the availability of cheaper rents and more compliant neighbours. The great wave of theatre building that took place during the period 1570–1642 witnessed the creation, either purpose-built or from existing buildings, of twenty-three commercial playhouses. This is an impressive achievement. Before 1560 there were no permanent playhouses in London. At the same time, however, it is clear that there was a potentially lucrative market for plays and drama in this earlier period. As Janette Dillon has demonstrated, John Rastell appears to have been able to run a lucrative costume hire business in the 1520s.12 The late Elizabethan playhouses did not create an entirely new market; rather they represent an extremely successful attempt to magnify and exploit one that already existed. In the process they took existing elements of Tudor drama to new levels while at the same time curtailing some of its more radical and demanding elements. The space of the theatre was more fixed and permanent in 1600 than it had been in 1485, but its scope had been reduced and bound. The commercial playhouses that playwrights like Marlowe and Shakespeare wrote for were new buildings and they represented a new business of theatre—one far more secular and commercially successful, but also one more ideologically weak than the theatre which preceded them.

HUMANISM

The other key cultural force, alongside religious reform and the building of the playhouses, that shaped the development of drama in the Tudor century was humanism. Although it is hard to define it precisely, it is useful, if simplistic, to see humanism as a self-conscious movement dedicated to integrating classical learning with a reformed Christianity in the pursuit of individual and collective virtue. The ultimate aim of scholars like Sir Thomas More was to create a better, more virtuous society through social and religious reform. Humanist writers stressed the importance of education as the preparation for leading a good life. To be a virtuous Christian meant having at one’s fingertips the wealth of classical learning as well as the biblical texts that could be drawn upon and applied to life. Erasmus’ most successful book, the Adages, was a collection of proverbs accompanied by discussions of their provenance, meaning, and application to the contemporary world. There was clearly an expectation that his readers would not simply read the work but would carry its wisdom into their everyday, public lives. Humanists stressed the ways in which rhetoric could generate virtue, at the level of both the state and the individual. The Adages imagined a world, albeit a largely disembodied textual one, in which learned men used the communal shared nature of the learning contained in classical proverbs to become ever more sophisticated embodiments of rhetorical wisdom. Erasmus’ ideal humanist is a slightly strange character: a fully rounded virtuous individual whose sense of self was largely based on the ability to master and weave together the words and texts of classical writers and their humanist popularizers. The ultimate humanist was meant to be a person who had fully internalized the teaching of writers like Erasmus, but he could also look disturbingly like an actor simply performing virtue, sophistication, and individuality. More was haunted by the dark side of language, the ability of words to corrupt and deceive, the potential ethical hollowness at the heart of the greatest feats of rhetorical skill or humanist wit. More’s Utopia mocks the ideal of a fully reformed virtuous land while his History of Richard III depicts a humanist anti-hero who uses his skills as a performer to flatter, corrupt, and lie his way to power.

In the long term, however, what humanism allowed writers like Kyd, Shakespeare, and Marlowe to do was to exploit, and indeed create, a form of drama in which the performance of complex, conflicted characters was the norm. It is this that leads to the disappearance, after about 1603, of the narrator or chorus figure who in earlier plays had told audiences how they should view the drama they were watching. The characters that populate later Tudor drama are humanist in their interiority and complexity, their capacity to explore a moral or political issue within themselves, rather than exemplify just one aspect of it. It is arguable that such roles, if they were to be performed successfully, demanded a degree of acting skill that could only be provided by professional actors. Such demands, and the need for daily performances in the new playhouses, meant that the days of the amateur were over, although they still had a foothold in the world of civic and court drama where it was still possible for an actor to emerge from among the crowd.

The danger of all ‘religions of the book’, of which Renaissance humanism was one, however, is that they can breed fundamentalism. In the case of humanism this came in the form of an overly precise regard for the decorum in artistic forms which was thought to be characteristic of classical practice. Hence Sir Philip Sidney, the archetypal Renaissance man, could condemn the dramatists of his day in his Apology for Poetry (published posthumously in 1595), for their inability to follow what he saw as the inviolable rules of drama laid down by Aristotle.

All their plays be neither right Tragedies, nor right Comedies … [they] thrust in clowns by head and shoulders, to play a part in majestical matters, with neither decency nor discretion, so as neither the admiration and commiseration, nor the right sportfulness, is by their mongrel tragi-comedy obtained.13

What annoyed Sidney most was the playwrights’ lack of propriety, their failure consistently to apply classical precepts, resulting in a generically hybrid product, neither one thing nor another. And indeed the Elizabethan theatres were fundamentally diverse, hybrid institutions. They were socially diverse, allowing entry to anyone who could afford the penny that was the minimum entrance fee. But, more importantly for their critics, they were tonally and thematically diverse. Sidney’s criticisms of ‘mongrel tragicomedy’ had a powerful influence on subsequent writers, critics, and playwrights alike. John Florio in his Second Fruits (1591) repeated them almost word for word, and in 1597, Joseph Hall rephrased the complaint, describing the ‘goodly hoch poch’ that results ‘when vile Russetings/Are match’t with monarchs’ (Walker, 2002, pp. 159–60). Some playwrights attempted to correct these assumed abuses and produce a drama characterized by decorum and classical principles. Sackville and Norton’s Gorboduc (notably the only contemporary play for which Sidney expressed any enthusiasm) adopted the consistent seriousness of tone as well as the five-act structure and choruses of what its authors took to be ‘pure’ Senecan drama. And Ben Jonson brought to the public stages a drama based on the unities of time, place, and action, and sought to remove the frivolous gestures and anachronisms which he felt marred the work of contemporaries like Shakespeare. Yet, even in Jonson’s most successful ‘classical’ experiments, such as Volpone (1606) or The Alchemist (1610), disparate matter is brought into explosive and productive combination.

Sidney’s criticisms were not wholly new, however. Even in the drama of the early Tudor period there was a conflict between the theoretical desire for greater generic order and the teeming energies of a diverse and multiform dramatic practice. Works like Fulgens and Lucres, probably performed before Cardinal Morton, Henry VII’s Archbishop of Canterbury, embody a humanist desire to reproduce classical forms, but also an omnivorous capacity to contain and refract other, less ‘pure’ vernacular traditions and routines. They represent an artistic agenda, driven by humanism, to discipline the more excessive elements of traditional drama, but at the same time offer a clear reflection of the power, and the attractiveness of those same elements. Hence the play dramatizes a powerful and nuanced debate, drawn from impeccable scholarly sources, about the nature of true nobility; but what audiences probably remembered most vividly from its performance was the obscene joust ‘fart prick in cule’ between the two servants, A and B, in which they launched themselves at each other in squatting positions with poles thrust between their buttocks, joking about incontinence and farting.

Heywood’s The Play of the Weather is in some ways another perfect illustration of the tensions between classicalism and tradition. Its central argument revolves around the classical figure of Jupiter, and the debate around which the drama is constructed (who can speak best in defence of their desired form of weather?) seems almost to have been designed with humanist pedagogy in mind. At the same time the existence of the vice, Merry Report, and the Chaucerian estates satire that is at the heart of the play’s structure evoke the very different world of medieval vernacular literature. The mixing of styles and genres that Weather exemplifies remained the norm for Tudor drama throughout the century. In these terms, while the physical space of drama, and the career patterns of those who wrote and produced it, radically changed, the plays themselves varied far less obviously in terms of their relaxed attitude to genre and form. Janette Dillon has commented that, ‘Generally, until well into the seventeenth century, the notion that different kinds of engagement belonged in different kinds of plays was alien.’14

In the past it has been assumed that the constriction of playing spaces, and in particular the growing restriction of drama to specialist buildings, was repeated in relation to the forms of Tudor theatre. There was an assumption that during the sixteenth century ‘medieval’ forms died out and more specific dramatic genres emerged, principally comedy and tragedy. One reason for this assumption was that, under the joint pressures of puritan hostility and legal prohibition on the representation of divine figures, the last years of the sixteenth century did witness the almost complete disappearance of directly religious drama. It is, however, a mistake to assume that the generic diversity embodied in works like the York Corpus Christi play disappeared when the play itself stopped being performed. The Tudor period witnessed a blossoming of new theatrical forms and genres. It was during the sixteenth century that the morality play as a genre reached its apogee. At the same time the Tudor court was home to many different types and forms of drama, including interludes, mummings, jousts, and masques. Often a single entertainment, for example the reception of important ambassadors or dignities, would go on over a number of days and would include a range of different and overlapping dramatic events and performances. Above all what remained constant during the period 1485–1603 was the need to entertain. Dr Faustus in its own ways is as mixed a play as the Digby Mary Magdalene, and this diversity was clearly something theatre audiences had come to expect and enjoy.

CONCLUSION

Scholars have recently begun to see the virtues of rearranging the periodicity of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries to reflect continuities in literary production as well as change. The idea that 1485 marked, however nominally, a stark division between the medieval and the early modern is now thoroughly discredited. The history of Tudor drama is similarly marked by radical change and also the persistence of traditional forms, performances, and spaces. Civic authorities remained important producers of drama throughout the Tudor period, for example, but there was an increasing separation between what they produced and what was being performed in the new public playhouses. But, while there is agreement that the old chronologies and taxonomies must change, there is as yet little consensus on where the rearranged landmarks and boundaries should be placed, whether in the history of drama or more generally. While James Simpson has seen the 1530s as the key period of rupture between medieval reform and revolutionary reformation in literary culture,15 Mike Pincombe and Cathy Shrank have sought to remove the interior walls altogether to produce a single open-plan century of ‘Tudor’ literary endeavour.16 The same inclusiveness seems still more desirable in terms of dramatic production, where the notion of a long Tudor century from the 1480s to the 1600s can be a useful corrective to models of periodization based on ever more intricate subdivisions: late medieval, early Tudor, Henrician, early Reformation, mid-Tudor, early Renaissance, high Renaissance, early modern, not to mention the minute division of the work of Shakespeare, into early, mature, late, and collaborative semi-retirement.

‘Tudor drama’ is, then, a problematic category, but it nonetheless points towards continuities in dramatic form, function, and practice that tend to be elided by the more traditional taxonomies of dramatic history which are based on disjunctions. What the essays in this volume collectively demonstrate is that such dichotomies are fundamentally misleading. There is no straightforward evolutionary story to be told about the drama of the long sixteenth century that does not simplify the evidence to the point of obfuscation: no teleology from medieval to Renaissance, from religious to secular, drab to golden age, or from the simple and didactic to the complex and exploratory, and no necessary link between catholicism, symbolism, and allegory on the one hand, or protestantism, innovation, and interiority on the other. As the Norwich Grocers’ play shows, the allegorical mode was alive and well in the early years of Elizabeth’s reign, and at least one reformist playwright thought that the addition of overtly allegorical figures to his drama increased rather than decreased the contemporary, protestant credentials of his play.

Similarly there is no difference in kind between the drama of Shakespeare and the rest. Shakespeare’s work might represent the pinnacle of dramatic achievement in this—or any other—period, but his plays are not so different dramaturgically to a number of those produced and performed much earlier in the century. Many of the features of his comedies, for example, are also evident in the earliest surviving secular interlude, Medwall’s Fulgens and Lucrece, written a whole century earlier. Medwall’s work displays the same bravura meta-theatrical playfulness, the same deft interweaving of bawdy humour and high morality, the same mix of high and low characters and sub- and main plots, as a play such as Twelfth Night, which is regularly praised for subverting the genre or pushing its boundaries. Indeed, Medwall’s audacity with the form is arguably the greater: for nowhere did Shakespeare risk outraging his audience so boldly as by staging a game of ‘fart prick in cule’ in the middle of a humanist dialogue (and with the Archbishop of Canterbury probably among the audience too!), or have his actors appear from among the audience as if to join the action uninvited, as Medwall did with his servants A and B.

This volume aims further to erode the misleading chronological distinctions (which are at the same time often implicit quality distinctions) between the ‘medieval’ and the ‘Renaissance’ or ‘early modern’ in early drama. The contributors examine the whole sweep of dramatic production of the long sixteenth century from the 1480s to 1603 because we believe that there is more to be learned about dramatic history from viewing the Tudor period whole than from dividing it piecemeal. Even in chronological terms such distinctions are unhelpful. The religious plays that are for most observers archetypal of medieval drama were being revised and performed well into the last third of the Tudor century; the York cycle until 1569, Chester until 1575, Coventry until 1579. The Renaissance thus ran parallel to ‘the medieval’ in dramatic terms for a good deal of the Tudor period. In 1561–2, for example, one could have watched performances of the York and Chester Passion sequences in situ and Gorboduc in the Inner Temple in London and at court, and could have bought newly printed copies of Godly Queen Hester, Jack Juggler, the anonymous interlude, Thersytes, and Jasper Heywood’s translation of Seneca’s Hercules Furens. Only hindsight would probably have suggested that some of these were representative of dying forms, others examples of brief intellectual fads and the rest the harbingers of a new dispensation. Indeed in the decade that followed, the York and Chester pageants were probably played both more frequently and to larger crowds than either the interludes or their neoclassical cousins. An awareness of this ‘goodly hoch poch’ of mongel diversity, and an appreciation of the particular energies and possibilities it created in sixteenth-century dramatic culture, are what we hope our readers will gain from the chapters that follow.
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PART I
RELIGIOUS DRAMA


CHAPTER 1
THE CHESTER CYCLE

SHEILA CHRISTIE

THE Chester cycle, a collection of scriptural pageants now fully extant only in five late sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century manuscripts, were intricately connected to the time and place in which they were performed. The practical realities facing production shaped the development of the cycle over the nearly two hundred years of its performance, but the play also changed in both content and reception in response to the shifting values of the Tudor period. An early modern concern for social control and moral reform surfaces in the cycle’s expansion and revision over the sixteenth century, while the play’s depiction of jurisdictional complexities reflects an awareness of competing jurisdictions both locally and nationally. A close examination of the extant text within its changing historical context reveals the Chester cycle’s role in defining Cestrian identity and culture.

There are two main perspectives on the history and longevity of the Chester cycle. David Mills and those who follow him (largely British and Commonwealth scholars) see continuity between scriptural dramatic activity evident in Chester during the fifteenth century and the extant cycle of the sixteenth century, whereas Lawrence Clopper and those of his scholarly lineage (largely American scholars) argue for a clear break between the fifteenth-century Corpus Christi play and the sixteenth-century Whitsun plays. In support of Mills’ assertion is a 1422 document settling a dispute between the Ironmongers’ and Carpenters’ crafts with respect to the obligations of a third group to their respective Corpus Christi pageants. The document asserts pageant responsibilities which match the sixteenth-century text and records. Similar continuity is suggested by other records of crafts involved in the Corpus Christi play that also performed in the sixteenth-century Whitsun plays, although they are rarely as clear on the subject matter of their performances. On Clopper’s side is a significant shift in pageant route, the change of performance date from Corpus Christi to Whitsun, and an eventual expansion of the cycle to run over three days.1

Regardless of which view one espouses, scholars agree that the sixteenth century was a dynamic period for the Chester cycle, as it was for England as a whole, and the extant records and manuscripts provide clues to the early modern trends which shaped the play within its Tudor context. From local politics to national controversies, the cycle was both shaped by and spoke to the concerns and experiences of Cestrians in the early modern period. The play changed in both content and reception in response to specific events and legal policies, to shifting religious affiliations, and to conflicts over jurisdictional authority. Thus the play as we have it is a composite record of these experiences as they came to bear on the lives of those living on the margins of Tudor English rule.

In order to understand the degree of innovation applied to the Chester cycle in the Tudor period, we first need to ascertain the shape of the cycle before its expansion and development. Evidence of the cycle in the fifteenth century is sparse, but archival details suggest a play performed on Corpus Christi similar to, although more limited in scope than, the sixteenth-century play performed on Whitsun. The first record, from 20 April 1422, records a dispute between the Ironmongers and Carpenters with respect to the pageant obligations of a third composite group, the Bowyers, Fletchers, Stringers, Coopers, and Turners.2 Upon enquiry, the Mayor concluded that neither craft had a right to the third group, since all three had their own pageants according to the Original, presumably a master copy of the play. The record witnesses that the Bowyers, et al., were responsible for a pageant which included ‘the flagellation of the body of Christ’ while the Ironmongers were responsible for the Crucifixion episode. As Mills notes, this confusion of responsibility suggests that the play was still in its early days of production; it is equally important that even at this early date, the Mayor had the authority to settle disputes about the play, suggesting the early play’s civic associations if not outright origins.3 Other records specifying content in the fifteenth century include a plea of debt against the Bakers in 1447–8, where a man claimed ‘2s 6d as salary because he played a demon in the Baker’s play’, and a similar plea in 1487–8 for an amount owing ‘for playing a demon in the Cooks’ play’.4 The first and last records map clearly onto the extant Whitsun plays: the Bowyers, et al., are assigned Pageant 16, The Trial and Flagellation, the Ironmongers Pageant 16a, The Passion, and the Cooks Pageant 17, The Harrowing of Hell. The allusion to the content of the fifteenth-century Bakers’ pageant is less directly related to their sixteenth-century responsibility for The Last Supper, since there are traditionally no demons in that episode, but there is at least some continuity suggested by the other records. General references to craft involvement in the Corpus Christi play expand the scope of the fifteenth-century production to include the Weavers, Walkers, Chaloners, and Shearman, and the Saddlers and Curriers, who, along with the Bowyers, et al., and the Bakers, registered memoranda or charters confirming craft members’ obligation to support the play.5 Another record of debt, in 1491, similarly attests to the involvement of the Goldsmiths and Masons in the Corpus Christi play and further evidence for craft involvement comes from rentals that accommodate a given craft’s ‘Carrage house’, a term suggestive of pageant wagons.6 These include rents paid by the Mercers, Drapers, Saddlers, and Shearman, as well as similar but unspecified payments from the Fishers and Tailors. Finally, although we do not know who performed it, we have evidence of an Assumption pageant performed in 1489–90 and 1498–9.7 There is, in other words, evidence that at least ten to fourteen companies were involved in cycle production in the fifteenth century, suggesting something more than the Passion play Clopper initially hypothesized.8 If there is even some overlap between the Corpus Christi and Whitsun pageant assignments, then the initial Corpus Christi play begins to look like a full, if limited, cycle (as outlined in Table 1.1).

Certainly both the play and the companies were in flux throughout this period. The 1422 confusion over financial obligations suggests that the play’s form was open to debate, while the 1429–30 memorandum on behalf of the Weavers, Walkers, Chaloners, and Shearman implies that the play’s performance was not a regular occurrence: members were required to contribute only ‘each and every time … that it shall happen that … the said play is performed’.9 Moreover, the 1429–30 memorandum lists crafts together that were responsible for different pageants in the sixteenth century, which might suggest that they were collectively responsible for a single pageant in the fifteenth century. In the Whitsun plays, the Shearmen had responsibility for the Prophets of Antichrist pageant, an episode unlikely to be performed without the Dyers’ Antichrist pageant, of which there is no evidence in the fifteenth century.

A similar point applies to the Mercers who are identified interchangeably as Merchants throughout the fifteenth century. Several scholars have suggested that a previously singular pageant was divided between the Mercers and Vintners, and other evidence suggests that ‘Vintners’ was another term used to describe Merchants. In the fifteenth century, these two crafts functioned as a single company, but by c.1500 they were listed separately in Harley 2104, a list of crafts thought to relate either to the Corpus Christi procession or the Corpus Christi play.10 Even if Harley 2104 does not relate to the play, later evidence suggests that the Vintners’ Three Kings (Pageant 8) and the Mercers’ Offerings of the Three Kings (Pageant 9) were split from the same pageant. As F. M. Salter complains, the two pageants ‘are just a little absurd by themselves’.11 If the Mercers of the fifteenth century were responsible for the same material as they undertook in the Whitsun plays, it is likely that they took on the full story of the Magi and their offerings.

Table 1.1 Participating fifteenth-century crafts and their sixteenth-century pageant responsibilities



	Fifteenth-century participants

	Sixteenth-century Whitsun plays




	Drapers

	Pageant 2 Adam and Eve; Cain and Abel




	Carpenters

	Pageant 6 Annunciation and Nativity




	Mercers

	Pageant 9 Offerings of the Three Kings




	Goldsmiths and Masons

	Pageant 10 Slaughter of the Innocents




	Bakers

	Pageant 15 Last Supper




	Bowyers, et al.

	Pageant 16 Trial and Flagellation




	Ironmongers

	Pageant 16a Passion




	Cooks

	Pageant 17 The Harrowing of Hell




	Saddlers and Curriers

	Pageant 19 Christ on the Road to Emmaus; Doubting Thomas




	Tailors *

	Pageant 20 Ascension




	Fishers *

	Pageant 21 Pentecost




	Unknown (later ‘Worshipful Wives’)

	Assumption (not extant in manuscripts)




	Shearman

	Pageant 22 Prophets of Antichrist




	Weavers and Walkers

	Pageant 24 Last Judgement




	* involvement less securely suggested by rentals similar to other companies’ rentals for pageant wagon storage.





All of these details suggest that, by the start of the Tudor period, the Chester cycle presented a relatively complete scriptural history, starting with humanity’s fall, skipping to the events of the Nativity and Passion, potentially including some post-Resurrection sequences, and concluding with a Last Judgement pageant. While there are episodes missing that are found elsewhere, such as the Noah story found in York and Newcastle, as well as the Towneley and N-Town compilations, the only truly notable gap is the absence of a Resurrection pageant, performed by the Skinners in the Whitsun plays. Their apparent fifteenth-century absence may simply relate to poor documentary record, since a Skinners’ Company ‘probably existed in Chester from c.1362’, but their records only begin in 1615.12

If it is true that Chester had a relatively complete cycle in the Middle Ages, it is also true that the Tudor period saw significant development and innovation that transformed that cycle into the Whitsun plays variously recorded in the extant manuscripts. The number of pageants doubled from somewhere around 10–15 pageants to a cycle of 25 pageants, the pageant route changed, the performance was moved from Corpus Christi to Whitsun, and the play was eventually divided to run over three days. Both Clopper and Mills are tantalized by a significant shift in local, jurisdictional authority that may have inspired such changes: in 1506, Henry VIII granted the city the Great Charter that elevated Chester to county status, confirmed the city’s mayoral structure, and sided with the city in a jurisdictional dispute over the ownership of the midsummer fair. As Mills notes, the Early Banns, a pre-Reformation advertisement for the Whitsun plays, emphasize mayoral authority and power, associating the original composition of the play ‘with the beginning of the mayoral office’, and Clopper similarly suggests that ceremonial innovations post-1506 ‘were signs of [the city’s] free status’.13 Mills also notes the beginning of the Midsummer Watch in 1498–9, another example of ceremonial innovation that served to celebrate local, civic identity. Harley 2104, which lists nearly all the crafts performing in the Whitsun plays, is dated to c.1500 based on handwriting only; as such, it speaks generally to a period of innovation around the turn of the sixteenth century incorporating both the Midsummer Show and the 1506 Charter. Regardless of the catalyst for change, and whether the 1506 Charter was the motivation for or a consequence of the city’s growing authority and independence, the development of the sixteenth-century Whitsun plays was characteristic of early Tudor Chester’s dynamic innovation.

The archival evidence for the cycle’s sixteenth-century development is as suggestive as it is frustratingly sparse and hard to date. The first mention of a play performed on Whitsun comes from a 1520–1 agreement between the Smiths and the Founders and Pewterers as they negotiate a division of crafts while agreeing to maintain their financial obligations ‘to whitson playe & Corpus Christi light’.14 The record clearly demonstrates a separation of the play from the Corpus Christi procession, but does not indicate when that separation took place. Mills suggests that the Early Banns were probably ‘first composed when the plays were separated from the procession’, but the extant copy of the Banns was made in 1539–40 and was clearly revised from the time of the Banns’ first composition.15 Nonetheless, the Banns signal their purpose in establishing a separation between the play and procession when they contrast the performance of the play with the ‘Solempne procession … Appon the day of corpus Christi’.16 The Banns also specify the route for the procession as running from ‘saynt maries on the hill/the churche of saynt Johns vntill’, which suggests that the change in performance date also entailed a shift in performance route, presumably to the one described in the seventeenth-century Breviary that antiquarian David Rogers compiled from his father’s notes. Whereas the fifteenth-century Corpus Christi play followed the procession route from the church of St Mary’s on the Hill, near Chester castle and the seat of Palatinate authority, to St John’s, a church outside the city walls associated with Diocesan authority, the Whitsun plays’ route ‘beganne at the Abbaye gates’ and went ‘from thence to the pentice at the high crosse’ and then ‘into the watergate streete. & from thense vnto the Bridgestreete’.17 Mills outlines the symbolic distinction of these routes, showing how the Corpus Christi route ‘link[ed] the old-established seats of civil and ecclesiastical power’, while the Whitsun route ‘linked the new centres of power’ of Tudor Chester, namely the Abbey of St Werburgh’s (which would later become the Cathedral of the protestant See) and the Pentice, the seat of civic authority.18 The further performances in the city’s major streets helped to associate the play with the city rather than extra-civic authorities.

The next specific references to the Whitsun plays occur in two documents from 1531–2, both of which imply that the pageants were divided in that year to run over three days. The first consists of a pageant-sharing agreement between the Vintners, Goldsmiths and Masons, and Dyers, an arrangement only possible if the three companies performed their pageants on different days and only necessary once the decision to divide the play had been made. Such a schedule is suggested by a list transcribed by the seventeenth-century antiquarian Randle Holme II from the White Book of the Pentice in Harley 2150. The list, attributed to 1539–40, identifies the play (in different hands) as both the ‘pley of corpus christi’ and ‘the Auntient whitson playes’.19 The list clearly describes pageants only developed in the sixteenth century and identifies which pageants were performed on each of ‘munday Tewsday & wensday in whitson weeke’. The Early Banns similarly specify a three-day performance ‘In the whitson weeke’, although this detail is likely an addition to the original version, since the Banns start by specifying that the production will take place ‘At the fest of whitsonday tyde’, which suggests a one-day performance.20 The other reference to the extended Whitsun plays in 1531–2 occurs in the Newhall proclamation, which warns audiences to keep the peace when the plays are ‘declared & plaied in the Witsonweke’.21 Both 1531–2 documents also refer to the plays in plural. While orthography provides a fragile basis for hypothesis, in conjunction with the logic of pageant sharing and the reference to performance in Whitson week, these details suggest that 1531–2 was the year that the Whitsun plays became a three-day event.

If we accept the c.1500 Harley 2104 list as an early indication of the participants in the revised Whitsun plays, we can also see evidence of further innovation as new crafts saw potential benefits of cycle participation. In 1523–4, the Cappers presented a petition to the Mayor asking for protection from commercial infringement on their trade, and they use their financial obligation to the cycle as leverage for their requests.22 In the process of laying out their petition, they specify that they took on the episode of Balaack and Balaam (Pageant 5) at the request of Mayor Thomas Smith in exchange for a promise of protection against trade infringement. Smith was mayor in 1504–5, 1511–12, 1515–16, 1520–1, and 1521–2, although presumably the Cappers would not have waited long before complaining that the original agreement had not been kept. In 1533–4, the Painters’, Glaziers’, Embroiderers’, and Stationers’ Company Charter suggests a similar use of cycle involvement as a bargaining chip. In this case, the crafts state that they ‘haue bine tyme out of minde one Brotherhood for the costs & expenses of the plae of þe shepperds Watch with the Angells hyme’, and this participation in the cycle justifies their official formation as a civic company.23 The first mention of a Shepherds pageant occurs in a 1515–16 Mayors’ List when the pageant was performed with the Assumption at St John’s Church, but the auspices of this performance are uncertain.24 Luminasky and Mills believe that ‘the mayor would not have called upon a guild to present an untried play’ and conclude that the Painters took on this pageant before 1515–16, but the facts are not so clear cut.25 A performance at St John’s by this time was unusual enough to deserve mention in the Mayors’ List, and the pageant was performed alongside the Assumption, which was the only pageant to be sponsored by an association that was not a craft. Harley 2104 and the Early Banns assign the Assumption pageant to the Wives of the Town and the Worshipful Wives, respectively, while the 1539–40 list assigns it to the Colleges and Priests. It is possible that the Shepherds pageant was being performed by a similar, non-craft association, or that it was the inaugural performance, an audition of sorts, for the Painters who were seeking inclusion in the cycle. What maybe more significant is that Smith, who made the arrangement with the Cappers, was mayor in 1515–16, the year of the Shepherds performance. Perhaps both pageants were added in that year.

There is no doubt that the cycle continued to change throughout the remainder of the Tudor period. During the Reformation, the Bakers’ Last Supper was removed and reinstated, and the Wives’ Assumption was cut from the cycle altogether, as evidenced by their absence from the Late Banns.26 Christopher Goodman, a puritan reformer who attempted to block the final performances of the play in 1572 and 1575, acknowledged that ‘divers have gone about the correction of [the play] at sundry times & mended divers things’, although he complained that these revisions were not ‘yet so played for the most part as they have been corrected’.27 Other evidence for revision can be found in the text itself, signalled, for example, by inconsistencies within the content or deviations from the standard eight-line, Chester stanza with its aaabaaab or aaabcccb rhyme scheme.28 An example of the former occurs in Pageant 10, The Slaughter of the Innocents, where Herod’s soldiers are introduced twice and seem to kill the same children twice. A local, anachronistic allusion helps to date the second, longer alternative version in this pageant to the early sixteenth century: the second soldier boasts that he ‘slewe ten thousand …/kempes’ and that he would not hesitate even if ‘the kinge of Scottes and all his hoste/were here’.29 Lumiansky and Mills believe that the Scottish reference invokes Cestrian involvement in the 1513 battle of Flodden Field ‘when some 10,000 Scots … were killed’, potentially placing this revision in the period just before or when the Whitsun plays shifted to a three day schedule.30 Given that the three-day performance would ease time constraints on individual pageants, the shift would have been an ideal time to expand individual pageants and develop local allusions, and this particular example helps to demonstrate a changing civic attitude towards military activity and civic violence. An example of deviation from the Chester stanza is noticeable in Pageant 18, The Resurrection. There, in addition to missing lines and errors in rhyme throughout the pageant, the entirety of Christ’s Resurrection speech is delivered in an alternating abab rhyme structure. Lumiansky and Mills suggest that the content is ‘willfully obscure’ on points of controversial theology, and this point, with the unusual rhyme scheme, demonstrates revision during the later Tudor period, when the cycle was under attack as ‘Old Popish plays’ that were allegedly designed to keep the city ‘in assured ignorance & superstition’.31 Here the shifting religious and social context put pressure on the cycle’s producers to maintain careful ambiguity in a time of diverse religious belief.

While economic and practical motivations can help to explain large-scale changes in the cycle, closer examination of the social and political context of Tudor Chester can explain embedded textual revisions in the cycle and highlight the significance of the play in the Tudor period. Clopper suggests that the civic development of the cycle in the sixteenth century was partly motivated by ‘corporate responsibility’, that is ‘a sense of responsibility for the moral and religious welfare of the citizenry’.32 As Clopper’s use of ‘responsibility for’ suggests, the play served the interests, not of the city as a whole, but of the ruling elite. Lumiansky and Mills stress that ‘control of the Corpus Christi Play and the Whitsun Play resided with the Mayor and the City Council’.33 The play was a civic document under the purview of the Mayor and aldermen, and, as Mills notes, the council had the authority to reassign and alter the pageants as they saw fit.34 As a text controlled and administered by the civic elite, the play was also a significant source of mayoral propaganda, communicating not only the scriptural story but also the civic elites’ expectations of citizens’ moral behaviour. In the Slaughter of the Innocents example mentioned above, the localized scriptural story also comments on the tensions inherent in housing professional soldiers in a civic environment, a tension that was at least discursively part of Chester’s historical identity as a military outpost along the Welsh border. The dialogue between the soldiers and mothers positions the soldiers as local men whose experience with military violence has disrupted their sense of morality and ethical, social responsibility. The play acts as a cautionary allegory for Cestrian society, showing how the tacit permission and means for violence inherent in martial employment can easily spill over into non-martial contexts.

A similar use of the play to establish expectations of morality can be seen in the addition of the Alewife episode in The Harrowing of Hell pageant. After Christ has freed the saved souls trapped in limbo, there is a short scene involving an alewife who is left in hell on account of her immoral and illegal behaviour. She confesses

Of kannes I kept no trewe measure.

My cuppes I sould at my pleasure,

deceavinge manye a creature,

thoe my ale were nought.35

She adds that she adulterated her ale with hops, ashes, and herbs, substances considered unethical in ale brewing (although hops could be used for beer), and she lists a number of other common practices used by ‘tavernes, tapsters of this cittye’ that break the ‘statutes of this contrye/hurting the commonwealth’.36 Chester’s alewife builds on satirical stereotypes like John Skelton’s c.1517 caricature of Elynour Rummyng, who mixes chicken dung with her ale.37 In Chester, however, the alewife’s ‘crimes’ echo local statutes, such as Mayor Henry Gee’s 1533 regulations relating to the brewing and selling of ale.38 One of the devils who welcomes the alewife into hell also adds cards and dicing to her list of sins, practices banned in Henry VIII’s 1528 proclamation against ‘Dyce Cardes and other vnlaufull games’.39 For these crimes she is damned, a fate she promises to others in the audience who similarly disobey the statutes. While the medieval York play leaves Judas, Christ’s betrayer, as hell’s remaining resident, Chester’s Tudor play rates damage to the commonwealth and the breaking of statutes as sins worth damning, betraying an early modern emphasis on order and the rights of the whole, the commonwealth, over the rights of the individual. The addition of the alewife reveals a direct correlation between the civic government and the cycle as local propaganda.

As both Mills and Barrett have discussed, the play also speaks to anxieties over vagrancy and evolving attempts to address increasing problems with poverty throughout the Tudor period.40 The opening action of Pageant 13 (The Blind Chelidonian; The Raising of Lazarus) stresses that the blind man seeking alms is ‘your owne neighbour and of your owne kynd’ who was ‘born in this citttie’.41 The emphasis on local community continues after Christ heals the blind man, and the pageant’s ‘citizens’ call each other ‘neighbour’.42 When the blind man assures his fellow citizens that he is the same person who needed their help the previous day, they report him to the authorities (in this case the Pharisees), who in turn summon the man’s parents to witness his identity. All of these details resonate with local practices that increasingly sought to control the identification and movement of the ‘deserving poor’. As Barrett notes, the meaning of the episode shifts as laws against vagrancy became increasingly restrictive, but the emphasis on belonging throughout the episode consistently identifies the blind man as one of the deserving poor, overlaying the scriptural story with a real social problem facing Cestrian society.

Beyond what Mills calls the ‘elements of realism’, the textual details that resonate with local social practices and concerns, the text also demonstrates a concern with religious interpretation and belief that is characteristic of the Tudor period. While a medieval text like the York play tends to emphasize an affective experience of the text, Chester’s Tudor play increasingly calls for a distanced, intellectual consideration of scriptural material. In part these differences are due to the sources and style of composition—the York play was influenced by locally available Benedictine material that emphasized affective piety, while the Chester play drew on more scholastically inspired material such as Higden’s Polychronicon and the Stanzaic Life of Christ—but both the Banns and elements within the text invite a more contemplative than emotional or immersive experience.43 The Early Banns, for example, call the Chester play ‘this solempnitie’, state that the pageants themselves are ‘solem’, and stress that they are to be performed ‘Solemplye’, while the Late Banns invite the audience to watch the play ‘with quiett mynde’.44 In the play itself, the addition of the Expositor figure serves to both control interpretation and distance the audience from an immersive theatrical experience. For example, the Expositor first appears after a scene in which Abraham and Lot give King Melchysedeck a portion of their spoils of war, and he greets them with bread and wine. While the characters emphasize their gifts as tithing and the episode involves the audience in a narrative of military prowess and respect for authority, the Expositor is quick to distinguish between ‘the owld lawe’ and the ‘newe testament’, explaining for ‘the unlearned standinge here-bye’ that the episode prefigures the Last Supper and the sacrament of the Eucharist.45 He emphasizes interpretive distance, four times using variations of the word ‘signify’ to explain both the pageant and the Eucharistic ritual.

While there is no way to date the insertion of the Expositor precisely, many scholars associate the character with the rise of print and/or the beginnings of the Reformation.46 As Mills has noted, the play in general puts emphasis on the Book, both in privileging the gospels at the end of the play and through frequent biblical quotations, and the Expositor further serves to read the events of the play, translating signs and figures into clear, controlled interpretation.47 This hints at the anxieties of protestant reformers who, while eager to place the Bible in the hands of the faithful, also feared unbridled interpretation. Some have also seen the Expositor as a device used to help incorporate material from the Stanzaic Life in an early and comprehensive revision, something which fits the expansion of the cycle either for performance on Whitsunday or during the three-day performance of Whitsun Week.48 It is equally possible that the Expositor was added and revised as needed, when episodes became confusing or controversial, or when practicality dictated. In four of the extant manuscripts, for example, the Expositor who ends the Balaack and Balaam episode in Pageant 5 also concludes the day’s performances, inviting the audience to return ‘tomorrowe nexte’.49 This does not match the schedule outlined in a document from 1539–40, which includes the Nativity and related episodes in the first day, but it may suit the cycle’s final performance in 1575, when the play was, unusually, performed over four, rather than three days.50 In this instance, the Expositor may serve to communicate changed performance circumstances to the audience.

The presence of the Expositor and of clearly post-Reformation revision (as in the Resurrection) demonstrates the civic elite’s awareness of their need to revise the play in keeping with the radically shifting religious climate of the Tudor period. To an extent, the city protected the play’s controversial elements by attributing them to an older time and celebrating its achievement despite the play’s catholic origins. The Late Banns repeatedly beg the audience’s indulgence for archaic language and theatrical convention, and they excuse imaginative expansion on the basis that the author had little scriptural material to work with and that the imagined material accords with ‘the beste learned’.51 As Theresa Coletti argues, the play also capitalizes on ‘the persistence of the medieval in the early modern’ and the common ‘early modern remaking of religious ideas and practices’.52 She suggests that ‘the Chester cycle’s openness to alignment with conflicting religious and doctrinal positions … coincides with the changing character of religious discourses made available in sixteenth-century print culture, especially the appropriation and renovation of traditionalist texts for new reformist contexts’.53 The play, in other words, most frequently occupies a labile middle ground that could be appropriated for the variety of catholic and protestant perspectives that audience members brought to the performance. Richard K. Emmerson develops a detailed example of this shifting signification when he examines the Antichrist’s changing referents throughout the medieval and Tudor periods.54 During the Reformation, this generalized figure of evil came to represent the Pope, catholicism, and the Roman Empire, giving a specific political valence to potential interpretation on the part of both producers and audience. Emmerson points out that the Late Banns suggest revision not in keeping with the extant manuscripts wherein the Expositor figure (here called Doctor) ‘godlye maye expownde/Whoe be Antichristes the worlde rownde about’.55 Cultural reception appears to have shifted dramatically and in turn inspired revision that could emphasize the political doctrine considered safe at any given time. Rather than attempting to ‘teas[e] out Catholic and Protestant sympathies—or medieval and early modern religious allegiances’ further work needs to be done to explore ‘the theologically and ideologically hybrid occasions of [the play’s] creation, revision, performance, and preservation’.56 Traces of revision and evidence of changing, even fragmenting, cultural beliefs can enrich our understanding of what this text came to mean for the audiences that witnessed it, and what function the civic elite intended the play to serve.

Ultimately, the play’s politic ambiguity, antiquarian defence, and patchwork revision could not satisfy objections. The final productions in 1572 and 1575 were controversial, with men who refused to contribute financially being jailed, and the Mayor who authorized the 1575 performance eventually being called to the Star Chamber to defend his actions. By privileging religious controversy, Goodman and other radical protestants ignored the play’s potential for moral reform and effectively dismantled one of the city’s tools for disseminating Cestrian social values.

The play was not only a tool of social control and moral reform; it also served to reflect legal and political complexities that shaped Chester and its place within the centralist movements of Tudor England. Cheshire, the county of which Chester was the capital, held the unusual status of county palatine. Like other counties established in the Welsh Marches during the early Norman period, Cheshire was granted relative independence from royal rule in exchange for providing a military buffer along the Welsh–English border. The status of palatine, however, took that freedom further, placing Chester technically outside of English jurisdiction: it had its own council and exchequer, its own judiciary system, and was exempt from English taxation. The Earl of Chester ruled the county by the authority of the sword, as the king ruled England by the crown. In practice the distinction between authorities was largely semantic; in the thirteenth century the title of Earl reverted to the crown and was thereafter conferred upon the royal heir. Despite this consolidation of royal power, Cheshire’s jurisdictional distinction remained central to the county’s status and identity well into the seventeenth century. In 1450, when the English parliament attempted to legislate a tax that included Cheshire, the county successfully argued its exemption, and there were other instances during the fifteenth century when the county defended its privileges. Sixteenth-century Tudor centrist policies gradually eroded some of these privileges, and in 1542, Cheshire began to send representatives to the English parliament, but palatinate institutions like the exchequer continued to function. For the inhabitants of Chester, the negotiation of jurisdictional authority was a central concern, and the overlap of Cestrian Earl and English Prince required a careful mental distinction. This distinction was represented culturally in material objects, such as the Earl’s sword, and through civic ceremonials such as the Chester cycle.

The cycle first signals its interest in jurisdiction in the opening pageant, The Fall of Lucifer, where Lucifer usurps God’s authority and is punished. The pageant’s language is resonant with political connotations from the start, when God announces that he is ‘patron ymperiall’ and states that everything is in his ‘licencill’, a word for authority which invokes the official connotation of licence.57 Once God has created and instructed the angels, he names Lucifer his ‘governour’ so that he can go out and ‘see this blesse in every tower’, a description of heaven that invokes the walls and towers of Chester.58 The language situates the action against the physical and political realities of Chester, where the city’s highest authority ruled largely through delegates, but could also punish those who presumed to usurp his authority.

Similar allusions to jurisdictional authority surface at the start of the fourth pageant, when Abraham gives Melchysedeck a tithe of his military spoils, and in the fifth pageant, when Balaam must obtain God’s leave and can only speak according to God’s commands. In both pageants, references to setting resonate with the civic context of performance. Melchisedeck’s palace is the ‘cyttie’, and the Jews that Balaam attempts to curse live in an area defined by ‘Cittye, castle, and ryvere’, more the city, castle, and River Dee of Chester than the Jewish tents of Scripture.59 While the allusions are slight, they suggest a conception of the civic which is subject to complex negotiations of authority.

The themes of jurisdiction and authority become more explicit in the New Testament pageants, with the introduction of a jurisdictional complexity found in Scripture—the Roman control of Judea. Unlike other cycle plays, Chester represents Romans and their secular authority in an unusually positive light. In the Nativity, while the Emperor Octavian initially boasts of his secular power in a manner resonant with tyrant characters, the pageant overall celebrates his achievements—expanding the empire, bringing peace, and initiating a census. At the same time, Octavian understands the limits of his own authority. When Octavian’s senators offer to honour him ‘as God’, he refuses, arguing that godhead ‘hath noe begininge/ne never shall have endinge’ and ‘none of this have I’.60 By the end of the pageant he enacts an ahistorical conversion, worshipping the Christ-child who appears to him in a vision. Pilate, too, recognizes Christ’s divinity, and makes more attempts to understand and save Christ than are recorded in Scripture. He thus becomes a positive judicial figure despite his inability to save Christ. Other Roman characters, from the Centurion and Longeus at the Crucifixion, to the soldiers who guard the tomb at the Resurrection, become witnesses for Christ, further enhancing the image of Roman authority.

To some extent, this positive Roman characterization reflects Chester’s own Roman heritage, an association developed in other Cestrian texts. In the cycle, however, Roman authority is also explicitly coded as foreign: both Octavian and Pilate speak French. High-ranking characters in Middle English drama frequently speak French, an allusion to the language of the early English court, but in most cases this code-switching also represents the speaker as a tyrant, his garbled speech encouraging the audience’s mockery. In Chester, however, multilingual ability achieves a positive valence, even as it is associated with foreignness. Aside from the Roman characters, the other characters who speak French are the Magi, clearly positive foreign figures. Multilingual ability is also seen as positive in the Pentacost pageant when two characters identified as Alienigena—aliens—marvel at all of the languages the disciples speak after receiving the gift of tongues. Again, in other cycles, this moment is negatively coded; in the York and N-Town plays, the eavesdroppers are Jews who insult and threaten the disciples on account of their new abilities. In Chester, the Alienigenae choose to follow the disciples and see ‘howe goes this woundrous case’.61 Multilingual ability signals otherness, but an otherness which is to be respected.

The positive valence given to foreignness reflects a local awareness of the complex interactions of authority and jurisdiction which Cestrians had to negotiate. In contrast, Christ’s arrival in the Entry to Jerusalem pageant positions him as a local ruler with the authority to intervene in civic politics. From the start of the pageant, scriptural events are presented in ways which position Christ as the Earl of Chester. In Matthew and Mark, Christ tells two of his disciples to fetch a donkey and colt from a nearby village, but in the pageant he sends them to a castle, a location which suggests the Earl’s castle in Chester. As Christ predicts in Mark, the disciples are challenged, but in the Chester cycle, the nameless bystanders become the Janitor of the castle, who, upon hearing of Christ’s imminent arrival, sets in motion the preparations for a royal entry. It has become commonplace to acknowledge the ways in which Entry pageants in cycle plays echo royal entries, with citizens formally welcoming Christ in ‘fayre processionn’.62 In Chester, this allusion is strengthened by Christ’s relationship to God; just as Christ is the son of God, so the Earl is the son of the English King.

The pageant’s continuation into the Cleansing of the Temple episode both reinforces a reading of Christ as Earl and further situates the action of the play in relation to a well-known local conflict. From the thirteenth century until the dissolution of the monasteries, the city regularly clashed with the Abbey of St Werburgh over the rights to the Midsummer Fair, a lucrative event which drew many visitors to Chester. The unusual inclusion of the Cleansing of the Temple episode in the cycle, along with certain details of its adaptation, suggests that the episode was intended as a critique of the Abbey’s involvement. Instead of the scriptural lament that the money-lenders make the temple a ‘den of robbers’, for example, in the pageant Christ says they make it a ‘place of marchandize’.63 The characters, called Mercator (merchant), complain that Christ has scattered their wares, not just their money. Furthermore, the merchants speculate that Jesus would not dare disrupt their trade unless he ‘would attayne royaltee’.64 The first merchant adds,

Hit seemes well hee would be kinge

that casteth downe thus our thinges

. …

Saye, Jesus, with thy janglinge,

what evidence or tokeninge

shewest thow of rayninge,

that thou darest doe this?65

The assumption that Christ’s authority must be that of royalty does not match the scriptural account, but it does apply directly to the debate over the Midsummer Fair. Because the Fair was instituted and maintained by the Earl of Chester, only the Earl had the right to disband or forbid it. The reference to royal authority in the challenge situates the episode in the context of local jurisdictional battles, and positions Christ as the Earl whose authority supersedes all other earthly claims.

The Chester cycle celebrates Roman authority and innovation, but it also identifies Romans as foreigners through their French speech. By representing Romans as the respected other and Christ as the local authority, the Chester cycle makes use of the relationship between Rome and Judea to reflect on the contemporary relationship between England and Chester. Like the Jews, Cestrians could not ignore or escape the influence of their neighbouring imperial power, but they also fiercely defended their independence. More than simply retelling the scriptural story, the Chester cycle told Cestrians about themselves, about the complex political jurisdictions that shaped their lives and identities.

Whether reflecting contemporary jurisdictional politics or shaping social and cultural values, the Chester cycle is a record of Cestrian society in the Tudor period. While our extant texts all date from after the final performance of the Whitsun plays, close attention to the political and economic circumstances shaping performance can help us to identify traces of revision. These revisions directly correlate with the social and moral reforms and the political transformations characteristic of the Tudor period, and can further clarify the cycle’s history and its relationship to the city that produced it.
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CHAPTER 2
‘IN THE BEGINNING …’: PERFORMING THE CREATION IN THE YORK CORPUS CHRISTI LAY

GREG WALKER

THE playwrights of the medieval York Corpus Christi play faced a daunting challenge. They aimed to represent all of universal history, from the dawn of Creation to the Last Judgement of Doomsday in the course of a single day, using only the flexible but finite resources of a small pageant wagon stage set up at various ‘stations’ on the city streets.1 And nowhere was this challenge more obvious than in the first pageant of all, the Fall of the Angels,2 where the task was to stage the beginnings of everything: the mysterious, unknowable events at and before the beginning of time itself—events for which even the word ‘events’ itself might be thought something of a misnomer.

Confronted with the need to represent the moment when God, alone in the infinite isolation of his own unique existence, chose to speak into being the temporal and material universe, any playwright might reasonably have quailed. Not only did the creation of heaven and earth and the subsequent fall of Lucifer and his fellow angels form a history beyond the scope of most previous dramatic or literary endeavour,3 they were also ringed about with theological controversy. The nature of, motivation for, even the ordering and chronology of these seminal events had been matters of acute scholarly debate for centuries.4 Some of the complexities involved are hinted at in St Augustine’s discussion, in The City of God, of the nature of God’s eternal ‘Lordship’ and its relationship with the created universe over which he had dominion. ‘If God has always been Lord’, a term that implies authority over others, Augustine ponders, then,

He has always had creatures under His lordship. These creatures were not, however, begotten of Him, but made by Him out of nothing. Nor are they co-eternal with Him, for He existed before them. But He was at no time without them, for He preceded them, not by the passing of time, but by His abiding eternity.5

Such reasoning seems to raise as many questions as it answers. How can his creatures have been with God ‘always’ if they were not ‘co-eternal’ with him, and he preceded them? If there was a moment when he made them, then surely there must have been a moment before that when they were not with him. And what does ‘before’ mean in a universe beyond time? The very language used to raise such questions seems insufficiently sophisticated to resolve them.

Faced with the task of fully understanding the events of the first moments of creation, even Augustine had ultimately to acknowledge a degree of irreducible unknowability to the story.

Who can search out the unsearchable depth of His [God’s] purpose? Who can scrutinise the inscrutable wisdom according to which God, without a change of will, created man when no man had ever existed before, and established his existence in time … When I consider the question of what God could always have been Lord of, if there was not always some creature, I fear to make any assertion; for I both contemplate my own self and recall what is written: ‘What man is he that can know the counsel of God? Or who can think what the will of the Lord is? For the thoughts of mortal man are timid, and our devices are uncertain.’6

Beyond such complex scholarly ruminations, all that the playwright had to draw on for definitive discussion of his subject were the somewhat gnomic phrases that begin the Old Testament Book of Genesis, and a scattering of allusions in New Testament texts, notably in St John’s Gospel and the Book of Revelation.

In the beginning God created heaven and earth. And the earth was void and empty, and the darkness was upon the face of the deep: and the spirit of God moved over the waters. And God said: Be light made. And light was made. And God saw the light that, it was good: and he divided the light from the darkness. And he called the light Day and the darkness Night: and there was evening and morning one day. (Genesis 1:1–5)7

In the beginning was the Word, and the Word was with God, and the Word was God. The same was the beginning with God. All things were made by him, and without him was made nothing that was made. In him was life, and the life was the light of men. And the light shineth in darkness, and the darkness did not comprehend it. (John 1:1–5)

These texts too seem to offer little immediate comfort to the would-be dramatist. How could one attempt to stage in the finite space and time of a short pageant the condition of God at the moment of Creation, when all that was was the unknowable, infinite majesty of a being who was also ‘the Word’, seemingly without shape or form, existing in uncomprehending darkness?

Despite these daunting challenges, however, the unknown playwright rose magnificently to the task, creating a pageant that, while brief, nonetheless suggests both the unfathomable depth of significance to the events he was presenting and the rich, numinous quality of that time before time, ‘in the beginning’ of all things. Through the skilful deployment of the ‘uncertain devices’ of language, musical harmony, stage movement, and finally dialogue, he managed, with deft economy, to make the unknowable intelligible and explore both the power and the strangeness of God’s primal creative act, suggesting symbolically how language, form, space and time might indeed have been brought into being ex nihilo (literally from the void and emptiness of that pre-time); ideas which even the Genesis writer, with his allusions to deep waters in a formless prematerial void, struggles to explain with absolute clarity. Whether he was engaging with theological tracts directly, or, more plausibly, striving to deal with orthodox doctrine at one remove, as it was mediated through the liturgy and the theologically informed culture of the city’s clerical and pious lay elites,8 he strove both to represent orthodox religious positions in his pageant and to render those positions amenable to dramatic representation, a process that, as we shall see, created interesting tensions on both sides of the equation. The resulting pageant not only testifies to the richness and dramatic power of the medieval religious plays and demonstrates their importance for the stagecraft of later Tudor playwrights, but also reflects, and relies upon, the volatile, unpredictable quality of the alchemy that occurs when performers seek to engage the affective responses of spectators in pursuit of theatrical effects.

SPEAKING THE WORD

The pre-time of God, in which all that existed was God (another possible translation of the striking opening clause of John’s gospel is ‘In the beginning the Word already was’9), is gestured to in the majestic Latin opening lines of the York pageant.

Ego sum Alpha et O[mega]: vita, Via,

Veritas, primus et novissimus.

(1–2)

[I am the beginning and the end [literally, the first and last letters of the alphabet], the life, the way, the truth, the first and the last.]

These lines are taken from neither Genesis nor the opening of John’s gospel, but combine the awful power of God’s self-naming in the Book of Revelation (‘Ego sum, Alpha et Omega’) with a paraphrase of Christ’s words to the Apostle Thomas in John 14:6 (‘I am the way, and the truth and the life’). With probably unconscious symbolism, no speech heading is given to these opening lines in the surviving manuscript. Thus the words on the page seem literally to appear ex nihilo, from nothing and nowhere. They also partake of the qualities both of lines to be spoken by an actor and of a Latin rubric to a sermon, the short quotation providing a ‘text’ to be expounded upon in the vernacular speech that follows: which is, in a sense, what the pageant sets out to do in representing the nature of God and his first creative acts.

That these first words are in Latin, the language of the Vulgate Bible, also gives them, and this moment, an authority that the vernacular could not provide. They, and the English lines that follow, establish, in their numinous mingling of familiarity and ‘otherness’, the authentic polyglot register and tone of divine authority, a register which, later in the cycle, a succession of earthly rulers will try (and fail) to copy. Thus, as the story progresses in later pageants, we will encounter a series of petty tyrants who, in the attempt to impress us with their power, will variously mishandle language to claim superhuman authority (as Pharaoh does to claim immortality, suggesting he will endure ‘Ever in his [father’s] stead to stir and stand’ (Moses and Pharaoh, 1. 8)10 or Herod does when he absurdly names ‘Jupiter and Jove’, Mars, Mercury and Saturn among his subjects (Herod and the Magi, ll. 1–6)). They also mangle Latin tags and offer implausible glosses to curious words (as when Pilate conjugates his own name to demonstrate his ‘peerless/perilous’ lineage (The Conspiracy, ll. 15–18 and Christ Before Pilate I, ll. 12–27)), or, like Herod, descend into seeming gibberish in the attempt to ape what he sees as the sophisticated Norman French of courtly discourse (Christ Before Herod, ll. 145–6, 239–46). Here, though, God’s calm control of language and meaning, first in Latin and subsequently in the vernacular, serves to demonstrate his absolute authority and power.

But the ‘otherness’ of the Latin here also gestures, if only subliminally, towards the strangeness of the situation being presented. The masked actor representing God speaks in and of a moment when all that is is himself, so speech of any kind is logically unnecessary. Yet God is, as John’s gospel suggests, also a creature of language: the Word, a being entirely articulated and perceived through iteration. Thus there is a sense here of these lines doing double work: of spectators both being told about God by an actor presenting him (however inadequately—the mask can merely hint at divine otherness, the actor remains clearly human behind it), and seeming actually to overhear God talking to himself, and in so doing bringing himself into being in a way that makes him knowable to them. The speech thus performs an impressive theatrical feat, both allowing the actor to declare God’s might performatively to the audience in the most accessible way that drama can offer: direct speech, and also alerting them to the fact that they are actually witnessing an impossibility: seeing an event which they could not logically see, as there was both no one but God to witness his words, and no time or space from which to witness them. And this implicit declaration of the impossibility of the action the pageant is presenting seems designed to explain and initiate everything that follows. Its very strangeness seems to call for the rationalization of the seemingly paradoxical situation it describes: for Creation itself, to resolve the anomaly.

So, just as the actor speaks the words which announce his own act of extraordinarily presumptuous divine impersonation (an attempt ‘to be like the most high’ directly analogous to Lucifer’s own later catastrophic act of hubris),11 so the words spoken represent God’s own first utterance, his apparent coming into consciousness of his own being,

I am gracious and great, God without beginning,

I am maker unmade, all might is in me.

(3–4)

In this, the playwright was once again struggling with an impossibility, attempting to represent sequentially in time a mystery that was logically and theologically unknowable because it was beyond time, and so incapable of sequentiallty. Again Augustine helps us to understand both the complexity of the potential paradoxes involved and what was at stake in the attempt to understand them.

[T]he knowledge of God does not in any way vary: He does not know in different ways things which are not yet, things which are now, and things which are no longer … [He] beholds all things with absolute immutability … Nor does what He knows now differ from what He always has known and always will know; for those three kinds of time which we call past, present and future, though they affect our knowledge, do not change that of Him with Whom is no variableness, neither shadow of turning [see James 1:17] … Neither does He pass from thought to thought in what He contemplates; for in His incorporeal vision all things which He knows are simultaneously present. For just as he moves all temporal things without any temporal motion of His own, so does He know all things with a knowledge that does not occupy time. And therefore He saw that what He had made was good when He saw that it was good to make it.12

Faced with this seeming impossibility, the need to represent a being whose very representation in time would falsify his nature, the playwright performs an interesting manoeuvre; and one, moreover, which also hints at one of the more fundamental challenges of this kind of didactic drama more generally. Faced with the need to represent ideas in embodied form through performance; to talk about difficult abstract ideas in the voice of a human actor, he presents his audience with a God who seems both more comprehensible, and so more ‘human’ than Augustinian theology might strictly allow. Thus, while the orthodox theological message points one way, the dramatic medium potentially pulls the spectator in another. The YorkGod is very definitely one who ‘passes from one thought to another in what He contemplates’, and in doing so he develops from a theological abstraction into a dramatic character before our eyes. Thus, while on one level what the audience hears is an actor simply telling them things about God’s nature, what they actually see is that actor seemingly telling them things about himself, apparently by noticing them sequentially for the first time.

God’s first act of apparent self-awareness in the pageant is both a declaration of the totality of his own self-sufficiency and simultaneously an implicit recognition of a lack. In the same moment that he declares his own plenitude he also seems to recognize the consequent absence that it implies. To be first and last, Alpha and Omega, asserts his self-sufficiency, but to be the life, the way, and the truth also requires others to recognize him and follow the way to life and truth (a situation that seems to prompt Augustine’s question, cited earlier, concerning ‘of what God could always have been Lord, if there was not always some creature’13). And God’s next thought seems to acknowledge that fact. Even as he declares his integrity and self-sufficiency, he acknowledges the incompletion, the riddling non sequiturs seemingly implicit in his own self-description. What is the meaning of ‘first’ and ‘last’ in a universe in which there is only one element? For whom is he the truth, the way and the life? Of what is he to be the unmade maker? Even as he speaks the words he seems to become aware of the unfinished business they imply, and determines (as the ‘since’ that begins the second stanza quoted below implies) to address it.

I am life, and way unto wealth-winning,           the attainment of bliss

I am foremost and first, as I bid shall it be.

My blessing of blee shall be blending,

And hielding, fro harm to be hiding,*

My body in bliss ay abiding.                            lasting forever

Unending, withouten any ending. (5–10)

[* My bright blessing shall mingle and pour forth, protecting from harm.]

Since I am maker unmade, and most is of might,

And ay shall be endless, and nought is but I,

Unto my dignity dear shall duly be dight                   made to shape/craft

A place full of plenty to my pleasing at ply.

And therewith also will I have wrought

Many divers doings bedene.                                    instantly Which, continue from nothing

Whilke work shall meekly contain;

And all shall be made even of nought. (11–18)

As the speech develops, God seems to notice, and so to define for the audience, more and more about himself and his relationship to the nothingness that is beyond him. First he seems to experience, and take pleasure in, his own speech (there is an obvious playful delight as well as a deep theological message evident, for example, in his use of the homophones ‘ay’ and ‘I’ in line 12, fusing the idea of his own identity with eternal duration). Then he turns inward and notes that, as well as infinite might, he also has the will to exercise that might (‘as I bid shall it be’) and, moreover, that he has sensation and the potential for benevolent action in extending his bliss and protection to (as yet nonexistent) others (‘My blessing of blee shall be blending,/And hielding, fro harm be hiding’). Finally, and somewhat controversially from a theological perspective, he acknowledges and defines himself as a physical being, a ‘body’ with dimensions that exist in an ongoing relationship with his own sensations (‘My body in bliss ay abiding’): a notion that seems to be at odds with the assertion of theologians such as Augustine that God is both incorporeal and of a substance that is ‘ever invisible to corrupt [i.e., fallen, mortal] eyes’.14

Then, having recognized, and so realized himself for the audience as a physical being with bodily sensation and duration in time (‘in bliss I abide’) God moves on to imagine, and in so doing to bring into being, physical space, and, within it, the notion of specific location: ‘a place’.

Unto my dignity dear shall duly be dight

A place full of plenty to my pleasing at ply.

(14–15)

And in the act of creating that place, the disabling intellectual conundrum of how a seemingly embodied being can exist outside space and time is resolved. And this intellectual resolution is echoed in the stylistic, prosodic shift in the third stanza from the involuted syntax of the first two lines (which struggle with the notion of how God’s motivation to act might engage with his creative capacity in a universe in which there is nothing beyond it with which to interact: ‘But only the worthily work of my will/In my sprite shall inspire the might of me’ (17–18)) to the relative clarity and purposefulness of the following three lines.

And in the first, faithly, my thought to fulfil,              truly

Bainly in my blessing I bid [th]at here be,                obediently

A bliss all-bielding about me. (19–21)                    an all-protecting place of joy

Thus in the course of a stanza charting the shift from introspection to emphatic creative action, God seems to conceive of, and so speak into being, first the idea of sequence (‘And in the first …’) and then, by implication, those things which rely on sequentiality: time and history (a notion fully realized in God’s placing of himself firmly in time with the ‘now’ of line 27). Thus we witness him creating time (‘first’/‘now’), space (‘here’) and finally relationships in time and space (‘a bliss … about me’), all in eighteen short lines, before, having established the conditions in which such things could exist, he turns his attention to the greatest creative and imaginative act of all, the bringing into being of creatures other than himself with the creation of the angels.

In the whilke bliss I bid [th]at be here which, command

Nine orders of angels full clear,

In loving ay-lasting to lowt me. (24–6)                to worship me in everlasting love.

It is at this point that we hear for the first time a voice other than God’s, as the angels harmoniously praise their creator: a liturgical act which is performed fittingly, like God’s first words, in the liturgical language: Latin.

Tunc cantant angeli: ‘Te deum laudamus, te dominum confitemur’

[Then the angels sing, ‘Glory be to God, we acknowledge you as Lord’.]

In the vernacular speech that follows the angelic hymn, God turns his mind to the creation of the material universe: that is, to an embodied creation not only beyond himself but beyond the purely spiritual ‘bliss’ of heaven and the angels. And this new phase of creation is specifically represented as an imagining of difference: the creation of not only that which is not himself, but of something which is meaningfully separate from him.

Here underneath me now a nexile I neven.

[Here … I name an island/annex/separate place.]

With elegant economy the playwright here gives God a single line that at once both summarizes the achievements of Creation thus far and points forward to the trajectory of the history that his words will speak into being. The God who began the pageant as unique and universal—the ego sum who is first, last and everything in between—here describes the newly created realms of space, time, and physical co-relation in the single phrase, ‘Here, underneath me now’, signalling both the place and moment in which non-spiritual matter will be brought into being, and his own physical and theological relationship to it. But once again the pageant is dealing with potentially volatile material. The very act of God extending his own will beyond himself into the material realm is heavy with the implications of future events. Even as the God-actor asserts the rightness and fitness of his actions as the manifestation and embodiment of his own majestic perfection, the seeds of the Fall to come seem to be sown. The ‘nexile’ which, as its name (a version of the modern ‘exile’, meaning ‘isle’ or separate place)15 implies, is separation from himself, will be the earth, and in due course will also be the condition of fallen human life upon it. And in the very instant of imagining this, the playwright has God seemingly voice the full realization of the consequences of what he has done—and will do (which, in theological terms would, of course, be nonsensical). For the creation of this place of separation is part of—and seems to necessitate—the creation of a wider, already moralized universe that announces the sweep of its history in its very topography.16

… Now all be at once

Earth wholly, and hell, this highest be heaven.

And that wealth shall wield shall wone in these wones.      all who … shall live in these dwellings

That grant I you, ministers mine,                                       my servants

To-whiles ye are stable in thought;                                   while you remain

And also to them that are nought                                      worthless/evil

Be put to my prison at pine. (26–32)                                to suffer

So, even before the creation of humanity, before even the first sign of rebellion from Lucifer, God creates a space for their punishment (hell) that takes account of the fall of the angels and of Adam and Eve to come, seemingly preparing for the failure of his creative enterprise before he has even completed it: an issue to which we will return in the following section.

God’s opening monologue is thus a highly sophisticated rumination, not only on divine history, but also, still more audaciously, on what it might be to be God, to create from nothing and in so doing bring into being, not only things, but the conditions in which things can exist: space, time and, relativity themselves. Yet the very attempt to imagine the unimaginable creates its own agenda, literally its own drama. For in thinking, and representing, what it might be like to create the universe whose history all Christians already know, the playwright implicitly has God bring into being a Creation seemingly already tainted with its own imperfection. We thus move, in forty majestic lines of divine utterance, from the celebration of perfection and wholeness to the acknowledgement of potential division and fragmentation; from the plenitude of infinite uncreated bliss and power to the apportionment of blame and the promise of judgement and correction. It is a move that will, over the course of a long day of performances on the streets of York, be repeated by the play as a whole, which takes its audiences from an appreciation of the originary, numinous eternal stasis of an immaterial God, ‘unending, without any ending’, to the moment when, in the final pageant, Doomsday, that same God will return as Christ in Majesty precisely ‘to make an ending’ of both the created universe and the play that has presented it. But first that story must begin, and it does so with the creation and almost immediate fall of Lucifer and a cohort of his fellow angels.

THE DRAMATIC FALL OF LUCIFER

What is the nature of the crime that leads to the fall of Lucifer and his company? Modern readers familiar with the notion of a ‘war in Heaven’ from the treatments of the story by Milton and Blake, and more recently by Philip Pullman, may well be disappointed to find in the York pageant no great moment of confrontation between Lucifer and God, no violent rupture between the loyal and disloyal angels; no ‘rebellion’ in the modern sense at all. Lucifer will later protest that ‘I said but a thought!’ (116), and he has a point. Unlike his counterpart in Chester, the only other extant medieval civic cycle to share York’s scope and ambition, the York playwright deliberately denies his audiences the dramatic moment in which Lucifer puts his sinful will ‘to be like the most high’ into decisive action by sitting on God’s throne in defiance of divine prohibition. The York Lucifer has no time to do anything; he literally falls in mid-sentence, halfway through a train of thought which would, if completed, have led him from ecstatic self-admiration to claiming God’s place in the heights, but which is caught in mid-line before it can prompt anything more purposeful than self-praise and aspiration.

Oh, certes, what, I am worthily wrought with worship, iwis!          Certainly, indeed

For in a glorious glee my glittering it gleams;

I am so mightily made my mirth may nought miss.          My happiness lacks nothing

Ay shall I bide in this bliss through brightness of beams.

Me needs nought of noy for to neven,                         I needn’t talk about pain

All wealth in my wield have I wielding,

Abown yet shall I be bielding                                     Higher, protected

On height in the highest of heaven;

There shall I set myself full seemly to sight,

To receive my reverence through right of renown;

Oh, what, I am dear-worth and deft–                               excellent and noble

… Oh, Deus! All goes down!

My might and my main is all marring.                                strength, crumbling

Help, fellows! In faith, I am falling! (83–98)

This is very different to the treatment of Lucifer’s fall in the Chester cycle. There he is rather more actively defiant of divine authority, but also more problematic. Specifically appointed by God as his lieutenant, and instructed not to touch his throne in his absence, Lucifer does precisely that as soon as the deity has moved away, attempting to sit in God’s place, and so provoking the latter angrily to dismiss him to hell on his return to the stage. Portraying the angelic rebellion in this way makes Lucifer’s defiance more explicit and visible, but also risks reducing the origins of universal evil to what might appear to be a trivial act, and, moreover, one that appears entirely predictable and preventable. As David Mills has elegantly described it,

God’s initial warning … seems to provoke the very curiosity and disobedience that it forbids, to present a temptation or ‘dare’ which Lucifer takes up … [Moreover,] ‘sitting in God’s chair’ is not a credible cause for expulsion [from Heaven] but a literal and inadequate sign of Lucifer’s wilful rebelliousness and a useful image by which we can apprehend, however inadequately, the process of temptation. Humanity finds Lucifer’s literalised naughtiness amusing and even appealing, but recognises that the dramatic action is not mimetic but metaphorical, like eating the apple in [Eden].17

Such is undoubtedly the theory, but such doctrinal subtleties might easily be lost on those spectators who are attending to the action primarily on the mimetic level, which drama by its nature invites them to do. And the Chester playwright seems to compound that risk by having Deus on his return to the stage respond to Lucifer in something like the shrill tone of a parent who has found their favourite child with their hands in the sweet-jar.18

Ah, wicked pride; ah, woe worth thee; woe!         sorrow befall thee

My mirth thou has made amiss.

I may well suffer; my will is not so

That they should part thus from my bliss.

Ah, pride, why might thou not brast in two?            burst

Why did they that? Why did they this? (274–9)

As Mills observes, the apparent bewilderment and disappointment voiced by the Chester God here are somewhat undercut by the fact that we have already seen him (like his counterpart in York) create the dungeon of hell alongside earth and heaven moments earlier in the play, seemingly in direct foreknowledge and anticipation of the rebellion that now seems such a surprise to him.19 If he already knew about it, we might wonder, why does he seem so perturbed and shocked now? Again, presenting God in human terms creates potential problems. Specifically, presenting the fall of the angels in this way runs the risk of making God look either overly melodramatic, unpleasantly manipulative, or just plain silly, and possibly all three at once. And it certainly seems to present him as very different from Augustine’s conception of a Creator whose thoughts and moods never vary, whose perception of, and engagement with, the universe treats past, present, and future as simultaneous experiences. At the very least one is prompted to think that a God who asks so many emotive rhetorical questions and can have his mirth spoiled and his will thwarted while his back is turned, lacks something of the omniscient omnipotence appropriate to his nature.

The York playwright, as we shall see in a moment, seems to have handled the crucial moment of Lucifer’s fall rather more subtly. But in his pageant too the problem of divine foreknowledge attached to the prior creation of hell seems to generate an unavoidable tension between what we see and what we are supposed to think, which no amount of theological knowledge can wholly dispel. For, while one can justify the seeming anomaly of the creation of hell before the fall by insisting that Lucifer’s rebellion was not necessitated by God’s foreknowledge of it, as the angels had the free will to choose whether or not to obey God’s commands, the dramatic action, on the other hand, and what Mills suggestively describes as the cosmic ‘stage set’ which God creates, seem to generate a contrary, and equally persuasive logic of their own. The universal geography spoken into being by God, with hell prominent within it, exerts an irresistible attraction, pulling Lucifer and his cohort towards it, just as it draws the eye (or the mind’s eye) of the spectator, whether or not hell was depicted physically on the pageant wagon in its traditional form as a lurid bestial mouth.20 The fall, this stage set suggests, is always inevitable from the moment that God decides to find room for hell within his mental universe. Lucifer might thus seem to have no choice but to do as he does. And in this point at least, the force of orthodox, Augustinian theology and the performative kinaesthetic energies of drama seem to be pulling in, if not wholly contrary, at least distinct directions. And when that struggle takes place on stage, the theatrical energy is always likely to prove the stronger.

In other respects, however, the York playwright seems to have made his dramaturgical decisions precisely to conform with orthodox theological concerns. Lucifer’s crime is indeed ‘but a thought’, a wilful failure of self-understanding. As Woolf and others have noted,21 his defining sin is thus, characteristically, the pride manifest in the refusal to recognize his own created nature. Thus, while the ‘good’ angels acknowledge their own beauty and bliss only indirectly in the course of attributing the glory of creation to their maker (‘Lord, with a lasting love we love thee alone,/Thou mightful maker that marked us and made us,/And wrought us thus worthily to wone in this wone’ (59–60)), Lucifer registers the same wonder at God’s creation only as self-admiration and divisive self-promotion (‘I am more fairer by far than my feres’).

As the theologians Origen, Augustine, Aquinas, and Peter Lombard, among others, asserted, the nature of Lucifer’s evil lay, not in any vicious act, but in his falling away from his God-given, good nature and towards a lesser, deficient nature, a notion made explicit in the York playwright’s use of the word ‘deficiens’ (meaning both ‘rebel’ and also ‘separated’ or ‘falling off/lacking’) as the definition of his fallen angels. As Augustine noted, Lucifer and his fellows’ sin was ‘not a deficit in their nature but in their will only’. ‘He refused to be subject to his Creator … he proudly rejoiced as if in a power peculiar to himself, and in this he was both deceived and deceiving.’22 ‘This I know’, Augustine declared,

That the nature of God cannot ever, anywhere or in any way, be defective, whereas natures made out of nothing can be. As to these natures: the more they have a being and the more good they do—the more, that is, they effect—the more they have efficient causes. On the other hand, insofar as they lack being, and for this reason do evil—for what, in this case, do they achieve but emptiness?—they have deficient causes. And I know also that, where the will becomes evil, this evil would not arise in it if the will itself were unwilling; and its defects are therefore justly punished, because they are not necessary but voluntary … It is a turning away from that which has supreme being and towards that which has less.23

This deficient ‘turning away’ is written explicitly into the speeches of the York angels. Where the loyal angels, Seraphim and Cherubim, address their speeches of praise only to God and speak of themselves only collectively as ‘we’ and ‘us’, correctly locating the efficient cause of their beauty and bliss in their creator; Lucifer, the Primus Angelus Deficiens, addresses and speaks only of, and seemingly to, himself.

First Angel, Seraphim

Ah, merciful maker, full mickle is thy might,             great

That all this work at a word worthily has wrought.

Ay loved be that lovely lord of his light,

That us thus mightily has made that now was right nought,

In bliss for to bide in his blessing.

Ay-standing in love let us lout him,

At bield us thus bainly about him.                 To prosper

Of mirth nevermore to have missing.

Lucifer

All mirth that is made is marked in me!

The beams of my brighthood are burning so bright,

And I so seemly in sight myself now I see,

For like a lord am I left to lend in this light,

More fairer by far than my feres,

In me is no point that may pair;                impair

I feel me featise and fair,

My power is passing my peers. (43–58, italics added)

The insistent repetition of the personal pronouns offer an unmistakable register of Lucifer’s self-absorption and pride, reflecting his failed attempt to mimic God’s sonorous opening utterance.24 But it also highlights his capacity for independent thought (however mistaken that thought might be) and self-expression. Thus the pageant also suggests, potentially subversively, that both sin and individual subjectivity are born in the same moment of Lucifer’s first wonder at his own beauty. We shall return to this idea in a moment when we examine the fallen angels’ behaviour in hell.

In The City of God, Augustine explores at length the idea that the fallen angels, while created good and wise, nonetheless fell. Such blessedness as the angels enjoy(ed) in heaven, he argued, results from the conjunction of two things,

namely, the enjoyment without interruption of the immutable Good which is God; and the certain knowledge, free from all doubt and error, that it will remain in the same enjoyment forever. That the angels of light have such blessedness we piously believe; but reason leads us to believe that the fallen angels, who were deprived of that light by their own depravity, did not enjoy this blessedness even before they sinned.25

The York playwright again seems to have artfully built this distinction into his representation of the two kinds of angels, using drama to underscore and nuance theology. When told by God that only those who remain stable in thought will enjoy endless bliss, his good angels speak with an untroubled assurance in the eternal duration of their own happy state (‘In bliss for to bide in His blessing,/Ay-lasting in love let us lowt him’ (47–8)), dismissing the prospect of its alternative with a passing aside.

All bliss is here bielding about us;

Towhiles we are stable in thought

In the worship of him that us wrought,

Of dear never thar us more doubt us. (61–4)                      we need fear no harm

By contrast the rebel angels seem rather more fixated on the prospect of punishment, defining the immutability of their well-being more obviously through shrill denials of its opposite. Such claims have an obviously ironic quality given the audience’s knowledge of where their story is heading. Thus the Second Deficient Angel’s announcement that ‘me needs for to noy me right nought;/Here shall never pain me pinand’ (73–4) (‘I’ve no need to worry,/I’ll never suffer the pangs of pain here’), is picked up and echoed in Lucifer’s ‘Me needs nought of noy for to neven’ (87) (‘I needn’t talk about pain’). But within the space of a few lines, of course, they will be thinking and talking about little else.

The disruption of the stanzaic form that marks Lucifer’s mid-line fall from bliss to woe becomes the norm in the later exchanges between the fallen angels, now labelled in speech headings as ‘diabolis’: devils. The broken stanzas and shared half-lines of recrimination exchanged between the devils—what Rosemary Woolf memorably calls ‘little scraps of raucous ejaculation’26—give concrete poetic form to the loss of perfection, the fall from the harmonious unity of will and purpose characteristic of the heavenly host (who speak in complete stanzas of unbroken lines), that the fallen angels’ thought-crime has brought about.

II DEVIL: Thy deeds to this dole now has dight us!

To spill us thou was our speeder;               led you brought us to our ruin

For thou was our light and our leader;

The highest of heaven had thou hight us.           you promised us

LUCIFER: Wellaway! Woe is me now; now is it worse than it was!     Alas!

  Unthrivingly threep ye; I said but a thought!               You curse pointlessly

II DEVIL: Wee, lurdan, thou lost us!            pah, wretch/coward

LUCIFER:                     Ye lie! Out, alas!

I wist not this woe should be wrought.

Out on you, lurdans! Ye smore me in smoke!             smother/choke

II DEVIL: This woe hast thou wrought us.

LUCIFER:          Ye lie, ye lie!

II DEVIL: Thou lies, and that shalt thou buy!

Wee, lurdans, have at you, let look! (109–20)            look out! (take that!)

But, if the fall of the angels brings sin and evil into the created universe of this dramatic world, then, it also seems simultaneously, as I have suggested, to give birth to qualities that are less obviously evil or ‘deficient’. The exchanges between the devils are also characterized, for all their malicious intent, by the first signs of both comedy and subjectivity, of dialogue and of a range of emotions and states of being (pain, woe, frustration, resentment, shame, anger) which are unmistakably, for good or ill, a part of the human condition.27 The devils may curse and blame each other rather than face up to their own failings, but at least they are speaking to each other, and listening to each others’ responses in ways which spectators would recognize and find familiar, something which the good angels, with their litany of communal hymns aimed only at the godhead, have yet to do.28 And it is a striking fact that the first use of the word ‘fellows’—with its implications of communal sociability—is spoken in this pageant, not by a good angel, but by Lucifer as he falls. The full range of human emotions and experiences, that is, seems to enter the play not with God’s act of creation, but with the fallen angels’ descent into hell. And it is hard not to welcome their appearance with a degree of pleasure as well as the simple recognition of their human qualities. Here at last, it might be thought, is the representation of life as we know it.

Indeed, as the devils speak to each other for the first time in hell, a new range of aural and sensual pleasures also enters the dramatic universe unbidden, taking the aesthetic experience of the pageant to a new level of direct engagement with its audience. The bolder, more assertive alliteration of lines such as ‘Ye smore me in smoke’ offers an affective variation on the sonorous verses of the good angels that precede and follow them, tempting the ear, just as the firecrackers and sulphur burned by the newly infernalized angels and the shaggy coats they now wear potentially offer new experiences to the audience’s senses of smell and (possibly) touch.29 In this way the pageant very self-consciously suggests to its spectators, not only that we are all fallen creatures (as the devils are like us and we may rather like the devils), but also that drama itself is implicitly a fallen form,30 reliant for its effects and affects upon the kinds of emotional and tonal variations—the boisterous pleasures and thrills of horror—that are only possible in a fallen world. Lucifer’s crime was not only an act of ill-will, a turning away from the true source of bliss and towards his own ego, it was also a piece of imaginative impersonation, of acting: the simple thought for which he was condemned was to imagine himself in the role of God. And if Lucifer was therefore implicitly the first actor (a role he will reprise more obviously in Eden when taking on the form of the serpent to tempt Eve),31 and the first independent ego to separate himself from the originary and ultimate ‘I am’ of God, so the first piece of dramatic dialogue to go beyond the call-and-response exchanges of the heavenly hymns, occurs in hell. Thus the pageant begins the long, powerfully meta-theatrical association between ‘drama’ and evil that will be a feature of the York play as a whole, and indeed generate the self-reflexive relationship with its audiences that characterizes much of the drama of the whole Tudor century.

It has long been recognized that, just as the devil has all the best tunes, so the villains in early drama—the tyrannical kings and high priests, thugs, clowns, and devils—get the best lines and most of the action. Bombastic boasts, comic asides, verbal (and sometimes physical) gymnastics, overt vulgarity, and the rich vocabulary of abuse available to authors, all tend to be the preserve of the bad guys, while the virtuous characters remain, when not entirely silent, restricted to carefully modulated speeches of morally or theologically instructive humility. As Alexandra Johnston has pointed out, there are sound theological reasons for this. Just as God himself is ‘the still point of the turning world’ in the Augustinian universe, so those loyal to him signal their status by remaining (as the York God puts it) ‘stable in thought’ and action while all around them the fallen world spins in frantic, futile motion.32 Yet there is an element of dramaturgical self-reflexivity built into the process that makes this ‘Augustinian’ theatre both more powerful and more dangerous than a straightforwardly didactic theatre would be.

Conventionally, the initial attractiveness of the sinful characters serves to draw the audience into empathy and complicity with their activities, allowing audiences to experience for themselves the lures of sin and evil that the virtuous characters must resist, before prompting them to realize the error of their instincts and revise their positions. The best-known example of this process in action in the religious drama is probably the justly celebrated York Pinners’ Crucifixion pageant, in which the audience is prompted to engage emotionally with the wrangling, complaints, and word-play of the soldiers performing Christ’s execution, while Jesus himself stands quietly by, or lies largely unobserved on the wagon floor while the soldiers nail him to the Cross. Only with the raising of his prone figure as the Cross is painfully jolted into its mortise does the full enormity of the act they have been witnessing (and have become party to) become clear, and at that point the actor playing Christ breaks his silence to address the spectators directly, drawing attention to what he has suffered for their sake, and offering them forgiveness for their complicity in his travails: ‘Forgive these men that do me pine:/What they work, they wot not’ (260–1) (a version of ‘forgive them Father, for they know not what they do’).33

The same techniques are a prominent feature of many of the sixteenth-century morality plays and interludes, in which the vice figures, representative of human failings and the lures of the flesh and the fallen world, are initially allowed to engage the audience’s attention and engagement through word-play, bawdy jokes, knockabout, and insults, before ultimately losing out to the virtues when the plays’ tectonic plates shift to bring aesthetic pleasure back into line with conventional morality, and the ultimate price to be paid for rejecting morality and God becomes fully apparent in the final acts. More familiarly still, perhaps, the same meta-dramatic association of evil with theatricality underpins the representation of those engaging villains of the later Elizabethan stage, such as Marlowe’s Barabas, the eponymous Jew of Malta, and Shakespeare’s Iago, Edmund in King Lear and, most obviously of all, Richard III. The insights of the cycle playwrights thus underpin many of the most memorable and ‘dramatic’ features of the work of Shakespeare and his contemporaries.

Yet, as the latter examples suggest, this (ambi)dextrous dramaturgy of vice is not without risk: there are inherent dangers in this attempt to orchestrate audience responses to vice so carefully.34 In the volatile conditions of performance individual spectators might well choose to respond quite differently to the cues fed them so subtly in a pageant such as this, deciding that the initial appeal of the vices has an enduring dramatic appeal that they are resistant to rejecting: a possibility to which we shall return in the final section of this chapter.

COMPLETING CREATION

Unlike his counterpart in Chester, the York deity responds to Lucifer’s fall with measured, if stern, equanimity, choosing to summarize the cause and consequences of the event rather than to respond to it emotionally. He speaks of his wrath but does not show it, thus giving his response a greater gravity.

These fools for their fairhead in fantasies fell, because of their beauty

And had main of My might that marked them and made them.

Forthy after their works were in woe shall they well;*

For some are fallen into filth that evermore shall fade them

And never shall have grace for to girth them; to protect them

They would not me worship that wrought them;

Forthy shall my wrath ever go with them.

[*Yet they took their strength from My power, who created and shaped them. Therefore, as their deeds merited, they shall be filled with woe.]

And all that me worship shall wone here, iwis;

Forthy more forth of my work, work now I will.

Since then their might is for-marred that meant all amiss,

Even to mine own figure this bliss to fulfil,

Mankind of mould will I make.

But first will I form him before

All thing that shall him restore,

To whilke that his talent will take.*        (131–46)

[* Since those who acted evilly are completely ruined,/I shall create humanity out of the earth, even in my own image, to repopulate this heaven./But first I shall make for him all things to sustain him, [and] to which his nature will lead him.]

The pageant thus closes with the restoration of order and harmony, in tonal and metrical terms as well as in universal history. God resolves to create humankind as a means of repopulating heaven after Lucifer and his fellows’ abrupt departure (a decision which, as his pointed use of ‘since’, below, implies, is based again on an implacable, if enigmatic, divine logic). But first, in another Augustinian touch,35 he sends some of the remaining, loyal angels to Earth to bestow their light upon it, and establishes a definitive break between light and dark in the created universe as a whole.

And in my first making, to muster my might,

Since Earth is vain and void, and mirkness emell,         darkness is everywhere

I bid in my blessing, ye angels, give light

To the Earth, for it faded when the fiends fell.

To Hell shall never mirkness be missing.

The mirkness thus name I for ‘night’;

‘The day’: that call I this light,

My after-works shall they be wissing.           hey shall guide my subsequent creations

And now in my blessing I twin them in two,

The night even fro the day, so that they meet never,

But either in a kind course their gates for to go.* (145–55)

[* But each to follow a natural course in their journeys.]

THE CREATIVE ACT

The York Creation pageant is thus a testament to the sophistication and flexibility of the medieval pageant wagon stage-craft and its dramaturgy. Far from being the simple, almost child-like form that its less charitable critics have sometimes alleged, this drama could, as the pageant amply demonstrates, handle intellectual and theological themes of enormous breadth and importance with a deftness of touch and a confidence in its own resources (and the range of affects they could prompt in their audiences) that is every bit the equal of its supposedly more advanced successors. In its careful modulation of harmony and discord, monologue and dialogue, its sparing but pointed use of Latin and its capacity to imply and contain theological and intellectual complexities in the most economical of vernacular phrases,36 the opening pageant effectively establishes the dramatic vocabulary and grammar that will underpin the entire cycle to follow, and, as we have seen, of much of the drama of the Tudor century (during most of which, of course, the York cycle was itself still being performed). The cycle plays thus established the blueprints for the depiction of true and false authority, tyrants and villains, order and chaos which the playwrights of succeeding generations would variously borrow, inflect, and reinvent on their own terms.
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CHAPTER 3
THE CROXTON PLAY OF THE SACRAMENT

ELISABETH DUTTON

‘Sovereyns, and yt lyke yow to here þe purpoos of þis play …’1

THE ‘purpoos’ of the Croxton Play of the Sacrament as presented by its Banns is a summary of its dramatic action, which is a host desecration miracle. Jonathas, a Jewish merchant, pays Aristorius, a Christian merchant, to steal the Eucharistic host. Together with his four Jewish assistants, Jonathas stabs the host, and when the bread bleeds, is so terrified that he tries to dispose of it, but it sticks to his hand. Jonathas’ companions nail his hand to a post in an effort to remove the host, but instead pull off the hand. The injured Jonathas is offered healing by a quack doctor, Master Brandyche of Brabant, but the Jews drive him and his sidekick, Colle, away. The Jews take Jonathas’ hand with the host stuck to it and throw it first into a cauldron of boiling oil, which then bubbles over with blood, and after into an oven. The oven explodes: a vision of Christ appears and the Jews are converted by the vision to Christian faith. They are baptized by the bishop, who also forgives Aristorius his crime in stealing the sacrament.

This sensational piece of late-medieval drama has received exceptional attention from modern critics. It is the only host miracle play to survive in English, although it has continental analogues which invite comparison: its theatrical Jews are precursors to Marlowe’s Barabbas, The Jew of Malta, and of course Shakespeare’s Shylock. But while the Croxton Play of the Sacrament readily finds a place in academic histories of anti-Semitism, sacramental theology, and violence and special effects in the theatre, David Lawton cautions that the theoretical approaches which the play invites tend to generate ‘mythologies’, or ‘points at which scholarly conclusions have raced ahead of the evidence’.2 Croxton, a farcical comedy laden with slapstick violence, is nonetheless unsettlingly multivalent. Furthermore, the Croxton Play cannot be definitively placed in a context, and because it has such a curious textual transmission, and so little is certain about the circumstances in which it was performed, the meanings which it may once have held for those who read it or saw it played are exceptionally difficult to determine. Croxton’s Banns provide the first surviving example of ‘purpoos’ being used to designate the summary of action or abstract of a play, as MED suggests: this chapter will argue that Croxton’s purpose in the more usual, generalized sense of ‘intention’, what it ostensibly means or tells, may be in tension with its ‘purpoos’, in the sense of its action, what it shows. The chapter will begin with the few certainties and many complexities of time and place.

TIME, AND PLACE IN CROXTON

Sovereyns, and yt lyke yow to here þe purpoos of þis play

That is represented now yn yowr syght,

Whych in Aragon was doon, þe soothe to saye,

In Eraclea, that famous cyte, aright …

This maricle at Rome was presented, forsothe,

In the yere of our Lord a Mlcccclxi …

And it place yow, this gadering that here is,

At Croxston on Monday it shall be sen[e].

Thus endyth the Play of the Blyssyd Sacrament, whyche myracle

was don in the forest of Aragon, in the famous cite of Eraclea,

the yere of owr Lord God MlCCCC.lxi.

(Croxton Play of the Sacrament: Banns,
ll. 9–12, 57–8, 73–4; Play ll. 929–31)

The Banns of the Croxton Play of the Sacrament give contexts—times and places—for an ostensibly historical event; its first dramatic representation; and a forthcoming re-staging. The play twice states that the events portrayed took place in 1461. The only surviving copy of the play, Trinity College, Dublin MS F.4.20, ff.338r–356r, is manuscript, of the mid-sixteenth century, and East Anglian, but Norman Davis’ linguistic analysis notes extensive scribal interference and concludes that the date of the play’s composition was considerably removed from the date of the manuscript’s copying.3 Croxton is an early or possibly even pre-Tudor play surviving only in a mid-Tudor manuscript.

The Banns invite an audience to a performance ‘At Croxtston’, Croxton near Thetford, in Suffolk.4 Textual and scribal evidence thus combine to identify the play with East Anglia, the theatrically fertile region which produced John Lydgate, Wisdom, Mankind, the N-Town Plays; where John Skelton lived and John Bale was born. It has been suggested that the Play of the Sacrament originated in the Carmelite priory at Thetford, or in Bury St Edmunds, although these are speculations, and possibly driven by an overemphasis on the ecclesiastical sponsorship of East Anglian drama.5 There have also been attempts to locate the precise venue, in Croxton, of the play’s performance,6 based on the apparent topological requirements of the set, and the suggestion, advanced by Bevington, that the original staging would have used outdoor scaffolds and the interior of a real church.7 But the Banns indicate that the play toured—the Vexillatores speaking them would have specified different times and places to suit the individual occasion, so this was not an exclusively ‘Croxton’ play of the sacrament.

Further references to the play’s dramatic setting are perhaps as confusing as they are specific: the action which is now re-presented in your sight took place in Aragon, but the miracle of the conversion was ‘presented’ at Rome where, apparently, ‘þys myracle’, which seems to be the play, is well known (Banns, l. 56). References to dates and Rome maybe intended to give weight to the play’s claims of authenticity; references to Eraclea and Aragon, of course, place the action where there would certainly have been communities of Jews, since the Jews had officially been expelled from England in 1290.8 But the Jews of the play are able to talk directly to Master Brandyche who, though of Brabant, lives in a coal shed ‘A lytyll beside Babwell Myll’, so this appears to be Eraclea in the Aragonese kingdom of Suffolk.

The conflation of location—England with Rome and Aragon—enables Croxton to deploy anti-Semitic rhetoric in local satire. The sacrament in the Croxton Play of the Sacrament is now generally understood by scholars as a contested image of localized Christian community. In the late fifteenth century, the unity of the East Anglian Church seemed under threat from those who questioned orthodox teaching on the Eucharist, the Lollards. If the Eucharistic host, central to the play’s action, is the ultimate symbol of Christian unity, the Jews’ stabbing of the host represents a rupture in the body of Christian believers, and the Jews themselves can be made to stand for Lollard unbelievers. The Jews’ ultimate conversion can then be read as a fantasy of incorporation in the fullest sense of the word—a reintegration into the body of Christ. The Play of the Sacrament is not, however, as smooth of surface as this might suggest, particularly when its fictional topography is realized in performance.

The staging of the Play of the Sacrament depends on the interaction between locus and platea. The locus can be a scaffold, but can also be ‘any specifically demarcated space or architectural feature’; it is made to represent a specific location for a period, however brief: the platea is fluid and ‘frequently non-representational’; it is not necessarily always connected to the fiction of the play but can be a space ‘in which performance can be recognised as performance rather than as the fiction it intermittently seeks to represent’.9 There are loci within the Play of the Sacrament—the church, the homes of Aristorius and Jonathas—but where these loci would be located geographically, in the ‘real world’, is difficult to say. Despite allusions to recognizable towns, the loci and the platea in the Play of the Sacrament constitute not a location which can be defined with geographical coordinates, but a locale which is ‘a material setting for social relations’.10 The social relations enacted are, however, based on commercial transaction; the play’s locale does not properly constitute a Christian community into which anyone could be incorporated. The relationships of the Christian merchant Aristorius with his priest and clerk might appear to indicate a little community, but at the end of the play Aristorius announces that he will travel ‘Into my contre’ (l. 892, italics mine). The country to which Aristorius belongs is not, as we have probably assumed, the playing space in which we have been watching his actions, but rather an off-stage place into which he will journey. Furthermore, Aristorius’ ultimate expression of wealth is that he would unhesitatingly buy a whole country—‘and yt wer a counter to by now wold I nat wond!’ When whole countries can be treated as objects of commercial exchange, then the mercantile undermines any sense that a locale can offer stable community.

In the speech which opens the play proper, Aristorius offers a loosely alphabetical list of all the places in the world in which his fame has spread: Jonathas then makes a parallel boast, but he defines his place in terms of commodity for his alphabetical list details the fine products he has to sell: ‘amatysts ryche for þe nonys, And barylls that be bryght of ble …’ (81–2). Jonathas the Jew is an outsider whose place is not one of geographical right but one of socio-economic positioning. He defines himself as ‘chefe merchaunte of Jewes’ (116) but gives himself no origins; it is the clerk, Peter-Paul, who gives him geographical roots, describing him as ‘þe grettest marchante in all Surre’, and finds him while seeking ‘onknoweth shyppes’ ‘at þe waterys syde’. At the end of the play, too, Jonathas is rather vague about his planned peregrinations: ‘Now wyll we walke by contre and cos Owr wyckyd lyvyng for to restore’ (884–5). He starts out as the travelling Jew, his identity in his possessions, and ends as the wandering Jewish convert with neither possessions nor place to fix his identity. Supersession dis-places the Jew in the most radical way.

The play’s locations are multiple and thus indeterminate, a fact which should perhaps be connected to its performance by wandering players who were not themselves fixed as members of the communities to which they performed. The play’s locale is as fluid as commerce. And if this is drama in which local East Anglian concerns are portrayed, it is odd that the only person who apparently lives locally is the drunken Flemish doctor. If the host which is the subject of the Play of the Sacrament represents a unified community of orthodox Christianity, it is not clear where that community is. This chapter will now consider in turn the Flemish doctor and the Eucharistic host, before discussing further the staging of the Play of the Sacrament.

THE FLEMISH DOCTOR, WITH THE AUDIENCE IN THE PLATEA

Since E. K. Chambers, the Brandyche episode has generally been read as an interpolation reflecting traditional folk fertility drama—mummers’ plays in which a quack doctor appears to resurrect a knight killed in combat.11 Bevington argues that the language, characterization and verse forms of the Brandyche episode indicate that it is a later addition to the Play of the Sacrament, that it can only loosely be connected to the play thematically, and that it was added primarily for its horseplay.12 However, given the action-packed nature of the main plot and its farcically comic potential, it is difficult to believe additional horseplay was required. Master Brandyche is more than a good joke.

East Anglian communities at the end of the fifteenth century were not only under threat from heretical challenges to religious orthodoxy: they were also under economic threat from outsiders. Master Brandyche is from Brabant, and conforms to the medieval stereotype of Flemish drunkenness, but he is staying near Bury St Edmunds, an important East Anglian trade centre that particularly felt the effects of the immigrants, mostly from the Low Countries, who came to trade in increasing numbers throughout the fifteenth century. In 1477 the Bury weavers’ and drapers’ guilds created by-laws to protect native interests from the competition of highly qualified immigrants, by restricting immigration numbers. Threats to trade and to orthodoxy were linked: commerce brings Christians into contact with Jews and other ‘foreigners’, and thus corrupts; trade is the opening which allows foreign identity (Jewish or other ‘Other’) to infiltrate and undermine the local.13 When Aristorius seeks forgiveness for selling the host the Bishop commands him generally to renounce trade—‘never more to buy or sell’. Spiritual corruption and financial gain are repeatedly linked in the Play of the Sacrament, in the selling of the host by the Christian merchant Aristorius to the Jewish merchant Jonathas, and in the medicine offered by Brandyche, whose true motivation is revealed by his sidekick, Colle: ‘Men that be masters of scyens be profytable’ (647).

Linda Voigts has recently challenged Chambers’ reading of Master Brandyche by comparing the ‘proclamation’ which Colle is instructed to make on his master’s behalf with the Banns of a fifteenth-century English doctor preserved in BL Harley 2390, ff.105–6v.14 Banns were a familiar feature of late medieval life—public announcements, associated with the public marketplace or fair, and often offering goods and services as well as announcing events. The Harley Banns are in Bury dialect and are very similar in formulation to Colle’s Banns—they list ailments, and promise diagnosis, particularly through uroscopy (Colle suggests that Jonathas should ‘piss in a pot’ for Brandyche’s inspection). The Harley Banns advertise the services of a physician who is apparently itinerant, living in temporary lodgings, and the coal shed in which Brandyche is to be found should perhaps be understood as a temporary dwelling.15 In spite of the elements of parody clearly present in Colle’s quips about his master’s drunkenness, the striking parallels which Voigts finds between the Harley Banns and Colle’s proclamation give considerable weight to her assertion that the Croxton doctor is not the quack doctor of the mummers’ plays, who is a buffoon with no pretence of medical knowledge, but rather an example of medieval estates satire, parodying the foibles of real doctors.

Banns are essential to the livelihood of the itinerant doctor as much as the itinerant playing troupe. Colle is, in effect, reading his own Banns and offering an alternative, competing, drama, one in which what is at issue is not the efficacy of Brandyche’s medicine per se, but the possibility that his master is too drunken and lecherous to practise his skill reliably. However, the particular drama which Colle and Brandyche have interrupted is not one in which they can play a useful role, because uroscopy is unnecessary to diagnosing a severed hand, and herbal remedies cannot reverse an amputation.

But Master Brandyche and Colle are definitely in the platea:

‘Here shall the lechys man come into the place’

This implies a relationship between the doctor and his man and the audience whose space they share. If Brandyche’s Flemish nationality prevents an easy identification with the audience, the audience are nonetheless complicit in his activities. Bury was something of a medieval medical centre, and thus Master Brandyche’s offer to heal Jonathas parodies claims to bodily healing without spiritual integrity—the physical healing of Jonathas’ hand is actually achieved through spiritual conversion.

The Jews mock Christians ‘For þe beleve on a cake’ (l. 120), the Eucharistic host: in the medical context of the Harley Banns, a ‘cake’ is an abnormal growth on the inner organs, often associated with the action of elves.16 Christ’s incarnation in the Virgin’s womb is suggested but at once debased when medical language is brought to bear on the host. Like Jonathas, Brandyche represents the threat of the foreigner, but he represents a threat which must be driven away, rather than incorporated into the body of believers. This is because he does not interrogate the Eucharist as the Jews do, but rather represents a form of knowledge of the material which cannot embrace the spiritual, and which can be bought and sold. Interestingly, it is Brandyche, and not Jonathas, whose language of materiality and commerce excludes him from spiritual truth, conversion and redemption.

THE SACRAMENT IN PLAY: EUCHARIST, LITURGY, AND DRAMA

In Christian doctrine, the spiritual is manifest in the material present—spatial and temporal—through the sacraments, and sacramental truth is most precisely located in the host, a piece of bread which facilitates the deictic assertion: This is the body of Christ. The words then have extraordinary performative power, as they bring into being the truth that they assert. A narrative is retold to give meaning to the deixis as the celebrant explains the words’ source: ‘Our Lord Jesus, on the night he was betrayed, took bread and broke it, and gave it to them saying “This is my body”.’ The liturgy of the Mass combines statements of faith from the congregation with the retelling of the narrative of Christ’s Passion, and only through the liturgy can the sacrament enter material culture.17 In the Play of the Sacrament the liturgy is indeed enacted, but in a questionable manner, as will be discussed.

The connection between drama and liturgy is a highly vexed question, and has been so at least since Honorius Augustodunensis, in the twelfth century, made an analogy between the liturgical celebrant and an actor taking on the role of Christ: Honorius had his critics at the time, and if O. B. Hardison developed the idea of liturgy as originatory to drama for the modern scholar, Lawrence Clopper has argued firmly against this aspect of Hardison’s work.18 Discussion is dogged, as Bruce Holsinger points out, by an ‘all-or-nothing’ approach: liturgy is claimed to be either the only real source and substance of all drama or fundamental to none of it. Holsinger takes a helpful middle ground, asserting that ‘liturgy functions as a constant incentive to more localized creative gestures’.19 But Holsinger also writes:

Liturgy can only rarely be regarded as a historically specific or specifiable thing; liturgical labour in turn is patient, enduring work, never asking to be recognized as the historical present of textuality, publication, circulation and reception.20

It seems that the liturgically inspired ‘localized gestures’ may themselves be in creative tension with liturgy’s alternative temporality—history defined eschatologically, in which Emmanuel Levinas found a willingness ‘to act for remote things’.21 Liturgy describes the universal sweep of eschatological time; it also depends on repeated localized performance in human time and space, a dependence which it shares, of course, with the drama. The dramatic form which permits a visual realization of transubstantiation—a visualization of the spiritual—depends on narrative retelling and statements of faith, performed at defined moments, in definable locations. The Croxton Play of the Sacrament, as has been seen in its Banns, is careful to present itself as similarly action at multiple removes—a re-staging of a re-enactment of historical events.

Medieval mystery plays, of course, draw power and meaning from a time frame in which scriptural events, heavy with eschatological significance, are nonetheless translatable into a contemporary setting. The cycles—and near-cycles—share a vital drive to translate scriptural narrative to the time, and also place, of their audience: so the Wakefield Shepherds grumble about contemporary social injustice, and Christ’s Entry into Jerusalem is, in the York cycle, very definitely also an Entry into York, witnessed by York’s burgesses. This anachronism probably possessed subversive potential: contemporary medieval abuses of power are implicitly criticized alongside the actions of secular and religious leaders such as Herod and Caiaphas, presented as tyrants contributing to Christ’s suffering. The scriptural is not replaced by the contemporary, however, but rather is subsumed into it, and the narrative is presented as continuous in two simultaneous worlds, with the audience’s attention being directed between them.

Mystery Plays might be expected to portray the scriptural narrative of Christ at the Last Supper, holding up the bread and wine and declaring ‘This is my body, this is my blood.’ But in N-Town, for example, the disciples each go to receive bread and then wine from Jesus, as the congregation do from the priest. What is actually shown is not Christ and his disciples sitting down at supper, but a Mass: Christ is instituting the Eucharist, and the staging enlists Scripture in orthodox teaching about the Host, in the service of the liturgy, which is given priority over the scriptural narrative.22 Croxton, because it is not a scriptural Mystery play but rather a medieval miracle play, should be able to dramatize explicitly and exclusively the contemporary medieval Mass. It is striking, then, that the main action of the Play of the Sacrament is instead a bizarre re-enactment of Christ’s Passion, with the nailing of the wafer to a post representing the crucifixion, the placing of the wafer in the cauldron representing Christ’s burial, the bursting oven representing the harrowing of hell, and soon. These actions are nonetheless preceded by phrases echoing the liturgy of the Mass—for example, Jonathas, having laid the host on a table, declares:

On thes wordys ther law growndyd hath he,

That he sayd on Shere Thursday at hys sopere:

He brake the brede and said ‘Accipite’,

And gave hys dyscyplys them for to chere.

And more he sayd to them there

Whyle they were all togethere and sum

Syttyng at the table so clere:

Comedite, corpus meum.

(317–24)

Jonathas’ companions then list the elements of the Apostles’ Creed which narrate Christ’s conception, birth, life, and Passion. In the liturgy for the Mass, these words are statements of faith; in the Play of the Sacrament they are statements of unbelief: the Jews conclude that the narrative of the Creed, what ‘sum men’ may ‘reherse’, is ‘false heresy’ against their own Jewish faith (329, 335). Nonetheless, the words seem efficacious, in that the apparition of Christ which ensues demonstrates the Real Presence in the wafer over which the words are spoken.23

Of course, as the play carefully points out, the wafer which Aristorius steals has been used in the Mass by Sir Isidore, the priest, who ‘hath oftyn sacred, as yt ys skyll’ (283): it is priestly action which has brought about the Real Presence. But this is outside the action of the play: what the audience actually see is an unbelieving Jew speaking the liturgy of the Eucharist. The Mass’s accompanying action—the priest breaking bread—is replaced by violent nailing, tearing, torturing. And if five Jews stabbing the host, boiling it in oil, and so on, doesn’t look much like the Eucharistic liturgy, it is nonetheless enacting the truths which the Mass does not so much represent as hide: if the wafer is the body of Christ, then what at an actual Mass looks like a priest breaking bread is actually the tearing of that body anew by unbelieving Jews.

In Western Church doctrine, despite its insistence on the Real Presence, the Eucharist does not re-enact, but simply symbolizes, the unending sacrifice of Christ. Alexandra Reid-Schwartz discusses the doctrine of concomitance by which the medieval church resisted an interpretation of the Mass as tearing Christ’s body anew: ‘the doctrine declared that the body and blood of Christ was not physically broken in the fraction or division of the Host, but was always present in each element of the Eucharist’.24 That this doctrine was imperfectly understood or incompletely embraced, at least by some, is indicated in the rhetoric of Lollard and protestant attacks on the Eucharist,25 and it is also clear in the Play of the Sacrament when the image of Christ complains: ‘Why put yow Me to a newe tormentry?’ (652). The play thus espouses a heterodox position that in the host Christ’s Passion can be replayed, and then replays it.

Nonetheless, the host, according to catholic doctrine, is not a representation but a reality; while the faithful actually see bread, a human reality, they apprehend the truth that it is the body of Christ. It is to the un-believer that bodily sights are given. Catholic tradition tells of the Mass at Bolsena: when a priest who doubted the doctrine of tran-substantiation conducted Mass, the wafer bled in front of his eyes, to show and convert him to the truth. Christ himself praised faith that does not depend on the visual: ‘Blessed are those who have not seen and yet have believed.’ What does this mean for the audience of the cycle plays, who have in one sense ‘seen’ and believed? Their position maybe like that of those of who have seen a painted image of a religious truth, of whom Gallagher and Greenblatt write:

The painting of this particular doctrine [i.e. the Real Presence] is in tension with its doctrinal point—that one should learn to look with the eyes of faith past appearances to a reality invisible to the sense—because it is, after all, a painting, an image that appeals to the senses even as it tries to limit the authority of their testimony.26

As David Coleman adds, ‘doctrinal dramatics’, furthermore, must bear an additional burden: how to distinguish between dramatic representation and sacramental performance.27 It seems that medieval audiences were entrusted with a subtle task, one which required a sophisticated understanding of their own experiences of seeing and believing: not a willing suspension of disbelief, but more a faithful suspension of belief in the evidence of the eyes. Blessed are those who have negotiated competing systems of symbols and semiotics and yet have believed. The Play of the Sacrament tries to help its audience along. Its dramatic form permits a visual realization of transubstantiation through the actions of the Jews, a contained and ultimately converted audience of unbelievers. And, as this chapter discusses, its dramaturgical choices, particularly its choices of location and setting, problematize the experience of the audience, calling on their incredulity as well as their faith, to highlight the difficulty of ‘doctrinal dramatics’.

Since conventionally, in host miracles, the sight of the bleeding host is inflicted on the unbeliever—the faithful do not see this torture—if we, the audience, see the apparition, we are being situated as unbelievers. And in Croxton everyone, probably including the audience, is relieved when the Bishop is able to drive the apparition away. But the violent image which is inflicted on audience as well as unbelieving Jew exposes the reality of Eucharistic doctrine, and if a believing audience react at once with fascination and with horror to the sight their horror is also, in some way, horror at the doctrine of Real Presence they embrace.28 This is one important way in which the Play of the Sacrament’s orthodox teaching is in tension with its theatrical effect. N-Town, by showing Christ instituting the Eucharist, uses Scripture to establish liturgy and orthodoxy. The Croxton Play uses liturgy, in the mouths of Jews, to challenge orthodoxy and unity, reasserting the violent scriptural sufferings and the broken body of Christ. Theatrically, this is what the audience see. And as we have seen in the Banns, the play is very interested in its status as theatre.

Though the Play of the Sacrament draws heavily on the liturgy, its does not occupy liturgical time, but is localized through numerous references to precise time and place. The Banns references have been discussed, above, as highlighting the Play’s theatrical status as a replay of a play about events, rather than the events themselves or even a first representation of them. The play proper begins with Aristorius:

Now Cryst, þat ys our Creatour, from shame He cure us;

He maynteyn us with myrth þat meve upon þe mold;

Unto Hys endelesse joye might He restore us,

All tho þa in Hys name in peas well them hold.

For of a merchante most mighty therof my tale ys told;

In Eraclea ys non such, woso whyll understond.

For of all Aragon I am most mighty of sylver and of gold;

For, and yt wer a counter to by, now wold I nat wond!

There is an extraordinary slippage of subject in these lines. I’m going to tell a story about a merchant … Who, then, am ‘I’? Presumably not the merchant, though the script gives the lines to ‘Aristorius Mercator’. Perhaps the merchant is Jonathas? But the context makes it clear that it is Aristorius, as by line 7 Aristorius, the merchant and the ‘I’ are all one. But until line 7, it appears that the audience are to understand that they are being addressed not by Aristorius but by the actor who will represent Aristorius, who will tell his story. Aristorius, and later Jonathas, too, offer statements which are at once assertions and denials: ‘In Eraclea is none such’. The rhetoric makes a punning acknowledgement of unreality. Attention is drawn to the theatricality of the characters portrayed through an assertion by the actors playing Aristorius and Jonathas that neither in Croxton nor in Aragon are Aristorius or Jonathas ‘real’. This may also explain the heavy emphasis in Croxton’s lexis on ‘meaning’ and ‘intention’. ‘Mene’ and ‘entente’ recur frequently in the lines of several characters, as if drawing attention to a gap between inner life and outward reality. Perhaps, in the light of this, the promises of both Jonathas and Aristorius to take to the road are the promises of the travelling player: Jonathas may be punning on the idea of his adopted Jewish costume when he says that ‘on owr vyage we wyll us dresse’ (889) and Aristorius may well be planning the next performance when he plans to ‘teach thys lesson’—the play?—‘to man and wife’ (895). He is once again the actor who opened the play, rather than the character we witnessed him adopt.

STAGING CROXTON

Bevington’s suggestions about staging—with scaffolds and a real church—build on two valuable observations: that the play deploys simultaneous staging, in which two separate actions can be seen in different spaces at the same time; and that the play culminates in a singing procession which seems to include the audience as well as the actors. The simultaneous staging, Bevington suggests, requires separate scaffolds for Aristorius and Jonathas, each large enough for several actors and with a space between them which could ‘accommodate much passing to and fro’.29 Bevington then supplies stage directions expanding those which actually appear in the manuscript—supplementary directions which are, it must be remembered, hypothetical. The word ‘scaffold’, for instance, nowhere appears within the Play of the Sacrament manuscript: Jonathas must goo do[w]n of[f] his stage (148 sd), but ‘stage’ might imply little more than a step. Aristorius invites Jonathas to ‘come up and sit bi me’ (l. 191), which implies a slightly larger platform, but there is little warrant, for example, for Bevington’s imagined opening scene: ‘On the stage of the Christian merchant, Aristory, the merchant is attended by his clerk, Peter Paul, and his chaplain, Sir Isoder.’ In fact, the clerk and the chaplain could easily address Aristorius from the ground beside his ‘stage’, and, since the manuscript nowhere indicates their entrances, and they are neither mentioned nor addressed until line 40 (the chaplain) and line 57 (the clerk), neither need be present for Aristorius’ opening boast.

In the manuscript stage directions it is not just the clerk and the chaplain who are lacking entrances and exits—everyone is. Characters do not exit—theatrically ceasing, temporarily, to exist—but rather ‘go their way’ or ‘come home’:

Here shall Arystory goo hys waye; and Jonathas and hys servauntys shall goo to þe tabyll, þus sayng:

(304 sd)

Here goeth þe Jewys away, and þe prest commyth home

(255 sd)

And similarly characters do not enter, but simply ‘meet’ or ‘go to’ other characters:

Her shall the merchant man mete with þe Jewes

(157 sd)

Here shall þe master Jew goo to þe Byshopp, and hys men knele styll

(718 sd)

The attention which the stage directions give to the characters’ ‘exits’ as well as entrances seems to imply that the characters remain visible as they travel between locations. The transitions between locations are given emphasis, as well as the locations themselves—the logic of this emphasis on the journey, as well as the destination, lends meaning to the procession of bishop and Jews towards the play’s conclusion, and the stage directions for the reader at least give an impression of continuous action in a bustling mercantile centre. It is as if the script envisages the topology of a real town, in which everyone is going about their business, and the audience’s attention is simply moved between events.

Clearly, a series of scaffolds with playing space between them would enable audiences to watch the characters moving between the houses of Aristorius and Jonathas, for example. However, the playing space would have to be very extensive indeed if the characters were not to arrive at their destinations before the script requires them to do so—too extensive, perhaps, for an audience to be able to keep the full playing space in view. An alternative might be that characters in transit leave a single stage and ‘journey’ round behind the main stage or behind the audience—still visible to the audience inclined to turn and look, but not commanding attention for the duration of scenes in which they do not appear—before returning to a stage at the front in time for their next scene.30 Although the stage directions imply that both Aristorius and Jonathas shall have homes of some sort established in the playing space, there is never a requirement that the two homes should be visible at the same time, and it is therefore perfectly possible that one and the same stage could serve as both houses in different scenes. Where Croxton requires that two separate actions be staged simultaneously, it is always the case that one character is moving away from a location, while a new interaction establishes a new location: so, for example, Her shall ser Isodyr, the prest, speke ont[o] ser Aristori, seyng on this wise to him; and Jonatas goo do[w]n of[f] his stage (148 sd)—if there were only one stage, the priest could begin talking to Aristorius in front of the stage, or to one side of it, while Jonathas climbs off the stage on the other side; or Here goeth þe Jewys away, and þe prest commyth home (255 sd)—since the Jews simply go ‘away’, not to any specified place, the implication may be that the one stage is redefined as the ‘home’ to which the priest comes.

A production blocked in such a way might be easier to take on tour than one involving multiple scaffolds: Lawton has, with some justification, questioned the compatibility of Bevington’s theories of touring performance and multiple large scaffolds. The Play of the Sacrament’s status as a touring play presents problems for theories of staging which require the use of a real church, too: it would be difficult for touring players to devise an itinerary including only venues where there was a church readily available for their use and suitable performance spaces in the churchyard. And even if such venues could be found, it is difficult to see how either of the two stage directions which make explicit church references could possibly be accommodated in performance involving a real church. Aristorius is directed:

Here shal he entere þe chirche and take þe Hoost

(287 sd)

If the audience are outside the church, they will watch Aristorius exit from view into the church and sit in bemused silence until he emerges, for there is no simultaneous scene to cover this action. Clearly the audience could not be inside the church, or they would have missed all of the preceding play. Then towards the end of the play:

Here shall þe merchant and hys prest go to þe chirche, and þe Bysshop shall entre þe chyrche and lay the [H]ost [on] the autere, sayng thus:

(785 sd)

Since this stage direction follows the procession, it is possible that the audience have processed into the church and are able to witness the bishop enter and place the host on the altar. But this audience would not see the merchant and his priest going to the church. Bevington suggests that the audience process with the cast into an actual church, with ‘the performance of religious ceremonies’,31 and it is certainly attractive to read many of Episcopus’ lines as exhortations to the audience as well as the cast:

Now follow me, all and summe!

And all thos that bene here, both more and lesse,

Thys holy song, O sacrum convivium,

Lett us syng all with grett swetnesse

(758–61)

but the possibility of genuine audience participation in a procession need not imply that when þe Byssop shal entre þe chyrche (785 sd) it is a real church he enters any more than the subsequent stage direction, Her shall þe Bysshope Crysten the Jewys with great solempnyte (871 sd), implies a real bishop christening real Jews. The evidence seems most readily compatible with a performance in which ‘þe chirche’ is another scaffold or another theatrical re-designation of a single stage. If þe Bysshop shall entre þe chyrche is taken to refer to a real church, what then would it mean for the priest to ‘come home’? Stage directions in Croxton are somewhat mixed in their explicit awareness of the theatrical as opposed to the real—compare the direction: Here shall Ser Jonathas put hys hand into þe cawdron, and yt shalbe hole again (697 sd), which articulates the action of the play as if real, with Here shall þe cawdron byle, apperyng to be as bloode (592 sd), which explicitly alludes to theatrical illusion, ‘appearing to be’ (although it is the only stage direction to do so). It seems safer to assume that the church is as fictional as the priest’s home, and that, as a piece of travelling theatre, the Play of the Sacrament is set in an entirely fictional and therefore fully transportable world.

In fact, it may be the very theatrical, as opposed to literal, nature of the religious procession which gives it its force, for the priest comments to Sir Aristorius that by ‘sum myracle’ the bishop ‘commyth [in] processyon with a gret meny of Jewys’ (ll. 763–4): this procession must be taking place with the audience in the platea, and if the audience have in fact responded literally to the bishop’s injunction to ‘follow me’, then they have been unambiguously identified, by the miracle of theatre, as a Jewish crowd.

Scholars who argue that the Croxton Play emphasizes incorporation and the unity of the Christian community, and bolsters the status of the Church and its hierarchy, depend on the linear narrative of the play. The bleeding image of Christ is turned back into a wafer and the Jews and Christians then process together into the church. But the procession into the church does not, I think, move the play out of the theatrical world into the real world; the audience are still watching a play, and the dominant image of that play when performed will be not one of healing but of the violently brutalized child as Christ.

THE PLAY AS TEXT

If it is performance which troubles the orthodox surface of the Croxton Play of the Sacrament, then might the manuscript in which it is preserved have provided an assertion of Eucharistic orthodoxy for a reader, as opposed to an acting troupe and an audience? If the manuscript is indeed a product of the reign of Mary, with its struggles to reassert sacramental power and Real Presence, a special urgency would be given to such textual assertion. It is undoubtedly true that features such as the cast list, with its accompanying statement that ‘IX may play yt at ease’, indicate performance, but it is possible that they are simply copied traces of past performance in a manuscript designed primarily for reading. It is also of course possible that the play, while written for a travelling troupe, was given a later Marian performance at a fixed location in which, for example, the audience did indeed process into a real church, and theatrical emphasis was thus given to a reading of the play which emphasized unity and incorporation into the body of Christ.32

The play’s stage directions provide intriguing evidence. It has been noted above that they are more descriptive than practical, that they can describe the action of the play as if it were real, rather than acknowledging its theatrical illusion and giving any hint as to how the illusion is to be achieved: these might well be stage directions which would be more useful to a reader, imagining a performance, than a troupe having to realize one. Furthermore, it has been noted that the stage directions evoke the topology of a real town, a commercial centre in which people are continually going about their business: they do this principally through an anaphoric use of ‘here’, with which thirty of the thirty-two stage directions begin, and the occurrence of one ‘here’ in Latin (Hic interim proclamationem faciet (528 sd—‘Here, for a time, he will make proclamation’)), draws attention to the rhetorical roots of this device. While early stage directions commonly employ temporal and spatial indicators, they also commonly create a sense of enveloping narrative, particularly through the use of phrases such as ‘then say as folowith’ (697 sd) which are theatrically redundant in the presence of speech prefixes, and seem to hint at the mediation of an invisible narrator. The stage directions of the Play of the Sacrament, with their anaphoric ‘here’, recall the ekphrasis by which Latin epic creates tableaux. The reader, who does not see the play performed, is nonetheless enabled to experience the play as an ekphrasis, a visual rather than purely verbal artistic object: such readerly visualization of the play as tableaux within a locale might well work against the movement of the narrative, within time, towards incorporation.33 For the reader as for the audience the broken body of Christ may not be fully superseded.

David Bevington has suggested that the Croxton play ‘deliberately confounds the distinction between dramatic performance and religious service’;34 (certainly, a play with such heavy liturgical dependence must to some extent do so. But by drawing attention to its theatricality in various ways, particularly the highlighting of the gap between actor and role, the Play of the Sacrament also highlights a distinction between interior, spiritual truths and exterior, material appearance. The faithful must know that the host is the body of Christ, but they must not be forced to see it. Furthermore, the logical necessities of drama problematize the Eucharist’s claims to be at once the manifestation of Christian community and a site at which the faith of the individual is tried and tested,35 for the audience, regardless of their personal convictions, all witness the apparition which is given only to the unbeliever: if they share a communal experience, it is one based on opposition to Christian doctrine.

A play which foregrounds, rather than concealing, its theatricality has no need to concern itself with a socially plausible community or a geographically locatable setting. The Play’s the thing, and it’s not community theatre; it’s one for the road. The Play’s ‘purpose’, in the modern sense of the word, may be to assert unity through representation of an outsider—the hermeneutical Jew—converted and incorporated into the Christian body, and this incorporation is actually achieved through the sacrament of baptism. But it is the wafer-turned-bleeding-Christ which is the dominant sacramental image of the play. Since the body of Christ is also the image of the body of believers, the play may be read or performed to dramatize incorporation but nonetheless hint as much at fragmentation behind apparent unity. What the Play of the Sacrament tells us is different from what it shows: it may tell us about priestly power and the unity of the host, as a symbol of Christian community, but it shows us unbelieving Jews reciting the liturgy efficaciously, and a host which is a child-Christ, violently abused as the Mass is re-enacted in a community which is fractured, and which exists everywhere and nowhere.
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CHAPTER 4
VENUS IN SACKCLOTH: THE DIGBY MARY MAGDALEN AND WISDOM FRAGMENT

VINCENT GILLESPIE

DURING the Twelfth Night festivities in 1455, Augustinian friar and celebrity hagiographer Osborn Bokenham was enjoying the hospitality of Isabel, Lady Bourchier, Countess of Eu, sister to the powerful Richard, Duke of York.1 Bokenham, a character of Trollopeian ingratiation and condescension, moved with the ease of an accomplished lounge lizard round the parlours and solars of the East Anglian gentry and nobility, and had collected an enviable range of literary patrons. As her sons ‘Besy were wyth reuel & wyth daunsyng’ (5024), Isabel, ‘of hyr ientylnesse’, engaged Bokenham with talk of the ‘dyuers legendys … of hooly wummen’ that he had recently translated from Latin into English for aristocratic and noble patrons. Close to the epicentre of Yorkist political power, Isabel was not going to be left out:

‘I haue,’ quod she, ‘of pure affeccyoun

Ful longe tym had a synguler deuocyoun

To that holy wumman, wych, as I gesse,

Is clepyd of apostyls þe apostyllesse;

Blyssyd Mary mawdelyn y mene,

Whom cryste from syn made pure and clene.

As þe clerkys seyn, ful mercyfully,

Whos lyf in englysshe I desyre sothly

To han maad.’

(5065–73)

Isabel Bourchier’s commission reflects many features of hagiographic fashion in aristocratic taste of the later fifteenth century.2 The East Anglian dramatized life of Mary Magdalen, preserved alongside a fragment of Wisdom who is Christ in Oxford, Bodleian Library MS Digby 133, engages directly and effectively with many facets of contemporary devotional taste. Legends of holy or ‘approued’ women were a dominant characteristic of the vernacular collections of saints’ lives produced by English authors in the atmosphere of reformist orthodoxy that characterized the English Church’s response to Lollardy at home, and schism and institutional malaise abroad. A particular subset of these mulieres sanctae have lives that conform to a paradigmatic narrative of spiritual aspiration. Noted for the high pedigree of their birth, these women, beautiful and desirable, move to renounce their sexuality by resisting arranged marriage or rape, giving up their wealth and high-born status through lives of penance in a desire to achieve a state of spiritual virginity. Invariably this process involves them in a confrontation with pagan religion which may lead to an evangelistic exposition (often through preaching or prophecy) of the superior merits of Christianity, and in most cases to a gruesome and often protracted martyr’s death.3 Margaret of Antioch, whose dragon-defeating bravery had made her the patron saint of pregnant women, or Katherine of Alexandria, whose learned and intelligent rebuttal of the pagan sages, and independence of mind in the face of patriarchal and misogynist violence made her the literate thinking woman’s saint of choice, had established themselves as among the most popular subjects for artistic treatment and literary retelling.4 But earlier virgin martyrs such as Perpetua, Agatha, Lucy, Barbara, Mary of Egypt, and Cecilia (a model for Julian of Norwich’s early devotions) were also often invoked. Medieval exemplars seeking to align themselves to the same template included the Hertfordshire recluse Christina of Markyate and the Oxford role model Frideswide.5 Birgitta of Sweden, a fourteenth-century prophetic visionary, offered a more recent paradigm of matronly power and sanctity, speaking truth to the power not of pagan lords and priests but of the recalcitrant Christian kings of medieval Europe and the decadent and indolent princes of the medieval Christian Church.6 Her near-contemporary Catherine of Siena exercised control over her own destiny by acts of extreme self-mortification and asceticism.7

The Mary Magdalen favoured by Isabel Bourchier was equal to all of these figures in the popularity of her late-medieval cult.8 Julian of Norwich aspires to be like Magdalen, rooted to the foot of the Cross in rapt compassion with the suffering Christ. Another East Anglian visionary, Margery Kempe, repeatedly likens her own spiritual tribulations to those of the Madgalen, patterning her narrative of her spiritual biography on the shape of the Magdalen’s reformation from episodes of sexual temptation to a new life of intense attentiveness to the needs and utterances of an intimately experienced and spiritually attentive Christ. Margery’s parish church in Lynn was dedicated to St Margaret [of Antioch], St Mary Magdalen, and All Holy Virgins, so it is hardly surprising that the plot trajectory of the mulieres sanctae stories impinges so strongly on her own life, which she began to have written down, we are told, the day after the feast of Mary Magdalen. Indeed it has even been suggested that the Digby Mary Magdalen play may owe some of its characterization of the eponymous heroine to popular local knowledge of the life of Lynn’s own pocket Magdalen.9 Fifteenth-century East Anglian culture was saturated in the lives and the images of these exemplary women, and Mary Magdalen would have been an obvious candidate for Osbern Bokenham (or his fellow fenland hagiographer John Capgrave) to add to their hagiographical repertoire.10 The heroic virtue of such saintly martyrs was usually to be admired rather then imitated (admiranda non imitanda), but, as Bokenham shows in the prologue to his life of Mary Magdalen, the broadly penitential and reforming shape of their lives, governed by an unquenchable desire to seek union with Christ, could also exert a normative pull on the shape of contemporary female piety. Bokenham offers his life for the ‘goostly confourth’ of Isabel Bourchier, extending its utility more widely to others who will read it:

By wych redyng þat þai may wynne

Fyrst remyssyoun here of al here synne,

Lych as Mary mawdelyn dede purchace

And þat aftyr þis lyf þey may [þorgh grace]

To þat blys comyn where-yn is she.

(5257–61)

Fifteenth-century England had its own roster of ascetic women of noble birth: Margaret, Duchess of Clarence, Cecily, Countess of York, and Lady Margaret Beaufort all embraced lives of contemplative aspiration and devotional rigour while occupying exalted social and aristocratic positions.11 Other, less well-born but socially mobile women (like the East Anglian Anne Harling) shared their devotional interests. Perhaps Isabel Bourchier hoped to join their ranks, or at least to shadow their aspirations. Bokenham’s legend of the Magdalen, sharing most of its story with the Digby play on the subject, would have offered her a cautionary tale in keeping with her own status, and mirroring a devotional posture increasingly fashionable among well-born English men and women in the fifteenth century.12

In the post-Reformation view, Mary Magdalen is irredeemably linked with sexual misbehaviour and a bitter, if potentially artistically rather alluring, naked penance in a wilderness. But far from being the repentant prostitute of Counter-Reformation hagiography, whose hair grew long in the wilderness to cover the immodesty of her naked body, the late-medieval Magdalen of high society taste was a rather different kind of fallen woman: guilty of lapses in her social decorum and moral judgement, no doubt, but well born, noble in mind and spirit, and capable of exercising powerful direct and indirect influence on the history of the early Church and on the acts of the apostles.13 The post-biblical conflation of three Marys mentioned in the New Testament into a single model of portmanteau piety sees her acting out in her composite biography many stereotypical and mythologically encoded functions of female identity and character. The gendered frailty and moral instability characterized by her life of sexual indulgence and excess gives way in the composite biography to the domestic subservience, humility, and penitence of her washing the feet of Christ with tears and anointing them with precious balm in the house of Simon. This in turn leads to Christ visiting her household: Mary sits in rapt attentiveness to Christ’s words while her putative sister Martha bustles about the house seeing to domestic concerns and busying herself with many things. Mary, through this episode, becomes a type of the Contemplative Life of retreat from worldly concerns while Martha comes to embody the Active Life of duty and solicitude for the business of the world. The family further features with the episode of the raising of their brother Lazarus from the dead, where Mary stays at home and prays for a miracle, while Martha rushes off to summon Christ to do the deed. Mary Magdalen’s composite scriptural biography reaches its apotheosis over the Easter triduum: her tearful presence at the foot of the Cross on Good Friday, embodying the stereotypical passive female role of bewailing male violence with the tears of impotent lament; her (largely apocryphal) solicitude for the Blessed Virgin Mary on Holy Saturday, nurturing her and caring for her physical needs; and, triumphantly, her reward as the first person to see and speak to (but, famously, not touch) the risen Christ in the garden on the first Easter Sunday. This meeting emerges from her diligence in fulfilling the female function of caring for the bodies of the dead, but quickly develops into a more transgressive and empowering role when she is therefore allowed to tell the news of the resurrection to the other apostles, garnering for her the title apostola apostolorum (messenger to the messengers), the title given to her by Isabel Bourchier in talking to Bokenham.

In the sixteenth century, the life of Mary Magdalen would be stripped back to its purely scriptural roots, and the conflation of the Three Marys would be challenged. In 1517, Jacques Lefèvre d’Étaples, in the spirit of the new Christian humanist Bible scholarship pioneered by Erasmus, would controversially challenge the melding of the three biblical Marys into a single narrative arc. And, after England’s break with Rome, Lewis Wager’s later play on the life of Mary Magdalen would restrict itself to biblically sanctioned events.14 But the medieval Magdalen is a richly elaborated creation, full of heavily freighted symbolism accumulated through centuries of exegesis by the Fathers of the Church. While the bustling Martha was thought to symbolize the earthly life of mankind, and the manifold imperfections of the Church on earth (‘busy about many things’), Mary was often seen as a type of the heavenly life of angels and of the perfection of the Church to come, lost in silent and eternal contemplation at the feet of its saviour.15 Moreover, the Gnostic gospels of the very early Church, though soon suppressed when the official canon of Scripture was established, stressed Mary Magdalen’s role as companion to Christ and her presence among the apostles for many of the post-resurrection wonders of the early Church, narrated in the Acts of the Apostles.16 Sometimes she is seen as a type of Wisdom; on other occasions her hubris, fall into worldly pleasure, and subsequent reformation and exaltation offered a more approachable model for the possibility of penitential reform and renewal than that other Mary, the ever-virgin Mother of God, though Mary Magdalen’s closeness to the Virgin Mary allows many of her attributes to be painlessly transferred in the development of her legends. Isabel Bourchier’s description of the Magdalen as she ‘Whom cryste from syn made pure and clene’ probably reflects this mirroring in its phraseology, which echoes the Virgin Mary’s conception without original sin (the Immaculate Conception), and her conception of Christ without physical intermediary in the Annunciation.

Gradually codifying over the first centuries of the Church’s life, the main elements of the legend were in place by the time of Bede, though the epilogue and apotheosis in the desert does not appear much before the ninth century, probably under the pressure of the paradigm contemplative narratives of the Desert Fathers and Mothers. Much attention was lavished on her role in the garden of the resurrection, and in the honour given to her of being the first person to see Christ in his risen state. As a sinner, a woman, and not officially one of the disciples, this transgressive act of divine grace caused much reflection among the commentators and exegetes. Some (such as the author of the Meditationes vitae Christi and its vernacular progeny) felt that this snubbed the parental claims of the Virgin Mary to a first post-resurrection visit, and inserted such an encounter into their accounts.17 Some felt it was just reward for the attentiveness and persistence of Mary Magdalen’s service to Christ; some argued that the famous injunction Noli me tangere (Do not touch me) warned women off speaking of (or ‘touching’) theological matters. Others reflected the need for mankind (and perhaps especially women) to transcend their fascination and focus with the humanity of Christ and to learn to value his transfigured divinity. (Margery Kempe enacts a similar struggle in her own life between the more austere, remote and intangible ‘skylle of the dalyawns of the Godhede’ and her ease and comfort with the accessibility and affective immediacy the manhood of Christ, ‘for al hir lofe and al hir affeccyon was set […] and therof cowde sche good skylle and sche wolde for no thyng a partyd therfro’.18)

A popular sermon on the garden scene, attributed to Origen but actually a twelfth-century Cistercian work, is among the lost translations of Geoffrey Chaucer.19 Commenting on Mary’s forlorn and solitary sojourn in the garden, it reports that ‘Certainly, Mary knew nothing more except how to love and how to grieve for the sake of love. She had forgotten to fear; she had forgotten herself; in short, she had forgotten everything except him whom she loved above all things’ (p. 326). Her mistake in thinking that Jesus was a gardener is quickly elaborated into an exegetical opportunity: ‘Certainly he is Jesus and he is a gardener because he plants all good seed in the garden of her soul and in the hearts of his faithful’ (p. 335). As Augustine says in his exposition of the same moment ‘Jesus was giving a lesson in faith to the woman … and this gardener was sowing in her heart as in his own garden, the grain of mustard seed.’20 Traditionally, Mary Magdalen’s abundant tears provide the irrigation that allows this seed to germinate and grow. So she is also a hugely important witness in the extensive medieval theology of tears, and an important actor in the genre of affective texts where the Virgin Mary and Mary Magdalen invite the readers to learn the art of weeping from their example.21 The Digby play makes rich use of this tradition in Christ’s words to Mary:

Mannys hartt is my gardyn here.

þerin I sow sedys of vertu all þe 3ere.

þe fowle wedys and wycys I reynd vp be þe rote!

Whan þat gardyn is watteryd with teres clere,

Than spryng vertuus, and smelle full sote.

(1081–5)22

But in her legendary incarnation in the Middle Ages, Magdalen had more work to do after her witnessing the resurrection. In particular, she is deeply involved in the mythical conversion of France (where her relics were thought to repose in the Middle Ages) by her mission to the King of Marseilles, her facing down of his pagan idols, her miraculous intervention to cure his wife’s barrenness, and her role as preacher, teacher, guardian of the realm, and ultimately protector of the Queen and her new-born son.

Although slight details vary between the various medieval accounts of her life, the main plot outlines found in the East Anglian play preserved in the Digby manuscript are well witnessed in the most popular and influential medieval collection of saints’ legends, the Legenda aurea of Jacobus de Voragine. Translated into English in 1438 as the Gilte Legende, and printed in another vernacular translation by William Caxton at the end of the century, the story of Mary Magdalen in the Legenda had a far-reaching impact.23 John Mirk used it in his influential late fourteenth-century series of model sermons the Festial, and the version in the earlier South English Legendary has some verbal details that are very close to elements in the Digby play.24 But the main plot trajectory of the story (well-born woman falls into social and sexual temptation; is redeemed by a moment of special grace; exercises good works; and comes to a life of contemplative aspiration and ascetic rigour) informs many such conversion narratives. Indeed, it offers a striking blend of the tragic (the fall of the well-born woman into adversity through misjudgement in a moment of weakness through the temptation of external forces) and a theologically inflected version of the comic (her rise from adversity to a happy ending of union and everlasting spiritual joy and bliss).

It is notable that all three plays in the Digby manuscript that bear the initials of the sixteenth-century East Anglian antiquarian Miles Blomfylde (The Conversion of St Paul; Mary Magdalen; and the incomplete copy of Wisdom who is Christ), although not always gathered together in the same book, are collocated not only by the mark of their Renaissance owner and reader but also by the similarities of their plot structure.25 Indeed Wisdom, telling the tale of the seduction of the well-born and noble Anima into a life of dissolution and worldly self-indulgence by a devil disguised as a courtly gallant, and eventually being recalled from her wrongdoings to a state of reformed attentiveness to the word of God and the love of Christ, stands like a schematic shadowing of the plot of Mary Magdalen (who is also seduced by a devil disguised as a gallant), with the scriptural and legendary characters replaced in Wisdom by personifications of the powers of the soul and the forces of good and evil that fight over them.26 The schematic narrative psychomachia of Wisdom layers surprisingly comfortably over the legendary biography of the Magdalen.

This inter-textuality raises some interesting issues about the audience or readership for such plays at the turn of the fifteenth century. Wisdom’s use of some pretty specialized handbooks and treatises of contemplative guidance from the turn of the fourteenth century (Walter Hilton’s The Scale of Perfection and Epistle on the Mixed Life, the Middle English version of Henrich Suso’s Horologium sapientiae, known as the Seven Points of True Wisdom), and resources from the high-medieval tradition of Latin contemplative guidance (in short works by Ps-Bernard and Bonaventure) suggest an audience for such materials among the gentry and noble families who may have seen the play, or perhaps among the professional classes of lawyers and men of business whose London locations get mentioned so often in the course of the play.27 Most of Wisdom’s known sources had in fact been printed by the end of the fifteenth century, supporting the view that there was a demand for this kind of spiritually challenging material, and a demand that must have spread beyond the market of professional religious readers in monasteries and nunneries. Indeed the collocation of texts found to lie behind Wisdom strikingly reflects the sorts of materials circulating in the mid-century common-profit books made for groups of affiliated London merchants who were spiritually ambitious and socially aspirational.28 Wisdom’s rumination and exploration of the relative merits of the Active and Contemplative Lives draws heavily on inherited debates that figured Mary Magdalen and her sister Martha as the poster girls for each state. (Both are explicitly mentioned in the play, as is St Paul’s conversion.)

But more interesting is the way that the devil becomes a persuasive and sinuous advocate for the merits of the new state of the Mixed Life (Digby version, ll. 400–85), citing Jesus in his public ministry as the outstanding exemplar of this state, and drawing most of his arguments directly from Hilton’s Epistle on the subject. This letter was originally aimed at the newly emerging cadre of English noble and gentry readers who wanted to combine their social and public duties with some form of advanced devotional and contemplative discipline modelled along para-monastic lines.29 Its circulation shows that it soon found its way into the sorts of common-profit collections that underpin the intellectual architecture of Wisdom. These men and women were also often the neighbours or relatives of Bokenham and Capgrave’s clients for improving legends. So the complex and abstract Augustinian psychology of Wisdom, exploring how easily the soul’s governing created trinity of Mind, Understanding, and Will can become infected with the values of worldly pleasure and lose sight of the eternal felicities of spiritual perfection, may be assumed to be accessible and comprehensible to this class of aspirant professional, gentry, noble, and aristocratic readers and listeners. By easy extension, this means that the degree of psychological sophistication needed to comprehend and interpret a play like Wisdom, could also be deployed to read beyond (or in parallel to) the surface of the pacey and dynamic narrative excitements of a legendary narrative like the Digby Mary Magdalen play, and to see within it the enactment of a moral struggle comparable to that presented more schematically in Wisdom.

Mary Magdalen, therefore, becomes a character to be admired (admiranda) for her heroic virtue. But the pattern of moral choices and reformations that her plot traverses also becomes, at a more generalized level similar to that sketched out in Wisdom, a manner of living that could be imitated (imitanda) by those of comfortable means living in the world but fearful of fulfilling their spiritual potential. Moral living and spiritual development are fundamentally always about knowing how to respond and how to act when faced with ethical and religious turning points that may not be clearly signposted. Blomfyde’s three conversion plays now gathered in Digby 133 in effect offer a variety of retellings of the same pattern of choice, calling, and reform. It is the work of those plays to teach their audiences how to read their trajectories and their taxonomies of human behaviour. Just as Hilton’s Mixed Life offers men and women of power, status, and responsibility a new model of spiritual development, so Wisdom and the Mary Magdalen play explore how difficult that new model could be to implement. In both plays, the Contemplative Life is firmly asserted as a more secure route to salvation than the hybridity of the vita mixta. The life of the well off and the well born, and the Active Life more generally, is too assailed by and tainted with the triple threats of the cartoon bad guys the World, the Flesh, and the Devil to be a secure route to salvation. The evil triad are presented in both plays as agents of moral temptation and disruption. They appear explicitly as personifications in Wisdom and are subsumed within the carapaces of plausible roguish characterizations in Mary Magdalen. The schematic structure of Wisdom helps the identification of the camouflaged tests of the real world in Mary Magdalen, while the greater social and sociological complexity and plausibility of Mary Magdalen helps put fallible flesh on the demonic bones of the three ancient enemies of mankind presented in Wisdom.

It is significant, therefore, that Mary Magdalen begins with the bustle of worldly business and amid the pomp, glory, and pride of earthly power.30 The bombastic aureation of the emperor Tiberius combines the usual self-reflexive meta-theatricality of such dramatic openings (‘I command sylens, in þe peyn of forfetur/To all myn audyeans present general’ (1–2)) with a bathetic language of worldly prosperity that uses terms that the audience will quickly recognize as being misapplied from their usual theological register:

All grace vpon erth from my goodnes commyt fro

And þat bryngis all pepell in blysse so …

I am wonddyn in welth from all woo!

(16–17, 22)

Indeed until the emperor names himself in the final line of the opening nine-line stanza, his speech could easily be one uttered by God at the beginning of an Old Testament cycle play:

I woll it be knowyn to al þe word vnyversal

That of heven and hell chyff rewlar am I,

To wos magnyfycens non stondyt egall!

For I am soveren of all soverens subjugal.

(4–7)

Tiberius is echoed in manner and register by Syrus, father of Mary Magdalen. Lord of Jerusalem, Bethany, and the castle of Magdalen, Syrus is a noble, wealthy, and successful landowner who revels in his power and prosperity. In the linguistic taxonomy of earthly power (the self-conscious aureation continues into the speeches of Herod and Pontius Pilate, and is replicated in the speeches of the World, the Flesh, and the Devil, so that it becomes, imperceptibly, the devil’s register), this high style (used ‘whan that men to kynges write’, as Chaucer noted)31 signifies earthly success. Each secular ruler revels in their domain of influence and authority, and in the self-regarding opulence of their linguistic display.

The first character to acknowledge the existence of any higher power is Mary Magdalen herself, in her reaction to Syrus’ King Lear-like decision to divide his lands between his three children, making his testament ‘whyll þat I am in good mynd’ (84). Mary’s reaction to the gift of the castle of Maudleyn is immediately to offer thanks to the greater power, in terms that reflect the popular fifteenth-century cult of devotion to the Name of Jesus (a motif that resonates in her speeches throughout the play, indicating the extent to which it seeks to align itself with, and perhaps inform, contemporary devotional fashion and taste):32

Thou God of pes and pryncypall covnsell,

More swetter is þi name þan hony be kynd!

(93–4)

Mary recognizes the worldly advantages of her inheritance (‘For thyss lyfflod is abyll for þe dowtter of a kyng’ (99)) and its role as a ‘preseruatyff from streytnes’. But the sudden death of Syrus, the peripeteia (overthrow) of his (morally misplaced) worldly serenity, catapults the children into sudden landowning and lordship responsibilities. All three mark the death of their father with pious hopes for the well-being of his soul, but Mary has the most eloquent, and effective speech recognizing that solace and help can only come from God (described, in a psycho-theological term that would be at home in Wisdom, as ‘inwyttyssymus’), and in words that directly rebuke the earlier hubris of Tiberius and the other pocket despots:

The inwyttyssymus God þat euyr xal reyne,

Be hys help an sowlys sokor! …

He is most mytyest governowre

From sorowyng vs to restryne.

(285–6, 289–90)

But, despite her acknowledgement of a higher power, Mary Magdalen becomes, at a stroke, a powerful and influential single woman, an heiress possessed of significant power, land, and wealth. Immediately the powers of darkness plot against her. Just as Anima in Wisdom is rapidly assailed by the World, the Flesh, and the Devil, despite the benefit of her opening dialogue with Wisdom (who asserts that ‘Wysdam is better than alle wordly preciousnesse’ (Digby, 33)), and the advantages she enjoys from his early explanation of the nature of the moral and spiritual world, Mary becomes a target precisely because she has the unusual spiritual potential already displayed: if she with stands temptation, says the World, she has the power to destroy hell (419–20). The dumb show used to effect the transition from the devil’s parliament to the tempting of Mary Magdalen reveals the play’s deliberate inter-text with more schematic morality plays:

Her xal alle þe Seuen Dedly Synnys besege þe castell tyll [Mary]agre to go to Jherusalem.

The devils are exploiting both Mary’s grief at the death of her father and her vulnerability as a newly wealthy and powerful femme sole. Anima and Mary both know the nature of evil in the abstract, but are here being exposed to the seductive force of its temptations masked under the sugared surface of worldly pleasure and a search for consolation.

Tempted by Luxuria to travel to the city and enter a tavern, Mary finds herself in a dizzyingly illegible physical and textual environment, peopled by personifications masquerading as real people, real people acting like personifications. The tavern is, of course, one of the standard settings for moral temptation in medieval literature, and is blended here with the newly prominent awareness of the city as a major locus of temptation, turpitude, and double dealing. (Mary Magdalen is a play much interested in issues of civic virtue, and the challenges of living the good life in urban settings.) The stereotypical peril of this urban tavern is further ratcheted up by the assault on her vanity and moral compass offered by the florid flattery of the ‘frysch new galavnt’ (the devil of Pride/Curiosite in disguise), newly arrived in town, and easily mistaken for a prosperous merchant because of his flashy and expensive clothes. In Wisdom, Anima is also exposed to the persuasive seductions of a gallant at a crucial stage of her temptation into the pleasures of the world. The showy dress and showier speech of such self-regarding courtly clothes horses were widely castigated in fifteenth-century religious texts (‘For galauntes now be in most fame/Courtly persones men hem proclame’ (Digby, Wisdom, 598–9)), and both plays employ the stock character with relish as well as style.33 In Wisdom, Lucifer as the gallant argues seductively that the Mixed Life allows Anima to enjoy the best of both worlds with a series of silky syllogisms that nudge the reason, understanding and will of Anima to agree to, delight in and consent to his case (Digby, p. 132). In Mary Magdalen, Mary is ‘ravyssyt … to trankquelyte’ (447) by the temptations of Luxuria, whose ‘tong is so amyabyll, devydyd wyth reson’ (451), but the audience is surely meant to spot Mary’s misuse of terms from contemplative theology to describe what is apparently her first experience of world’s bliss.

Similar psycho-moral models are at work in both plays. In truth, Anima’s fallen state in Wisdom is more sustained and more interesting in its exploration of moral effects and consequences than Mary Magdalen’s, and Anima falls into a very recognizable (and achingly contemporary) world turned upside down, where money, influence, graft, corruption, gathered under the catch-all label of ‘maintenance and meed’, stuff the mouths of venal retainers and corrupt judges; a society where characters know the price of everything and the value of nothing.34 Mary Magdalen’s fall is much more short-lived and in some ways theatrically gestural, but that play still has a huge amount of ground to cover (literally and metaphorically). Moving swiftly towards another of the quasi-tableaux with which it punctuates its action, offering momentary freeze-frame summaries of the state of the protagonist, Mary, her language now awash with the diction of fin’ amors lyrics, is discovered sleeping in an ‘erbyr’ (a typical locus amoenus or beautiful place from the courtly tradition) by a Good Angel who calls her to repentance.35 Mary immediately decides, through the prompting of this ‘spirit of goodness’ to seek out Jesus:

For he is þe welle of perfyth charyte.

Be þe oyle of mercy he xal me relyff

With swete bawmys.

(612–13, see also 759)

In Wisdom, immediately before her temptation by Lucifer as the gallant, Anima says to Wisdom that ‘Thu hast anoynted me with the oyle of mercy’ (Digby, 321) but there this hubristic confidence is part of Anima’s weakness: she abstractly knows what is right and wrong but does not properly understand through experience how evil manifests itself in subtle and unexpected ways. In Mary Magdalen the water of charity and the oil of mercy are immediately catalysed and concretized into the tears of repentance and the precious ointment that Mary lavishes over the feet of Jesus at the dinner at the house of Simon. Her repentance and conversion is the result of an externally received grace which has liberated her from the slavery of sin, allowing her to praise and bless the name of Jesus, the source of her ‘sowle helth’:

Blyssyd be þou, repast contemplatyf,

A[image: image]ens my seknes, helth and medsyn.

(679–80)

Mary’s language floods with the terminology of penance and sacramental confession (Jesus says to her ‘in contryssyon þou art expert’ (686), and at Christ’s words ‘seuyn dyllys xall devoyde from þe woman’, paralleling the scene in Wisdom where the repentant Anima is purged of seven devils: ‘Here renyt owt from wndyr þe horrybyll mantyll of þe soull seven small boys in þe lyknes of dewyllys’ (Macro Wisdom, sd at 912).36

The reformed Mary’s joyful return to her family at Magdela is soon buffeted by the further test of the death of her brother Lazarus. (Scherb comments that ‘no other medieval English play stages more deaths’.37) The raising of Lazarus is notable mainly for the relative silence of Mary as her sister Martha makes most of the action. Mary’s contemplative prayerfulness (her few speeches here are couched in a quasi-liturgical high style of invocation and supplication) and the wonder of the rousing leads to an inclusive audience response that moves them towards the same incantatory devotion to the name of Jesus that characterizes Mary and Martha: ‘We beleve in yow, Savyowr, Jhesus, Jhesus, Jhesus!’ (sd at 920).

But this celebratory high point soon gives way to darker tones. The King of Marseilles erupts on to the stage with the alliterative force of a pantomime demon, and a linguistic style showily reminiscent of the pagan tyrants of the play’s opening (‘here begynnyt hys bost’, sd after 924):

Ewen as an enperower I am onored ay,

Wanne baner gyn to blasse and bemmys gyn to blow!

Hed am I heyest of all hethenesse holld!

Both kynggys and cayserys I woll þey xall me know

Or elllys þey bey the bargayn, þat ewyr þey were so bold!

(933–7)

This is only a taster for the major plot of the play’s more legendary second half. For, in a series of brief but tightly written scenes, almost cinematic in their cross-cutting and snappy changes of focus, we now move through the Marseilles scene to the Harrowing of Hell (on the hell stage), the formal, lyrical laments of the three Marys at the site of the Crucifixion (emblematically arrayed ‘as chast women wyth sygnis of þe passyon pryntyd ypon þer brest’ as if part of a confraternity or guild, or even a religious order like the Birgittines), and the familiar epiphany scene in the garden.38 We also see short scenes in the courts of the pagan secular rulers as they seek to come to terms with the astonishing news of Christ’s resurrection: Tiberius, in a nicely self-reflexive validation of the scriptural narratives, decides he will have it all ‘cronekyllyd … þat nevyr xall be forgott, whoso loke þeron’ (1329–30).

The quietly revelatory events in the Easter garden are bracketed by two noisy scenes with the King of Marseilles. On his return, immediately after the glorious and joyful relief of the resurrection, we see Marseilles order a pagan sacrifice, and his priest and acolyte engaged in a comic mockery of a liturgical invocation. The quiet dignity and sublime joy of Mary’s ineffable experience gives way at once to the slapstick clatter, and scatological and sexual innuendo of the pagan ceremony, focused on the raucous dog-Latin of the leccio mahowndys and its muffled imprecations, invocations, and suggestive parodies. The dreamy stillness of the Easter garden, notable for the ease, sincerity, and gentleness of the exchanges between Mary and the risen Christ, is jarred by the huxterish banter and showy theatrics of the pagan presbyter and his assistant, offering displays of Mohammed’s neck bone as a relic, and addressing their congregation (or is it audience?) like a vaudevillian magician.39 The contrast with the quietly scriptural force of the garden scene is theatrically powerful. But the comic aspects of the pagan ceremony serve both as a moment of lightened dramatic texture before Mary Magdalen is commissioned to her missionary role, and to introduce the pagan world of Marseilles as a hostile and unredeemed environment where her persuasive powers will be put to the test. Moving beyond the scripturally sanctioned biography of Mary, the play begins to venture into legendary waters that were more contentious and turbulent.

When Isabel Bourchier describes Mary as ‘of apostyls þe apostylesse’, she refers to her role in announcing the resurrection to the other apostles. But over the centuries, from hints in the Gnostic gospels and early commentaries, Mary had been seen to occupy a privileged place alongside the apostles in the history of the early Church. Speculation that Mary had been part of a financial and material support network for Jesus’ public ministry because of her inherited wealth and station (see Luke 8:3) also extended to suggestions (deriving from the assumption that her sins, forgiven by Christ, had been of a sexual nature) that she was more than just a close friend or companion to Christ, or that she had earlier been espoused to John the Evangelist. In all traditions, she is agreed to have been an eyewitness to most of the key events of the founding of the Church. The Digby play gives Mary a short speech where she describes the commissioning of the apostles at Pentecost as if she was both present and part of the experience, receiving the gift of tongues along with the men: ‘Of alle maner tonggys he 3af vs knowyng’ (note the inclusive first person plural form: 1342). What happened next was a matter of significant theological debate. One strand of thought argued that Mary, embodying the fidelity of the women during and after the horrors of the Crucifixion when all the men but John had fled, and proclaiming (the Latin verbs used are nuntiare and praedicare) the good news of Christ’s resurrection to the apostles, had earned the right to be viewed as a preacher, and therefore offered an authoritative precedent for women to exercise the priestly office of preaching. Others argued that she remained in a subordinate but supportive role.40

The Digby play tiptoes through this controversial landscape with great delicacy. In describing Pentecost, Mary comments that ‘my brothyrn’ have departed ‘to prech and teche’ (1347–8), as if recognizing her difference from them. But the Digby play differs from the Legenda aurea and other medieval versions of her legend in what happens next. In most legends, Mary is given into the care of Maximin, one of the seventy-two disciples (again reinforcing her subordinate role and status) and, along with the rest of her family, is exiled with Maximin and others in a rudderless boat which by chance pitches up in Marseilles, allowing the mission to the French to begin almost by chance. In Digby, an alternative narrative is presented. Jesus is revealed enthroned in heaven (probably looking very like the Wisdom/Christ figure at the start of Wisdom) and, after praising his mother in aureately eloquent terms, commands an angel to descend to Mary Magdalen, ordering her to travel to Marseilles, to convert the king, and to ‘byn amyttyd as an holy apostylesse’ (1380). Christ’s praise of his mother and thanks for the ‘kendnesse’ of his servant the Magdalen invite the audience to think of them together (a parallelism that many commentary traditions encourage), and to see this commissioning as a form of annunciation scene. The play, excising the rest of her family and the other disciples (perhaps for reasons of dramatic exigency and casting convenience), shows the Magdalen operating with dynamic agency and purpose throughout the Marseilles episode. Commandeering a passing boat (no doubt one of the great theatrical and perhaps comic eye-catchers of the play in performance), she sets sail for Marseilles alone; confronts the king; invokes yet again the power of the Name of Jesus (‘O Jhesu, þi mellyfluos name/Mott be worcheppyd wyth reverens’ (1446–7)); catechizes the pagan on the wonders of God’s power by recounting the works of creation; triumphs in a dramatic face-off with the pagan gods, where the name of Jesus trounces the pagan magic and ‘a clowd from heven’ descends and sets fire to the pagan temple; before she retires to sleep in ‘an old logge’ outside the gate of the town or temple (which therefore takes on the appearance of an anchorhold or reclusory). In need of food and clothing, she is aided by an angel in staging a nocturnal quasi-visionary visitation to the sleeping king and queen. Dressed all in white, in ‘tokenyng of mekenesse’ (1607), this brings about the required change of heart on the part of the king, who is offered further catechesis before being packed off to Jerusalem and the Holy Land to receive further instruction and baptism from St Peter (allowing the play to observe the decorum of sacramental roles being reserved to males able to operate with authority: Mary calls him ‘Petyr, my mastyr’ (1680)). Meanwhile, the king and queen, who have been unable to have children, suddenly discover that their spiritual rebirth is accompanied by an actual pregnancy, and the barrenness of their pagan past is suffused with the grace of the Holy Spirit, causing the child to quicken and move in the mother’s womb (in an typological echo of the scriptural visitation of the Virgin Mary to the unexpectedly pregnant Elizabeth). As in Winter’s Tale, things dying and things new-born meet at a moment of change and transition, and the king and his wife depart for Jerusalem (on the same ship, fortunately still loitering for a fare), leaving Mary Magdalen as regent of their kingdom.

All this flashes by at quite a narrative lick, and its indebtedness to the modalities and motifs of romance storytelling are obvious, alongside the elements borrowed from the narratological tropes of mulieres sanctae stories. The Queen’s untimely labour, ‘terrible childbed’ and apparent death, and her abandonment on a rock with the new-born child, also seem imbued with the strange and hasty narrative logic of romance (Shakespeare exploits an remarkably similar motif in the Thaisa/Perdita story in Act 3 of Pericles). The King’s visit to St Peter includes a ‘pylgramage’ (1824) and visits to the ‘stacyons’ (1848) of the Holy Land (the play uses the contemporary jargon of such trips), and Peter dismisses him ‘in þe name of Jhesu’ for his return journey to Marseilles, undertaken in the very same boat (a no-doubt elaborate and costly prop, clearly being worked for all it is worth). On passing the rock, the king discovers, to his consternation and joy, that his wife and son are in fact alive and well, sustained by the homophonic powers of the Virgin Mary (‘O almyty Maydyn’) and Mary Magdalen (‘O demvr Maudlyn’ (1901–2)).

They return to Marseilles in time to overhear the end of what appears to be a sermon on the Beatitudes and the gift of (presumably spiritual) poverty preached by Mary Magdalen. Of course, unlike the Legenda aurea and the other written accounts in Latin and the vernaculars (which explicitly say that Mary ‘preached’), the play does not have to commit itself: it can be left unclear whether she is engaged in formal preaching or just undertaking the sorts of doctrinal instruction that were allowed to the laity by canon law, and that fell into the category of spiritual works of mercy (Margery Kempe uses precisely this distinction in her own defence).41 Just as Wisdom opens with an exposition of some aspects of the Beatitudes, so this play explores some of the paradoxes that underpin those formulations (Blessed are the poor in spirit, for the kingdom of heaven is theirs; Blessed are the pure in heart for they shall see God). As Orygenes upon the Maudelyne puts it:

Most pious lord Jesus, and most sweet master, how good you are to those with an upright heart. And how sweet you are to those with a virtuous heart. O how blessed are they who seek you with simplicity of heart and how happy are they who hope in you. (339)

In both plays, explicitly and implicitly, the fear of the Lord is the beginning of wisdom (Digby Wisdom, 90). This is signalled now by the king and queen falling to their knees and praising Mary Magdalen, initially in words that borrow explicitly from the Ave Maria, the main prayer to the Virgin Mary (‘Heyll be þou, Mary! Ower Lord is wyth the!’ (1939)), and then in terms that refer to her as ‘the helth of ower sowllys and repast contemplatyff’ (1940), phrases the Magdalen has herself earlier applied to Christ. The effect is that, at the end of her own public ministry, Mary Magdalen is publicly lauded in language that allies her to Christ and the Virgin, culting her as a co-operator in the work of salvation and as a means of access to sacramental grace and the gifts of the Holy Spirit (1946–56).

The final movement of the story follows Mary’s eremitic withdrawal into ‘þe wyldernesse’. Her vita apostolica (a sort of classical Mixed Life of prayer and good works of the sort exercised by bishops and priests) gives way to a vita contemplativa, just as in Wisdom the temptations of the Active Life, and the muddling complexity of the Mixed Life, give way in the end to the simplicity and single-mindedness of the Contemplative Life. Mari in herimo opts for a life of Holy Anorexia, seeking to be sustained (like some medieval followers of her historical example such as Catherine of Siena and Angela of Foligno) only by the bread of angels.42 Although she has followed a self-denying and kenotic (or self-emptying) life since Christ had expelled the seven devils from her at Simon’s house, in this last stage of her life she embodies the ascetic and eremitic ideal in its purest form, yielding all her earthly will (‘Fiat voluntas tua’ (2027)), shunning food and human company while ‘full of joye and blisse’ (2028), and glad to commune with angels while longing for the final illumination that will lead her to be oned with God.43 In its praise of the eremitic ideal, the play reflects fifteenth-century preference for the more extreme forms of eremitic and contemplative religious life (such as the Carthusians and Birgittines) at the expense of traditional coenobitic monasticism, which had been somewhat eclipsed by the emergence of lay enthusiasm for the Mixed Life, and for religious institutions (such as chantries, confraternities, colleges, and other similar foundations) that were more transparent to and inclusive of lay spiritual aspiration.44

Mary passes to her reward having received her viaticum (food for the journey) in the form of the Eucharist, brought to her by one of the priests who invariably serve as sacramental ministers and eyewitnesses in such hagiographic situations. Even in the wilderness the sacraments are still needed, and are still available. So she dies, avoiding any suggestion that her heroic virtue and spiritual merit rendered her beyond the need of such ministrations.45 Still praising the Name of Jesus (‘In hewen and erth worsheppyd be þi name’ (2032)), she yields up her spirit with the words of Christ on the cross (‘Into your hands, O lord, I commend my spirit’ (2115–17)), and her praise for the power of the Holy Name cascades down to the priest who witnesses her death (‘O Jhesu, Jhesu! Blessyd be þi name’ (2124)). The play rounds off in a para-liturgical moment of unity between cast and audience, with communal singing of the Te Deum. The late-medieval popularity of Mary Magdalen’s story, with its roots in the apostolic origins of the Church militant, reflects the fifteenth-century Church’s repeated (but largely unacted-upon) injunctions to itself to reform along apostolic lines and to return to the evangelical bases of the early Christian communities. Conversion was a hot topic in the later medieval Church, and Mary’s journey from aristocratic heiress and party girl to an emblem for penitential reform and spiritual change offered many compelling and appealing parallels to her late-medieval audiences.46

The incomplete Digby Wisdom and Mary Magdalen respond well to being read against each other. As Victor Scherb has commented, ‘Wisdom reads and plays like an allegorical dress rehearsal for the more elaborate biblical and legendary treatment of related themes in the Digby Mary Magdalen.’47 The trajectory of Mary Magdalen’s life follows an arc from aristocratic grandeur and temptation, through service to the living Christ alongside the other apostles, missionary teaching (if not preaching), and finally eremitic seclusion. It offers a narrative roller-coaster of unusual virtuosity and vigour, full of generic hybridity, rhetorical set pieces, thoughtful theology, and affective (and affecting) spiritual tableaux. Theresa Coletti has called it ‘perhaps the most theologically ambitious and theatrically eclectic play in the entire corpus of Middle English drama’.48 Whereas Wisdom feels like ‘a journey though a library’,49 a library perhaps made up of newly printed books, and is a sustained exercise in the visualization of metaphor, the Digby Mary Magdalen offers a recognizable social and spiritual portrait of the journey of a soul.
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CHAPTER 5
THE SUMMONING OF EVERYMAN

ANDREW HADFIELD

THE Summoning of Everyman is one of the last—perhaps the last—of the medieval morality plays, probably written towards the end of the fifteenth century. It survives in four printed editions, two by Richard Pynson and two by Richard Skot, Skot’s texts being complete, and Pynson’s surviving only as fragments,1 the earliest of which dates to c.1518–19.2 The play is a loose translation of an earlier Dutch play, Elckerlijc, written by Peter van Diest in about 1470 which made a stir when it won a prize in a play competition in Antwerp in 1485, perhaps the occasion when the English author first saw it.3 The author of Everyman clearly knew Elckerlijc well, although he mistranslated some phrases of that play, suggesting that he knew Dutch well, but not perfectly, and was probably relying on his experience of having seen a performance of Elckerlijc.4 Everyman also expands Elckerlijc slightly, containing an extra thirty lines, principally added towards the end. These lines develop the dialogue between Everyman and Good Deeds, and the final conclusion with the angel, indicating that the English author was eager to explore the relationship between good deeds and salvation. It might further suggest an anxiety about faith that owes much to the challenges that late-medieval Christianity faced, and, indeed, Elckerlijc was later revised and adapted in line with Lutheran thought, suggesting that the play was read as a transitional work after the fact.5

The relationship between the two plays also indicates that the English author/translator—who remains unknown—was someone whose profession required him to travel between England and continental Europe and who was immersed in the emerging humanist culture of the Eastern seaboards of the English Channel. Perhaps he was a printer or bookseller, such as Lawrence Andrewe, a translator of Dutch literature active in the early sixteenth century, as one distinguished editor suggested.6 Or perhaps the author was a diplomat or courtier, eager to distance himself from what he saw as the grubby world of commerce and return his audience to proper spiritual values which the modern world had neglected.

Everyman has a straightforward plot. A messenger warns the audience that they need to live a good life. This injunction is confirmed when God then appears and expresses his disgust with mankind who are ‘Drowned in sin’ and ‘know me not for their God’ (26). God sends Death to summon Everyman, who he plans to send on a pilgrimage and then judge whether he has served him properly. Death confronts Everyman, who is at first incredulous of his impending fate, then asks for more time to prepare himself, which, of course, he is not granted. Death does, however, give him one piece of advice, suggesting that he might want to take some companions with him on his journey. Everyman first tries to persuade Fellowship, who, despite initial promises to follow him to hell and back, baulks at the prospect of a journey from which he shall not return. Kindred and Cousin prove equally disappointing companions, before Goods marks a change in the nature of Everyman’s preparation for death with his confrontational and dismissive attitude to his former master. Everyman now realizes that he has placed his trust in figures who have had no intention of supplying him in his time of peril. He turns to his own Good Deeds, but she is too feeble to support him. However, she summons her sister, Knowledge, who starts the process of Everyman’s redemption by explaining that he needs to undertake the painful process of penance if he is to be properly prepared for his arduous pilgrimage. Good Needs, nourished by Everyman’s spiritual development, now finds that she is able to walk, and she advises him, telling him to wear the garment of sorrow, warning him that his account book may not be able to protect him yet, and advising him to take three more friends with him, Discretion, Strength, and Beauty, while Knowledge tells him to employ his Five Wits as a counsellor. Everyman leaves the stage to allow the priest to administer the sacraments, and returns carrying a cross in imitation of Christ. Beauty, Strength, and Discretion now depart, followed by Five Wits, leaving him alone with Good Deeds and Knowledge, and he staggers into his grave with the former, while the latter heralds the appearance of an angel who tells us that Everyman has been accepted as an ‘excellent elect spouse’ (895) of Jesus. A Doctor then provides an epilogue, warning us to beware Everyman’s fate, which shall overtake all of us, and exhorting us to follow Everyman’s example.

Everyman is a superficially simple play. It serves as a memento mori, and can be related to the ubiquitous medieval Ars Moriendi, the art of dying.7 This structure makes it an unusual play, as the protagonist is already under sentence of death and his actual death at the end cannot be seen as a particular turning point apart from the shock of seeing the hero willingly walk into his own grave. In fact, the two key dramatic cruxes lie elsewhere and actually have nothing to do with death itself, but involve the ‘abandonment of the hero by two theologically and dramatically distinct groups of “friends” in whom he has placed his confidence’: first, the false friends, then the attributes of his mind and body.8 Everyman is cast as a pathetic and isolated figure.

But the play, although it is closely related in style and form to the sermon cannot be read as a gloomy or straightforwardly forbidding work.9 Like the danse macabre, Everyman can also be read as an affirmation of the life lived before death and the need to balance each against the other, preparing for death in the middle of life.10 Accordingly, it is often very funny, most significantly through the representation of figures who will perform any number of mental gymnastics in order to avoid having to face the reality of death, the humour making this central point all the more vivid for the audience.11 The most celebrated joke is the bathos of Cousin’s response to Everyman’s desperate question, ‘My Cousin, will you not with me go?’, which leads to the jangling rhyme, ‘No, by our Lady, I have the cramp in my toe’ (355–6). The humour is not really directed at the Cousin, who is only reacting as Everyman did when he was first told about his impending journey. Rather, the target is Everyman for expecting others to be able to support him and offset his spiritual agony, when one of the fundamental facts of life is that death is the one thing we have to experience on our own. That Everyman can even ask the question shows that he has barely started to learn the lessons he needs to absorb. It is little wonder that God is so irritated with ungrateful mankind and that he complains that they are ‘so cumbred with worldly riches/That needs on them I must do justice’ (60–1). Mankind has indeed lost sight of what really matters.

The play takes great delight in staging a series of comic transformations, often preceded by embarrassing longueurs and pointed dramatic ironies. The conversation between Everyman and Fellowship is deliberately protracted as Everyman skirts round the issue and Fellowship makes a series of declarations that we know he will break as soon as he realizes what is really at stake in Everyman’s request:

FELLOWSHIP: Sir, I must needs know your heaviness;

I have pity to see you in any distress.

If any have you wronged, ye shall revenged be,

Though I on the ground be slain for thee,

Though that I know before that I should die.

EVERYMAN: Verily, Fellowship, gramercy.

FELLOWSHIP: Tush, by thy thanks I set not a straw.

Show me your grief and say no more.

EVERYMAN: If I my heart should to you break,

And then you to turn your mind from me

And would not me comfort when ye hear me speak,

Then should I ten times sorrier be.

FELLOWSHIP: Sir, I say as I will do, indeed.

EVERYMAN: Then be you a good friend at need.

I have found you true herebefore.

FELLOWSHIP: And so ye shall everymore;

For in faith, an thou go to hell,

I will not forsake thee by the way.

(216–33)

There is no need for this exchange other than its dramatic—and comic—effect. The humour works on a number of interrelated levels. The most obvious point is Fellowship’s hypocritical affirmation that he will endure any torment or punishment for his friend when we know that really he is a fair-weather companion. But even if he were a decent and loyal friend the exchange shows that neither Everyman nor Fellowship realize what is at stake in Everyman’s impending death. The sole result of Fellowship following his friend would be his own damnation as he would have to kill himself in order to undertake the perilous journey.12 They are fulfilling God’s judgement at the start of the play that mankind is too immersed in the affairs of the world to pay attention to him:

In worldly riches is all their mind;

They fear not my righteousness, the sharp rod.

My law, that I showed when I for them died,

They forget clean, and shedding of my blood red.

(28–30)

Fellowship asserts that he would follow his friend to hell, a clear sign that religious concepts are as alien to him as they are to Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus, and are mere words that he hears but does not understand. When Fellowship realizes what is being asked of him he immediately withdraws his offer, making others instead to which he knows he will not be held, including the false promise, ‘an thou will murder or any man kill,/In that I will help thee with a good will’ (281–2). The joke is that this would imperil his soul and send him to hell if he did not repent, which he shows no sign of being able to do. Fellowship is as blind to his fate as Everyman. Death’s injunction that Everyman find figures who will help him on his journey only reveals how far he has still to travel.

When Fellowship departs, Everyman is disappointed and bemused and his reaction suggests that he is starting to learn what he needs to do to prepare himself for death, as he speaks in lines of gnomic wisdom more in accord with the style of Death’s speech than that of his interchange with Fellowship, Cousin and Kindred: ‘Ah, Jesus, is all come hereto?/Lo, fair words maketh fools fain;/They promise and nothing will do, certain’ (378–80).13 However, his next decision further exposes his naivety and spiritual blindness, as he decides to place his trust in Goods, explaining his decision to himself: ‘All my life I have loved riches;/If that my Good now help me might,/He would make my heart full light’ (388–90). If anything, Everyman has moved backwards rather than forwards, failing to realize that his heart’s desire is what he needs to leave behind on earth and the encounter is exploited for its seriously comic potential. Goods is consistently rude to Everyman, resenting his forced awakening:

GOODS: Who calleth me? Eveyman? What, hast thou haste?

I lie here in corners, trussed and piled so high,

And in chests I am locked so fast,

Also sacked in bags. Thou mayst see with thine eye

I cannot stir; in packs low I lie.

What would ye have? Lightly me say.

(393–8)

As Goods makes clear by drawing attention to his weight and immovability, he is hardly the ideal companion for a lengthy journey. He is also hidden away because men place such value upon him, and so not as helpful a companion on earth as the three who have already deserted Everyman. In fact, what we now realize is that Everyman is a particular fool: had he chosen suitable companions in the first place they would have advised him with some wisdom, rather than making empty promises and professing a willingness to help him should he want to commit any serious crimes. Instead, he needs the blunt and earthy style of the exasperated Goods to move him forward:

EVERYMAN: Alas, I have loved thee, and had great pleasure

All my life days on goods and treasure.

GOODS: That is to thy damnation, without leasing [lying],

For my love is contrary to the love everlasting.

But, if thou had me loved moderately during,

As to the poor give part of me,

Then shouldest thou not in this dolour be,

Nor in this great sorrow and care.

(427–34)

What Goods says is true, of course. But the significance of the exchange is not its truth but the fact that an inanimate object has to advise a dying man in peril of his soul what his priorities ought to be. God’s irritable exasperation at the start of the play is further justified and there is surely a standard theological joke in operation here, with the Creator right to wonder why he bothered to create the world in the first place, one the audience can share, as long as they realize that it is their behaviour that the play is targeting as everymen and women. Men are not prepared for death and the afterlife, even though they can be called to account by the Almighty at any moment. Everyman is lucky as he has time to repent and to account for his sinful life. But Death has already warned him that he will strike when it suits him not his victim:

But to the heart suddenly I shall smite

Without any advisement.

And now out of sight I will me hie.

See thou make thee ready shortly,

For thou mayst say this is the day

That no man living may scape away.

(178–83)

In spite of this warning, two hundred lines later—nearly a quarter of the play—Everyman still needs an inanimate object to tell him that he cannot transport a series of heavy items on his journey to face his final judgement, the comic counterpart to the serious point that an excessive love of money and earthly goods will cause endless damnation. Everyman curses the realization that Good and God cannot be equated and are not necessarily on the same side; but Goods has already realized this and can see the funny side of Everyman’s ignorance:

EVERYMAN: O false Good, cursed thou be,

Thou traitor to God, that hast deceived me

And caught me in thy snare!

GOODS: Marry, thou brought thyself in care,

Whereof I am glad.

I must needs laugh; I cannot be sad.

(451–6)

Goods can see the humour in man’s over-valuation of what he thinks is really his and which defines him, the objects he values and accumulates throughout his life on earth. He can laugh for two reasons; because he is not a bad thing as such and should bring some form of happiness; and because Everyman has been such a fool in placing too much trust in him. Had Everyman listened at all in church he would have realized the error of his ways soon enough. After all, Chaucer’s Pardoner persuades his congregation to contribute to his coffers with a sermon based on the standard biblical text, ‘Radix malorum est cupiditas’ (Timothy 6:10): the love of money is the root of evil.14

Everyman’s ignorance of even the most fundamental tenets of the Christian faith is one of the play’s central points, which forms the basis of its humour and its sardonically critical relationship to its audience. Everyman starts from such a low point that he needs to understand the fundamentals as quickly as he can, a process that occupies the second half of the play once Goods has departed and been replaced by Good Deeds. Indeed, probably the most significant theological complexity is related to the role of Good Deeds in the salvation of Everyman. The Medieval Church decreed that the performance of good deeds was a fundamental requirement for salvation, and a way of avoiding the pains of purgatory, although this position was challenged by some theologians, and the soteriological debate between the efficacy of faith and good works was at least as old as St Paul.15 Goods makes it clear that Everyman would have increased his chances of entering heaven if he had been less acquisitive and had been more charitable to the poor, in the late fifteenth century, an orthordox theological position. When we first meet her, Good Deeds is so emaciated that she has fallen to the ground and cannot get up. She is willing to accompany him on his journey, as she should, but his sins have weighed her down so much that she is physically incapable of standing, as she makes clear to him:

EVERYMAN: Why, is there anything on you fall?

GOOD DEEDS: Yea, sir, I may thank you of all!

If ye had perfectly cheered me,

Your book of account now full ready had be.

Look, the books of your works and deeds eke:

Ah, see how they lie here under the feet

To your soul’s heaviness.

EVERYMAN: Our Lord Jesus help me,

For one letter herein can I not see.

GOOD DEEDS: There is a blind reckoning in time of distress.

(499–508)

Everyman has not produced any good deeds to balance his sins in the book of reckoning. Instead, he is referred to the sister of Good Deeds, Knowledge, who helps him use his faculties and senses to understand what he needs to do to achieve salvation, before they depart, leaving him to enter his grave alone with Good Deeds, who has been restored to health after Everyman undergoes penance.

Have some good deeds been written into the account book of Everyman’s life? Or is it still empty, in which case it is hard to see how Good Deeds’ return to help Everyman has any real purpose? Here, it is difficult to determine whether the play is theologically sophisticated; is a brilliant exercise in pastoral teaching, using drama to convey orthodox ideas; or has the author simply reproduced popular conceptions about religious belief. If we read Everyman the second way, the play emerges as a reflection on the complex and conflicting elements of late-medieval piety, a mirror image of the different manifestations of religious belief after the Reformation as the faithful sought to get to grips with the transformed Christianity that they were expected to comprehend, in particular, the relationship between salvation and predestination.16 Salvation depends on a combination of factors: faith in Christ’s mission to save the world; acknowledgement of the power and sanctity of the Church as intercessor between man and God, as well as the key role of the Virgin Mary; acknowledgement of individual sin, repentance, and confession; good behaviour and good deeds; and proper use and regulation of the body.

Everyman’s transformation takes place with astonishing rapidity. Just over a hundred lines after he has parted company with Goods, and having been scourged by Knowledge and Confession, Everyman makes a giant leap in spiritual understanding:

EVERYMAN: O eternal God, O heavenly figure,

O way of righteousness, O goodly vision—

Which descended down in a virgin pure

Because he would every man redeem,

Which Adam forfeited by his disobedience—

O blessed Godhead elect and high divine,

Forgive me my grevious offence;

Here I cry thee mercy in this presence.

O ghostly treasure, O ransomer and redeemer,

Of all the world hope and conductor,

Mirror of joy, foundator of mercy,

Which enlumineth heaven and earth thereby,

Hear my clamorous complaint, though it late be;

Receive my prayers unworthy in this heavy life.

Though I be a sinner most abominable,

Yet let my name be written in Moses’ table.

O Mary, pray to the maker of all thing

Me for to help at my ending,

And save me from the power of my enemy,

For Death assaileth me strongly;

And, Lady, that I may by mean of thy prayer

Of your son’s glory to be partner,

By the means of his passion, I it crave.

I beseech you help me my soul to save. [Rises.]

Knowledge, give me the scourge of penance;

[Takes the whip.]

My flesh therewith shall give a quittance.

I will now begin, if God give me grace.

(581–607)

This change is abrupt and astonishing, very like Paul’s conversion on the road to Damascus, and at odds with the earlier emphasis on the importance of good deeds as the means of achieving salvation. It is possible that some lines from the performance have been omitted in the printed text, although there is no evidence of this detectable in the extant texts; Elckerlijc does not include any substantially longer middle sections detailing Everyman’s progress from ignorant worldling to penitent Christian; and Everyman is about the same length as other published morality plays such as Mankind. If we read Everyman straight, therefore, it appears to be an interesting, rather confused, and contradictory account of the state of religious belief among the educated but hardly intellectual faithful of the late-Medieval Church.17 Perhaps we might see this is the result of the author’s own confusion; perhaps the result of his understanding of what his fellow Christians believed.

However, if we read it as a more theologically informed and nuanced text it becomes a very different play, and in a number of ways Everyman is an unusual play, atypical of late-Medieval English drama. The obvious subject of the work is salvation but we might expect rather more serious temptations put in the way of Everyman than we witness on stage. Roger A. Ladd has asked, pushing the point further, ‘given the eschatological nature of Everyman’s subject matter, where are the popular devil figures, like Castle of Perseverance’s famous Belial with “gunnepowdyr brennynge In pyps in hys handys and in hys erys and in hys ars whanne he gothe to batayl,” or outside the Macro manuscript, the memorable Tutuillus from the Towneley Judgement?’18 If Everyman was deliberately written to distinguish it from other plays, why was this the case? How might we decide to read the play if we see its omissions and emphases as a conscious attempt to challenge rather than reflect the expectations and beliefs of the audience?

It is possible that Everyman’s progress was not meant to be read as an ideal to follow, but an exception to the norm that pointed out the far more problematic reality that most of the dying had to endure. Everyman gets a chance to repent that no one could have relied on and he moves from comic ignorance of his impending peril of damnation to dutiful Christian obedience with what might well have seemed unseemly haste. David Mills has argued that the play appears to have been designed to appeal to a variety of readers and audiences. It was influenced by popular realist painting in the Low Countries, but may have been staged for a restricted, elite audience as well.19 If so, then Everyman might well have been intended to possess a more satirical and sardonic edge than has often been assumed, as it was, after all, written and performed on the eve of the Reformation. If so then it anticipates a transformation in Christian culture, rather than being a restatement of an orthordox theological position.

Philippe Ariès argues that the doctrine of the artes moriendi was under attack in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries, especially from humanists. There was no longer a belief in the special importance of the hour of death, but a recognition of the need to concentrate on the inevitability of the end: ‘The art of dying was replaced by an art of living.’20 Protestants in particular were eager to sweep away the remaining vestiges of late-medieval belief, and to denounce a faith in ‘certain superstitious practices that promised a miraculous knowledge of things hidden, a knowledge that could be exploited to save one’s soul at the last moment’.21 Instead, religion should try to explain the mysteries of the faith so that the individual could understand what he or she needed to do in order to live a good life and save his or her soul.

Everyman has been read as an explicit representation of the six stages of the artes moriendi. These are first, the temptation of the faith, as the devil tries to deceive the dying man; second, the temptation of despair; third, the temptation by impatience; fourth, the temptation to spiritual pride; fifth, the temptation of the secular world that the dying man must learn to leave behind; and, lastly, the prayers to be repeated by the dying and those assisting him. Indeed, it is possible to see aspects of the artes moriendi in the play, especially through the actions of Good Deeds and Knowledge, who ‘catechize and instruct Everyman’, as is required in ‘parts three, four, and six of the Ars’.22 Nevertheless, it is not easy to see the play as a dramatization of the medieval art of dying, given the absence of devils, the lack of a serious understanding of despair, or impatience and spiritual pride. Perhaps most significant is the absence of any notion of purgatory. It is not obvious that Everyman shows the preparation for death as a series of stages; rather, the transformation of Everyman appears to be a sudden event that takes place in the middle of the play. Everyman switches from the comedy of the first half characterized by Everyman’s inability to leave the world behind and his failure to comprehend the spiritual danger that envelops him, to his serene progress in the second half after Goods have been replaced by Good Deeds. Yet, as we learn, Everyman does not appear to have performed any good deeds. He is permitted to die well despite having made little effort to live a good life, only because Death, although he claims that he strikes suddenly and without mercy, gives him time to save himself. Everyman either represents a confused and contradictory state of Christian belief, or it exposes what the author thought were the flaws of the existing religious order. The conundrum is almost impossible to solve without further evidence. Read the first way, it appears to be a popular and populist play; read the second way, a subtle and acerbic critique of the confused state of late fifteenth-century Christian belief, pointing out the problematic relationship between a more widespread understanding of faith and the doctrines of the established Church.

But perhaps, on balance, the second reading is a more accurate assessment of the play because Everyman is undoubtedly a work with a critical purpose. Evenly spread throughout the first half of the play there are a number of references to the corrupting influence of wealth, which have inspired one reader to speculate that ‘Everyman is indeed Every Merchant’.23 God complains that people are ‘Living without dread in worldly prosperity’ (23), freely indulging in the seven deadly sins so that ‘Every man liveth so after his own pleasure,/And yet of their life they be nothing sure’ (40–1). God repeats his lament at the end of his speech, placing emphasis on the key role of wealth in fostering spiritual blindness, which has forced him to intervene: ‘They be so cumbered with worldly riches/That needs on them I must do justice (60–1). Death also aims to target the wealthy: ‘He that loveth richesse I will strike with my dart’ (76), and Everyman’s initial response to Death’s entrance shows that he thinks in mercantile terms. At first he tries to bribe Death with a thousand pounds if he defers his fate until another day (122–3). When this fails he thinks of his fate in terms of his account book:

Alas! Shall I no longer respite?

I may say Death giveth no warning!

To think on thee it maketh my heart sick,

For all unready is my book of reckoning.

But twelve year and I might have abiding,

My counting book I would make so clear

That my reckoning I should not need to fear.

(131–7)

Everyman displays the logic of a merchant, thinking in terms of accumulation of wealth on earth and not investment in the spiritual values that will save his soul. Twelve years is a long time, especially in terms of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries when an adult lifespan was often little more than twice this. Much has often been made of the relationship between forms of protestantism and methods of accounting as means of accumulating spirituality.24 But here, the relationship is clearly represented as an abusive one that cheapens and distorts true faith.

Everyman’s misconceived values are carefully placed in perspective later when he finally begins his journey to redemption. Good Deeds explains his fate in terms that he will understand when she imagines his good deeds in terms of another account book, one that has no entries. We cannot be sure whether this is another satirical comment on Everyman’s limited imagination, a reading that would support the notion that the play is specifically targeted at a mercantile mentality; whether Good Deeds has to represent spiritual values to Everyman in terms that he will understand, a reading that would suggest that the play is satirical in character; or, a deliberate qualification of his earlier misuse of the metaphor of an account book. Perhaps the distinctions do not really matter, as references to monetary values largely disappear in the second half of the play. Nevertheless, it is worth noting that Beauty leaves the stage in response to Everyman’s exclamation, ‘What, Beauty? Whither will ye?’ (803), with the lines ‘Peace, I am deaf! I look not behind me,/Not an thou wouldst give me all the gold in thy chest’ (804–5).

Beauty is another troubling figure in the play, who does not fit easily into a spiritual allegory. It is not clear why Everyman might have needed Beauty alongside Strength, Discretion, and Five Wits to prepare him for death. All three leave him when he is finally about to enter the grave, having agreed to accompany him until that point. Strength and Discretion make encouraging speeches, outlining their obvious virtues and explaining how they can help save Everyman’s soul:

STRENGTH: And I, Strength, will by you stand in distress,

Though thou would in battle fight on the ground.

(684–5)

DISCRETION: Everyman, advise you first of all;

Go with a good advisement and deliberation.

We will give you virtuous monition

That all shall be well.

(690–3)

When both virtues forsake Everyman at the last, along with Five Wits, and leave him to face death alone with Good Deeds, we know that they have helped him live life on earth and understand how he can save his soul, as the extensive discussion between Everyman and these figures indicates. But why has Beauty been included here? Beauty is traditionally an attribute regarded as ambivalent by the Church; if anything, beauty was thought as likely to inspire the vice of vanity as it was to lead observers to virtue. Beauty has only nine lines and provides no substantial idea of what value she actually provides. If anything she seems to represent the stubborn desire to cling to the delusive values of the world, as her exchange with Everyman immediately prior to her ‘petulant farewell’ suggests.25 When Everyman tells her that he needs to enter his grave she responds:

BEAUTY: What? Into this grave? Alas!

EVERYMAN: Yea, there shall we consume, more and less.

BEAUTY: And what, should I smother here?

EVERYMAN: Yea, by my fay, and never more appear.

In this world live no more we shall,

But in heaven before the highest lord of all.

BEAUTY: I cross out all this. Adieu! By Saint John,

I take my tap in my lap and am gone.

(795–802)

The reference to, one presumes, the author of the fourth gospel, St John, only serves to expose the ignorance of Beauty’s response—and perhaps suggests that the author of the play was a Bible reader who had little time for the cult of the saints. The last line is a standard misogynistic reference derived from the practice of weaving, as Beauty speaks of taking up her distaff and leaving the room. She is represented here as vain, foolish, insubstantial, and female; her refusal to face the inevitable process of ageing and death is associated with the art of making fine clothes or tapestries to adorn the walls of grand houses, and the accumulation of gold. Beauty’s lack of contribution to Everyman’s redemption is in pointed contrast to the roles of the other figures who also cannot follow Everyman into the grave—Knowledge, Five Wits, Discretion, and Strength—who all further his path to self-knowledge and an understanding of what God requires of mankind.26

Everyman works through a series of stark dramatic contrasts so that moral and spiritual choices are clearly laid out for the audience, in line with the tradition of the morality play.27 In broad terms, the first half of the play shows the state of Everyman and his foolish life dominated by his faith in Fellowship and Goods, the second his education preparing him for a good death. The good figures, Knowledge, Five Wits, Discretion, and Strength, are balanced against those earlier ones. Listening to one set of advisers will lead to heaven; to the other, hell. But the author was far too subtle a dramatist to make the choices quite so simple. Beauty stands as a bad female figure in opposition to Good Deeds, her virtuous counterpart, a familiar division between good and bad women, represented by Mary and Eve as the two paradigms of womanhood. Christa Grössinger has made this familiar point, ‘female descendants of Eve were held responsible for [the] … loss of paradise and castigated as temptresses and sinners; rebellious and impossible to discipline. Only the Virgin, a woman of absolute piety and humility, born without original sin, was able to redeem humanity, as the second Eve.’28 Beauty, who appears alongside Strength and Discretion, but who plays no part in Everyman’s redemptive education, is clearly a daughter of Eve, her presence complicating the clear and straightforward structure of the play.

How does the appearance of Beauty on the stage transform our understanding of Everyman? Once again, we are left with a dilemma: is the play a confusing mixture of different elements, perhaps driven by the need to produce visually exciting images and dramatically engaging scenes? Or, is it really defined by doctrine and the need to explicate a clear message? Whichever way we read the play we need to acknowledge that there is an important critical agenda which has a significant influence on the plot, articulated at the start in the comments of God and Death, and also explaining the vital role that Beauty plays near the end. John Watkins has argued that many of the morality plays have a normative agenda and aggressively assert the need to preserve traditional society against the forces that would undermine it from within:

In general, plays like The Pride of Life, Perseverance, Wisdom, Mankind and Everyman critique English society from a conservative perspective. Their principal vices are avarice, ambition, greed, extortion, and other sins associated with class mobility. The morality playwrights adopted allegory as their basic mode because its subordination of the particular to the universal mirrored the hierarchies of an imagined feudal policy that equated social aspiration with pride. They did not portray isolated instances of corruption but an entire society, Mankind writ large, infected by the profit motive … In the prototypical scenario, Mankind falls in trying to achieve the wealth and social mobility that will differentiate him from his peers. Yet even his sin fails to establish his uniqueness, since all people everywhere are subject to the same hubristic aspirations.29

Certainly, if we take Everyman at face value, it reads, as David Bevington has suggested, as a work of the ‘church on the defensive’.30 Everyman has accumulated wealth and placed far too much trust in its ability to change his life for the better, and, in doing so, he has lost sight of the real issue of his salvation. The play, on this reading, forcefully reminds the audience not to follow his example but to place their trust in God and the doctrines of the Church as God’s representative on earth. Everyman has to learn the hard way that his life has been pointless until he realizes that he must prepare for a good death.

But can we read Everyman as straightforwardly? Literary works had made scathing criticisms of the excessive accumulation of wealth and not necessarily been socially conservative in orientation: or, at least, not entirely. William Langland’s Piers Plowman, written—and rewritten—over a century earlier, can be read as a militant defence of a church under siege from social forces that threaten to undermine its central role in English society. Yet, it also provides a sharp critique of the lax morals of the incumbent clergy, and, more potently still, the wilful neglect of the dispossessed so powerful and resonant that one chronicler of the Peasants’ Revolt of 1381 thought that Piers Plowman was one of the leaders of the rebellion.31 Langland’s lifework was deeply embedded in the social history of late fourteenth-century England, both as a reflection on events and playing a part in the development of social unrest.32 It was still a significant cultural force in the middle of the sixteenth century well after Everyman was written, and could have had an influence on the play, as the predominant version of medieval social comment.33

The point that needs to be made is that Everyman does not have to be read as a socially conservative work just because it is obviously and forcefully critical of the accumulation of wealth. It may well be a play with no internal consistency beyond its subject as a cautionary tale about the inevitability of death. Furthermore, it looks as if its author had a significant number of doubts about the balance of the constituent elements of the late fifteenth-century Church, as well as English society. Everyman’s reprieve and chance to repent may stand simply as a warning that others will not be as fortunate as he has been and need to care for the state of their souls in advance of God’s calling; or, there may be more satirical purpose in this representation of his death, an anxiety about the emphasis placed on the artes moriendi at the expense of the practice of living a good life if death can indeed strike at any time. Equally problematic is the role of Good Deeds, and it is possible that her real purpose is to stand as a structural contrast to Beauty in the final dramatic scene before Everyman enters his grave. The author certainly seems to betray an anxiety about the value of Good Deeds as Everyman’s salvation does not really depend on her, but on the acquisition of the knowledge of how to face death, an emphasis on the need for the individual to take responsibility for their own salvation. He achieves this through the good offices of Knowledge and Five Wits, who explain to him the importance of the priesthood, penance, prayer, and the sacraments.34 Everyman does indeed affirm the power of the Church, but the author of the play also seems either unsure of or eager to qualify some of its doctrines.

The author is also highly critical of the corrupting power of money, but it is hard to evaluate this critique with any certainty. Matthew, Mark, and Luke all repeat Jesus’ statement that it is easier for a camel to pass through the eye of a needle than for a rich man to enter the kingdom of heaven. Suspicion of wealth and praise of poverty as an aid to spiritual welfare were traditional aspects of Christian belief from its inception. There was indeed a widespread fear that the rise of the nouveau riche would undermine the traditional relationship between those whose task was to lead and maintain society and those who were born to be led, but this was not a phenomenon that was confined to a restricted period and there were complaints about aggressive upstarts rising too far from the thirteenth century onwards.35 In times of social unrest writers would appeal to the stability of the estates, and the fundamental three orders of society, knights, parsons, and ploughmen, as depicted in The Canterbury Tales. The wealthy often stood to gain far more in times of unrest, especially war. The conspicuous consumption of urban wage-earners in the middle of the fourteenth century attracted comment and it is likely that the sumptuary law of 1363, designed to limit the ostentatious display of the newly affluent, was aimed at them.36 The anti-materialism displayed in Everyman could probably have been written at any point during the later Middle Ages.

Everyman is an enigmatic play and is likely to remain one unless further evidence appears which helps to contextualize the work. Knowing who the author was would undoubtedly be a welcome discovery, as then we would be able to decide whether the play was the work of a learned scholar eager to defend the current state of the Church; an educated humanist with doubts about ecclesiastical doctrine; or a skilled dramatist able to combine theatrical traditions with an understanding of how ordinary Christians needed to relate to the Church. The play has been described as ‘anti-Reformation’, which in many ways is surely right, but the author was certainly touched by the challenge to the Church in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries and has produced a work of troubled complexity.37 Knowing where it was performed and who the audience might have been would also help us determine what it might have meant in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. But until then what was probably the last morality play will continue to remain something of a mystery.
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CHAPTER 6
JOHN BALE, THREE LAWS

JAMES SIMPSON

JOHN Bale’s Three Laws (c.1538), like all Bale’s drama, is driven and disabled by at least three powerful, interlocking paradoxes. A play that promises popularity is at every turn elitist; a play that draws on the morality play undoes ethics; and, not least, a play that wants to be a play is, as it can only be, designed to kill drama stone dead. Text stands over this play, wanting nothing more than to close down talk. Bale takes up drama to attack drama: he not only attacks the theology of the dramatic forms on which he draws so heavily, but he also attacks the much larger enemy of the ‘juggling’ Church in which he had himself been formed.

Why, then, read this anti-playful play? Three Laws must have been gripping to witness in the labile, unpredictable and highly charged decades of the 1530s, 1540s, and 1550s. Its sheer effrontery in the face of both power and danger must have been high voltage. So intensely of its moment, however, it is of no other moment. For the rest of posterity, its voltage plummeted. However, although no one will, most likely, ever be tempted to perform this play again, its very failures are nonetheless extraordinarily revealing of the larger paradoxes that drive the early English evangelical moment. Through its form and striking content we observe with rare clarity the hostility of a clerically elitist, theologically elitist, textually obsessed program towards the popular, the penitential, and the dramatic. We see, indeed, an aggressive redefinition of the popular, widened to include both sodomy and rural ‘superstition’ in the same category as sacramental ritual. And we see all this in a play that promises itself to draw sympathetically on the popular, the anti-ecclesiastical, and the dramatic. We observe, in short, paradoxes that, while they may not produce enduring drama, certainly do serve as vivid symptoms of evangelical culture. In this brief essay I will explicate each of these exemplary paradoxes.

I preface paradox penetration with two brief prologues: an account of Bale’s career; and a paraphrase of the play’s plot.

I

John Bale’s life (1495–1563) spans widely divergent regnal phases (Henry VII to Elizabeth I). He multi-tasks across many, often wholly divergent, careers (regular Carmelite, secular priest, dramatist and actor, bibliographer, ecclesiological polemicist, bishop, and cathedral canon). And he traverses different countries as he pursues these careers, or as he is himself, as exile, pursued (especially England, the Low Countries, Germany, Ireland, and Switzerland).1 He was hugely active, as accomplished bibliographer, voluminous ecclesiologist, and propagandist dramatist.

John Bale was born in Cove, Suffolk. After having been sent at the age of twelve to the Carmelite Friars in Norwich, Bale began his study at, most probably, Jesus College Cambridge in 1514; he was admitted to the degree of Bachelor of Divinity in 1529, by which time he had produced works on Carmelite authors and history. He was appointed successively as prior of Carmelite friaries at Maldon (c.1530), Ipswich (1533), and Doncaster (1534), the year in which he was also admitted to the degree of Doctor of Divinity. In 1536 he left the Carmelites to become a parish priest in Suffolk, and by 1537 he was imprisoned at Greenwich, after complaints about his evangelical preaching. Rescued by Thomas Cromwell, he married in that year. King John was written in 1538, along, probably, with Three Laws, John the Baptist’s Preaching, The Temptation of Christ, and God’s Promises.

With the fall of Cromwell in 1540, Bale fled to Antwerp, where the Image of Both Churches was first published in 1545; in 1546 he moved to Wesel, where he published the first version of Anne Askew. In 1547 he published, in Wesel, God’s Promises, The Temptation of Our Lord, and John the Baptist’s Preaching. In the following year he published Three Laws, and the Summarium, his preparatory work for the massive bibliographical account of British authors, the Catalogus. More preparatory work for the Catalogus appeared in his moving edition of John Leland’s Laborious Journey in 1549.2 Having returned to England on the accession of Edward VI, he was appointed Bishop of Ossory in Ireland in 1552, whence he escaped to Wesel in the following year after the accession of Mary I. His autobiographical Vocation was published in 1553, while his extraordinary bibliographical achievement, the Catalogus, was published in 1557 and 1559 (Basel); he returned to England under Elizabeth.3

Bale’s total dramatic output numbers eleven plays.4 Three Laws is one of the five surviving plays.5 Its full title in the 1548 edition is A comedy concernynge thre lawes, of nature Moses, & Christ, corrupted by the sodomytes. Pharysees and Papystes Compyled by Iohan Bale. Anno M. D.XXXVIII. (RSTC 1281). (The title preserves the earlier date of the play’s writing and production.) The play was republished in London in 1562 (RSTC 1288), and then not re-edited again until the late nineteenth century (once) and the late twentieth century (once).6

The play’s plot is very simple, comprising 2,041 lines: Bale himself appears as the prologue, or, in his own coinage, the ‘Prolocutor’,7 just as his image appears at the end of the play in the 1548 edition, looking decidedly more like a scholar than man of the stage, holding a small book held in his palm, no doubt a New Testament (Figure 6.1).8 In Act One (161 lines) we see God the Father sending his forces out to guide humankind. Those forces are, respectively, Naturae Lex, Moseh Lex, and Christi Lex. The following two acts witness the incapacity of each of the first two of these laws, those of Nature and Moses. In Act Two (the longest act, at 624 lines) the law of Nature is undone by Infidelitas and his (he seems to be masculine) minions Sodomismus and Idolatria, who was once masculine, but has now had a sex change to become ‘a she’ (line 426). The Law of Nature is utterly helpless against these hermaphroditic and murderous assailants. He leaves the stage a leper.

Act Three (499 lines) witnesses the demolition of the Law of Moses by Infidelitas and his new minions Avaritia and Ambitio. The Law of Moses leaves the stage blind and lame, appealing to princes not to allow themselves to fall victim to ambition and covetousness.

The following act witnesses a more resourceful resistance to vice than either the law of Nature or of Moses. Faced with the austere figure of Evangelium (later called Lex Christi), Infidelitas calls upon the bishops Pseudodoctrina and Hypocrisis. The act ends with an unbent Evangelium convicted of heresy, taken off stage to be burnt by the temporal power. Only in Act Five (272 lines) is all restored: Vindicta Dei, otherwise Deus Pater, returns in vengeful spirit to restore each law to its proper function and to send Infidelitas to damnation. The play ends with Fides Christiana expressing general contentment at this happy turn of events and (an addition to the 1548 edition) praying for Queen Katherine (Parr) and ‘the noble Lorde Protector’ and his council (line 2041).

[image: image]

Figure 6.1 Portrait of John Bale, in John Bale, A comedy concernynge thre lawes, of nature Moses, & Christ, corrupted by the sodomytes. Pharysees and Papystes Compyled by lohan Bale. Anno M. D.XXXVIII, image 45.

II

I began by declaring that Three Laws is driven and disabled by at least three powerful paradoxes. The first of these paradoxes was, I proposed, the following: that while Three Laws promises popularity, it is elitist at every turn. I also contended that the ostensibly popular play in fact aggressively widens the redefinition of the popular, in order to repudiate it. In this section I substantiate the claims for this first paradox.

Bale’s troupe drama has been described as ‘genuinely popular’.9 Three Laws is clearly a play designed for a troupe of actors. In the 1548 edition Bale specifies that the comedy might be played by five actors, each taking different parts. Bottom-like, Bale takes all the best and biggest roles for himself: he is, successively, The Prolocutor, Infidelity (by far the largest part, who appears in each of Acts 2–5), and Christian Faith.

This range of parts for Bale the actor (both Christian Faith and Infidelity) also points to the range of skills required for Bale the playwright. Bale draws on a variety of pre-Reformation dramatic forms in Three Laws (e.g., different plays within the cycle tradition), but the most obvious play structure and style upon which he draws is the morality play. However much Bale might make use of the terms of humanist interludes (e.g., ‘comedy’, ‘tragedy’) and however much he might deploy formal devices from that tradition (e.g., act divisions),10 his unmistakable formal source is pre-Reformation popular theatre, and in particular, in this play, the morality play. The morality play requires of its playwright skill in a wide and mutually hostile range of literary and dramatic styles.

This instructional comic mode has a tripartite structure, of ideal state, degradation of that ideal state, and restoration through instruction and absorption of moral lessons. The central, wayward section of the play is the space for ‘popular’ dramatic action, as the vice figures exercise their control over the protagonist. This dramatic structure employs a concomitant linguistic structure. Just as the protagonist of such drama undergoes a fall from and rise back to an officially acceptable position, so too does the linguistic level of the play shift accordingly. It moves from official discourses and a high style, to a lower register of ‘popular’, often scatological language, before recovering the official, often Latinate register to end. A switch of dress code also accompanies the switch of linguistic register, as the protagonist changes from proper to improper costume. That central space is often also distinguished from official discourse by the adoption of simpler metrical structures than the graver, more complex prosody of official discourse. Theatre of this kind deploys and repudiates theatre itself, since the middle section of the play is at once the most ‘merry’, the most dramatic, and the least desirable.11

Individual acts of Three Laws do not correspond exactly to this pattern, though the play as a whole does: in Acts Two and Three Bale exploits the pattern of elevated spiritual state expressed by elevated rhetorical style followed by, and degraded by, an immoral figure using a low style. It is true that we do not see the third stage of the morality play (reabsorption of the Everyman figure into the spiritually elevated, linguistically learned level) within these acts, but in Act Five the laws of Nature and Moses are restored from their leprous and lame states.

If the structure of the play as a whole corresponds to the standard tripartite structure of the morality play, so too does the correspondence of low moral level and low style. Infidelitas (played by Bale) enters as a peddler, sweeping and promising a candle, in the manner of the popular Robin Goodfellow.12 He speaks in scatological language and in a less elevated meter, drawing Lex Naturae into the same meter even as he resists the knavish tenor of Infidelity’s speech.

Shakespeare’s Robin Goodfellow is, however knavish, a source of amusement and salutary laughter (Midsummer Night’s Dream 2.1.32–57). He is also part of a profound natural order whose rhythms must interlock with a human ecology before the natural, the household, and the political orders can work in concert across Shakespeare’s play. Bale’s Puck figure is, by contrast, wholly malign and set explicitly against the Law of Nature. Everything that Nature is, Bale’s goblin isn’t.13

In fact Bale capitalizes on Infidelity’s unnatural status to enlarge the very definition of the unnatural and the popular. The ‘popular’ becomes, by definition, unnatural. Infidelity calls upon his helpers, who together constitute a new discursive category of the unnatural. These minions are Idolatry and Sodomy. The hermaphroditic figure of Idolatry unnaturally couples sacramental practice and rural superstition:

With holye oyle and watter,

I can so cloyne and clatter,

[deceive]

That I can at the latter,

Manye suttyltees contrive.

I can worke wyles in battle,

If I do ones but spattle

[spit]

I can make corne and cattle,

That they shall never thryve.

Whan ale is in the fatt,

If the bruar please me natt,

The cast shall fall down flat,

And never have any strength.

No man shall tonne or bake,

[make ale]

Nor meate in season make,

But lose hys labour at length.

(lines 442–57)

Idolatry is to be ‘decked lyke an olde wytche’ (Three Lawes, in The Complete Plays of John Bale, ed. Happé, p. 121) but her rural operations for the protection of chickens, geese, and ducks are deeply embedded in sacramental practice: ‘And thys is my commen cast,/To heare Masses first or last,/And the holy frydaye fast’ (lines 503–5).

If Idolatry takes us close to ecclesiastical practice, Sodomy is wholly within the Church. He is costumed ‘lyke a monke of all sectes’ (Three Lawes, in The Complete Plays of John Bale, ed. Happé, p. 121), and takes orders of this kind from Idolatry: ‘Set thu fourth sacramentals,/Saye dirge, and synge for trentals,/Stodye the Popes decretals,/And mix them with buggerage’ (lines 671–4).

In short, the play recasts the boundaries of the ‘popular’ by placing witchcraft and sodomy in the dramatic space reserved by the morality play for fallen ‘popular’ custom, and by placing both idolatry and sodomy under the category of the ‘popular’ figure of Robin Goodfellow, aka Infidelity.

To explain this aggressive redefinition of the realm of popular practice, we need to step outside the bounds of the play’s text to the unusually detailed, verifiable historical conditions that produced Bale’s drama. When we do this, we see a clearly conceived governmental plan to capitalize on the popular to extend and target that very category.

A policy document of around 1538, probably written by Richard Morison, encouraged Henry to countenance plays. The propaganda machine of the enemy is so powerful, the document avers, that Henry needs to counter-attack. The Pope has his own interests ‘inculked and dryven into the peoples heddes, tought in scoles to children, plaied in playes before the ignorant people’. So, too, Morison argues, Henry should himself promote ‘playes, songes and books … specyally whan they declare eyther the abhominacion of the bisshop of rome … or the benefittes browght to thys realme by your graces tornyng hym and hys out of it’.14 Instead of the standard ‘popular’ entertainments and processions, Morison argues for the same form with a different content. Women, for example, celebrate the destruction of the Danes with a

daie of memorye therof callede hoptide, wherin it is leful for them to take men, bynde, wasshe them, if they will give them nothing to bankett: howmuche more ought ther be an yerely memoryall of the distruction of the bishop of Rome out of this Realme?15

If Morison sees cultural capital in the energy of carnivalesque inversion, his larger argument in this policy paper makes it clear that he wants no truck with carnivalesque inversion. Once redirected, the carnivalesque energy is to be extinguished:

In somer comenly upon holy daies in most places of your realm, ther be playes of Robyn hoode, mayde marian, freer Tuck, wherein besides the lewednes and rebawdry that ther is opened to the people, disobedience also to your officers, is tought, whilest these good bloodes go about to take them from the shiref of Notyngham one that for offending the lawes shulde have suffered execution. Howmoche better is that those plaies shulde be forbidden and deleted and others dyvysed to set for the and declare lyvely before the peoples eies the abhomynation of the bishop of Rome, monkes, freers, nonnes, and suche like, and to declare and open to them thobedience that your subiectes by goddess and mans lawes owe unto your magestie.16

The strategies of this campaign are vividly clear; they depend on, and yet detest, the energies of popular celebration. Morison’s aim is simultaneously to redirect and extinguish the energies of popular celebration by insisting on obedience to royal authority.17

Morison was secretary to Thomas Cromwell from the mid-1530s; if he promoted the idea of anti-papal plays, then it is entirely possible that John Bale wrote them, since, as seems to be the case, Bale too was in the pay of Cromwell in the late 1530s. The troupe ‘Balle and his felowes’ played before Cromwell more than once between 1538 and 1539, and scholars now confidently identify Bale’s troupe with the company ‘Lord Cromwell’s Players’.18

Three Laws, then, seems almost certainly to be part of a concerted governmental propaganda campaign.19 One further kind of evidence for that is the striking coincidence of the play with statute and injunction. Idolatry is associated especially with peasant magic and feminine midwifery, who as ‘a good mydwyfe’ uses charms, ‘with crossynges and with kyssynges’ (this is her first self-description, at lines 426–33). She is, as we have seen, to be ‘decked like an olde wytche’. Her appearance onstage heralded new legislative control of midwifery in Henrician England, as well as the early modern campaign against old women on charges of witchcraft that reached its height in the later sixteenth century.20 An injunction of 1538, precisely coincident with the play, determines that women in labour are not to vow to go on pilgrimage, or to make offerings to any image; the midwife is not ‘to use any girdles, purses, measures of our Lady, or such other superstitious things’ in delivering the child.21 Whereas the charms and popular practice of, for example, the Towneley Second Shepherds’ Play are finally absorbed into a renewed and much broader theological understanding, in Bale’s plays the popular is a sure sign of satanic enormity.

Sodomy, as we have seen, figures both as a standard evangelical attack on private religions, but also as a subset of idolatry, since idolatry itself is, and spawns, unnatural confusion of proper semiotic practice: ‘The gentyles after Idolatrye/Fell to soch bestyall Sodomye/That God ded them forsake’ (lines 604–6). Sodomy’s appearance in Bale’s play is itself consonant and coterminous with the Henrician statute against ‘vice of buggerie’, the first statute in English law of its kind.22

As statuted persecution of ‘buggery’ first appeared in 1533–4, then, and as the early modern momentum for persecution of old women said to be witches starts gathering in England, so too do Sodomy and Idolatry, dressed as a witch, appear (to my knowledge) for the first time on the English stage.23

Further evidence for Bale’s play as produced by governmental directive is also visible from within the play. Rather than being directed at its ostensible object, the ‘people’, the play’s explicit address is rather to worldly rulers. Act Two, for example, ends thus:

Ye Christen rulers, se yow for thys a way:

Be not illuded by false hypocresye …

Regard not the Pope, nor yet hys whorysh kyngedom

For he is master of Gomor and of Sodom.

(lines 773–9)24

By contrast, ‘the commen people’ are the ones who have ‘thought it commodyouse/Dyverse Goddes to have with rytes superstycyouse’ (lines 871–2). And so the play ends with Christian Faith (aka John Bale) enjoining ‘good christen people’ to obedience, both to God and the king: ‘… obeye your kynge lyke as shall yow behove,/For he in hys lyfe that Lorde doth represent/To savegarde of the just and sinners ponnyshment’ (lines 1997–9). If the play is commissioned by one part of the government, it may be aimed at another.25

Bale’s drama is, then, the opposite of ‘popular’ drama, despite sedulously cultivated appearances. Its sympathies are rather with the solitary, heroic resister, such as Evangelium as he is sent off for burning as a heretic. One of the remarkable accounts we have of the popular reception of Bale’s drama suggests why Bale might have admired the solitary, persecuted figure, rejected by what Bale elsewhere calls the ‘turba vulgaris’.26 Sent to Kilkenny, Ireland, as Bishop of Ossory in the reign of Edward VI, Bale recounts that, after the death of Edward had been announced, the accession of Mary was celebrated with great liturgical pomp. Bale tried to counter the celebration by mounting a performance of Bale’s ‘cycle’ plays, ‘to the small contentacion of the prestes and other papistes there’.27 All this is shortly before Bale fled Kilkenny for Dublin and further misadventures in fear for his life.

III

Paradox number two is straightforward; it follows from paradox number one. This is a morality play that repudiates morality. This is in part a routine historical paradox, which need not detain us for long: Bale simply adopts the form of a morality play in order to fill it with new content, in this case polemical, ecclesiological content. That is true, as I will briefly demonstrate.

The paradox is, however, also more profound: Bale’s theology prohibits the ethical plot of the morality play, since Bale rejects the notions of work and works, and of penitential movements of the will, on which that standard morality play plot is grounded. This prohibition manifests itself in the broken form of Bale’s play: the morality play is a single, integral action of moral cognition, moral fall, and moral recognition, in which each phase triggers and produces the next. Bale’s play, by contrast, is divided into five wholly separate acts. Like the standard morality play, it starts and ends with the affirmation of central authority, but the action of central authority is not triggered by appeal from below. By the theology of this play, initiative can only be unidirectional and top-down. Just as the play detests the popular in all its forms, as it promotes a government-driven programme, so too does its theology place all initiative in the hand of God. The break between Acts Four and Five is no merely superficial nod to humanist dramaturgy: it embeds a theology. Penitential peripeteia in this play triggers nothing, as it does in, say, Mankind (c.1465–70), because it simply doesn’t happen.

Both external and internal evidence sustains the simpler form of this paradox. Externally, we are lucky also to have Bale’s own account of the play, in which he describes it as purely polemical in aim. This authorial account appears in Bale’s 1552 narrative of his fierce dispute with a Hampshire priest. Bale narrates that the priest had berated the servant of one of his parishioners ‘because he had begonne to studie a parte in suche a Comedie, as myghtely rebuked the abhomynacyons and fowle fylthie occupienges of the Bishopp of Rome’.28 The play, Bale tells us, was Three Laws, whose burden is described by Bale thus:

Therin is it largely declared, how that faythelesse Antichrist of Rome with his clergye, hath bene a blemysher, darkener, confounder, and poysener, of all wholsom lawes. And that wyth ydolatricall Sodometrie he hath defyled nature, by ambytyouse Avarice he hath made Gods commaundements of non effecte, and with hypocrytycall doctryne perverted Christes moste holye Gospell. Thys is wele knowne to al men. (Bale, An expostulation, image 19)

Bale, then, describes the play’s theme not as redemptive in any way (not even in the ways the play is redemptive). For Bale the play is ecclesiological satire, not ethical redemption. The energy of the play itself clearly confirms the accuracy of Bale’s authorial account. Acts Three and Four are especially pointed in their institutional critique: Ambition is costumed ‘lyke a byshop’, Covetousness like a ‘Pharyse or spirituall lawer’; False Doctrine like a ‘popysh doctour’, and Hypocrisy like a gray friar (Three Lawes, in The Complete Plays of John Bale, ed. Happé, p. 121). Identity in this ‘morality’ play is not an ethical, but an institutional identity. As Katherine Little argues with regard to Wycliffite prose, so too with Bale’s play: Wycliffite narratives, by Little’s persuasive account, promote identity in terms of ‘persecution of resistance’ to the whole institution, versus identity in terms of ‘exculpation and reintegration’ offered by confession.29 The upshot of this posture is that ‘Jesus seems always to be preaching about the Wycliffites rather than the other way around.’30 So too with Bale’s Evangelium, the text of Scripture itself, who insistently points to the unpopular, elect few who constitute the true Church through their persecution. After describing the True Church as his bride, he goes on to distinguish that Church from the church

… of dysgysed hypocrites,

Of apish shavelynges, or papystycall sodomytes;

Nor yet, as they call it, a temple of lyme and stone,

But a lyvysh buyldynge, grounded in faith alone,

On the harde rocke Christ which is the sure foundacyon:

And of thys church some do reigne in every nacyon,

And in all countrayes though their nombre be but small.

(lines 1327–33)

In sum, identity in this play is a fixed category, determined by divine election of an elect few to an idealist institution.

That conception of identity produces the wholly divided ‘action’ of this play. In Acts Two and Three the laws of Nature and Moses are, as we have seen, disabled. We never observe their penitential conversion (there isn’t one). What we observe instead is the sudden, unannounced irruption of Vindicta Dei into the play at the beginning of Act Five. Vindicta Dei acts very much in the manner of the Last Judgement God in the mystery cycles, although Bale’s judgement is clearly happening in the saeculum, rather than at the end of time. Vindicta Dei brings the eschatology, with its attendant certainties, into the institutional present:

As ye have seane here how I have stryken with fyre

The pestilent vyce of Infidelytie,

So will I destroye in the fearcenesse of myne yre

All sects of errour with their enormyte,

Whych hath risen out of that inyquyte.

(lines 1854–8)

A God of this kind has only one dramatic mode, which is spectacular irruption from above, irrespective of triggering, human motions from below. The accretions of the life of Everyman are of no concern to this God, and so the structure of the play itself is not accretive. It is, instead, irruptive. This is a morality play whose firmest theological persuasions are deeply hostile to both the content and the form of the morality play.

IV

My third and final paradox is the most ambitious. Bale the dramatist wants nothing more than to kill drama. How does one go about tackling such an implausible case? How can one describe a work so determined to exploit the principal formal resources of drama—particularly mimesis, dialogue, deictics, and costume—as hostile to drama?

Let us reconsider the portrait of Bale, in the characteristic pose of the evangelical divine (full-frontal, severe expression, full-beard, and gospel in hand) that closes the main text of the 1548 edition (Figure 6.1). Two points emerge from it. In the first place, I draw attention to its placing: after Bale has appeared in different costumes, including that of Infidelity, here at play’s end he strips the disguises and appears as the ‘real’ and severe ‘Bale’, outside the play. The portrait marks the decided end of the drama with a final repudiation of playing for ‘reality’. Evangelical culture evinces an aggressive readiness to strip, as indeed it must: when each ecclesiastical failing is a sign less of individual failing and more urgently of institutional hypocrisy, then the entire institution becomes suspect. The dissenting personality is born of distrust of systematic institutional hypocrisy, and the dissenting personality is driven to strip. So at the end of the playing, the disguises and the costumes, Bale strips them off himself, changing first from Infidelity to Christian Faith, then to Baleus Prolocutor (half in/half outside the play, half player/half Bale), and then, as we read the play, to his final appearance as the ‘real’ Bale. These strippings insist that, if we are to understand the drama, the drama must be destroyed.

The second aspect of the portrait that might lead us into our third paradox is the book held in Bale’s hand. Evangelical culture is (a platitude) a culture of the Word. The text of Scripture precedes the institution of the Church, just as it precedes unwritten, merely spoken, verities.31 Truth for sixteenth-century evangelical culture is written, scriptural truth; the oral finds serious purchase only within paraphrase of the written Word, a scriptural Word to which nothing must be added or from which nothing must be subtracted. Just as the ‘real’ Bale underwrites and undermines the preceding drama, so too does the book in the real Bale’s hand point us to the real, non-play, anti-play, anti-talk, text of this text.

Does the play itself substantiate these claims about evangelical culture’s anti-dramatic predispositions, even in its apparently pro-dramatic phase? I deal first with stripping and unmasking dramatic hypocrisy before turning to the anti-dramatic priority of the book.

Evangelical polemic routinely describes the sacramental practice of the pre-Reformation Church as acting; just as the theatre uses disguises and action, so too can the ritual practice of the Church be redescribed, and thereby demolished, as nothing more than mere deceptive drama.32 Bale himself does this frequently. To look no further than the Expostulation to which I referred earlier, Bale describes his enemy as he celebrates communion thus:

More apysh toyes & gawdysh feates, could never a dysarde [jester, player] in England have plaied (I think) than that apysh prest shewed there at the communyon. He turned and tossed, lurked and lowted, snored and smirted, gaped and gasped, kneled and knocked, loked and lycked, with both his thombes at hys eares & other tryckes more. (Bale, An expostulation, image 18)

Three Laws locates drama within the dark and murderous sections of the play, as figures of disguise such as Pseudodoctrine and Hypocrisy practise their dissembling tricks. Infidelity (aka, we remember, John Bale) is their director. This, for example, is how Infidelity welcomes the two dissemblers in Act Four, as he attempts to degrade Evangelium. After Evangelium leaves the stage, Infidelity calls his actors and plans his new play thus:

Now wyll I contrive the dryft of another playe.

I must worke soch wayes Christes lawe maye not continue.

In a whyle am I lyke to have non els of my retinue.

Companions I want to begynne thys tragedye;

Namely False Doctryne, and hys brother Hypocresye.

They wyll not be longe, I suppose now verelye—

By cockes sowle, me thynke I se soch a cumpanye.

Hem, I saye! Chyldren, wyll not my voice be hearde?

(lines 1422–30)

Infidelity, played by Bale, acts exactly as Bale, as playwright, director, and actor. He works from within Bale’s play to undermine that play, to rewrite the comedy of John Bale as Infidelity’s tragedy. He welcomes his players as Hamlet welcomes his, though unlike Hamlet’s these players will not expose so much as be exposed. Bale sets a dramatic contest at the heart of his play, but the winner of that contest will be the non-dramatic, written text of the Eternal Gospel in the figure of Evangelium. Bale the evangelical divine will strip Infidelity of his mask, just as he will expose drama as the most accurate metaphor of catholic sacramental practice.

Finally, I turn to the primacy of text over play in Three Laws. Bale seems to have conceived of the book of the play as a book rather than a play, if the authorial account in the Expostulation is anything to go by. There Bale says this about Three Laws: ‘That boke’, he says, ‘was imprynted about vi yeares ago, and hath bene abroad ever sens, to be both seane and iudged of men, what it contayneth.’33 The printed copy of the play text is, however, not the principal way in which text supervenes over drama in this play. For the play text gives way to the infinitely more durable, indeed eternal text of the Gospel.

The text of Scripture supervises all Bale’s plays, with all the non-scriptural scenes that appear in the mystery plays, such as the fall of the Angels, removed. Whereas the cycle plays give a very cursory account of the Old Testament by restricting themselves to a few grand encounters that extend no further than Exodus, apart from some prophet plays, Bale tries to squeeze in as much summary as possible. Bale’s bibliographical instincts take over in God’s Promises, whose seven acts offer a small course in the shape of the Old Testament, with whole stanzas devoted to summarizing sequences of books. Christ himself enunciates the principles of this biblical pedagogy in The Temptation of Our Lord, where he debates points of Scripture with Satan. When Satan tempts Christ by citing a passage of Scripture, Christ responds with an axiom of evangelical reading practice: ‘In no wyse ye ought the scriptures to deprave,/But as they lye whole so ought ye them to have’ (215–16). Christ himself is held to the command of Scripture here: if he ignored scriptural injunction by following Satan, he would incur God’s wrath.

In the Three Laws, indeed, Evangelium, not Christ, becomes itself the hero of the play, the indestructible survivor of the catastrophe of history. These plays are so dominated by the authority of Scripture that fidelity to that pre-dramatic text effectively pre-empts the ‘unwritten verities’ of the dramatic itself. ‘Drama’ instead becomes the occasion for Scriptural summary. Deus Pater invests Evangelium with its legibility and indestructibility at play’s end:

Thu, lawe of Gospell, though thu be last of all

In operacyon yet thu art the princypall.

From the I exile Hypocresy and False Doctrine,

With all that depende upon the papystycall lyne.

Reserve the same book for a synge of hevenly poure,

For that boke thu art that Johan from heaven ded devoure.

(lines 1896–1901)

In sum, Bale’s play is an extraordinary symptom of a culture that needs even as it aggressively redefines and repudiates the ‘popular’; that draws on the morality tradition so as to neutralize that tradition; and, above all, that plays at being dramatic even as it wishes drama dead.
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CHAPTER 7
JOHN FOXE, CHRISTUS TRIUMPHANS

ANDREAS HÖFELE

I

SHAKESPEARE’S Twelfth Night ends, as a romantic comedy should, on a nuptial note:

ORSINO

When that is known, and golden time convents,

A solemn combination shall be made

Of our dear souls. Meantime, sweet sister,

We will not part from hence. Cesario, come—

For so you shall be while you are a man;

But when in other habits you are seen,

Orsino’s mistress, and his fancy’s queen.

(5.1.372)1

Marriage, though imminent, is deferred beyond the temporal boundaries of the play. Its ‘golden time’ is at hand, but has not quite ‘convented’. After the revelation that reunites the shipwrecked twins and clears up the play’s comic confusion—‘An apple cleft in two is not more twin/Than these two creatures’ (5.1.217–18)—another revelation is still to come, but not before ‘our play is done’ (5.1.397). To marry Viola, who is as yet still Cesario and ‘a man’, to ‘know’ her in both senses of the word, Orsino needs to see her first ‘in other habits’: ‘thy woman’s weeds’ (5.1.267). But that ultimate moment of transformative disclosure is withheld, suspended in a state of unfulfilled expectation, as the lovers are about to pass beyond the end of comedy time into the comedy eternity of happy ever after and the stage is cleared for Feste’s final song.

Described in these terms, Twelfth Night—or at least its finale—qualifies for a generic label one would hardly associate with this popular play: apocalyptic comedy. To the modern reader, this label has a decidedly odd ring to it, just conceivably suggesting something like Stanley Kubrick’s Doctor Strangelove, but more likely sounding like a contradiction in terms. Yet when John Foxe, the not yet famous martyrologist-to-be, subtitled Christus Triumphans, the second of the two plays he wrote, comoedia apocalyptica, he was being neither deliberately absurd nor facetious. The term describes the work’s content and general drift with perfect accuracy: it is a non-tragic play leading up to, but stopping just short of a final revelation or disclosure (apokalypsis), the promised end whose hour has not quite arrived yet:

CHORVS VIRGINVM.

Paratam nunc sponsam, spectatores, cuncta ac

Parata cernitis. Restat nihil, ipse

Nisi paranymphus summam qui scenae imponat

Catastrophen. Id quum fiet certum nemo

Dicet. Poeta, quod possit, praestitit. Ipse ac

Monet sedulo imparati ne sitis, sponsus

Cum ueniet uos ne dormitantes excludat.

Tempus fortasse haud longum est. Mira uidemus

Rerum praeludia: Sathan cum Christo totis

Vt pugnat copiis, ubique terrarum

Hodie, ut cum alias, maxime. Agnus at uincet

Triumphans tandem agnique sponsa, Pseudamno

Rumpantur licet ilia. Interim admoniti uos:

Vigilate prudenter precor. Et plaudite.

(V.5.150–63)

[CHORUS OF VIRGINS.

Spectators, now you see the bride decked out and all things in readiness. Nothing remains except the bridegroom himself, who will bring the final catastrophe to our stage. When that will happen none will say for sure. The poet has shown what he could. And he earnestly advises you not to be unprepared, lest the bridegroom, when he comes, reject you as you sleep. The time is perhaps not long. We see the marvelous preludes: how Satan battles against Christ with all his forces everywhere in the world today, as hard as he did of yore. But the lamb will prevail, triumphant at last, and the bride of the lamb, though her flanks be broken by Pseudamnus. Meantime be warned, be on your guard with prudence, I pray. And do applaud.]2

Like Twelfth Night, Christus Triumphans ends with the prospect of marriage. And like Shakespeare, Foxe rounds off the play with a gesture of withdrawal. The final act of seeing is deferred beyond the limits of the scene: ‘The poet has shown what he could.’ What he does show in the closing scene of his play is an elaborate ceremony of investiture in which the bride, Ecclesia, the Church, long-suffering heroine of the play, is dressed for Christ her bridegroom:

CHORUS I. O nos foelices, sponsus

Postquam aduentat, spectatus tam diu ad nuptias.

Sed interim sponsam cessamus ornare

Bombycina hac palla. Ast pexis eam pannis

Discingamus prius.

(V.5.64–8)

[Oh we joyous people, for the bridegroom, so long awaited, is coming for the wedding. But now let’s deck the bride in this silken robe. First we’ll free her from these shaggy garments.]

Donning costume is an essential—if not the essential—feature of theatre. As such it is self-reflexively foregrounded through the pivotal plot element of Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night, Viola’s transformation into Cesario, which the finale of the play (almost) reverses. In closing with a costuming ritual, Christus Triumphans gives a similarly self-reflexive demonstration of what the stage can do, only to highlight what it cannot. The emphatic theatricality of the final scene reveals the ultimate revelation to lie beyond the scope of theatre. The bride in her splendid attire is waiting in readiness. The supreme (summa) catastrophe, the arrival of the groom, ‘restat’ (V.5.151); it awaits, but also resists scenic representation.

But admitting the theatre’s limitations is at the same time a gesture of empowerment, a claim that extends the theatre’s domain beyond its actual playing space. For the world itself is nothing but a theatre suspended in a state of apocalyptic expectation: ‘And I think’, Foxe writes in his dedicatory epistle, ‘we should prepare all the more quickly since it seems that all the parts of the play have been acted out and that the scene of this world is rushing to that final “Farewell, and applaud”’ (‘Dedicatory Epistle’, 207).

Thus, with the catastrophe of everything imminent and the prophecies completely fulfilled, nothing seems to remain except that apocalyptic voice soon to be heard from heaven, ‘It is finished.’ (Ibid.)

At the beginning and at the end of his apocalyptic comedy Foxe both frames and un-frames the place of the stage. Asking for attentive silence, the Prologue demarcates a space for play, theatrical make-believe, ‘ludi scenici’. But this demarcation is only provisional: it holds up only for the ‘meantime’, perhaps not long (‘Forsan nec diu’), until ‘we will see all with our own eyes, when God sends in actual fact what he now only promises’ (Prologue, 10). The ontological divide between theatre proper and ‘the scene of this world’ proves highly permeable: ‘For now [interim]’, the Prologue asks, ‘do not be ashamed to view through a netting [per transennam] the images of things, which is all we play’ (Prologue, 11–12). The Latin translated as ‘play’ (here) is ‘praeludimus’, whose prefix ‘prae-’ comprises both spatial and temporal meaning: playing before an audience, but also presenting a prelude before the main act. Thus claiming not to represent but to prefigure and prepare for the Coming of Christ, the play locates itself on the same plane of reality as ‘the marvelous preludes’ (mira praeludia) which the final chorus says ‘we see […] everywhere in the world today’ (V.5.157–60). Ushering the spectators into the play-world and seeing them out of it, the Prologue and the concluding Chorus of Virgins establish a continuum rather than a categorical gap between inside and outside. When the actors all join in the Epithalamium in Act V, they include Foxe’s originally envisaged audience of Marian exiles in a performance of communal praying, and theatrical ‘collusion’ predicated on a ‘willing suspension of disbelief’ merges into a ‘concelebration’3 of persecuted true believers, both onstage and off:

Sponse, ueni.

Spiritus ut uenias, iubet et te sponsa uenire:

Rumpe uocate moras, sponse, citoque ueni.

Quicquid in orbe patet, tellus pelagusque polusque,

Fessa petunt reditum quaeque creata tuum.

(V.5. 101–5)

[Come, oh bridegroom. Come, the Spirit and the bride bid you come. End the delays, you who are called; come quickly, bridegroom. Whatever is to be seen in the world—land, sea, pole, and every created thing—is weary and begs you to return.]

The theatre of Christus Triumphans is not so much a separate space of fiction cordoned off from reality as a space where reality is epitomized in revelatory clarity. ‘Speculum’ (mirror) is the standard metaphor used to describe this effect throughout the Middle Ages and well beyond.4 But while the mirror of playing is most famously said to be held up to ‘nature’, in Foxe’s apocalyptic comedy it is held up to theatre: to a world which the Devil, as the Dedicatory Epistle avers, ‘shakes up […] with unspeakable tragedies’ (213),5 a theatrum mundi in which we are all awaiting the last act, the final ‘catastrophe’, filling the meantime (interim) with living our lives and, on this particular occasion, with seeing a new play:

PROLOGVS

Salutem uobis, fructumque ex laboribus.

Sibi uicissim a uobis silentium rogat

Poeta nouus, spectatores noui, nouam

Rem dum spectandam profert in proscenium.

Christum quippe triumphantem inferimus. Vtinam

Hunc coelitus liceat potius in nubibus

Triumphantem suspicere. Forsan nec diu

Id erit ludi quum iacebunt scenici.

Quippe oculis tum ipsi cuncta contuebimur,

Re quum ipsa mittit nunc quae promittit Deus.

Rerum interim per transennam simulachra

Spectare haud pigeat, tantum quae praeludimus.

Res tota sacra est totaque Apocalyptica:

Audita quae multis, nunquam at uisa est prius.

(Prologue, 1–14)

[Good health to you, and fruit from your labors. Our new poet, in his turn, asks for himself silence of you, new spectators, while he brings onto the stage something new for you to see: to be precise, we bring you Christ Triumphant. Would rather that we could see him coming from heaven, in triumph in the clouds. Perhaps it will not be long before stage representations will lie neglected; then indeed we will see all with our own eyes, when God sends in actual fact what he now only promises. For now, do not be ashamed to view through a netting the images of things, which is all we play. Our matter is totally sacred and totally apocalyptic, what has been heard of by many but never seen before.]

II

The Prologue’s emphasis on seeing notwith standing, the play was initially addressed to a public of readers rather than spectators. An exile since 1554, Foxe had moved from Antwerp via Rotterdam to Frankfurt, Strasburg, and back again to Frankfurt, where he stayed for about a year, an active though by no means leading member of a large but far from peaceable community of English exiles, which was divided into conservatives and radical reformers as a result of a controversy over the form of prayer book to be adopted by the congregation.6 After John Knox, the leader of the radicals, had been driven from the city on a trumped-up charge of treason, some twenty of his followers, Foxe among them, signed a letter of secession but failed to persuade the majority to agree to a compromise. As a result, in September 1555, most of them left Frankfurt.7 Foxe went to Basel, where he remained until his eventual return to England after the accession of Elizabeth I, supporting his family on the meagre income of a proof reader for Johannes Oporinus, who published Christus Triumphans in March 1556, just in time for the Frankfurt book fair in April. Foxe dedicated the play to some of the wealthier members of the English congregation in Frankfurt, undoubtedly hoping for financial support. Whether he also had immediate prospects of stage performance in mind is an open question. T. W. Baldwin’s assumption that the play originated as early as Foxe’s ‘university period, 1539–45, and that he wrote it for university presentation’ seems hardly tenable, although when the play finally did reach the stage, it was indeed in a performance at Trinity College, Cambridge, in 1562–3.8 But even if Foxe’s comedy was primarily a text for readers, it is conceptually a script for performance and it is as such that it addresses its audience.

What the Prologue announces first and in triplicate flourish is novelty: new poet, new audience, new subject matter (‘Poeta nouus, spectatores noui, nouam/Rem’), ‘heard of by many but never seen before’. Self-evident as it may be under modernist premises, the positive value of the new could hardly be taken for granted in the sixteenth century. Though novitá had been on the ascendant as a term of praise in Renaissance art discourse and held a respectable place in humanist rhetoric and poetics under the rubric of ‘invention’, newness still had to be vindicated against the unquestionably greater authority of the old as endorsed by the classical models. A demand for newness arose with the attempt to adapt these models for Christian purposes, to reshape, for example, the classical school author of Latin comedies, Terence, into ‘Christian Terence’. It is with this particular strand of innovative imitatio veterum that Foxe aligns his apocalyptic comedy. Calling his play ‘new’, ‘he seems to have been using what had become almost a technical term for a play which was neither tragedy nor comedy, for many [of Foxe’s] predecessors had used the word’.9 Among these predecessors were Foxe’s fellow Oxonian Nicholas Grimald who described his Christus Redivivus (1543) as Comoedia Tragica, sacra et nova (a tragicomedy, sacred and new) and, more importantly, Thomas Kirchmeyer whose violently anti-papal Pammachius (1536) is generally assumed to have been the main source for Christus Triumphans. Pammachius has only four acts instead of five because, ‘says the epilogue, the Son of God will come and provide his own catastrophe’.10 According to Marvin T. Herrick’s pioneering study of Renaissance tragicomedy,

the authors of Christian Terence were fully aware that they should not imitate Terence slavishly; they were trying to reform classical drama as well as medieval, for they believed that western Europe in the sixteenth century needed a new kind of drama, one that was adapted to a new religion, new manners, new customs.11

Herrick’s trio of novelties, almost an echo, it seems, of Foxe’s, is eminently plausible though perhaps a trifle too bland. For it is not newness that makes manners or customs recommendable, let alone a standard for normative orientation. In matters of religion, the new is particularly suspect, ‘innovation’ almost a synonym for anarchic disorder.12 While the catholic side might accuse the protestants of ‘innovation’, the reformers themselves would have countered the allegation by protesting that it was not novelty they were aiming for but a restitution of origins, a pristine state of Christ’s true church. Hence Foxe is at pains to make it clear that Bishop Gardiner misapplies the word in his objections to the Edwardian Reformation:

‘TO answer fyrst to the vocable innouacion, which he stombleth so greatly vpon, this I say: that innouation is properly vsed, where a thing is brought in a new, which was not before. Forasmuch therfore as in this alteration there is no new religion brought in, but onlye thold religion of the primitiue church reuiued therfore here is to be thought not so much an innouation, as a renouation or reformation rather of religion, whiche reformation is ofte times so necessarye in common weales, that without the same, al runneth to confusion.’13

Secular history, the ever-growing distance from the ancients, could be increasingly employed to legitimize a positive sense of newness in the arts.14 Church history, however, from a Reformation perspective, could only be viewed as a continuous decline, the innovations introduced by the Church of Rome as so many corruptions. From this point of view, new equals good only in one sense, that of homo novus, the sinner overcoming the ‘Old Adam’, his old worldly self, to be born again in Christ. This redemptive newness is not a going with history but a turning away from it; not an adaptability to changing manners, customs or religious observations, but an escape from these effects of mutability to a haven of permanence.

The ‘new’ in Foxe’s Prologue, I would argue, is thus doubly encoded. It is the index of both a new dramatic genre and of the eschatological situation in which the exiled protestant ‘Poeta nouus’ offers his fellow exile ‘spectatores noui’ an eschatological preview of what he exhorts them to expect at any time: the end of history when all will be made new by the Second Coming of the New Adam, Jesus Christ.15

This apocalyptic sense of mission explains the assurance with which the Prologue pairs theatre and church as equivalent stages of holiness. ‘Totally sacred’, the subject matter of the ensuing play is entitled to the same reverent silence as becomes ‘sacred temples’. Surprising only if late sixteenth-century Puritan polemics against ‘the devil’s synagogue’ are mistaken for the general protestant attitude to the theatre, this instance of pro-theatricality is fully in keeping with Foxe’s approval of players, printers, and preachers as a ‘a triple bulwarke against the triple crowne of the Pope’.16 If the play needs an apology it is not for moral, but for aesthetic reasons. The critique the Prologue envisages and seeks to defuse with his appeals to the audience’s goodwill has nothing to do with play-acting being deemed a disreputable activity, but concerns the artistic shortcomings occasioned by an unwieldy subject:

Comoedia si prolixa sit, at ingens erat

Et multiplex materia. Habet hiatus et

Lamas, fateor, at tam pugnantia nectere

Natura haud rerum patitur.

(Prologue, 37–40)

[If the comedy be long, its matter was large and complex. It has gaps and bogs, I confess, but the nature of things does not allow such warring elements to be connected.]

The comedy is indeed prolix, its materia certainly multiplex and its author’s struggle to make a coherent whole of its warring elements very much in evidence. Christus Triumphans presents itself as a kind of test site where we can see combinations being tried out rather than worked through to a perfect fit. The play is of interest precisely because of its far from seamless welding of classical Latin and popular English forms of drama, its structural instabilities a fitting reflection of the deeply unsettling historical pressures that shaped its apocalyptic vision.

III

The main challenge for a Christian Terence—a dramatist, in other words, attempting to combine classical form with biblical content—is the time scheme. Whereas the mystery cycles string out their episodes ‘from eternity to eternity’ in linear sequence, beginning with the Creation and ending with the Last Judgement, Foxe must supplement and synchronize this biblical chronology with a second narrative strand, the history of the Church from the days of the Apostles to the present. He thus has more to tell than the mystery cycles but much less time in which to tell it; for while the mysteries took a whole day or two (or even weeks as in France17) to unfold their story, Foxe was constrained by the limits imposed by the five acts of a Latin comedy.

Foxe’s answer to this constraint is radical conflation. The first act begins with Eve lamenting the death of her daughter Psyche followed by the entrance of Mary in mourning for her son Jesus. He died, we learn, two days ago, which makes the time of the action the Saturday between Good Friday and Easter Sunday. After some rather unsaintly haggling over which of them has more reason to lament, the two women decide to seek comfort in sharing their misery. Cramming the whole of Old Testament history into just three generations, they also establish that they are related to each other: ‘Your voice is young,’ says Mary, ‘but your face, I think, proves you to be Eve, my old grandmother’ (I.2.16–17).18 No sooner has Eve related how Satan claimed her daughter after she herself tasted of a poisoned apple than a terrible noise from heaven (‘e sublimi’, I.2.95) drives the women off the stage, and Satan appears. He, too, has reason to complain: ‘Oh, oh, where have I fallen now? Where am I? Where should I turn first? Never in my life have I been less in possession of myself’ (‘Mei compos’, I.3.3).

The scene is familiar: Satan’s fall preceded by a show of his boastful pride was a standard episode of the mysteries. In both the York and Wakefield Cycles it takes place in the opening scene. Logically, of course, it comes before the scenes in paradise: the once bright angel must turn devil first before plotting Eve’s temptation.19 In Christus Triumphans the chronology is reversed, Paradise lost before Satan is expelled from heaven. He becomes a homeless exile with no place left to go (‘Extorris e coelo eliminor, ubi/Loci nihil est reliquum.’ I.3.6–7). Yet the preceding scene has already provided him with a place of residence in the underworld, from which he flies up with a warrant to arrest Psyche (I.2.53–56) and where he now keeps her as a prisoner in his halls (meis atriis; I.3.55). His boasting, too, appears in reverse order, coming after rather than before his fall as he launches into one of the comic litanies which Foxe excels in. Given the chance of a second fight with Michael and the angelic hosts, Satan declares, ‘I’d smash them and dash them and bash them and gash them and mash them and crash them and hash them and thrash them and gnash them and lash them and slash them; I’d rush them and push them and crush them and squash them’ (I.3.16–20).20 Presently joined by his henchmen, Psychephonus (Soulkiller) and Adopylos (Keeper of Hellgate), Satan reiterates his complaint about his recent defeat and then decides to inspect his prisoners:

Huc intro, Furiae, quid Psyche iam gerat

Reliquique uisam.

(I.3.51–2)

[Follow me inside, Furies, to see what Psyche and the others are doing now.]

But a divine presence (‘numen sentio’) prevents him from entering. ‘Domi ac foris’, at home and abroad, he finds himself thwarted (I.3.55–7), as the resurrected Christ leads Psyche out of her prison in a scene again familiar from medieval art, but especially from the mysteries: the harrowing of hell.21 As Psyche kneels to her Saviour, rejoicing: ‘Oh happiness!’, Satan and his companions look on in dismay exclaiming: ‘Oh unhappiness!’ (I.4.8). Urging Psyche to ‘smite the enemy’, Christ also hands her the blunt object to do it with: fittingly, in a Reformation play, the devil receives a sound thrashing with ‘a book’ and is forced to surrender the ‘binding writ’ that authorized him to imprison Psyche. Act I closes with Satan locked up in his own hell for a thousand years.

Foxe’s struggle with his ‘large and complex’ subject matter becomes even more noticeable in the acts that follow. Spanning Church history from the days of the Apostles to the Reformation, the action is constantly straining under a chronic condition of information overload. Kirchmeyer’s Pammachius has a cast list of fifteen characters; Foxe doubles that number. Some of these are confusingly similar; the forces of evil in particular seem positively overstaffed, their identities and functions not always clearly distinguishable. A single, dominant vice figure might have served the purpose of dramatic economy, but it would have run counter to the panoramic expanse of Foxe’s subject matter. The parts of Dioctes (‘a persecutor’) and Nomocrates (‘a tyrant’), for example, might well be combined in one character, though Foxe originally even seems to have planned to divide them up into three. The extant draft gives all of Dioctes’ speeches after Act III to a character named Abadon, who leaves no trace in the printed text.22 In the manuscript version, Dioctes is called Cosmetor (leader) and Machonomus (strife of the law), the latter underlining his proximity to the ‘law-ruler’ Nomocrates.23 Each learnedly speaking name carries a message, but the constant blending of historical reference and allegorical troping requires a great deal of expository narration from servant figures like Anabasius and Psychephonus, both of the devil’s party, whose services consist mainly in keeping the audience abreast of what is happening.

In the same function, Raphael the Archangel begins Act II with a soliloquy announcing that the thousand years of Satan’s captivity will very soon be over. But instead of moving the action forward by a millennium, the subsequent scenes of Acts II and III rehearse episodes from the Acts of the Apostles, adding a lengthy comic intermezzo. Paul, still under his pre-conversion name Saul, comes to blows with the scribe Polyharpax, who refuses to hand over the letter commissioning Saul’s punitive expedition against the Christians unless he is offered a bribe. Though Saul is sent to Damascus, his conversion, which might have made a powerful scene, is only mentioned in passing. When he reappears converted to Paul towards the end of Act III, he offers theological instruction to Ecclesia. The rule of the law, he explains, which the tyrant Nomocrates had enforced, is overcome thanks to Christ’s sacrifice (III.5). Promptly, Psychephonus reports that his master Nomocrates is afflicted by a deadly illness which only a change to a different climate can cure, a climate to be found at ‘Babylonia’, where the air is suitably ‘impure’ and ‘turbid’ (III.6.12–15). Five scenes later, when all of the play’s villains gather in Babylon, Nomocrates is reported to be still alive among them. By that time—Act IV, Scene 4—many centuries have elapsed, Satan has reappeared to a comically lukewarm welcome from his deputies, and the conflict has shifted from Christendom versus Jewry to true Church versus papistry. That a Babylon which is now clearly identified with catholic Rome is hardly the place for the old-law, i.e., Jewish, Nomocrates to take shelter seems to go unnoticed; just as it seems odd that, earlier in Act IV, Dioctes decides to seek a hiding-place ‘in some Latium’ when he learns that the Emperor Constantine has turned Christian (IV.2.30). Latium, the editor explains in a note, ‘is the district containing Rome and hence the center of the popes’ (305 n.1), but in the immediate context of the scene it is surely first and foremost the centre of the newly Christened Emperor, from whom Dioctes is advised to ‘fly […] anywhere at all and as fast as you can’ (IV.2.3), at a moment in the play’s chronology when ‘popery’ in the Reformation sense of the term should still lie centuries ahead.

Such minor inconsistencies, however, simply do not matter in a play that seems less concerned to get it all right than to get it all in, a play that, just like the Book of Martyrs, conceives of world history as a perennial Manichean struggle between Good and Evil, Jerusalem and Babylon, the true Church and its corrupters. Typological correspondence overrules chronological sequence as the organizing principle of the plot. Checked against the linear chronologies of the Bible and of Church history, the play’s time scheme may look oddly out of kilter. But what Foxe gives us is not a story of a long-gone past, but a sense of this past spilling over into the present. This is the a-chronological temporality of the apocalypse which re-presents all time that ever was in visionary simultaneity and which reveals all battles of the world’s long history as the one great agon that is always now.

Though there is much talk of death in this apocalyptic theatre of the world and several characters are taken seriously ill, no one ever actually dies in Christus Triumphans. As fluidly mobile as the scenes of the play, its characters travel through time and space with effortless ease, unencumbered even by mortality itself. Though their actions involve them in specific historical situations—the persecution of the early Church, the struggle of the Reformation—their allegorical status allows them to transcend these situations and commute freely between the spheres of the natural and supernatural, whose ontological distinction the play consistently elides. With few exceptions the characters have an existential status resembling that of the fairies or goblins in medieval romance or even that of the Olympian deities in Homer:24 all too human in their drives and quirks, but exempt from the transience of the flesh.25

IV

All of this is, of course, remarkable only when compared with later, Elizabethan forms of drama; it is entirely in keeping with the conventions of medieval theatre that prevailed in the mystery cycles, the moralities and Tudor interludes where allegory is the normal mode of representation. Foxe’s apocalyptic presentism grounds its dramaturgy in this theatrical tradition, which he appropriates freely, apparently uninhibited by any denominational scruples. Fluidly shifting between locus and platea, the cycle plays transposed the biblical past into the physical here and now which the players shared with their audience.26 Christus Triumphans operates on the same principle. None of its scenes requires any material pieces of scenery to evoke a specific location.

Throughout the play the stage is an abstract space for acting and delivering speeches, for entrances and exits. Place names like Babylon, Byzantium, Rhodes, and Palestine serve as markers of allegorical meanings or allusions to historical events. They all form part of the same geography and inhabit the same plane of reality as Orcus, Styx, or Purgatory, comically envisioned as the place where the two leading lights of Scholasticism, Duns Scotus and Thomas Aquinas, are castigating themselves (or each other) with firebrands before this ‘whole fiery Aetna’ (V.2.15) is duly extinguished.

A more specific, topical evocation of place occurs in Act V as the progress of Church history is brought up to the present. Having stirred up the Turks to war against Christendom, Satan returns to Europe in order to find out what his deputy the pope Pseudamnus is doing (V.1.1–2). This would locate the scene in Rome (featuring under its typological alias Babylon), an impression that seems to be corroborated when Satan and his followers cloak themselves in costumes suggestive of catholic Europe—a Franciscan friar, an inquisitor, the catholic majesty of Spain. But without any indication of a scene change, the location nimbly shifts to a more familiar setting. Overheard by Satan and his crew, the sage Hierologus discloses the true identity of pope Pseudamnus to Europus, son of Ecclesia. As the devils pounce on the pair with accusations of heresy, Hierologus and Europus hurry off stage, and suddenly we find ourselves no longer in Rome but in Oxford, with Pseudamnus the papal Antichrist asking directions from a quibbling local:

PSEUDAMNUS. Sed ubi ille haereticus interim?

PSYCHEPHONUS. Papae,

Interim tun’ haereticum esse dicis iusque concilii

Violas? Haud faxis nephas.

PSEUDAMNUS. Haereticum dico, hac qui modo.

PSYCHEPHONUS.

Vah intelligo, Hierologum nempe illum, hac qui se abduxit recens

Cum Europo una per plateam dextram. Collegium

Vbi sit nostin’? Ultra ponticulum. Ego pone insequor immaniter.

Vbi persenit, obliquat uiam in uicum alium, item in alium,

Ad phanum donec uentum sit. Hic quia instare me uidet

Nec desistere, uiam uorat pedibus quantum ualet.

Denique cursu uicit carnifex. At ubi sit prope

Tamen hariolor. Ad forum cum acceditis escarium,

Quadriuium illic est, transuersis plateis sese in angulos

Rectos scindens. Hic relicta dextra, ad laeuam uergite

Vicus qua decliuis, recta ad portam uos praecipitat,

Versus utramque ursam. Illic secus portam, adeoque uel in

Ipsa porta potius, carcer Bocardo est. Ibi est. Capin’?

(V.2.16–31)

[PSEUDAMNUS. But where’s that heretic [Hierologus] meanwhile? PSYCHEPHONUS. Indeed! Do you declare Meanwhile to be a heretic and violate the authority of the council? Don’t commit that wrong.

PSEUDAMNUS. I say the heretic who was just here.

PSYCHEPHONUS. Oh, I know him: it was Hierologus who just left here with Europus. They went down this street on our right. Do you know where the college is, beyond the little bridge? I chased after him fiercely. When he realized that, he changed directions, first into one street, then into another, until he got to the church. He didn’t stop there, because he saw that I was still following; he ate up the road with his feet as fast as he could. The scoundrel finally outran me. But I can pretty well guess where he is. As you approach the Cornmarket, you come to Carfax, where the intersecting streets go off at right angles. Ignore the right and turn left, where the street leads down a hill and brings you quickly right to the city gate, toward the two Bears. There, beside the gate—or rather right in the gate—is the prison, Bocardo. He’s there. Do you follow me?]

Read in the context of its 1556 publication, the passage offers an intriguing tangle of closeness and distance. To a prospective audience or readership of English protestants stranded in continental exile, the familiarity of the Oxford landmarks would have made their inaccessibility all the more conspicuous. At the time of the play’s writing, Bocardo, the prison located in Oxford’s North Gate, harboured Cranmer, who was to be burnt at the stake in the town ditch not long afterwards. Prior inmates of the prison had been Latimer and Ridley, both executed on the same day a few months earlier. The allusion to these men’s fate is obvious, and when Pseudamnus enquires after Hierologus in the next scene, we learn that ‘He’s in chains, and Theosebes [apparently another protestant theologian, who is mentioned here and again in V.5] with him’ (V.3.29–30).27

Homing in on the present, Christus Triumphans achieves the highest degree of historical and geographical specificity—but only for a few moments, only for as long as it takes to read or listen to the Oxford passage quoted above. Immediately after this, the scene opens up again to encompass, in abstract generality, all of the apocalyptic theatre of war between the Antichrist and his victimized opponent, the suffering Ecclesia.

How to bring this drama to an end at a time when its outcome outside the theatre was far from settled? Kirchmeyer, as already mentioned, breaks off Pammachius without a fifth act, his tragoedia nova ending with Satan fully in charge of the world and only the ‘Epilogue in Place of the Fifth Act’ (‘Schlussred an stat des fünfften Handels’) briefly indicating that God’s judgement will eventually set things right.28 Foxe’s comoedia has a more upbeat conclusion. Two scenes away from the happy ending, the forces of evil are suddenly grabbed by fear and feelings of weakness, as news of the spreading Reformation is being reported from all sides. Despite the truth-telling Hierologus being locked away in chains, Pseudamnus has jumped, so the messenger Anabasius tells him, ‘from the frying pan into the fire’.

PSEUDAMNUS. Quid ita?

ANABASIUS. Mundus quia, diu

Iam oculis captus, uidere coepit. Naribus

Diutius nec duci, homines literae ac

Linguae passim perpoliunt. Fuco nihil

Proficitur. Imperio undique tuo oppeditur:

Claues uilescere, bullas concacarier.

Fulmen ubique ac diadema triplex temnier.

Christum ipsum uiuere. Corpus monstrum esse duo quod

Alit capita. Pompam, luxum, libidinem,

Saeuitiam, doctrinam, ueneficia, scelera,

Fucos, fumos, uitaeque strepitum tragicae,

Facile qui sis arguere: Antichristum esse te

Denique constanter credier.

PSEUDAMNUS.

Quid ais?

ANABASIUS. Te Antichristum, Pseudamne, esseque

Pornapolim hanc, pellicem Babyloniam die

Magis lucescere.

(V.3.30–46)

[PSEUDAMNUS. Why so?

ANABASIUS. Because the world, long blinded, is now beginning to see. Men won’t be led by the nose much longer. Everywhere they’re being refined by letters and languages. Nothing is achieved by deception. Everywhere they’re farting at your orders and shitting on your bulls. Your keys are worthless, and your thunder and triple crown are universally scorned, for they say Christ himself lives and that a body which sustains two heads is a monstrosity. They say your pomp, extravagance, lust, savagery, doctrine, poisonings, crimes, trickeries and trumperies, and the tumult of their tragic life easily prove who you are: they firmly believe that you are the Antichrist.

PSEUDAMNUS. What?

ANABASIUS. That you are the Antichrist, Pseudamnus. And they say it’s clearer than day that Pornapolis here is the Babylonian whore.]

Shaken by the bad news, Pornapolis feels suddenly ill and has to be helped off the stage. And that is that: there is no final showdown between the devil’s party and the faithful. Instead, there is a romance-like family reunion when Africus, returning from his namesake continent, meets his brother Europus and mother Ecclesia in the streets of ‘the city’ (V.4.1), which is no longer Oxford, and not very specifically Rome either, but the open stage, platea, the theatre of the world. While her sons are spoiling to take revenge for their mother’s afflictions, she stops them with the words ‘All violence must end. We’ll change threats into patience, force into prayers’ (V.4.49–51). The ceremonial of investiture begins with the entrance of a chorus of five virgins and will, together with the prayers for the coming of Christ, turn the ending of the play into a liturgy of invocations. As the biblical and historical past converge in the present, the final turning or catastrophe of the play—the final catastrophe but one according to its eschatological time scheme—opens up the ritually shared present to an apocalyptic future:

ECCLESIA. Mundus quondam,

Christe, abs te uictus quam diu sese impune

Poena in nostra efferet? At te flectat miseranda

Rerum facies. Flectant Ecclesiae sponsae

In hoc corpore stigmata. Sponse, uoluptas, rumpe,

Age, coelos ut tuos ruamus in amplexus.

Cito, ueni cito, Domine, caro ne forsan salua

Nulla maneat. At quae noua lux et odoris mira

Fragrantia repente adspirat sensibus? Ipsa

Tum terra uidetur concuti.

(Hic ex editiori theatri loco, repansis cortinis ostendunt se uelut e coelo sedilia et libri positi, simulque ornamenta demittuntur quibus Ecclesia induitur, praeparata ad nuptias.) (V.5.37–46)

[ECCLESIA. How long, oh Christ, will the world, long ago conquered by you, exalt itself in our suffering? Let the pitiful sight of our condition move you; let these stigmas on the body of your bride Ecclesia move you. My bridegroom, my beloved, come, break through the heavens, that we may rush into your embraces. Quickly, come quickly, lord, lest perchance no flesh remain unharmed. But what new light, what wondrous fragrance of perfume suddenly breathes upon my senses? And now the very earth seems to tremble.

(Here from the upper part of the theater, when the curtains open, are shown as if from heaven thrones with books placed upon them. At the same time garments are lowered in which Ecclesia is dressed and prepared for the wedding.)]

It is symptomatic that this stage direction, the only one in the whole text specifying the use of machinery and props, serves the purposes of allegory rather than localization. Its function is not to create an imaginary place elsewhere, but to incorporate a transcendent ‘elsewhere’ into the here and now of the performance. A veritable coup de théâtre, this spectacle corroborates the Prologue’s claim to the Church-like sanctity of the show.29 It could even be argued that at this climactic moment the theatre surpasses the possibilities of the Church, offering a miracle that becomes almost real in its affective impact on the onlookers:

ECCLESIA Mira uero, praeter supraque

Spem, oculis ego quae uideo.

[…]

AFRICUS Gaudio ita sum ut qui

Sim ubique sim nesciam.

(V.5.51–2; 63–4)

[ECCLESIA. Wondrous indeed and far beyond my hope are the things I see.

[…]

AFRICUS. I’m so happy I don’t know who or where I am.]

It is precisely such emotive power and such slippage between mimetic pretence and genuine feelings, which in the case of Africus fulfil the condition of ekstasis (ecstasy), that would make the theatre deeply suspect to its protestant detractors only one generation later. For them all theatre became what Foxe’s play shows it to be in the hands of Satan at the opening of Act V: a devilish deception. On his return to Europe from Asia, where he ‘proceeded by force’, Satan decides to change tactics: ‘here we’ll manage our business cleverly and by guile’.

SATAN.

Primum habitus hic, cum nomine, ponendus est:

Vesteque, quam ueste tego, tegam me, tectius Vt fallam.

[…]

Ornamenta haec capite.

[…]

Meoque

Exemplo facite. Iam ego Satan haud sum, lucis at

Me uos dicetis angelum. Tu, Psychephone,

Hypocrisis esto hoc sub Francisci pallio.

Tu, Thanate, Martyromastix re et nomine sies […]

(V.1.9–19)

[SATAN. First I have to put aside this garb along with my name: to cloak more effectively how I conceal myself in a cloak, I’ll conceal myself in a cloak.

[…]

Take these costumes.

[…]

Do as I do. [He puts on a costume] Now I’m not Satan, but you’ll say I’m the Angel of Light. Psychephonus, you be Hypocrisis under this cloak of Francis.—Then, Thanatus, you be Martyromastix in deed and name […]]

Satan the arch-deceiver describes his masquerade as an infinite regress of falsehood, whose devious artistry is well captured in a single crowded line: ‘Vesteque, quam ueste tego, tegam me, tectius/Vt fallam’ (V.1.10–11: ‘to cloak more effectively …’) But this unholy mummery serves only to prepare for and contrast with the subsequent dressing up of Ecclesia, which does not falsify but will reveal her true character in ‘the very splendor of God’ (V.5.80–1).

Samuel Harsnett’s Declaration of Egregious Popish Impostures (1603) sought to expose the miraculous efficacy of the Jesuit exorcists as mere theatre. Conversely, the protestant Foxe pulls out all the stops to make theatrical pretence overrun the boundaries of the stage and convert itself into genuine religious experience. He is thus aiming for an effect not unlike that which the Jesuit Jakob Bidermann achieved with the staging of Cenodoxus in Munich and Lucerne in 1609, where several members of the audience are reported to have asked for admission to the Jesuit order immediately after the performance.30 Watching the vainglorious protagonist’s miserable death, many in the audience were moved to tearful contrition and public vows to change their ways. Again, such forms of public effusion are hardly what one would consider typically protestant religiosity. But as has become increasingly clear in recent years, some demarcation lines were much more permeable than formerly assumed.31 Protestant drama is an area where supposedly clear-cut denominational distinctions are most liable to become blurred.32 And while the apocalyptic theatricality of Christus Triumphans instantiates such blurring, it may also go some way towards explaining features of Foxe’s opus magnum, Acts and Monuments, that commentators found difficult to reconcile with the idea of a specifically protestant martyrology.

V

When Foxe wrote Christus Triumphans, he was fully embarked on the Acts and Monuments. A first brief version in Latin had in fact appeared in 1554. The play and the Book of Martyrs closely resemble each other in their overall apocalyptic vision of world history, as the title of the 1563 edition indicates:

Actes and Monuments of these latter and perilous dayes, touching matters of the Church, wherein are comprehended and described the great persecutions & horrible troubles, that haue bene wrought and practised by the Romish Prelates, speciallye in this Realm of England and Scotlande, from the yeare of our Lorde a thousande, unto the tyme now present.

The play’s long-suffering heroine Ecclesia is personified in the long line of martyrs which in the first edition begins in the year AD 1000 and in subsequent editions extends back to the days of the Apostles. Using different methods in different genres, the Latin play and the English prose narrative suggest a considerable degree of cross-fertilization, though the martyrologist, it seems fair to say, profits more from the playwright than vice versa. If Christus Triumphans caves in under the copiousness of history, The Book of Martyrs derives much of its power from Foxe’s sense of dramatic effect.

The title, Acts and Monuments, differentiates the two constitutive elements of the book at the same time as it marks their interdependence.33 ‘Acts’ refers to the lives and deaths of the martyrs, the account of their actions. ‘Monuments’ refers to what they have left to posterity, the record of their words. Unlike the saints commemorated in catholic hagiography, Foxe’s protestant martyrs leave no physical legacy in the shape of sanctified bones. Their continuing significance is founded on their words alone. Recuperating these words is therefore Foxe’s main object: the preservation and propagation in print of what Mary Tudor’s government strove to erase along with the martyrs’ bodies. Foxe’s commitment to the protestant religion of the Word could not be more obvious, a commitment which also vents itself in attacks on the theatricality of the catholic service, its rituals and ‘massing-mummery’. It is all the more remarkable, then, how much the Book of Martyrs relies on effects that can only be described as similarly theatrical.

Clearly, some account of the martyrs’ sufferings was required in order to enhance the authority of their words. But the vividness of Foxe’s death scenes, their horrendous attention to detail, is well in excess of this basic functional requirement. If the martyrs themselves regarded their public deaths as a performance, their chronicler Foxe heightens that sense of performance through the use of every means of dramatization available to him. His ‘acts’ signally bear out the theatrical meaning of that term. Textual representation seeks to literally re-present the events it records, striving to approximate as closely as possible the condition of experiential immediacy, of ‘real presence’. A Calvinist bias against images may not be altogether absent from Foxe’s book, but it clearly does not set the standard by which the book’s own mimetic techniques would be measured. Somewhat puzzlingly, Foxe on the one hand ‘grants a great deal of space to the Puritan polemic against the reliance on images, quoting one who rails against the “sinneful and vaine craft of painting, carving or casting”’.34 Yet on the other hand, his own book is ‘liberally dosed with woodcuts’—over fifty in the 1563 text, many more in subsequent editions.35 By no means mere adornments, these pictures, ‘closely coordinated with the text, [convey] the central message of the text, accessible to all’.36

It has been suggested that this betrays ‘closer ties to the catholic tradition of hagiography than [Foxe] would admit’.37 But I would argue that Foxe was simply drawing on the resources of protestant theatre as exemplified by his own Christus Triumphans, adapting the strategic alliance between ‘players, printers and preachers’ to the medium of the book. If Foxe’s ‘style functioned dramatically to show to his reader, as though it were actually present, the suffering body of the martyr’, the woodcuts reinforced the suggestiveness of that dramatic presentation.38 The single most frequently chosen motif of the illustrations is the actual ‘theatre of martyrdom’; the death scene with the martyr burning, or about to burn, at the stake and a crowd of spectators encircling him. In the picture showing the death of John Hooper, we as readers complete that circle (ill. 1). The impression of a theatre is even stronger in the picture of the burning of Ridley and Latimer, with the catholic priest, Dr Smith, haranguing the audience from his provisional pulpit like some allegorical figure of sin in a morality theatre-in-the-round39 (ill. 2). Christus Triumphans is the link between Foxe’s Book of Martyrs and this dramatic tradition.

The play’s connection to subsequent developments in English drama is more tenuous. According to Rosemary O’Day, ‘[b]efore Foxe wrote there was no popular history of the English Reformation; after him there was no other’.40 If Foxe’s view of history was so influential and if this influence had much to do with the dramatic way in which he presented it, then he should surely have had a considerable impact on how history was presented on the popular stage. But the playwriting that came to dominate the London theatre in its late Elizabethan heyday has remarkably little to do with the apocalyptic world theatre of Foxean history. Shakespeare’s English chronicles incorporate providential views of history—even if they never fully endorse them—but these views draw on Hall and Holinshed, not Foxe.41 The government ban on presenting matters of religion on stage may go some way towards explaining this absence, as does the fact that the crucial phase in Foxe’s grand récit coincided with the reign of the current dynasty. After the death of Elizabeth I, scenes from the Tudor century became stageable, and the wave of nostalgia for the retrospectively golden days of Queen Bess did engender plays in which Foxe’s eschatological version of history resurfaces. The first part of Thomas Heywood’s If You Know Not Me (1605), for example, stages ‘The troubles of Queene Elizabeth’ during the reign of her sister Mary—a sujet taken straight out of Foxe—and the second, her ‘famous Victory […] Anno 1588’.42 But the true heir of Christus Triumphans is Thomas Dekker’s The Whore of Babylon (1607), which presents the Armada battle as the great apocalyptic showdown between ‘Titania the Fairie Queene: vnder whom is figured our late Queene Elizabeth’ and ‘Th’Empresse of Babylon: vnder whom is figured Rome’.43

Although Foxe is a pervasive presence in post-Reformation England, there is only a trickle of plays that transpose his apocalyptic vision of history onto the popular stage—none more outspokenly so than The Whore of Babylon.44 Yet even Dekker’s play differs from Christus Triumphans in at least one crucial respect: by the time of the play’s performance, its triumphant ending opens on to a future which already lies in the past. Far from bringing about the happy ‘catastrophe’ that Foxe predicted at the end of his play, the Armada triumph with which Dekker’s play concludes has been overtaken by the ongoing process of history. As its imminent telos kept receding, Foxe’s grand narrative had to be attuned to the unpredictable course of human affairs with each new edition of Acts and Monuments.45 ‘Thus, with the catastrophe of everything imminent and the prophecies completely fulfilled’, Foxe wrote in the dedicatory epistle of his play in 1556, ‘nothing seems to remain except that apocalyptic voice soon to be heard from heaven, “It is finished”’ (207).

Some four decades later, while the great theatre of the world was still withholding its apocalyptic finale, the secular theatre in the world could playfully invoke and invert the promised end. Instead of closure, Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night ends with the promise of endless continuation:

FESTE

A great while ago the world begun,

With hey, ho, the wind and the rain,

But that’s all one, our play is done,

And we’ll strive to please you every day.

(5.1.392–5)
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CHAPTER 8
THE “BLINDNESSE OF THE FLESH” IN NATHANIEL WOODES’ THE CONFLICT OF CONSCIENCE

ANNA RIEHL BERTOLET

NATHANIEL Woodes’ The Conflict of Conscience (1581)1 is a dramatized account of the conversion of Francesco Spiera, an Italian lawyer who gave in to pressure by the Inquisition to alter his protestant beliefs and died in despair six months later in 1548, convinced in his irrevocable damnation. Unsurprisingly, this story became a favorite with the protestants, first in Italy and then in England. Published twice in 1581, Woodes’ play reimagines the circumstances and consequences of Spiera’s renouncement in terms of morality drama whose didactic goal is transparently partisan towards protestantism. Employing typical protestant rhetoric (Satan, for instance, refers to the Pope as “my darlyng deare,/My eldest boy, in whom I doo delight” [A4r]), the play declares that, in making the choice between catholicism and protestantism, its protagonist, in fact, is making a critical choice between Satan and God.

Historical Spiera’s tragic, possibly suicidal, demise intensified the didactic impact of his story, and Woodes, who cast Spiera as Philologus, initially preserved the dark overtones of the convert’s surrender to the feelings of irrevocable despair and damnation. However, one of the major revisions that appeared in the second issue of the play is a modified ending where the Nuntius’ (messenger’s) report of Philologus’ suicide by hanging committed out of despair is, in the second version, changed to the “joyfull newes” of Philologus’ reconversion and subsequent death by self-starvation. The significance of this revision has been discussed by some critics, but there has been no attempt to explain why Woodes still chooses to subject the newly enlightened and faithful Philologus to essentially self-inflicted death. The answer lies in the play’s deeper structures of the extremist body–soul dichotomy where not only the privileging of the body over the soul is explicitly condemned, but also the body is devalued completely because it is always defined only as an inferior counterpart to the soul. The resulting message of the play seems to be not the criticism of particular religious beliefs (Woodes censures catholicism but shows some dangers of puritanism as well), but that of Philologus’ persistent tendencies toward the extremes and his resultant failure to adopt the proper modes of spiritual and bodily behavior. This aspect of the play, exemplified especially in the Philologus’ suicide, seems to be non-confessional. The main character’s shortcomings are caused, in the final analysis, not only by his religious wavering, but also by his problematic views on the dichotomy of the body and the soul.

THE SOUL AND THE BODY: THE INWARD AND THE OUTWARD MAN

Philologus’ views are an inflection of the Pauline and Calvinist teachings about the body and the soul, flesh and spirit—entities frequently conceived in opposition to each other. And yet both St. Paul and especially John Calvin, in his glosses on St. Paul, conceptualize this opposition with a degree of subtlety often missed by their readers. Such is the case of Philologus and possibly Woodes himself.

The Conflict of Conscience is peppered with expressions of the Pauline sense of the body as a nest of carnal desires working in opposition to the salvation of the soul. Jonathan Sawday aptly describes the period’s attitudes to the relationship between the body and soul as follows: “The body was perpetually at war with that which it found residing within itself. The body was (depending on your point of view) either the unwilling host to a nagging and parasitical arbiter of right and wrong, or it was the close prison which perpetually sought to constrain the expansionary desire of the soul. Each participant in this combat had the power to ruin its opponent.”2 Indeed, Woodes’ Prologue describes the protagonist’s downfall as being a result of his body’s adverse influence on his conscience: “A cruell Conflict certainly, where Conscience takes the foyle,/And is constrained by the flesh, to yelde to deadly sinne” (A2v). The soul is a source of “euerlasting ioyes,” while the body—only of “pleasures temporall” (G2r; G2v), and hence the body is renounced as lowly, fragile, and devoid of value: “Oh cursed creature, O fraile flesh, O meat for wormes, O dust,/O blather puffed full of winde, O vainer then these all” (H1r).

The derogatory view of the body is hardly surprising in a play issued from the pen of a minister whose theological training was deeply Calvinist.3 Making a case for the existence and immortality of the soul in The Institutes of the Christian Religion, Calvin follows Plato in reference to the body as a “prison-house” of the soul, maintaining that “men cleaving too much to the earth are dull of apprehension” and that the “body cannot be affected by any fear of spiritual punishment” because this ability “is competent only to the soul.”4 Interpreting the phrasing in the Scriptures, Calvin concludes that references to the body such as a “house of clay” and “tabernacle of flesh” indicate that the soul is the “principal part” of a human being; “the mortal body is given to men as a frail hut, to be inhabited by them for a few days.”5 For Calvin, however, the body and the soul do not have to be inherently at war. As he glosses Paul’s assertion that, “whilst we are at home in the body, we are absent from the Lord,” the theologist refrains from disparaging the body, maintaining instead that by the absence from God the apostle means lack of knowledge of God, a privilege that is granted only after resurrection.6 In the meantime, the synergy of body and soul can harmonize enough if the soul is successful in guiding the body as its owner engages in physical and spiritual pursuits: the incorporeal soul “occupies the body as kind of habitation, not only animating all its parts, and rendering the organs fit and useful for their actions, but also holding the first place in regulating the conduct. This it does not merely in regard to the offices of a terrestrial life, but also in regard to the service of God.”7 The soul, therefore, occupies the body and bears responsibility in animating and guiding it.

The soul’s loss of absolute control over the body, for Calvin, is an outcome of the fall. As Margaret R. Miles explains, Calvin marks the dramatic changes in the state of body and soul in response to the changes in human condition: the “original integrity” of body and soul before the fall is lost in the postlapsarian period, but the body will be purified and rejoined with the soul at resurrection.8 It is in the time between the fall and the resurrection, therefore, that souls and bodies coexist uneasily. Yet, the responsibility for regulating the body still lies solely with the soul because the body is a completely passive component of a human being.

The corresponding terms of the binaries, such as soul and body, spirit and flesh, the inner man and the outward man, are not exactly synonymous for Calvin. For instance, he finds it necessary to define St. Paul’s meaning of the words “flesh” and “spirit” in the Epistle to the Romans as follows: “Under the name of flesh he [St. Paul] always comprehendeth all the gifts of man’s nature, and also whatsoever is in man, beside the sanctifi-cation of the Spirit; as under the same spirit, which he is wont to oppose against the flesh, he signifieth that part of the soul, which being purged from corruption, the Spirit of God hath so fashioned it, that the image of God doth appear in it.”9 The commentary unfolds to explain that both terms, the “flesh” and the “spirit,” pertain to the two parts of the soul: “the one unto that part of the soul which is regenerate, the other unto that which retaineth still his [its] natural affection.”10

As Miles points out, the distinction between “flesh” and “body” is very important in Calvin’s theology. The body is passive; flesh is an active agent that operates alongside (or against) another active agent, spirit: flesh “is an attitude of mind in alienation from God which uses and abuses the body and the soul in its compulsive grasping at sensory objects.” Flesh, in other words, is the “whole human being in its present condition.”11 Likewise, the inner man is not simply identical to the soul while the outward man, to the body or flesh. Calvin insists that the inner man is “that spiritual part of the soul which is regenerate of God; the word members signifieth the other part that remaineth.”12 Glossing “members” as a synonym for “flesh” in St. Paul’s juxtaposition of the “law of God” and the “law in my members, rebelling against the law of my mind” (Romans 7:22–23), therefore, Calvin blends the body and the flesh in descriptions such as “concupiscence resting in our members” and references to the predicaments encountered by the faithful “because there is grafted in their marrow and bones a corruption contrary, and rebelling [against] the law of God.”13 So, although the soul is responsible for guiding the body, the task is made exceedingly difficult by the counter-activity of the flesh, the sensual desires instilled in the body; for Calvin, these sinful desires are imposed onto the body rather than inherent to it. The body then is passively caught in the struggle between the two active agents, the spirit and the flesh, and becomes a “helpless victim, along with the soul, of the destructive hegemony of ‘flesh.’”14

The battle between the spirit and the flesh is ever present in The Conflict of Conscience; the very conflict in question is occasioned by the fundamental divergence between the two within Philologus’ mind. “My flesh and spirit [do] contend, and that is no small thing,” he bewails in “extreme misery” (H1r), and, as he struggles to make his critical choice whether to renounce his faith in order to gain worldly comforts or stand upright under the threat of suffering, he is fully conscious of the tug-of-war between the desires of his spirit and needs of his flesh: “My spirit couits the one, but alas since your [Sensual Suggestion’s] presence,/My flesh leades my spirit therfroe [sic] by violence.” Posing the choice, at this point, as that between the options, “Either my Lord God in hart to reiect,/Or els to be oppressed by the Legates authorytie,” he confesses that, “This later part to take, my Spirit is in readinesse,/But my flesh doth subdue, my Spirit doubtelesse” (F3v). However, Philologus has to reckon not only with oppression, in its multiple variations such as loss of goods, devastation to his family, physical torment, and even death. He is faced with temptation as well as the threat: the mirror of Sensual Suggestion shows Philologus an array of worldly pleasures promised as a reward for his conversion. His choice is then guided not only by his fear of suffering, but also by desire for pleasure, both motives pertaining to the comfort of the body rather than spirit.

Blaming the body and its desires for one’s imprudent choices is certainly a popular excuse persisting throughout the ages. However, more positive views on the possibility of the body’s righteous influence also exist in early modern drama. For example, Philologus’ rather conventional view that his body overrides his spirit’s resistance to the temptation stands in contrast with the way the body, in Christopher Marlowe’s rendition of a similar conflict, instinctively rebels against the improper, soul-harming choice about to be made by Faustus. The latter’s blood congeals in resistance to his attempt to write out the contract that would put his soul, rather than his body, in peril. Here Faustus’ body proves to be more virtuous than his spirit, or, as Lowell Gallagher puts it, “The blood protests on behalf of the legacy of Christological messianism.”15 Faustus, of course, disregards the clotting of his blood and the warning message appearing on his arm, thereby dismissing the body’s positive influence.

In contrast, throughout Woodes’ play, the body is actually passive while the flesh, in the Calvinist sense of “sensual desires,” gets the upper hand in the struggle with the spirit. The body’s temporality and fragility are repeatedly evoked in the arguments of Conscience, reinforcing the sense of its passivity. Philologus himself adopts an inert attitude: his flesh “subdues” his spirit while he passively observes the struggle and accepts its consequences.

Philologus’ passivity, however, does not result from ignorance. He knows what is at stake from the beginning as he says, in anticipation of the Popish visitation, that his “feeble flesh is farre too weake, those paynes to undergo …/For hitherto, in blessed state, my whole lyfe I haue spent:/With health of body, wealth in Goodes, and minde alway content.” Likewise, he predicts his failure to resist the inquisition: “And if I come one in their clawes, I shall get out no more,/Unless I wyll renounce my faith, and so their minde fulfill,/Whiche if I do, without all doubt, my soule for ay I spyll” (D1v). Philologus certainly knows that his soul is going to be in jeopardy when he will face the choice between his body and his faith, but he still resigns to the passive submission, justifying it by his self-diagnosed weakness. To an extent, therefore, Philologus’ inclination toward compliance is caused by his model of selfhood, a model that he refuses to revise or challenge.

By failing to submit to physical pain in exchange for remaining true to his faith, Philologus ostensibly refuses to follow the path of martyrdom: he refuses to mortify his body for the benefit of his soul. In making this refusal, he once again cannot claim ignorance. He anticipates the prospect of physical suffering for his faith early in the play as he comments on the “great calamytie,/Which those sustaine, who dare gainsay, the Romish hypocrissie” (A4v). In contrast to his friend Mathetes’ deep compassion toward protestant martyrs, Philologus adopts a stoic pose, stating that protestants must embrace their inevitable martyrdrom: “they must arme them selues, to suffer distresse” (B1v). The pronoun here is, pointedly, “they” rather than “we.” Soon enough, fearful Philologus would disregard his own teaching, along with his homiletic pronouncements on the benefits of affliction. He instructs Mathetes that God imposes suffering not as punishment, but as a means of strengthening one’s faith: “Unless with Christ we suffer, that with him we may raine:/Againe sith that it is our heauenly Fathers will,/By worldly woes our carnall lusts to kill” (Bv). The suffering of the body (“worldy woes”), in other words, provides a means to oppose the undermining of one’s spiritual health by the imposition of the flesh (“carnal lusts”). But Philologus’ heretofore pampered existence leaves him unprepared and unwilling to face physical pain. As his name indicates, he is a lover of words (not deeds): he pontificates on the virtues of martyrdom, but he lacks stamina to endure it.

Significantly, the value of physical suffering is highlighted even further when Philologus articulates the distinction between the righteous and the tyrannical bodies as indicative of the difference between the protestant and catholic believers. The former undergo suffering; the latter inflict torment:

… those two into one bodie are not united,

Of the which, the one doth suffer, the other doth torment:

And in the woundes of his Brother is delighted:

Now which is Christes bodie, may easely be decided:

For the Lambe is deuoured of the Wolfe alway,

Not the Wolfe of the Lambe as Chrisostom doth say. (Br)

Philologus goes on to cite the cases when the bodies of the faithful have been tormented, murdered, and persecuted, as recorded both in the Old and New Testaments. This list, along with the pattern initially followed in the scene of the papal interrogation, evokes the narratives from John Foxe’s Acts and Monuments.16 This similarity with Foxe points to the possibility of a different outcome for Philologus’ story, but also underlines the severity of his failure to accept suffering for his religious beliefs. The concept of martyrdom, as expressed by Philologus himself, pits faith against the well-being of the body. In the circumstances of a trial of faith, a person cannot maintain both, and the choice of one inevitably brings harm to the other. A martyr chooses faith, and the body suffers as a result. Led by his flesh and rendered spiritually impotent, Philologus chooses the welfare of the body, giving up his true faith, a choice that produces a crisis of conscience that destroys him from within.

SIGHT: PHYSICAL AND SPIRITUAL

As a type of Everyman, Philologus is supported and assaulted by personifications of virtues and vices; he is tested by threats and temptations, and all his failures result from one fatal deficiency: he is, as Sensual Suggestion aptly points out, “partly blinde.” His physical eyesight, in other words, is Philologus’ only means of understanding; his spiritual vision is dim, and the eye of his soul is sightless. It is this condition, the “blindnesse of the outward man,” that Conscience bemoans profusely as it blames the arrogance of his “fraile flesh” as a cause of Philologus’ impaired insight:

Oh cursed creature, O fraile flesh, O meat for wormes, O dust,

O blather puffed full of winde, O vainer then these all,

What cause hast thou in thine owne wit to haue so great a trust:

Which of thy selfe canst not espie, the euils which on thee fall … (H1r)

Philologus, without himself realizing it, lacks discernment, both in his visual perception and religious calling. Thus, he unknowingly puts his soul in harm’s way.

The epistemological usefulness, as well as unreliability, of physical sight is a vexed issue in Western thought. Following Plato, John Donne, for example, praises sight as the “Noblest of all the senses,” but he also acknowledges, following St. Paul, that the body “obstructs man’s vision like a cloud.”17 Medieval writers, such as St. Bernard of Clairvaux, establish the analogy as well as distinction between physical and spiritual vision, oculus corporeus and oculus interior, natural visual perception and, as Augustine phrased it, the “interior eye of our heart.”18 Likewise, in the Commentary on the Epistles of Paul the Apostle to the Corinthians, Calvin explains St. Paul’s distinction between the physical and spiritual sight: “we are imposed upon by the view of present things, because there is nothing there that is not temporal … for the eye of the faith penetrates beyond all our natural senses, and faith is also on that account represented as a looking at things that are invisible (Heb. xi.1).”19

Philologus’ plight is a fit example of the impairment of one’s spiritual vision—a condition, as Bernard points out, caused “sometimes by the pleasures of the flesh and sometimes by worldly dissipation and ambition.”20 As we shall see, Philologus’ inner man is blinded exactly because of this character’s susceptibility to the desire for pleasure and worldly status. Likewise, when his protagonist’s apostasy becomes evident, Woodes affords Philologus a fair opportunity to be cured by following Bernard’s prescription for the purification of one’s spiritual vision through prayer and confession.21 In the short run (and also, in the first version of the play, in the long run), both methods result in failure because Philologus no longer has a proper command of language, and furthermore, his words become a fully externalized function severed from the workings of the inner man.

The issues joined to the problem of Philologus’ “partial blindness”—the (un)reliability of the senses and (in)ability to discern truth from illusion—are dramatized in The Conflict of Conscience by the use of the mirrors of vanity and desperation and the subsequent devilish hallucinations of Philologus’ own mind. The first and most prominent instance is the repeated use of the “glasse of delight” (G1r) by Sensual Suggestion, showing the visions of worldly joys, the sight of which trumps, for Philologus, the arguments of Conscience (F4v–G1r; G2r–G2v; H2r). After Conscience leaves Philologus, Horror announces his wretchedness and promises to transform the mirror to suit the new purpose of terrifying Philologus: “The Glasse likewise of vanities, which is thine onely ioy/I will transforme unto the Glasse of deadly desperation,/By looking in the which, thou shalt conceiue a great annoy:/Thus haue I caught thee in thy pride, and brought thee to damnatio[n].” Philologus’ reaction to the sights shown in the mirror of desperation syntactically resembles his response to the sights in the mirror of vanities (H2v), thus creating a parallel between the extreme dangers posed by the catholic and protestant modes of behavior and belief.

Both mirrors are suspect instruments whose optical trickery evokes witchcraft and magic. Sabine Melchior-Bonnet, in her book The Mirror: A History, explains that, “For the preacher, mirrors were the paraphernalia of witches who lock demons inside them, but they were also dangerous objects for any Christian because they attracted ‘crazed stares.’ When the mirror was not reflecting the spotless divine model, it was the seat of lies and seductions, used by a cunning Satan to deceive men. As an instrument of both simulation and lust, the mirror fed illusions of the mind and cupidity of the flesh, and thus was tied to numerous allegorical representations of sin.”22 It is perhaps because of their illusionist appeal that both mirrors have a profound effect on their “partly blinde” viewer: Philologus’ fall into apostasy/heresy takes place only after he peers into the “mirror of delights,” and his fall into despair is likewise caused by the horrible sights seen in a mirror. Philologus’ eventual submission to his conscience is therefore as much a result of his susceptibility to the power of visual images as has been his initial failure to maintain his faith. Moreover, the physicality of this visual influence is emphasized in the play: both mirrors are alike in their appeal to the body, whether in terms of pleasure or suffering.

Sensual Suggestion attributes the success of its mirror in tricking Philologus to this “partly blinde” state (F4v)—a condition that Philologus’ fall exacerbates. Likewise, Conscience remarks on the “blindnesse of the flesh” that cannot discern the “perrils which the Soule, is ready to incurre” (G3r). However, Philologus ironically perceives himself to be clear-sighted, praising the mirror of vanities for its clarity, “oh mirrour bright, oh cristall cleare as sun” (G2v). This is not a dull metal mirror, but a glass produced following the technology newly invented in sixteenth-century Venice, a mirror of the kind coveted at the time, one that offered a clear, undistorted reflection. And yet, it is not a reflection of reality that Philologus views in this glass, but an illusion that he finds convincing only because he is “half blinde.” It is his spiritual half that is blind, and he allows his physical vision to displace his spiritual sight. The mirror therefore plays on his weakness, using the concreteness of the visually presented rewards as an instrument to temptation of his flesh. The “flesh” here is not just the physical body and its comforts, but all the worldly gratifications, such as “pleasure, pompe, and wealth” (G2r). These are offered by Sensual Suggestion and thus marked as tantalizing the senses to what Conscience marks as “pleasures temporall,” in contrast to “euerlasting ioyes” Philologus chooses to forsake (G2v).

The mirror of desperation, by multiplication of the viewer’s sins already committed (rather than joys desired and promised in the future, as has been the case with the mirror of vanities), elicits the images of present and ensuing suffering, reaction to which Philologus tautologically articulates as “painfull paine” and conviction that “God is fully bent:/In furie for to punish me, with paines intollerable” (H2v). He bewails and fears “euerlasting payne” that he thinks God has sentenced him to, and, instead of hoping for the salvation of his soul, he seeks physical comfort even in death, concerned with obtaining peace for his dead body and careless about the suffering of the soul: “Oh that my bodie buried were, that it at rest might bee,/Though soule were put in Iudas place, or Caines extremitie” (H2v). Philologus therefore continues to reason and respond in terms of the body, whether he anticipates pleasure or pain, because his persistent “blind-nesse of the flesh” continues to prevail over his spiritual insight. This domination is the cause both of his fall and despair, his inability to return to faith and hope.

While Philologus contemplates the images within the mirror of Horror, his son Gilbertus, also present in the scene, is unaware of these sights. The illusion is therefore set up for Philologus’ subjective consumption. “My sinnes (alas) […] in this Glasse, appeare innumerable,” he remarks, and his extreme reaction to both mirrors raises the question of their truthfulness or exaggeration (H2v). The mirror of desperation is especially problematic. In the drama of faith, it would appear to represent the corrective forces urging Philologus toward repentance, but instead, this glass exaggerates the irrevocability of Philologus’ sins as it exaggerates the implacability of God’s wrath: “Oh angrie God, and merciless, most fearfull to beholde,/Oh Christ thou art no Lambe to mee, but Lion fearce and boulde” (H2v). According to Philologus’ own observations earlier in the play, Christ is always marked as a lamb, a victim, a suffering entity—not a lion inflicting harm. This contradiction points to the falseness of this mirror and to Philologus’ mistake in succumbing to despair urged by its exaggerated illusions. He is now repeating his previous mistake of falling for the chimeras of the worldly pleasures.

Matters become even more serious when, no longer prompted by the mirror, Philologus’ susceptibility to visual delusions leads to hallucinations:

And certainly, euen at his time, I doo most playnly see,

The deuils to be about me rounde, which make great preparation,

And keepe a stirre, here in this place, which only is for mee.

Neither doe I conceiue, these thinges, by vaine imagination,

But euen as truly, as mine eyes, beholde your shape and fashion. (I1r)

True vision, illusion in the mirror, and delusion of the mind are no longer distinguishable: Philologus continues to trust his physical sight while persisting in the “blindness of the outward man,” but his physical sight is now less reliable than ever because it is skewed by the mental disturbance. Theologus points out, “Your minde corrupted dooth present, to you, this false illusion,/But turne awhile, unto the spirit of trueth, in your distresse,/And it shall cast out from your eies, all horror and confusion … ” (I1r). Philologus’ corruption begins and ends in his mind, brought about by his inability to discern truth from illusion, his spiritual blindness and overdetermined reliance on physical organs of vision, on his eyesight rather than insight. Eventually, all his physical senses register nothing but bitterness: “What so I here, see, feele, tast, speake, is turned all to woe” (I2v). The sensual worldly joys have departed, the mirror containing them having turned to a gallery of desperate sights.

Herbert Grabes, in The Mutable Glass, interprets the “extreme distortion” of the two mirrors as Woodes’ statement on the “extremes of Roman Catholic worldliness and self-lacerating Puritan zealotry,” a claim that “removes any basis for correct moral behaviour by withholding a true image of the world and the self.”23 Presumably, the true image would be informed by more moderate religious beliefs. However, the point Woodes is making here encourages skepticism toward the visual so as to discredit any visual sight as a deeply flawed guide to human judgment. This skepticism extends to all forms of visual perception corrupted by human desire, a tendency represented in Woodes’ critique of puritanism and Roman Catholicism as extreme examples.

Following Bernard’s prescription for prayer and confession, Woodes gives Philologus an opportunity to correct his impaired spiritual sight. As his friends attempt to turn him to hope and away from despair, a great emphasis is placed on speaking—especially praying and reciting the articles of Philologus’ former faith. These attempts are ineffectual not only because Philologus’ linguistic prowess, encoded in his very name, has disintegrated as a result of his conversion, but also because this disintegration leads to a near divorce between his language and beliefs. While Theologus asserts the power of the word, Philologus is frustrated by the dissonance between the words of faith he utters and the absence of faith in his heart. He repeatedly juxtaposes the parts of his body—lips, tongue—and his heart, pointing to the discrepancy between the outward and the inward man (H4v). This concern is similar to Claudius’ remark in Hamlet that his prayers are futile because his words of contrition are insincere. For Philologus, a prayer mouthed by the spiritually deceased is just a compilation of hollow words: “I cannot pray, my spirit is dead, no faith in me remayne” (I3r).

Furthermore, Philologus’ conversion seems to be irrevocable as it manifests itself in his imperfect attempts to articulate the protestant position. For example, as he attempts to discuss the doctrine of salvation by deeds or faith, he sounds much like a catholic, but defers to the protestant interpretative correction of his words by Theologus (I1v–I2v). In other words, along with the protestant doctrinal affiliation, Philologus has lost his touch in wielding effective language.

In this context of spiritual deadliness, Philologus’ tendency to describe his emotional and religious experiences in bodily terms indicates to what extent his materialist thinking affects even his language.24 He talks, for instance, about the spiritual sustenance as analogous to bodily nourishment: “How would you haue that man to lyue, which hath no mouth to eate/No more can I lyue in my soule, which haue no faith at all” (H4v). This comparison of faith to a mouth is striking: rather than being one’s spiritual sustenance, faith is but an opening necessary for the soul’s reception of grace. This analogy makes Philologus’ subsequent self-starvation even more puzzling. When he deliberately bars his mouth against food, in full knowledge of the fatal choice, is Philologus acting despite or in reaction to his reconversion?

THE SECOND ENDING

The Conflict of Conscience exists in two issues, published within months of each other and differing mainly in the spiritual outcome of the protagonist’s plight. In both versions, the last glimpse of Philologus on stage shows him retreating in dismay, having given up on indulging his learned friends in the theological debate and attempts at prayer meant to reawaken his faith. His last words on stage betray a mind inclined toward suicide: “Oh that I had a sworde a while, I should soone eased bee” (I3v).

The messenger’s report is a soliloquy that takes the place of an epilogue, bringing an abrupt closure to the play. Its unhappy nature in the first issue (Philologus hangs himself), however, is not entirely surprising in light of Philologus’ repeatedly articulated suicidal tendencies in his last scene of the play. In the second issue, the audience is informed that Philologus has reconverted and starved himself to death by refusing food for thirty weeks. Even though, in the second version, Woodes erases the reference to Spiera, he still feels compelled to end the story with the protagonist’s death. The exact circumstances of Spiera’s death are unknown. Matteo Gribaldi, in the second edition of Spiera’s story (1570) that was published in English with a preface by Calvin and served as the main source for The Conflict of Conscience, describes Spiera as suicidal towards the end of the narrative, but does not presume to know “what ende hee hath.”25 It was therefore suggested by the logic of events that Spiera did commit suicide, and Woodes was obviously drawn to this possibility as a manifestation of Spiera’s—or Philologus’—pangs of conscience and contrition in the wake of conversion. Philologus’ self-demise in the second ending may serve the same purpose: dramatizing the damage done to his conscience. However, his suicide then implicitly undermines the effect of salvation.

In the literary criticism of the play, the existence of the two endings has been considered mainly in terms of generic development and religious positioning, with the focus always placed on Philologus’ salvation in the revised version. David Bevington points out that, by allowing for Philologist’s salvation, the new ending reverts the genre of The Conflict of Conscience from the emerging tragedy back to the comfort zone of the Psychomachia drama, characterized by the pattern of spiritual trial and failure, but invariably finding its resolution in mercy. Bevington ascribes the existence of the two endings to Woodes’ “struggle between the impulse toward biography and the impulse toward generic representation.” In the second version, Woodes no longer names Spiera in the “Prologue,” casting Philologus as an Everyman figure and thus freeing the author to favor the tradition of the genre over the biographical accuracy and substitute the second, idealized, ending for the first, historical, outcome.26 Robert Potter additionally suggests that the second ending testifies to the “persistence of [the] morality structure” as the revision is indicative of “what is evidently the unspoken wish of an Elizabethan audience—not merely to see justice done, but to see mercy intervene.”27

Robert Hunter, on the other hand, focuses on the theological implications of Woodes’ revision. Hunter sees the change as moving from the unforgiving Calvinist outcome to an Anglican ending, representative of religion that allows a coexistence of alternatives and “possibility of two answers” about central theological issues such as free will and election.28 Indeed, the first ending confirms Philologus’ own conviction that he is a reprobate and thus for him any attempts at repentance and hopes for forgiveness are futile. The second ending, in contrast, disproves Philologus’ intimations and provides a definitive affirmation that he was, after all, one of the elect. Martha Tuck Rozett follows Hunter’s speculation that the first ending must have had an unsettling effect on the audience, causing it to “rebel against the God of the play and to refuse to grant belief to a God conceived of as having created and destroyed the protagonist of such an action.”29 Rozett points out that Philologus, as depicted in the first issue of the play, is “perhaps the first Elizabethan tragic hero,” but the second issue suppresses the emergence of the tragedy in favor of the “exemplary didacticism” of the new ending.30 John S. Wilks, in an implicit conversation with Hunter, suggests that the new ending confirms the Calvinist doctrine of the mystery that marks some people as the elect, and others as reprobate. Wilks explains, “Philologus’s last-minute salvation is accommodated, not to the mundane necessities of plot and motivation, but to a Calvinist schema in which predestination to life is arbitrarily assigned to man as part of a secret process ineffably beyond his comprehension.”31 For Wilks, it is Woodes’ theological beliefs rather than considerations of the genre that form the main reason for the existence of the alternate ending of the play.

Despite this sophisticated attention the revised ending has received from scholars, there is the second crux presented by the last lines of The Conflict of Conscience that remains unacknowledged: the problematic nature of Philologus’ death by self-starvation in the final, more “positive” ending. If such death is not a straightforward suicide, it is nevertheless intentional. Despite its spiritual relief, Philologus’ reconversion apparently has not dispelled his desire for self-destruction.

While the debate on suicide in the sixteenth century rehearsed its pros and cons, religion and drama made fairly definitive statements on the issue. Despair and suicide were overwhelmingly condemned by the Church, but playwrights were ostensibly drawn to the profound dramatic effect of self-murder. In his History of Suicide: Voluntary Death in Western Culture, Georges Minois estimates more than two hundred theatrical suicides represented on English stage between 1580 and 1620, suggesting that “late-sixteenth-century audiences just lapped up voluntary death.”32 Woodes has then shown some restraint in choosing to set Philologus’ suicide, in the first issue of the play, offstage. This decision undoubtedly mitigated the distressing impact of the protagonist’s death on the audience, but, as some scholars mentioned above think, not sufficiently so, thereby necessitating a revision. The Nuntius’ “joyful news” in the second issue report Philologus’ happy reconversion but end with a description of his quiet, rather than violent, death:

Oh ioyfull newes, which I report, and bring into your eares,

Philologus, that would haue hangde himself with coard,

Is nowe conuerted unto God, with manie bitter teares,

By godly councell he was won, all prayse be to the Lorde,

His errours all, he did renounce, his blasphemies he abhorde:

And being conuerted, left his lyfe, exhorting foe and friend,

That to prefesse the faith of Christ, to be constant to the ende,

Full thyrtie weekes, in wofull wise, afflicted he had bene,

All which long time, he tooke no foode, but forst against his will,

Euen with a spoone to poure some broath, his teeth betweene,

And though they sought by force, this wise to feede him still,

He alwayes stroue with all his might, the same on ground to spill,

So that no sustenaunce he receiu’de, ne sleepe could he attayne,

And nowe the Lord, in mercy great hath easde him of his payne. (I4r)

This epilogue-like speech follows the exit of Philologus’ friends Eusebius and Theologus, who, having failed to comfort their despairing companion, resolve to go home, have a meal, and then resume their efforts (I4r). Curiously then, Eusebius’ reference to “meate” is the last line the audience hears before the Nuntius brings the final news. Philologus’ death by self-starvation, therefore, is placed in sharp contrast to communal eating that occurs repeatedly throughout the play (Philologus himself participates in taking meals with Mathetes (B2v) and the Cardinal (G1v)). If in the “act of eating, one is connecting oneself with the world, opening one’s body and one’s self to the dynamic influence of properties, vital essence, and emotions of other organisms,”33 commensality enhances this process, making it even more socially significant. Philologus’ refusal of food, therefore, not only deprives his body of nutrients, but also excludes him from the social bonding with family and friends. Instead of sharing meals, they are now engaged in frustrating struggle over food and forced feeding.

Religious fasting and food asceticism have a complicated history in the Middle Ages and early modern period. Reasons and benefits of this practice as discussed in various theological treatises of the time range from the expression of mourning for Christ, self-denial in favor of the poor, or as a means to “induce from the creator and provider of blessings the gifts of fertility, plenty, and salvation,”34 a method of achieving purification of mind and body or doing penance. But the exhortations to fast coexisted with warnings against going to extremes. Thomas Aquinas, for instance, agrees with St. Jerome’s criticism of the habit of having too little food or sleep: “Right reason does not refuse food to the extent of rendering us incapable of discharging our duties.”35 In fact, throughout the centuries men and women, such as the Desert Fathers and medieval ascetics, endeavored to express their piety by subsisting on minuscule amounts of nourishment, often for prolonged time periods.36 Philologus’ thirty-week fast, in this context, does not seem improbable although historical instances of such long-term abstinence usually include a short menu (even if it consists only of taking Holy Communion). But Philologus refuses food altogether. Moreover, in The Conflict of Conscience, refusal to eat and sleep results in what appears to be an intentional fatality and therefore is tantamount to suicide.

Insofar as Woodes’ Calvininst views inform his play, Calvin’s particular description of the three ends of a “holy and lawful fast” is important: “We use it either to mortify and subdue the flesh, that it may not wanton, or to prepare the better for prayer or holy meditation; or to give evidence of humbling ourselves before God, when we would confess our guilt before him.”37 Calvin points out that fasting is a “sign of humiliation”: “Let our fastings be as spurres to driue vs to god, to present ourselues before him as wretched offenders, to craue mercie and forgiuenes at his hand.”38 Calvin’s specific guidelines for proper fasting, however, do not include self-starvation: he suggests eating meaner and plainer food and, “[i]n regard to quantity, we must eat more lightly and sparingly, only for necessity and not for pleasure.”39 Even with such cautionary limitations, however, the puritan practice of fasting was considered subversive by the Anglican Church. Intentional self-starvation to death, in its misuse of controlled fasting, crosses the “rulings of established English church” even more flagrantly.40

The body in The Conflict of Conscience is consistently viewed as an opponent of the soul: therefore, when Philologus does return to faith, he devalues the body and discards it. Philologus starves himself because he is drawn to the extremes: he is equally stirred by the two mirrors that depict the aspects of contrasting versions of Christianity, by the possibility of pleasure and suffering. Until Horror afflicts him, he privileges the body at the expense of the soul, and, when he is no longer committed to the body, he seems to be compelled to dispose of it in the extreme loyalty to his renewed faith. The proto-protestant message of the play is thus punctuated by Philologus’ individual inability to find the balance between the extremes.

As Bevington, following Spivack, points out, Woodes’ economical way of changing the ending is quite remarkable.41 The revision seems to convert the sad ending to a happy one, but, because it is limited to an afterthought, it fails to alter the significance of the play as whole. In some ways, Philologus’ self-annihilation is a logical outcome of his journey. But if his reconversion could have been made more convincing through an alteration of his conversation with his virtuous friends, to allow Philologus to stay alive would require not only an ideological shift in his mentality, but also a radical personality makeover. An omission of his suicide, in other words, would require an accompanying change in his views on the body–soul dichotomy.

“Flesh” and “body” are not synonyms in the play’s vocabulary, but stand respectively for the active worldly desires and organic physical object animated by the soul, as outlined by Calvin. According to Calvin, “flesh” assaults both the body and the spirit, and it is the duty of the spirit to resist such desires as well as protect the body from succumbing to them. As an innocent and passive entity, the body is guiltless of the triumphs of the flesh. Accordingly, all the venomous comments in The Conflict of Conscience on the wickedness of man’s physicality are directed at the “flesh” rather than the “body.”

It is telling that the word “body” occurs in the play mostly in the context of victimization, insofar as its most frequent use pertains to the discussions of the bodies of Christ and of virtuous Christians. Early on, Philologus evokes the Pauline concept of the Christian Church as a metaphorical body of faith whose members share the pain of other members:

So many of us, as into one bodye bee,

Incorporate, wherof Christ is the liuely heade,

As members of our bodies which wee see:

With joyntes of loue together bee conioyned:

And must needes suffer, unless that they be dead:

Some part of griefe in mynde which other feele,

In bodie though not so much by a great deale. (B1r)

In the world described in The Conflict of Conscience, a Christian body is quintessentially a suffering body, and pain and even death of the body are always preferable to the ruin of the soul: “Christ said, feare not them, which the body can ãnoy,/But feare him, which the body and soule can destroy” (F3v). In the early stages of the inquisition, Philologus follows this reminder to resist the threat of having his body brought to “utter perdition” if he refuses to convert (F3v), but he fails to sustain his faith after seeing the pleasurable alternatives inside the mirror of delights.

The mirror of despair, however, reminds him again of suffering, the “painfull paine of deepe disdaine,” “paines intollerable,” and “everlasting payne” awaiting him as punishment from God (H2v). Philologus here is not able to distinguish between the pains felt in the soul and in the body; his turmoil seems to be all-encompassing; however, he repeatedly voices the yearning to spare his body from suffering. Determined that the “righteous Judge” has sentenced him to “euerlasting payne,” Philologus makes a startling plea: “Oh that my bodie buried were, that it at rest might bee,/Though soule were put in Iudas place, or Caines extremitie” (H2v). This request terrifies his sons. Philologus repeats it to his shocked friends, Eusebius and Theologus: “Oh would my soule were sunke in hell, so body were in grounde/That angrie God now hath his will, who sought mee to confounde” (H3r). Although he is distressed by his wretchedness, Philologus wants to get on with the punishment, to fulfill what he thinks is the will of God rather than prevaricating in hopes of a reprieve. But the obverse side of this attitude is his persistent need for bodily comfort, a need that indicates that Philologus has completely missed the point of his experience. Not only does he fail to recognize that his sins proceed from his “partial blindness” that left him exposed to the assaults of the flesh, Philologus is all too eager to obtain respite from pain for his body even if this respite would begin his soul’s torments in hell. Once he is convinced that he is not one of God’s elect, he sees no sense in prolonging his life: “And to be short, within short spare, my finall end shall bee” (H3r). Theologus points out that God’s punishment is but a correction that leads one to salvation, but Philologus maintains that his fate as a reprobate is sealed, a condition that is relentlessly pushing him towards suicide and despair.

That is not Gods intent with mee, though it be so with some,

Who after bodies punishment, haue into fauour come:

But I (alas) in spirit and soule, these greeuous torments beare,

God hath condemned my Cōscience, to perpetuall greife and feare.

I would most gladly chuse to lyue, a thousand, thousande yeare.

In all the torments and the griefe that damned soules sustaine,

So that at length I might haue ease, it would me greatly cheare.

But I alas, shall in this lyfe, in torments still remaine,

While Gods iust anger, upon mee, shall be reuealed plaine:

And I example made to all, of Gods iust indignation,

Oh that my body were at rest, and soule in condemnation. (I3r)

Disbelief in the salvific nature of “bodies punishment” seems as much an excuse as a cause for Philologus’ reluctance, once again, to undergo physical suffering. This suffering would no longer be righteous as Philologus has already missed the prospect of martyrdom. Yet the play has established the proper Christian body as that given to suffering so that embracing the pain as punishment opens a possible path to forgiveness. For Philologus, it is still an unsavory proposition.

Only after reconversion does Philologus embrace physical suffering as a necessity. Starving himself for thirty weeks, he seems to show both penance and obstinacy, taking the mortification of the flesh literally and punishing his body for the shortcomings of his flesh. The body is concrete and thus vulnerable, whereas the flesh, in the sense of desires, is more abstract and evasive. Having reconverted and rekindled his spiritual insight, Philologus nevertheless remains “partly blinde.” He seeks to enhance his spiritual vision by weakening his body to the point of expiration and thus dimming his physical sight altogether. In so doing, Philologus is once again an extremist, and, once again, his understanding of the body–soul dichotomy is skewed.

And yet, The Conflict of Conscience contains a conclusive statement that points to Philologus’ fundamental error of extreme devotion, whether to the outward or the inward man, the body or the soul, the flesh or the spirit. In consideration of Philologus’ tragic experience, his friend Theologus delivers an apostrophe to “glorious God”: “The outward man doeth thee not please, nor yet, the minde alone,/But though requires both of us, or else regardeth none” (I4r). In the final analysis, neither the outward nor the inward man merits rejection, and the body is as valuable to God as is the soul. By the time this statement is delivered, however, Philologus has already exited the stage, never to return.
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CHAPTER 9
CHRISTOPHER MARLOWE, DOCTOR FAUSTUS

DAVID LAWTON

CAMBRIDGE intellectuals of the late sixteenth century followed their vocations to the bitter end. John Ballard, who had left Caius for Rheims before Marlowe’s matriculation, but then returned to England as a Jesuit spy disguised as one Captain Fortescue, was tortured and executed in September 1586 for his part in Babington’s conspiracy to assassinate Queen Elizabeth. From Marlowe’s own college, Corpus Christi, John Greenwood—to whose college battels Marlowe had subscribed—was tried for his extreme puritan views alongside an older Cambridge graduate, Henry Barrowe, and both were hanged for sedition in 1583, while Marlowe was still an undergraduate. Another Corpus man, Francis Kett, a thoughtful Anglican cleric who came to deny the divinity of Christ, was tried for Arian heresy and burned in 1589.1 One is tempted to add Marlowe’s name to the roster of Cambridge martyrs, if only there might be an atheist martyr, even in the unsympathetic account of puritan contemporaries who saw his end as befitting a blasphemer: stabbed emblematically in the eye, ‘in such sort, that his brains coming out at the dagger’s point, he shortly after died’.2 The blow was inflicted by an irregular government agent, Ingram Frizer, but as early as 1597 Thomas Beard, another Cambridge man, a puritan, represents it as accidentally self-inflicted in the melee. ‘Herein did the justice of God most notably appear, in that He compelled his own hand, which had written those blasphemies, to be the instrument to punish him, and that in his brain, which had devised the same.’3 The account turns Marlowe into his own figure of Wrath in Doctor Faustus, who ‘have run up and down the world with this case of rapiers, wounding myself when I had nobody to fight withal’.4

In the Cambridge of Marlowe’s day, it would seem that the broadest possible spectrum of religious opinion was held and vigorously contested. It would also seem that that freedom of debate was increasingly dangerous, and the decade of Marlowe’s investigation and death brings it to a close, not just in the universities but in the nation. After Doctor Faustus, no play on the English stage will offer a newly scandalous treatment of a central theological subject, probably not until the abolition of the office of Lord Chamberlain in the second half of the twentieth century. With the exception of Ballard, who was a willing agent in Babington’s plot, none of those named in the preceding paragraph sought violent means of expressing religious opinions, and the extreme State violence used against them was ruthless and incommensurate. Even if Marlowe held the opinions attributed to by Richard Baines, or more generally by Thomas Kyd, there is about them a kind of youthful, boastful frankness that appears, in contrast to the punishments inflicted by process due or otherwise, almost innocent.5 The quality extends to Faustus himself, who is by far the least violent of Marlowe’s central characters. Doctor Faustus is a university play: the stakes, and the pleasures, are largely academic. The worst Faustus does, in the extremity of despair, is incite Mephistopheles to torment the Old Man. Until that point, he has cheated ostlers, played tricks on servants, and retaliated to insult by putting horns on the head of a German knight; but he even does good in his magic by, for example, producing unseasonal fruit for a pregnant duchess; he makes final provision for his servant; and before the play opens, he has had a career as a famous, life-preserving medical practitioner. With the exception of the Old Man, the most harm Faustus does is to himself. And in this he is again like Wrath, like Marlowe.

Ever since the puritan accounts immediately following Marlowe’s death, and the information given against Marlowe by Richard Baines, there has been a tendency to conflate Marlowe and Faustus. This has had more of an impact than we always realize on Marlowe’s biography. It is not true, for example, that Baines’ evidence ‘defines the moment when blasphemy links with sodomy’;6 the link is habitually made in medieval accounts of heretics such as the Waldensians, or fictionally in the attributes of Chaucer’s Pardoner.7 It will be used against Marlowe’s contemporary Caravaggio by his enemy Baglione.8 Its evidence value is low: sodomy in such accounts exists as a state of prurient intellectual excitement in the accuser. Marlowe is the construct of blasphemy discourses, already more Faustus than a dead spy. It is then Marlowe’s tragic career, not just his art, that turns a German book on the ‘damnable life and deserved death of John Faustus’9 into a model, however compromised, for artistic genius, as in Goethe or even—though in the grip of demonic possession, still genius—Thomas Mann. Marlowe’s Faustus, by contrast, creates nothing except a deed signed in his own blood; even his illusions are the work of Mephistopheles. The instabilities of the Marlowe/Faustus conflation put pressure on the already unstable dualities of the play, so that it is often impossible to tell whether critics are talking about Marlowe, or Faustus, or Faustus—as in T. S. Eliot’s judgement that Marlowe/Faustus is ‘blasphemous’ but also ‘thoughtful and philosophic’.10 The dualities of the play, largely arising from its central dialectic of salvation and damnation, occasion a sequence of oxymorons and binaries that may just as easily apply to Marlowe as his play: atheist/Christian; blasphemy/orthodoxy; catholic/protestant; Lutheran/Calvinist; repentance/despair; or, as approaching the play’s mode, tragedy/farce, medieval/modern. Such reading has considerable force: what else to expect, perhaps, of a play whose most eloquent exponent of Calvinist orthodoxy is Mephistopheles? Riggs attributes much of the ambivalence of Marlowe/Faustus/Faustus to ‘the fluid, opportunistic world of the double agent’.11 Yet the approach has its limitations, in constantly, sometimes reductively, leeching from drama to biography. I shall try, in what follows, to avoid it.

Doctor Faustus is indeed a play in which much appears to exist in doubles: a Good Angel and a Bad; master and servant; two clowns; two deeds of damnation; and, on the level of textual history, two texts, two sets of possible collaborators, two possible locales (Wittenberg and Württemberg) and two dominant modes, high drama and low farce. Most of these can best be approached by unpacking the nature of the play’s two printed texts, A and B. Neither was printed in Marlowe’s lifetime. Both are important records of the play’s unfolding performance history, each can be used to make small corrections to the other, and neither is authoritative in establishing the play Marlowe originally wrote. The A Text was published by Thomas Bushell in 1604, and is 1,517 lines long. It reads more easily as a series of scenes rather than as a five-act structure. The 1616 B Text, on the other hand, is 604 lines longer than A and is plausibly designed to be divided into five acts. Many of the amplifications in B are of the comedy, which is one reason it has fared less well in the modern theatre; there are some important additions to the drama, not least at the play’s end; and the sequences of Faustus’ travels are considerably extended, most significantly in the case of the German knight Benvolio, who seeks to avenge the placing of horns on his head, and the provision of an extensive subplot in the Roman curia, where instead of simply causing pantomime havoc and biffing the Pope on the nose, as in A, Faustus rescues an antipope, one Bruno, and delivers him to the Emperor in Germany. The Bruno additions to the travel sequences have no precedent in Marlowe’s source, the English Faust-Book, and probably are among the ‘additions’ crafted by Samuel Birde and Thomas Rowley, for which they were paid £4 in 1602 by Philip Henslowe.12 The possibility of multiple authorship for A too is raised by Bevington and Rasmussen, partly from a complex conjecture about the shape of copy arriving at the printing house, and partly because they judge the comic scenes in A, undeveloped by the standards of B, to be below Marlowe’s usual work.13 Indeed, Marlowe, unlike Shakespeare, does not normally intersplice tragedy with regular comic intervals; that he does so in Doctor Faustus indicates that it is an important part of the design. As to whether he subcontracted it, the evidence is slight. That the comedy takes the form it does in A may suggest that some degree of free play was left for improvisation by the clowns in the company.

Changing theatrical circumstances may shed light on the most striking of all differences between the two texts. In A, the scene of Faustus’ being dragged off by devils leads straight to the final chorus; the B version interposes a tableau, in which Faustus’ friends discover the parts of his body strewn all over the stage after it has been torn asunder. The scene is consistent with the Faust-Book, and is foreshadowed earlier in the drama, both in the wordplay and in the horseplay—when the ostler, for example, appears to pull off Faustus’ leg. It is highly doubtful whether Marlowe’s company would have thought of doing it on an open stage, and the effect only seems achievable—along with other major differences in B—given the sets and pulleys of indoor theatre in the early seventeenth century.14 If Marlowe had lived to utilize such contrivances, would he have done so? The answer is a matter of taste, as would be the decision in performance to include or exclude the tableau, which has not found favour on the modern open stage but might have proved irresistible in older forms of commercial theatre.

This is to emphasize the playscript as blueprint for ongoing performance, not primarily as authorial product. The two perspectives are generally opposed in editorial scholarship on the play. Sir Walter Greg argued that B was based on Marlowe’s ‘foul papers’, whereas A was a corrupt memorial transcription;15 the more commonly prevailing view today, that of Bevington and Rasmussen (whose preference for A I follow here), is close to the reverse, that A is based partly on Marlowe’s own draft. The scholarship sometimes outpaces the evidence. In Greg’s case, the nature and circumstances of memorial reconstruction remain hypothetical. Greg argued that one example of it was A’s reading Oncymaeon for the Greek on kai me on (A, 1.1.12); but this looks more like a good attempt to capture the Greek phrase in performable English, whether later readers understood it or not, and far superior to the ‘correction’ of it in the 1611 print, Oeconomy. There seems no need in this case to conjecture a third party’s defective memory. Later attempts to argue for ideological and theological differences between the two versions are similarly overstated. With the Good Angel, the difference comes down to one unstressed word, A’s

Never too late, if Faustus can repent,

against B’s

Never too late, if Faustus will repent.16

But if ‘can’ here means ‘knows how to’, and ‘will’ means ‘wills to’, there may be no significant difference. A variation of modal auxiliary does nothing to boost or diminish Faustus’ prospects of salvation, which are effectively nil in both texts.

The solution in dealing with such tenuous evidence is probably not to urge editors to return to their professional business of providing a synthetic, ‘best text’ edition, tempting though this is. Both texts, A and B, valuably represent stages in the mutable history of the text in performance. They are probably both some distance from Marlowe’s original (whatever stage of production or pre-production this is taken to signify). While editors continue to debate such matters, directors do well to be eclectic in their approach to the two versions (though nothing licenses or remotely justifies omission of the comedy in modern performances—as, notoriously, by John Barton in the RSC production of 1974).17 The 2009 Greenwich Theatre production, for example, gave a faithful performance of A, but added the crucial reappearance of the devils to set the seal on Faustus’ imminent damnation, and from B gives Mephistopheles the sublime rejoinder to Faustus’ final, absurdly belated, complaint, ‘twas thy temptation/Hath robbed me of eternal happiness’:

I do confess it, Faustus, and rejoice.

’Twas I that, when thou wert i’the way to heaven,

Dammed up thy passage. When thou took’st the book

To view the Scriptures, then I turned the leaves

And led thine eye.

What, weep’st thou? ’Tis too late. Despair, farewell!

Fools that will laugh on earth must weep in hell.

(5.2.91–7)18

This sounds Marlovian, vehemently fraught with oxymoron and perversity (even in its use by Mephistopheles of the verb ‘confess’), and wonderfully inverts the opening Chorus’ movement from ‘cursed necromancy’ through ‘sweet magic’ to Faustus’ ‘chiefest bliss’, and makes his fall at once that of Icarus and of Lucifer (1.1. 20–7).

Because Faustus is, in its intellectual mise-en-scène, a theological drama, and is for cultural reasons the last of its kind, many of its aspects tend to be ascribed to the medieval when they are not so. Like Shakespeare’s plays, and more than Marlowe’s own, Faustus relies heavily on a single contemporary prose source: in this case, the English Faust-Book, translated from the German by one P.F. (identified as Paul Fairfax, intriguingly a medical doctor, who resided in London from 1588). It may be from this work that the confusion arises between A’s (Calvinist) ‘Wertenberg’ and B’s (Lutheran) ‘Wittenberg’ as settings for the play. This has a huge bearing on the question of Faustus’ agency, since in Calvinist theology he may always be placed among the reprobate for all, if any, will on his part to be redeemed; but David Wootton has noted that Marlowe may be following a confusion in P.F.’s book.19 In either case, Marlowe’s Faustus, like that of the Faust-Book, is a denier of the theology involved.

There is some small mystery too about dating. The earliest extant edition of the Faust-Book was printed by Thomas Orwin in London in 1592, but the book is advertised as ‘newly imprinted, and in convenient places imperfect matter amended’. A play of Faustus, presumably but not certainly Marlowe’s, was apparently performed at the Bel Savage in 1588 or 1589, inspiring a ballad registered in early 1589,20 so we must make certain assumptions: that the 1588–9 play, if it existed, was not Marlowe’s (which some scholars continue to date 1592–3, and see it as Marlowe’s last, an appealing argument but one conceivably indebted to the pull of Marlowe’s biography); that Marlowe was familiar with the German book, or that his London circle brought him into contact with P.F.’s manuscript translation; most conveniently, as suggested by the 1592 wording, that there was an earlier edition of the English work. In the Faust-Book, Faustus is both a scandalous necromancer and an accomplished practical joker, a combination that establishes the alternation of drama and farce in Marlowe’s work, and generates a series of conjuror’s illusions. In this Faustus resembles Shakespeare’s Puck, Robin Goodfellow, itself derived from a recent book, The Discouerie of Witchcraft by Reginald Scot (1584). Both Scot’s book and the Faust-Book attracted attention well beyond intellectual circles in London in the 1580s and 90s. That Shakespeare may also have read the Faust-Book is evident, for example, from chapter 33, in which a Jewish moneylender demands Faustus’ leg in satisfaction of a bad debt and is then threatened with forfeiture of his own, or chapter 43, in which Faustus entertained dinner guests and ‘made that every one had an ass’ head on, with great and long ears’. But it would be even more surprising if the more academic Marlowe had failed to match Shakespeare in his reading of Reginald Scot.

In the world of Reformation England Scot sets out to discredit witchcraft as an ‘old wives fable’, a superstition like catholicism, and to bring it about that ‘as well the massemonger for his part as the witchmonger for his, shall both be ashamed of their professions’.21 His concern is that belief in witchcraft continues unabated even ‘as poperie is sufficientlie discouered’. He totally repudiates the power of witches ‘to do anie thyng beyond the power and vertue given and ingrafted by God’, and places the entire spiritual battle ‘in the will and mind of man’, which is ‘vitiated and depraued by the diuell’ (14). Scot retains a belief in angels, which are ‘creatures of God’ but ‘haue no shape at all: for they are spirits, who neuer haue anie’ (505). Equally, and crucially, ‘the diuels assaults are spirituall and not temporall’ (508). Thus ‘the vaine cousenages of witches and coniurors’ (Epistle, ii) are just that, whether executed by Faustus in his study, by Mephistopheles in royal or papal courts, or by Marlowe in his theatre. While this may not be Marlowe’s view, and was not widely held by his audience, it sheds an uncomfortable light on the theatrical representation of the demonic in Marlowe’s play. The voicing of scepticism about both heaven and hell is given to the younger Faustus, not to Mephistopheles; but Marlowe’s play tempts us to see it in Faustian terms as an anatomy of illusion, even as it moves strongly to depict the terrors of eternal punishment. There is a strong inference, even as he prevents Faustus’ final repentance in B, that Mephistopheles incorporates the dark powers of Faustus’ own mind, and John Barton’s is not the only modern production to see the play as essentially an internalized psychomachia. Faustus cannot repent because he can never clear his mind of Mephistopheles’ voice, and seeks to hear it to the last: ‘Ah, Mephistopheles!’ (5.3.115). This reading is supported by Marlowe’s use of the Good and Bad Angel to provide moral or immoral commentary and exhortation. The device may well be indebted to earlier drama, though only to be found today in one play, The Castell of Perseveraunce, which Marlowe may never have seen; but the prevalence of the idea, morally grounded, is underscored by Scot even as he seeks to refute it: ‘It hath beene long and continueth yet a constant opinion, not onllie among the papists; but among others also, that euerie man hath assigned him, at the time of his natiuitie’ a good angell and a bad’ (506).

If so, there is little truth to be found in the claim that Marlowe’s play ‘uses the form of a morality drama’,22 unless we are content with describing Brecht’s Coriolan as taking the form of a Shakespearean tragedy: the modern play and its antecedents are world-views apart, and the outcome subverts generic expectations of the antecedent. Where, then, can Marlowe’s debt to medieval drama be found? There is clearly some, as when he has a the rhetoric of a fifteenth- or sixteenth-century morality play in his sights: the Old Man in A produces a fine parody of one, in a style pointedly unlike Marlowe’s usual when he calls for

Tears falling from repentant heaviness

Of thy most vile and loathsome filthiness,

The stench whereof corrupts the inward soul

With such flagitious crimes of heinous sins

As no commiseration may expel

But mercy, Faustus, of thy Saviour sweet.

(5.1.39–44)

Here the ‘sweet’ of line 44 is totally unable to withstand the ‘vile’, ‘loathsome’, and above all ‘flagitious’ that have gone before it. But this is no longer a drama of repentance. Faustus is no Everyman, nor even a Pride of Life—he is, in early modern terms, a witch. The entire play is the contractually deferred spectacle of his damnation, and in my view the emphasis falls on the dramatic spectacle itself, not on the theology that occasions it. So too with the depiction of demons—wholly licensed by older English theatre, calculated to engage and indeed terrorize a credulous audience, without giving the slightest reason to engage with the sincerity or otherwise of its author. No wonder puritans gave up on theatre: to represent the transcendent is potentially to expose it as represented, an illusion among illusions (as in protestant views of the Mass, impressive but soul-destroying).

If we look for medieval influence in Marlowe’s drama, we should look for it mainly in smaller aspects: perhaps in the handling of the master–servant byplay, that owes as much to the seasoned clowning conventions of the day as to the Faust-Book, and possibly to morality and miracle plays, such as the Wakefield Mactatio Abel;23 in set pieces, particularly the Seven Deadly Sins, which, as mobilized by Marlowe, nevertheless seem no more like a staged extract from Piers Plowman than like the courtly masque such as Prospero insets into The Tempest; and in generic topoi, such as the geographic blazon, again based squarely on the Faust-Book but which seems to echo the evil empires of earlier drama. Against Faustus’ vaunting account of his journeys, itself reminiscent of Tamburlaine’s conquests (‘The god of war resigns his crown to me,/Meaning to make me general of the world’),24 we might set Herod’s lengthy geographic boasts in the Chester and N-Town plays, or those of the merchant Aristorius at the beginning of The Croxton Play of the Sacrament (‘And thus thorowght all this world sett is my sale’).25 In the main, while Marlowe’s debt to the medieval is not great, it is engaged, sceptical, and at times parodic. There is, however, one huge exception, which well surpasses the generic. Marlowe’s principal engagement with the late medieval is with the great theme after which his Cambridge college was named: Corpus Christi.

For Marlowe’s is a play about blood. It is Faustus’ idea to sell his soul to the devil, Mephistopheles’ to have the contract written in blood. Its shedding adds a radical frisson to the scene, at once dark and all but erotic: a gesture of self-harm on Faustus’ part, of appetite on Mephistopheles’. Mephistopheles here is like a blueprint for a vampire, a role probably not lost on the business manager of the Lyceum Theatre, Bram Stoker, whose 1897 Dracula followed one year after William Poel’s epochal restaging of Marlowe’s play. Mephistopheles’ wordplay audaciously spells out just what is at stake:

Then stab thine arm courageously

And bind thy soul—

(2.1.49–50)

where the word ‘bind’ (meaning pledge), so closely following on ‘stab’, cannot escape a double meaning (as in ‘bandage’). It is Faustus’ spirit that bleeds, his soul is the wound. The words homo fuge appear where the knife has cut. The quotation is from I Timothy 6, and the context is that of spiritual wounding: ‘in their eagerness to be rich some have wandered away from the faith, and pierced themselves with many pains’ (NRSV). Indeed, the contexts of Faustus’ biblical citations mostly evoke blood, as with 1 John 7 (1.2): ‘the blood of Jesus [God’s] son cleanses us from all sins’. Late, too late, in the play Faustus comes to repeat this, crying out ‘for Christ’s sake, whose blood hath ransomed me’. This is the focus for the most despairing and magnificent cry of all: ‘See, see, where Christ’s blood streams in the firmament!’ (5.2.70). In Faustus’ extreme anguish, the verb picks up the scene of his initial contract, in which his own blood congeals: ‘Why streams it not?’(2.1.66). Mephistopheles has to bring fire for the blood to be made to flow again; and the fire figures not only hell but Faustus’ final destiny, ‘Burned is Apollo’s laurel bough’ (Epilogue 2). Its antidote would be water. ‘Break, heart’, says the Old Man, ‘drop blood, and mingle it with tears’ (5.1.39). Though Mephistopheles scorns Faustus for weeping, it is rather as if for Faustus himself tears are an unattainable wish-fulfilment: ‘O soul, be changed to little waterdrops/And fall into the ocean, ne’er be found’ (5.2.110–11). Prospero will promise to drown his book; Faustus, at the last, to burn his.

This summoning of blood, water, and fire is apocalyptic. It is also perversely sacramental. In return for Faustus’ blood, Mephistopheles gives him a book, one book, in which all things Faustus asks for (‘all spells and incantations’, ‘all characters and planets of the heavens’, ‘all plants, herbs, and trees’) turn out to be already written (‘Here they be’, 2.1.164–75), as in a kind of Devil’s Scripture. This book is accorded by Faustus all the respect he disdainfully withholds from the Vulgate. It is not necessary to suppose that ‘Faustus’s quotations and paraphrases of the Vulgate Bible … wilfully omit divine promises of salvation to those who truly repent their sins’,26 or to fault his logic for his refutation of them: ‘Why then belike we must sin …/what doctrine call you this? Che sera, sera’ (1.1.49). The whole verse is always implied by summary biblical citation such as we find here; it is simply that Faustus responds to the biblical text with a contemptuous reductio ad absurdum, as one who does not believe a word of what he reads (and who never, even in his extreme agony and appeals for mercy, expresses repentance). Mephistopheles’ magic book is for him an anti-Bible, which he buys with his blood in an anti-eucharist. The exchange, blood for book, is a parody history of the Reformation, in which the Real Presence signified by blood, Corpus Christi, is displaced as prime religious fetish by the Bible itself. Marlowe’s blasphemy is calculated to offend impartially, protestant and catholic alike. It is grounded in Exodus 24, where Moses convenes the people, reads to them from the Book of the Law, and then spatters them with sacrificial blood.27 It is the public confirmation of God’s Covenant, and Mephistopheles is the impresario of its undoing.

All this is more evident once we consider the role of the servants, which is sometimes to follow on from Faustus’ actions with a parody, as in the stealing of Faustus’ book for conjuration or (after Faustus’ parody of the eucharist at the papal court) their theft of a goblet from the tavern, but also sometimes to anticipate: ‘Keep out, keep out,’ calls Robin to Rafe when he has the book, ‘or else you are blown up, you are dismembered’ (2.2.10–11). While Faustus in his great last speech regrets the impossibility of metempsychosis (‘were that true,/this soul should fly from me and I be changed/Unto some brutish beast’, 5.2.100–1), we have already seen Mephistopheles transform the clowns, to their pleasure, into an ape and a dog. Mephistopheles is not slow to humiliate. Long before the Faustus is threatened by the Bad Angel and then by Mephistopheles—‘Revolt, or I’ll piecemeal tear thy flesh’ (5.1.68); ‘If thou repent, devils shall tear thee in pieces’ (2.3.79)—the Clown is overcome with fear at his sight of a she-devil with long nails. The most pointed example is the first. Before Faustus’ blood contract has come up, we see the Clown debate with Wagner whether ‘he would give his soul to the devil for a shoulder of mutton, though it were blood raw’ (1.4.8–9), and Wagner threaten to ‘turn all the lice about thee into familiars, and they shall tear thee in pieces’ (1.4.25–6). For the servants, the diabolic bargain is all about fulfilling appetites: hunger, as in the mutton and the pottage, nuts and apples for dog and ape; but most particularly, sexual desire. There is a quick transition in the opening comic scene from lice to the Clown’s wish to be turned into ‘a little, pretty, frisking flea’, that he might ‘tickle the pretty wenches’ plackets’ (1.4.61–3). Wagner, while slow to wrath, is ‘prone to lechery’ (1.2.21–2). When the Seven Deadly Sins appear, Lechery makes it plain that raw mutton is a slang term for sex; but Pride is equally lecherous, being ‘like to Ovid’s flea’ (2.3.108–9).

These scenes operate as a commentary on the main play, not least in highlighting ambiguities and inequalities in the master–servant relationship: Faustus claims Mephistopheles as his servant, but Mephistopheles stipulates that he serves only Lucifer and is merely on loan to Faustus for the twenty-four years of the contract. Mephistopheles is the archetypal servant: in demeanour sympathetic, in conduct businesslike. Faustus never sounds quite sure of himself as master: in his request to be given Helen of Troy, ‘One thing, good servant, let me crave of thee’ (5.1.81), ‘crave’ is exactly the wrong word in an already tentative construction. Roma Gill writes well about such ironic reversals in the servant–master relationship as they move across the surface of the play.28 They inform Faustus’ attitude to God. Richard Wilson invokes Foucault on the power of truth, and sets the play in its political time as ‘a fight to the death between sovereign and servant’.29 But there is also a strangely hallucinatory effect theatrically from the sustained intersplicing of these different levels of master–servant relationships. They bring parody, serious parody, much closer to the soul of the play. The servants are as disconcerting as the demons.

What can we learn about Faustus from his servants? The play brings to mind the only other major Western cultural drama which concludes with the hero dragged screaming into hell: Mozart’s Don Giovanni. There the servant Leporello, not unlike Marlowe’s Wagner (the composer’s name is his subsequent misfortune), shares his master’s conquests and defeats, is drawn into his final denouement, and retains an affection at least for his master’s service. The link between Giovanni and Faustus may be fortuitous, though it extends to first name. But there is enough to make one wonder whether Giovanni’s undoing may also be Faustus’: a specialized form of knowing, sex. Giovanni is finally undone by the repetitive, compulsive desire to have it with multiple partners, and he keeps a tally, in the end, of his own damnation. It is true that the appetites expressed by Faustus are more academic, but lechery is high among them. The last in the series, of course, is Helen of Troy: if, in the early days, Faustus says that Lechery ‘feeds my soul’ (2.3.157), and at the end Helen sucks it forth (5.1.93), the question remains whether Helen, and the pact that leads to her, is worth the sacrifice. Stephen Orgel, in a well-known essay, assumes that Helen is Faustus’ only partner.30 In the end, therefore, he chooses a consummate woman—who is not a woman at all, but a reanimation of classical dust. Orgel has Lucian, known to Marlowe, to support him. Helen, seen in hell, is a trace compilation of bones and cobwebs. But this is not what Faustus says of her. He chooses her ‘unto my paramour’ (5.2.83), and he pledges to her, on the strength of her kiss, that ‘none but thou shall be my paramour’ (5.2.109). The evident sense of this is that there have been other paramours, whether diabolic or human, and I wonder what reason we have to doubt Mephistopheles’ promise to provide Faustus with a new woman, or wench, every night for the twenty-four years of their pact. I am not sure on what textual grounds we see Faustus as a sexless ascetic. On the contrary, in asking for a wife—a request scandalous to Mephistopheles because entailing a sacrament—Faustus describes himself as desiring to ‘live in all voluptuousness’ (1.3.93). Why do we think that he then fails to do so? His public life, as critics never fail to point out, may be a trifle disappointing. He does not, as he aspires, unite Afric’s shores with Europe, or ‘make all nations to canonize’ him (1.1.122); but we have no evidence to doubt that Mephistopheles is false to his promise to give Faustus a fine new sexual partner every night, and the evident meaning of his lines to Helen is that for the first time he seeks to vary this relationship in favour of a time-challenged monogamy. What if Faustus’ aspirations, like Giovanni’s, are sustained though not satisfied by the sheer, repetitive succession of serial voluptuousness? The parallel with his servants strongly implies just this.

It would mean that almost all productions of Faustus are implausibly austere; they need to be much, much sexier. There is a fundamental pun on the verb ‘to know’ better known to sixteenth-century readers of English bibles than to modern audiences. We do not understand Faustus at all unless we see that he has been given a fantastically good time, far better than even any puritan would want to imagine on another’s behalf. ‘I am wanton and lascivious’, he tells Mephistopheles, ‘and cannot live without a wife’ (2.1.140–1); but his ambitions are conceivably flexible, given that Lucifer assures him that ‘in hell is all manner of delight’ (2.3.158). Lucifer will also think it worthwhile to remind Faustus of the existence of his ‘dame’ (2.3.92). We tend to assume that Faustus is damned for a bauble, an intellectual conceit, even on the strength of Marlowe’s superlative poetry. But—if Hero and Leander is anything to go by—Marlowe’s poetry (in common with Mozart’s music) is nothing if not beautifully sensuous, however disturbing or doomed. The text informs us that the price of Faustus’ damnation is conceivably worthwhile, a Giovanniesque dream of infinite multiplicity. There are men who would be damned for less, desire followed through exponentially without compunction. And who is to say that Faustus is actually inhumane, except to ostlers and German knights? His choice of verb may be revealing: ‘’Tis magic, magic, that hath ravished me’ (1.1.112).

In such a reading, Faustus stands irrationally for the primacy of pleasure, rejecting both God and the devil for the incontrovertible reality of human pain. All this makes Faustus not quite the opposite, but the inverse, of a puritan: a libertine. His objection to Christianity—the wages of sin—is precisely punishment; and he is no more able to believe in the reality of the demonic, for all his adolescent glee in conjuring it. ‘Come’, he tells Mephistopheles, ‘I think Hell’s a fable’ (2.1.125), and utterly fails to hear the retort. ‘Have you any pain’, he asks again, ‘that tortures others?’ (2.1.43). This is Elaine Scarry’s point: torture is what we do to others, while pain is what we ourselves experience.31 Faustus is as yet inexperienced to hear Mephistopheles’ answer: ‘As great as have the human souls of men’ (2.1.44). Yet the sentiment does Faustus proud, a reluctance to conclude that any being, human or supernatural, can enjoy inflicting pain knowingly. And again, echoing Reginald Scot’s scorn for ‘old wives’ tales’:

Think’st thou that Faustus is so fond

To imagine that after this life is any pain?

Tush, these are trifles and mere old wives’ tales.

(2.1.134–6)

Worldly pain is bad enough. The thought of eternal punishment is unbearable, to be rejected with the God and the divines who devised it. Faustus is profoundly Dostoevskyan, like Ivan Karamazov calling up the devil to surmount the spiritual weight of his own life. The classical, for Faustus, offers a seductive refuge from the contemporary and homicidally theological. It is hard not to hear Marlowe in this:

The word damnation terrifies not him,

For he confounds Hell in Elysium.

(1.3.59–60)

But Elysium itself proves to be too sensual, too fragile, too academic, too textual, to survive in an intellectual universe powered by salvation and damnation. Consummatum est: it is as if, when all is done, albeit with Helen or the illusion of Helen beside him, Faustus wishes only to have ‘Made music with my Mephistopheles’ (2.3.30). Marlowe’s play is one of the greatest of English theodicies, even if the only answers are silence, fragmentation, revenge, and dismemberment.

On the one hand, then, Marlowe’s play is all sensation, theatricality, and the myriad pleasure of immediate effect; on the other, it is a sustained protest against the injustice and barbarity of human society, on which Marlowe, in his short career, made himself the English dramatic expert. Is Faustus its victim? Of course, but he is also its product and its agent. When he makes his pact (which is his own idea), he is too young to query whether twenty-four years is an acceptable lifespan—it was only a little more, in the event, than Marlowe himself managed—and he does not, at that stage, give a fig about damnation. What he cares about is God, or the gods, and the injustice over which He or they preside. He responds with violence, but moderately so compared with Tamburlaine, in whose conquests, incidentally, the geographic is closely allied with the sexual—‘And shall I die, and this unconquered?’—and who, like Faustus, declares war against God: ‘Come, let us march against the powers of heaven’ (Tamburlaine II 5.3.150, 48). It is God Himself who needs to be overthrown, and the role is up for invention (1.1.64): ‘A sound magician is a mighty god’. (This is Marlowe’s twisting of a Corpus contemporary’s key notion, Richard Hooker on deification.)32 If hell is for the losers, and hell is everywhere—

Hell hath no limits, nor is circumscribed

In one self place, for where we are is hell,

And where hell is, there must we ever be

(2.1.121–3)

—then there is no disengagement: in Cambridge, or London, or the theatre, or the tavern. There is only aspiration—‘Be thou in earth as Jove in the sky,/Lord and commander of these elements’ (1.1.78–9)—and, after it, defeat. The pattern of tragedy here is more circumscribed than in Aristotle, less Christian, even, than the in fall of princes (though Faustus is no safer in his study than Richard II in his prison cell). Faustus is indeed its victim (as Goethe thought, adapting the Book of Job to prove it),33 but doubly so. He designs his own damnation, yet it takes Marlowe as well as Calvin to achieve it. Faustus is almost too innocent to be a tragic hero; the role in this play is shared with, or simply belongs to, Mephistopheles: ‘For this is hell, nor am I out of it’ (1.3.74). ‘The mind is its own place, and makes a heaven/Of hell, a hell of heaven’. The road from Faustus and Mephistopheles leads not to Shakespeare’s Prospero but to the creature of another Cambridge sensualist, Milton’s Satan: insatiably wrathful, intellectually tormented, forever dissident.
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PART II
INTERLUDES AND COMEDIES


Chapter 10
HENRY MEDWALL, FULGENS AND LUCRES

CLARE WRIGHT

DURING an afternoon of feasting and entertainment, an anonymous servant steals into a Tudor great hall to observe and admire the sumptuous, merry scene. But the diners are not behaving as he would expect on such an occasion and so, seemingly confused, he asks his fellows,

What mean ye, sirs, to stand so still?

Have not ye eaten and your fill

And payed no thing therefore?

[…]

But I marvel much of one thing,

That after this merry drinking

And good recreation

There is no words among this press;

Non sunt loquele neque sermones,

But as it were men in sadness.

Here ye stand musing,

Whereabout I can-not tell.

(2–21)1

And so begins Henry Medwall’s interlude of Fulgens and Lucres; an unconventional opening to one of the most progressive, creative and dynamic dramatic survivals of the Tudor era.

The more common convention at the time was to begin with a prologue. In John Skelton’s Magnificence, for example, the character Felicity comes forward and proceeds to outline the topic of the play. At the end of his speech Liberty joins him and the action begins. The same technique is used in John Heywood’s The Four P’s in which the Palmer initiates the performance through an introductory monologue and the mighty Jupiter performs the same task to begin another of Heywood’s interludes, The Play of the Weather. In other plays, such as Godly Queen Hester and Bale’s Three Laws, the Prologue, a player seemingly outside the rest of the action, is employed to outline the plot before the other performers enter and begin the process of the play. In both instances, the actor probably entered and positioned himself centrally within the hall, delivering his speech to the guests on the top table but placing himself in such a manner that he could be still heard by most of the other guests.

The actor beginning Fulgens and Lucres, known in the script simply as A, is obviously neither a character nor a traditional Prologue figure in the normal sense. Instead, he appears to be one of the servants huddled at the screens-end of the hall (indicated by his questioning of those who ‘stand so still’) and his queries suggest that he has entered following a trumpet or some other signalling device that had perhaps sounded to announce the beginning of the play. The audience were, therefore, probably poised in anticipation, expecting the kind of entrance that we see in the other examples above. But the arrival of A eludes this expectation. Instead of arriving on cue and presenting himself in character, the anonymous servant creeps in to join the eager crowd at the screens-end. We can, then, imagine an extended pause as the audience wait expectantly for the performance to begin, time enough for the type of audience behaviour observed by A and a comic moment where he gazes around perplexed. This is, evidently, a very different entrance from any of the plays above. A does not introduce himself and seems wholly unconnected to the play, indeed he claims to have no knowledge of the performance at all.

The audience would have quickly realized that A, and later B, are both players, through their obvious use of rhyming verse and by the way in which the act of performing necessarily changes the use of both body and voice (hence the ironic moment in which B sternly denies being a player).2 Nevertheless, in the more typical initial entrances of Magnificence and The Play of the Weather a different relationship is set up between actor and audience, in which the boundaries between the role of performer and the role of spectator are comparatively clear. A and B, however, complicate this relationship; unlike either Felicity or Jupiter, A does not move forward to claim a space for the performance, even after addressing the audience, and instead remains firmly with the screens-end spectators. Despite their obvious status as actors, A’s and B’s continued presence in the audience’s space confers on them a liminal position in which they are both audience and actors, ostensibly unconnected with the play and yet obviously a part of it. This progressive manipulation of both theatrical convention and actor–audience relations recurs throughout Fulgens and Lucres; the roles of, and boundaries between, player and spectator are played with and juggled around to help balance serious social commentary with light, festive entertainment.

PERFORMANCE CONDITIONS

Performance as a medium is, in essence, the communication between actor and spectator (an actor is only an actor when there is an audience to watch him) and so, in addition to considering what is happening in the performance, we must also consider the audience’s likely experience of that performance, the expectations that they take with them and the factors external to the performance that might influence the way in which they interpret and receive the play. In this regard, the survival of Fulgens and Lucres is particularly fortuitous because it provides us with an unusual number of clues to its performance conditions; there are, for example, explicit references to ‘the hall’ (354–9; 1472–5) and A enthusiastically welcomes the audience ‘Unto this house’ (13), which very clearly implies a great hall performance.

The great hall in the Tudor period included some basic elements. Whether part of a royal or noble house, a school or college, a livery guild or one of the Inns of Court, it was the administrative and social centre of the building and was distinguished by the presence of a dais, a raised platform upon which the lord sat and the high table was positioned. At the other end of the hall were the screens. Initially just a simple row of three partitions across the end of the hall with entrances from the kitchens and rest of the house, by the Tudor period the screens had become a highly decorative feature of the hall with ornate carving and a railed minstrels’ gallery overlooking the space below. During a banquet or feast tables would probably be placed perpendicular to the high table, filling the rest of the hall with the attending guests sitting in descending order of status, from the master of the house and his most select guests seated on the dais to the lowliest of his entourage standing at the screens-end.

It is also apparent that a banquet had been, or perhaps still was, in progress in the hall as Fulgens and Lucres begins, as A implies by encouraging the guests to take full advantage of the lord’s hospitality (3–10). The references to dining continue at the end of part one (1411–24) and again at the beginning of part two (1441). Such a context clearly influenced both the writing and performance of Fulgens; it is, for instance, ‘divided in two parts, to be played at two times’ (title page), the first part to be performed in the afternoon, the second later in the evening, giving the guests time to finish their feast and digest food, atmosphere, and Lucres’ dilemma. The allusions to ‘the season’ (160, 1521, 2337) further suggest a Christmas setting and, consequently, an opulent festive atmosphere in the hall. The second Northumberland Household Book describes the appropriate provisions for a typical Twelfth Night celebration in a noble household, an event which marked the end of the Christmas programme of celebrations. The Household Book recommends that carpets be used to decorate the tables and to cover the floor between the hearth and the screens; it also advises that the walls be hung with tapestries and that a celure (a cloth canopy) should be placed over the lord and lady of the house, whose seats should also be padded with cushions to provide extra comfort. The members of the household chapel were required to sing carols at the lord and lady’s entrance and exit from the hall, and possibly also provide some entertainment while the banquet was in progress.3

Although the guidance provided by the Household Book is intended specifically for aristocratic houses, it provides an example of the template upon which other, more modest events such as a guild or university feast might be modelled. Moreover, a household that could afford to commission or hire players as entertainment (they would have had to pay for the players’ meals as well as their theatrical services) would be unlikely to be frugal with the preparations for their guests, and so it also highlights the significance of sensory experience in all such occasions. The emphasis on rich textiles on nearly every surface of the hall here confirms this and suggests that tactile as well as visual opulence was important. The use of perfumes was beginning to become popular amongst the aristocracy in this period, in public rooms as well as on the body, and so, perhaps the thick scents of cinnamon, musk, and orange were present alongside the smoke from the candles and the fire, and the residual scent of food from the feast.4 The crackle of the roaring fire, to which A refers in part one (1300), along with the clatter of dishes and cups and the chattering of conversation, would have been a constant accompaniment, providing an aural backdrop to the event.

Such details may initially seem unconnected with the performance of Fulgens; however, they serve to remind us of the position of the play within the broader scheme of festivities. If it was, as seems likely, intended for performance during a holiday period like Christmas, it would have been only one of a series of events which included many different entertainments, such as mummings, disguisings, minstrelsy, dancing, jugglers, games, and, of course, more feasting. Suzanne Westfall stresses that the Tudor household was not simply a material, architectural space but a social space, ‘a sphere of influence dominated by an aristocrat … an economic unit, a corporation of managers and workers who happened to live (occasionally) under the same roof’.5 Consequently, the revels themselves were carefully wrought affairs, often constructed around an overarching thematic design that demonstrated the household’s unity and prosperity, the fine tapestries, cloths, food, wine, and entertainers designed to impress and display the place and significance of the household through the luxuriant experience of the event.6 Therefore, in comparison with other forms of Tudor drama, the audience did not travel specifically to watch Fulgens and Lucres, they did not come to the hall purely to watch the play; instead they gathered for a celebration and an event in which the performance played only a minor role. The pageants of the famous Corpus Christi plays were, in contrast, central to the religious feast they celebrated and drew thousands of people from satellite villages and towns. The later public theatres also drew their audiences to them, but this time purely for the pleasure of an afternoon’s entertainment. The different purposes behind performance in both of these examples would generate a playing space very different to that of the great hall. On the pageant wagons of York or the stage of The Globe players performed in a space created solely for the purpose of playing, a space which belonged to them. The raised level of pageant and stage clearly marked that area as exclusive to those performing, although this did not entirely stop the interaction of players and spectators as the proscenium arch has a tendency to do; the Coventry King Herod famously rampaged through the street, for example, while the young Jacobean gallants sat ostentatiously on the stage edge at the Blackfriars Theatre, flaunting themselves and performing for the rest of the crowd. Nonetheless, the stage was, by and large, the domain of the actors. During a banquet in a Tudor great hall, however, there was no such clear delineation of performance space. There was, on the whole, no raised platform on which the interluders could perform (though they were sometimes used in masques and disguisings) and neither was there the decoration that signalled the imagined location of a pageant wagon. The great hall remained the great hall and, therefore, the domain of the diners from whom the actors must wrestle their performance space.

PATRONAGE AND AUDIENCE

The title page of the single surviving copy of Fulgens and Lucres states very clearly that it was ‘Compiled by master Henry Medwall, late chaplain to the right reverent father in God Johan Morton Cardinal and Archbishop of Canterbury.’ Most scholars have taken this statement at face value as evidence for the play’s original performance context. John Morton, to whom the title page refers, was born to a family of middling gentry and, after attending Oxford, worked his way up to become Archbishop of Canterbury, Lord Chancellor, and one of Henry VII’s closest advisers. Having become an eminent lawyer, Morton was predictably embroiled in the political chaos of the Wars of the Roses. Initially a Lancastrian supporter he was forced to accept Yorkist rule under Edward IV until in 1483, during Richard III’s seizure of power, he was arrested and placed in the custody of the Duke of Buckingham. He did, however, manage to escape to Flanders where he was actively engaged in a coalition against King Richard. It was his efforts during this time in assuring papal support for the prospective Tudor king that earned him his place as one of Henry VII’s key advisers.7

Henry Medwall, after completing his education at both Eton and Cambridge, appears on Morton’s Register at Lambeth Palace, the Archbishop’s London seat, in 1490, although whether he was, as the title page states, his chaplain, is not at all clear.8 The Cardinal died in 1500 and Medwall disappears from the records in 1501; so, if the hints in the title page are to be believed, the play was most likely written in the 1490s when Medwall was in service to the Archbishop.

The play would probably have been commissioned by Morton for a specific occasion, one that would warrant the expenditure that interludes necessarily involved. An occasion that has proved attractive to scholars is the English negotiations with Spain and Flanders during Christmas 1497. Prince Arthur and Katherine of Aragon had been betrothed in August of that year, securing an alliance with Spain, and trade had recently reopened between England and Flanders, both providing ample reasons for elaborate celebrations in honour of the foreign ambassadors. As Boas and Reed point out, the account books for the Royal Household show that special payments to the Ambassador of Spain and the Ambassador of Flanders were made at Christmas 1497, that players had been in particular demand that year, and that, even if Cardinal Morton was not directly involved, he was certainly ‘actively interested in what was going on’.9 This political context, the early editors argue, would suggest ‘an explanation of the elaborate dance and disguising introduced into the second part of Medwall’s play’, that is the ‘bass dance after the guise of Spain’ (1810), as well as B’s use of Flemish when the minstrels are called to strike up (1819).10

If this was, indeed, the context in which Fulgens and Lucres was performed, then the majority of the guests would have been from the upper ranks of society and, therefore, the relationship between master and servant would, to some extent, have to be maintained, despite the traditional licence offered to players.11 Regardless of who actually owned the hall, the audience as a whole would have been in possession of the space; their superior social position entailed that servants (including players) be respectful and deferential in their presence, and by simply occupying the hall and using it for a purpose outside the performance the noble spectators would have had clear authority in the space. Performing on the same level as the aristocratic spectators in a space which they had inhabited prior to the entrance of the performers would have created a very complex dynamic between actor and audience; where the pageant player was more or less equal in status to the citizens he performed for, the interluders remained servants and so walked a difficult and delicate line between taking control of the performance space and being aware that they were not equals within it.

PERFORMANCE SPACE AND MEANING

The actors’ delicate position within the space is mirrored in the relationship between the substance of the play and the spectators. Fulgens and Lucres seems to have occupied a brief pause in the religious concerns that monopolized both previous and future drama. The Corpus Christi plays, saints’ plays, and morality plays popular throughout the fifteenth century focused on fervently urging the audience to follow the teachings of Christ, to live a good and virtuous life in this world to assure salvation in the next. In later decades, drama would be used as a religious weapon of conversion and a tool of political propaganda, inciting either adherence to the old catholic faith or reform under the new protestant church. But Medwall’s play displays neither of these theological objectives. Although B tells us at the end that part of the play’s intention was,

Not only to make folk mirth and game,

But that such as be gentlemen of name

May be somewhat moved

By this example for to eschew

The way of vice and favour virtue

(2320–4)

this is not framed in a particularly religious manner, as were similar expressions in Everyman (902–17), Mankind (904–15), and Wisdom (1150–65). Neither is it given the moral and social consequences that Magnificence underscores:

Howe sodenly worldly welth dothe dekay;

How wysdom thorowe wantoness vanysshyth away;

How none estate lyvynge of hymselfe can be sure,

Or the welthe of this worlde can not indure.

(2548–51)12

Fulgens and Lucres appears, then, to inhabit a brief religious hiatus, a point at which the emphasis on morality and the afterlife seems to have subsided to allow a moment in which other (secular) debates and topics could come to the fore. The play is not entirely without religion—Fulgens for example makes a point of thanking God for the gifts bestowed upon him (201–75)—but religion and morality do not come through as central to the concerns of the play, but rather remain as a context, a landscape over which the debate of true nobility moves.

Published sometime between 1511 and 1516, the play derives its main plot from an earlier fifteenth-century Latin work, De Vera Nobilitate (‘On True Nobility’), which was translated into English by John Tiptoft, Earl of Worcester, and printed in 1481 by William Caxton. Both play and source present a debate on the nature of true nobility and whether it is to be found in the birth and pedigree of the aristocrat or in the virtue and endeavour of the individual, regardless of his wealth or rank.13 This was not an entirely new subject (we find a similar debate in Chaucer’s Wife of Bath’s Tale) but it gained in significance with the rise of humanist teaching and philosophy during the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries.

As the brief details on Cardinal Morton above suggest, Fulgens and Lucres would not have been incongruous in the context of his household. He was one of the so-called ‘new men’, a well-educated commoner who had worked his way into the halls of government, a philanthropist keen to aid the education of young men in a similar position and to work for the good of the realm.14 Moreover, it was not a subject inconsistent with the wider cultural and political contexts of the late fifteenth century. From the 1460s humanism began to influence the English court, educational institutions, and intellectual and artistic circles. Although social advancement was still largely dependent on wealth, it was increasingly possible for the successful lawyer, merchant, or official to acquire property and wealth, and to ascend to the somewhat ambiguous title of gentleman.15 Most prominent within this group were the lawyers (a profession which had developed significantly since 1300) and churchmen, whose professions offered both a good education and a clear route into government posts.16 Politically, the subject of true nobility was similarly pertinent. Following the end of the Wars of the Roses and his accession to the throne, Henry VII began to extend and apply a system of attainders, bonds, and recognizances designed to control and discipline any potentially treacherous factions of the nobility. Although this system was not new to the Tudor reign, to ensure the loyalty of his nobles and calm the turbulence and violence of the recent civil wars, Henry’s conditions for the reversal of these financial penalties became more severe.17 An established, stable nobility was still necessary to ensure the success of Henry’s reign, but the combination of heavy financial penalties for misconduct and the rising influence of educated commoners, such as Morton and More, threw their perceived natural authority into question.

In such a political and social context the debate on true nobility was far more than a rhetorical exercise and would have had serious social and political ramifications. In such circumstances, the play could, as Glynne Wickham suggests, have assumed an allegorical note in which Lucres perhaps came to represent the Crown for whose hand the aristocracy and new men compete.18 Medwall, then, presented a highly controversial subject to his audience, many of whom were likely to be members of the aristocracy, and perhaps this accounts for the tentative nature of the play, its many disclosures, apologies, and diversions designed to mollify potential objections to its outcome.

Despite his secular subject, Medwall does not abandon his theatrical heritage, but draws on many figures and devices from earlier dramatic forms. Elements from morality plays like The Castle of Perseverance, Everyman, Mankind, and Wisdom have, for instance, been taken and adapted to fit within a more secular framework. So, the traditional figures of vice and virtue are embodied in the debauched Cornelius and the industrious Gayus, one of whom Lucres must choose for her husband. Cornelius betrays his devotion to the deadly sins of Pride, Idleness, and Lechery through his symbolic costume; in a similar manner to Flesh and the World in The Castle of Perseverance and Curiosity, the gallant in the Digby Mary Magdalene, Cornelius is ostentatiously and luxuriously attired. B tells A and the audience that Cornelius, having received such a large inheritance,

[…] wote never what to do with all,

But lasheth it forth daily askance

That he had no daily remembrance

Of time to come, nor maketh no store,

For he careth not which end goeth before.

(699–705)

And so he spends his income on brightly striped hose and gowns cut in the fashionable style, with sleeves like wings ‘ready to fly’ (747). His extravagance and obsession with fashion visibly connects him with the sin of Pride, but his costume also aligns him with the sin of Lechery. The fourteenth-century Book of Vices and Virtues, tells us that, in addition to ‘þe foule dede’, lechery is a desire for ‘outrageous etynges and drynkynges and esy beddynges [soft beds] and delicious and softe schertes [shirts] and smokkes [smocks] and swote [sweet] robes of scarlet, and alle oþere eses [pleasures] of þe body þat is more þan nede is’.19 Cornelius himself displays his love of ‘softe schertes’ and ‘swote robes’ in the clothes that he wears, but his other vices are more explicitly flagged by his rival, Gayus. Cornelius is accused of leading a ‘voluptuous’ and ‘bestial’ life, in which he indulges ‘every lust sensual’, and believes

[…] that by his proud countenance

Of word and deed, with nice array,

His great oaths, and open maintenance

Of thefts and murders every day,

Also his riotous disports and play,

His sloth, his cowardy, and other excess,

His mind disposed to all uncleaness:

By these things only he shall have nobleness.

(2060–71)

In contrast to Cornelius’ ‘proud countenance’, ‘nice array’, ‘riotous disports’, sloth, and cowardice, Gayus portrays himself as the epitome of virtue; he has been a true servant of God, has been charitable, spent his days in study ‘To eschew idleness, the causer of sin’, and has always withstood his ‘lusts sensual’ (2102–10). In this Gayus is aligned with the tradition of the Virtues, the qualities sent to guide mankind away from vice towards a path to salvation. But the benefit of undertaking such a life is not for the sake of Gayus’ soul alone; he has defended his country and worked to the benefit of ‘this noble city’ (2049), and so, where virtue was once for the profit of the individual soul, it is now shown to work for society as a whole. True to his classical education, Medwall has made Gayus the ideal of humanist virtue, a scholar whose knowledge, diligence, and unique abilities are employed in service to the state, ensuring justice, fairness, and equity for his fellow men.20

Making the blue-blooded aristocrat a corrupt and debauched idler is a hazardous stance to take, especially given the elite spectators who are the likely audience of this play and the sensory environment in which they sat. As mentioned earlier, the majority of the play adopts a fairly cautious approach and with statements like those above it is easy to understand why. At the beginning of the play A expresses his shock at the intended outcome of the performance, as outlined by his fellow servant B, and warns that ‘men will have thereof great scorn’ (132). B is, however, at pains to emphasize that the matter of the play ‘may be so well conveyed’ that ‘every reasonable man in this place/Will hold him therein right well apaid [appeased/content]’ (135–7). B here unashamedly suggests that only an unreasonable man would find insult in the performance and so places the audience in an intellectual vice: either they agree that nobility comes from personal virtue, and so reduce the importance of pedigree, or they show themselves to be irrational fools and thereby align themselves with the doltish clown A. B goes on to underline the temporal distance of the story, pointing out that there ‘is no man of the kin or seed/Of either party’ in the hall and, therefore, ‘Why should they care’ about the result of the play (177–80)? So, from the outset Medwall is attempting to neutralize the potential sting of the play’s outcome, adopting a similar pattern at the very end, when A and B again debate the validity of Lucres’ choice. Moreover, A and B strongly deny their connection with the play and its substance, and so are clearly trying to divert blame away from the players. Later B similarly asks the audience to forgive the playwright for his ‘lack of cunning’ (2342), a false modesty similarly employed by the later Elizabethan playwrights in an attempt to forestall acerbic criticism.

Medwall is, then, acutely aware of the controversial nature of his subject and inserts these apologies, disclosures, and conceits in an attempt to quell possible objections from the aristocratic audience. He also, more subtly, exploits certain dramatic devices to achieve the same ends. By the time that Fulgens enters B has already provided an account of ‘All the substance of their play’, told to him by a person of ‘credible information’ (65–125), and so the audience are already aware of the plot and its likely outcome. The dialogue between A and B does, therefore, form a kind of prologue and when Fulgens enters the audience finally receive the more conventional character introduction that they were probably initially expecting. As with other prologues, A and B’s conversation acts to frame the performance, but instead of retreating off-stage at the end of their dialogue, as a prologue would, they remain where they are and watch the performance with the rest of the audience. In doing so they create a meta-theatrical vignette in which the performance becomes multilayered; the audience are watching A and B, who are watching Fulgens, who is performing to the audience. This kind of action, later termed an ‘induction’, became popular in early seventeenth-century plays like The Malcontent and The Knight of the Burning Pestle in which it was used to initiate the process by which the spectators were expected to view the performance.21 A similar effect would perhaps have occurred during A and B’s ‘induction’. Their continued presence and location in the screens-end crowd would probably alter the audience’s perspective on the action of the main plot; A and B, in their role as spectators, would mirror the role of the actual audience (even if they did not actually reflect them in terms of status), so that, in effect, the audience are watching the process of spectatorship and their own place and function in the performance. Potentially, this could create a perceptual objectivity, a psychological distance from the central action otherwise quite difficult to obtain in a great hall environment, where the proximity between actors and audience might encourage a greater sense of involvement.

At this initial stage of performance even a small degree of distance would help in the play’s quest to suppress any objections to its outcome; it would compound B’s emphatic statement that the plot is unrelated to the audience themselves. And, by placing the spectator at a critical distance from the main plot, A and B are also demonstrating the method through which the audience are to engage with the play as debate, encouraging an impartial perspective from which to view the logic of each of argument, rather than basing judgement on individual, personal relationships to the topic. This is perhaps also encouraged by the play’s development of character motives and intentions. In contrast with plays like Everyman, where characters appear as they are needed and have no motive beyond their role in the plot, the characters of Fulgens and Lucres display their own intentions and motives for their actions. When Cornelius enters and begs pardon for his late arrival, Fulgens is quick to point out that this is ‘the hour that ye and I/Appointed here to meet this other day’ (296–7) and so creates an imagined space separate from the present performance in which he and Cornelius had previously agreed to discuss Lucres’ marriage. Lucres, in a similar manner, asks Gayus to meet her ‘tomorrow night’ (568) and B reveals that,

[…] my master appointeth him thereupon,

And doubtless he will be here anon,

In pain of forty pence,

In so much that he hath devised

Certain strangers freshly disguised

At his own expense

For to be here this night also

(1544–50)

giving the impression that Cornelius has been busy since his exit, hiring dancers and musicians for his next meeting with Lucres. These examples all hint at a fully imagined world in which the characters live in their own time (‘tomorrow night’ is, in the great hall, in fact later on today) and move and act as individuals, not as functions of a plot. These details have prompted some scholars, like the influential critic Robert Weimann, to place the interplay between illusion and reality as itself central to the dramatic action.22 Robert C. Jones also discusses the relationship between the stage world and the ‘real’ world in the play and Janet Hill similarly suggests that, from ‘the opening of the play, Medwall lets diners know that they have to think of their contemporary reality as separate from the world of the play’.23

However, despite the conscious efforts to distance the audience from the main plot, Fulgens and Lucres still aims towards a commentary on contemporary society. The interlude form commonly incorporates political and social observations and the bias towards Gayus in Medwall’s play is an unambiguous promotion of the educated commoner. Consequently, the main plot must maintain some connection with the present to have any relevance to the audience and the references to the conditions of the hall provide such a correlation. Aside from those internal allusions identifying the presence of an audience, there are direct references to, for example, specific objects, such as ‘dishes’ (9), and specific people, like the ‘Usher’ (1420), ‘the master of the feast’ (1424), and the ‘good women’ (2278) of the hall. Along with the references to the hall and the feast mentioned earlier, these remarks on spatial specifics work to anchor the action in the immediate spatial reality and, therefore, prevent the full development of a fictional ‘on-stage’ space. Furthermore, the space of the great hall does not easily facilitate such a clear spatial distinction as Jones and Hill suggest. This is not to say that there was no spatial difference whatsoever; for the performance to be initiated and maintained there needed to be some spatial distinction between player and spectator. But a performance space in which these areas were on a level with one another and shared the same heat and light encouraged a very close proximity between actor and audience, and permitted guests to view and watch each other so that they were never out of each other’s sightlines—in such a space the creation of a distinct, fictional play world with clear boundaries would be close to impossible. Moreover, as Richard Southern points out, ‘it would be very difficult for the players on the floor to ignore [the] distraction’ of the audience, leading to the inevitable acknowledgement of their existence and share in the performance.24 So, Cornelius addresses the screens crowd looking for ‘a wise fellow that had somewhat a brain’ to ‘give me counsel and assistance’ (347–50), and their inevitable reluctance to volunteer gives room to B’s grand plan to become Cornelius’ servant. Lucres also addresses the diners to defend her choice of husband (2182–2237) and A again directs his speech to them at the end of part one and to open and close part two.

Perhaps, then, there can be no such clearly defined boundaries between the ‘play world’ and the ‘real world’, and instead a more complicated, nuanced relationship is created between the performance and audience spaces. Although the Roman characters do appear to create a separate imagined reality, their awareness of the audience, and A and B’s frequent reminders of the spatial context, locate them firmly in the immediate reality of the performance. The space of the great hall is the ‘play world’ and the characters’ spatio-temporal location is the same as that of the audience for the moment of performance. A similar device is used in the Corpus Christi plays which were powerfully rooted, by both internal references and performance location, to the audience’s immediate reality. Plays like the Towneley Second Shepherds’ Play actively situate the events of the Nativity in the familiar world of the Yorkshire shepherd, drawing on his battles with nature, his wife, and his landlord, as well as on locally recognizable landmarks. The York Corpus Christi play similarly drew on the lives of the citizens, but it was its performance in the city itself, with its houses, guildhalls, and Minster providing the backdrop, that embedded the pageants so firmly in the city and its present occupants.

The effect in both of these examples was to bring the events of biblical history, particularly the life of Christ, to bear on the lives of the audience; the anachronisms were a vital part of the function of the plays and, in a similar manner, the direct references to the spatial context of the hall, its inhabitants, and the event, serve to help Fulgens and Lucres walk a very delicate line between important social commentary and unacceptable impudence. While the initial meta-theatre of A and B and their disclaimers work to separate audience and content, and so evade any latent offence, the repeated allusions to the audience’s immediate surroundings make a cautious connection between its substance and immediate society.

Although the binary opposition of illusion and reality is perhaps too rigid a distinction, the play does imply that there is some boundary around the performance. At B’s suggestion that the two actor-servants enrol in the performance, A replies, ‘Peace, let be!/Be God, thou will destroy all the play!’ (362–3), his dismay showing clearly that some convention permitting performance to occur was about to be broken. If the boundary is one that distinguishes play world from audience world then A’s concern is to maintain the dramatic illusion, what Boas and Reed term a play’s ‘dramatic objectivity’; but if, as argued above, such a clear distinction does not exist, then it must be an alternative frontier that A and B threaten to breach.25 Perhaps A’s anxiety is actually based on a more subtle threat to the performative roles of actor and spectator. Many of the play’s comic moments are based around this distinction, such as Cornelius’ invitation to serve and later A’s request that someone go and open the door for B. A similar joke is played in Medwall’s other play, Nature, in which the character Worldly Affeccyon orders a spectator to ‘Get me a stole here’ and, when the addressee keeps to his role, Worldy Affeccyon replies, ‘wyll yt not be?/Thou pyld knave, I speke to the!/How long shall I stande?’26 Similarly, Merry Report is insulted by the ‘carterly caitiffs’ who are watching but refuse to bow to him.27 This game, as Meg Twycross points out, ‘depends on the audience keeping to their role as audience and not responding to these appeals’.28 So it is in Fulgens and Lucres. Even if the audience were just about to vouch for A or run and open the door for B, the other characters cut in before they get the chance, just as Glotony does in Nature. B, however, knows that his liminal status permits him to cross that frontier and so he replies ‘“Destroy the play”, quod a [says he]? Nay, nay,/The play began never till now!’ (364–5). The liminal status of the two servants, their position as both audience and performers, means that they can legitimately cross from audience space to performance space without disrupting the flow of the play, and so a double game is created with the roles of player and spectator at its core.

Play and game are central to drama in this period and are especially appropriate to the festive season. With the material of the main plot framed as a formal rhetorical debate in the style of the law schools, A and B perform a more popular element designed ostensibly to provide the ‘mirth and game’ (1453) of a festive performance, but, as with their earlier meta-theatre, their sport also detracts from the seditious potential of the subject matter. B encourages the more cautious A to join the performance as servant to Gayus while he accepts Cornelius’ advert for ‘a wise fellow that had somewhat a brain’ (347). The action that follows creates a parallel plot to the main story as A and B begin a contest to win the hand of Joan, Lucres’ maid. But, where the debate of the ‘nobles’ is conducted with a restrained formality and an attention to etiquette, A and B’s contest is bawdy, misogynistic, and mischievous, a contrast fitting to the normative expectations for the behaviour of nobleman and servant. Joan’s tasks for A and B take the form of popular entertainments and the traditional Christmas games of singing and wrestling provide the ‘trifles and japes’ (1461) that are consistent with the festive season. As folk games these tasks invoke the atmosphere of festivity and holiday, but the way that they are conducted further summons the tradition of misrule and chaos that often accompanied Christmas festivities in the period. The inversion of roles that traditions like the Boy Bishop and Lord of Misrule ceremonies encourage is here produced by the crude mock joust called ‘fart prick in cule’, a coarse version of the more noble actions of the tiltyard.29 The subplot provided by A and B generates the sense of festive release and holiday licence that preceded the return to work and everyday life; the added, and undoubtedly intended, effect would have been to make the conclusion to the debate more palatable, the clowning imitation of the formal wooing of Lucres reducing it to absurdity through comedy and the emphasis on the bodily instincts at its root.

Fulgens and Lucres offers an intricate weaving of dramatic tradition and innovation, balancing the symbols and devices of theatrical heritage with a new secular outlook based on the principles of humanism. It requires, therefore, a far more nuanced approach to space than an initial reading of the surviving copy may suggest. Writing of later sixteenth-century drama, Anthony B. Dawson suggests that, rather than a binary opposition between self-conscious theatricality and total spectator absorption in a dramatic illusion, early drama presented ‘a constant oscillation between two different and opposing constructions of the theater […] on the one hand as mediated, self-conscious, metatheatrical, and on the other as immediate and present’.30 This approach to the historical dramatic event, in which the audience’s relationship with the performance space is perceived as a flexible shifting of immediacy and distance, offers an alternative view of the spectator’s relationship with Fulgens and Lucres. Rather than an oppositional either/or relationship in which the objective distance of the spectator contradicts the immediacy of the performance, Dawson’s view acknowledges the plasticity of spectator perspectives, that they need not be rigidly held but can be repeatedly manipulated through dramatic devices without succumbing to contradiction. Such fluctuations in the position of the audience in relation to the action, at one minute absorbed in the performance at another aesthetically distanced from it, would certainly help to achieve Fulgens’ precarious objective. The induction and meta-theatre produced by A and B frame the performance, reflecting the audience’s objective role (‘For why in this matter we have nought to do’, 146), while at other points the immediate surroundings of the play are highlighted and played on, resolutely connecting the performance space with the audience space and so making the debate applicable to the spectators’ own positions. This oscillation between a detached, distanced performance space and a sense of immediacy and involvement in the action is not, however, a sign of dramatic inconsistency, but a clever means of negotiating that fine line between controversial, but acceptable, subject matter and severe insult to politically powerful individuals.

The place of the aristocracy continued to prompt debate through the Tudor reign, but Fulgens and Lucres shows how performers and playwrights used and manipulated established dramatic traditions to present their notoriously divisive observations of their social betters, to offer new ideas or confirm old beliefs, and attempt to preserve the delicate equilibrium between master and servant, character and actor, legitimate critique and impertinent, seditious condemnation.
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CHAPTER 11
GENTLENESS AND NOBILITY, JOHN RASTELL, C.1525–27

DANIEL WAKELIN

GENTLENESS and Nobility presents a microcosm of society, as it stages a debate between representatives of three estates: a Knight of aristocratic birth and valour in war, a Merchant engaged in trade and public office-holding; and a Plowman. The characters are more like spokesmen than individuals, and they spend most of the play in spoken debate, though there are a few moments of knockabout action when the Plowman ‘commith in with a short whyp in hys hand’ and ‘verberat eos’ (‘strikes them’) to stop the others’ chatter (174ff., 192ff., 714ff.).1 After a few blank lines in the printed edition,2 a Philosopher, using a different verse-form, sums up the debate’s lessons for the audience,3 and the lessons turn out to be a bold reimagining of social order. This direct address to social questions and the stereotypical characters from three estates seem didactic in form and in content offer the audience a fairly explicit set of reflections on the state of early Tudor society. This vision of society—of the commonweal, as they called it—is where the fascination of this play lies.4 Therefore, to understand that vision of society, it would help to know more about where the play’s social commentary is coming from and to whom it is addressed. Is it to be watched or read among the aristocracy, urban citizens, or the rural poor who are symbolized in its three debating characters? Is it merely bookish, like the Philosopher who brings it to a close? Whose ideas does it reflect? Does it startle its audience, or confirm their views of the social order?

To seek its origins is difficult, for the interlude’s authorship is unknown, and it has been ascribed to John Heywood, to John Rastell, or to both (with Heywood writing the majority and Rastell writing the Philosopher’s closing stanzas). This mixed authorship is favoured in the fullest study of sources and authorship and the most recent edition.5 The interlude does share Heywood’s interest in political power found in The Spider and the Fly and his taste for interludes built from arguments between people representing different social types, as in The Pardoner and the Friar, The Play of the Weather, and The Four PP.6 John Heywood (c.–1497–c.1578) is earliest recorded as a musician and entertainer at court from 1519 onwards and as providing plays for the court in the 1530s.7 If Heywood did write most of Gentleness and Nobility, then we might wonder whether its social milieu was courtly. Just a few phrases suggest that it might be: the Knight rebukes the Merchant’s ‘presumpsion’ for claiming to be noble ‘in presence here’ (12–13), which might refer to the presence of any of the ‘men’ listening who know the truth, as the Knight says (14), but might equally refer to the royal presence—suggesting that the play’s fun comes from the shock of this presumption, of licensed affront. One early critic saw the play’s courtly origins as guarantee of its playfulness: it would not offend courtiers but would divert them with mischief such as this.8 Heywood was a master at this playfulness within the confines of the court: his most imaginative interlude, The Play of the Weather, clearly addresses the members of some great household and explores the movements of monarchs and their servants.9 And the performance of his work at court seems well established: the earliest of his interludes after Gentleness and Nobility, the briskly intelligent Witty and Witless, has three stanzas in its epilogue flattering the king, and beside them is a note that ‘Thes thre stave next folowyng in the Kyngs absens are voyde’.10 The note powerfully imagines the possibility of live performance at court.

Yet the same note also directs the attention of possible readers of the interlude who can see the page ‘next folowyng’ in the manuscript, whether reading to prepare for performance or just for interest. (Indeed, performers might not need telling what to omit or include before a courtly audience, as practical experience and group tradition might dictate it.) Moreover, the note imagines the possibility that the interlude will not always be performed before the king; sometimes there will be only his ‘absens’. It is a curiosity of the genre known as ‘mirrors for princes’, books which present themselves as handbooks for rulers, that they seldom survive only in one copy owned by the prince they address; despite their address, they often survive in umpteen other copies, in manuscript or even in print—as do Stephen Baron’s or Thomas Elyot’s for Henry VIII, for example—suggesting that other readers enjoyed them too, perhaps kowtowingly for the prestige of owning a prince’s book, or perhaps critically for insight into the lessons he should be learning. Something similar might hold for Gentleness and Nobility or interludes by Heywood: they might have been performed before the King, but they certainly also circulated beyond him; Witty and Witless survives in a manuscript much later than the play’s likely first performance, the others in printed copies of the 1530s and later,11 and Gentleness and Nobility survives only in the version printed c.1525–7 by John Rastell.12 Gentleness and Nobility was, indeed, printed in far more copies than any acting troupe or even close-knit readership of courtiers could need, for some eighty copies were left unsold at Rastell’s death,13 so he presumably envisaged a wide readership beyond the court—albeit one that turned out not to be as wide as he hoped.

In fact, the only name which can be securely linked to Gentleness and Nobility is that of this printer, John Rastell (c.1475–1536): as the colophon puts it, ‘Iohannes rastell me fieri fecit’ or ‘John Rastell had me made’.14 He was on occasion a merchant trading overseas—like the play’s Merchant; he was a learned humanist—like the Philosopher; he was also best known as a lawyer and a printer, and it is worth considering the play as the product of his publishing. One could argue for Rastell’s authorship, as well as publishing, for the ideas in the play have many parallels in his prologues to legal textbooks (as noted below), in his prose work A New Book of Purgatory and in two other interludes he printed, The Four Elements, which he definitely wrote, and the anonymous Calisto and Melebea. Yet the point of this chapter is not to argue Rastell’s authorship; that is quite possible but is just as unprovable as Heywood’s. Indeed, Rastell was Heywood’s father-in-law and Rastell’s son William, who took over his printing business, printed four of Heywood’s six more securely ascribed plays in 1533–4,15 so the elder Rastell, John, could well have had access to a courtly interlude by Heywood; the court was not sealed off from the rest of society. Nevertheless, the play’s dissemination in print, as the product of Rastell’s press and to a wide audience, remains the only context of which we might be sure. And that imagined audience influences, and is influenced by, the vision of society in this interlude, as in other works from Rastell’s milieu. Its possible breadth of readership is interestingly analogous to, and possibly related to, its intellectual breadth. Rather than addressing courtly questions, the interlude addresses questions about the wider commonweal—indeed, about human existence in general.

This focus on the wider audience of the interlude in print is not meant to undervalue the court as a context for early Tudor interludes. Much recent comment has illuminated the pressures of both actual theatrical performance in courts or great households and the ‘performance’ or carrying out of counsel, critique, self-fashioning, and careerism at court. For example, James Simpson’s devastating critique of Tudor drama sees it as ‘largely deferential’ to the monarch or, when performed in other restrictive institutions, still ‘never far from the business of gaining royal favour’.16 Suzanne Westfall similarly suggests that many interludes reformed but never questioned the aristocratic elites in whose environs they were performed.17 Even the more upbeat valuations of Tudor drama have highlighted how performance in the household of the King or of the higher nobility provoked complexity in the plays: ingenious and subtle methods of speaking and performing which are anything but propagandistic or ‘baldly didactic’;18 and others have found a powerful tension between courtly orderliness and the ‘disorder’ of the volatile theatrical medium, in Heywood’s plays in particular.19 This chapter considers further complexities in the balder didacticism and dream of social order of the interlude Gentleness and Nobility as it addresses wider society through print.

Nor is this focus on its printed dissemination meant to deny the interlude’s theatricality. Recent research has also stressed the performance-qualities of early Tudor interludes.20 Rastell had theatrical passions too: he had some sort of space for performance in his household and he helped to arrange some pageants for a royal procession in 1522.21 Yet the pageant for the royal procession was also, of course, on show to the citizens of London in whose city it appeared, and it used a cosmographical image of God surveying the world that Rastell used as a woodcut in his printed books.22 Once more, then, there was an interplay between addressing a courtly elite and a wider community, and between performance and printed dissemination. Moreover, the printed version of Gentleness and Nobility sounds uncertain about its own genre and form: it is entitled ‘Of Gentylnes and Nobylyte’ and subtitled ‘A dyaloge … compilid in maner of an enterlude with divers toys and gestis addyd therto to make mery pastyme and disport’.23 Phrases like this occur in several early sixteenth-century printed plays, such as the anonymous Hick Scorner and Everyman and Rastell’s printing of the anonymous Calisto and Melebea, and they might reflect confusion by printers about the form and presentation of play-scripts.24 In Gentleness and Nobility, the uncertainty is resolved more towards bookishness, when the Philosopher ends the play by calling it ‘thys dyalog’ (1101), which evokes the humanist dialogues in Latin designed for reading or schoolroom study.

The dialogue was a well-established form, in religious instruction and in writing about philosophy and politics inspired by the humanists.25 John Rastell printed attacks on the protestants by himself and More which were dialogues, his A New Book of Purgatory and More’s The Dialogue Concerning Heresies, as well as Lucian’s ancient Greek Necromantia, in a Latin translation by More with an English parallel text. He printed too Chaucer’s The Parliament of Fowls, which ends with a dialogue by birds about true nobility.26 Perhaps the closest precedents were Cicero’s dialogues and the Italian humanist dialogues modelled on them. They circulated in England in Latin, and in 1481 William Caxton had printed in one volume English versions of two of Cicero’s dialogues on moral and civic life along with the dialogue De vera nobilitate by Buonaccorso da Montemagno in John Tiptoft’s English version (‘on true nobility’).27 One of these two dialogues of Cicero was reprinted by Rastell’s son William in 1530,28 while Buonaccorso’s dialogue was the source of the interlude Fulgens and Lucres by Henry Medwall, which Rastell printed c.1514–16. Though Medwall’s interlude has a more complex plot than Gentleness and Nobility, it too ends with a debate between an aristocrat and a citizen over who could best be called noble. The humanist tradition of dialogue was, then, influential in Rastell’s milieu and was able to shift from the printed page to performance and back readily. Gentleness and Nobility seems to be part of this tradition.

Moreover, for Rastell the printed medium had the purpose of educating and inspiring a wide readership—at least that is what he claimed, and what printers of other humanist books from Caxton to Berthelet claimed. Rastell printed books such as dialogues against protestants, essential legal texts and some quirky books which offered educational material in handier form, such as his pedagogical playing cards or his interlude The Four Elements.29 In prologues to some of these works, he expressed his high-minded hopes that the press would bring knowledge to, and inspire public service by, members of the wider commonweal. For example, in printing The abbreuiacion of statutes (1519) he mentions ‘my good wyl which haue intendid yt for acomyn welth’ [sic] in having ‘all the statutys and ordynauncis whych were made for the commyn welth’ translated and then ‘publyshyd declaryd and ymprintyd so that then vniuersally the people of the realme myght sone haue the knolege of the seyd statutes and ordynauncys whych they were bounde to obserue’).30 Getting these statutes ‘publyshyd’ brings it about (‘so that’) everybody (‘vniuersally’) might quickly (‘sone’) know the law and live as good citizens. Likewise in his Exposiciones terminorum legum anglorum (‘explanations of the terms of the laws of the English’, c.1524) Rastell suggests that when people know and follow the law, this will be good ‘for the augmentacion of iustyce and for the quietnes of the peple and for the commyn welth’; therefore ‘it is necessary that the gret multitude of the peple haue the knolege of the same law’ and that the law ‘shuld be so publyshyd declaryd and wrytton’ so that ‘euery one with in this realm’ has ‘knolege’ how to live.31 So even Rastell’s legal books are made not just for lawyers, for a closed professional caste; rather, they are made to instil knowledge and public spiritedness in the wider readership of ‘euery one’.

He might just be trying to sell lots of copies. But this interest in educating a wider readership is central to sixteenth-century political thought in general. Although our political histories tend to focus on the hypnotic horror of Henry VIII’s court, Phil Withington and others have recently suggested the vigour of public discourse in ‘the wider commonwealth’ beyond the court.32 In the sixteenth century, Phil Withington suggests, English urban traditions of citizenship combined with ideas of citizenship drawn from humanism or the studia humanitatis, the study of classical authors such as Cicero, and this combination contributed to a growth of engaged political participation in England.33 This period developed words for discussing the common good of society—often modelled on Latin res publica, rendered variously as commonweal, commonwealth, common good, common profit, and public weal—and printed books made these terms for the commonweal into common or communal knowledge.34 Rastell seems to offer an early stage in this process: he prints his legal books, he says, to equip citizens for office-holding and political participation, drawing both on English traditions of the common law and on ideas from humanist studies. The wide range of his printing seems to exemplify, and to foster, the public discourse which Withington has sketched.

Yet Rastell also betrays doubts about this ideal of public discourse, and this makes his social instruction in Gentleness and Nobility so nuanced and moving. The ability to engage in debate with courtesy, mutual respect, or honestas was vital for sustaining the public discourse which would underpin people’s citizenship.35 But Gentleness and Nobility questions people’s ability to hear counsel, reason, and argue in a manner which will uphold fair participation in the commonweal. When the debate between the Knight and Merchant is interrupted by the Plowman, they try to stop him whipping them, understandably, but also object that he will ‘perturb’ their ‘talkyng’ and ‘communycacyon’—communication being the sharing of words among a community—and they press him to ‘harkyn’ to what they ‘say’ (184, 194, 200); they claim to eschew violence (‘fyght’) and instead ‘by way of argument’ to show their ‘oppinyon’ (205–6). But the Plowman dismisses talking as ‘crakkyng’ and their ‘reasons’ as ‘not worth a fly’ (202, 209–10). The interlude voices, then, near its opening, some doubt about civic discourse—and about the cohesion of the community, if some people reject its mode of discoursing. Then, throughout the play, the characters constantly harp on their ability to argue and reason. The Merchant hopes to talk ‘substancyally’ and the Plowman dismisses the Knight’s arguments as ‘nother good nor substancyall’ (240, 478); the Plowman dismisses arguments which rely on authorities (827–45). The Merchant worries that the Plowman has not ‘hard’ what they were saying, and the Plowman dismisses their ‘babelyng pomp’ and exclaims ‘Straw for thi councell, torde, a fart!’ (408, 419). His dismissal of speech with onomatopoeia, which reduces it to mere noise (‘crakkyng’, ‘babelyng’), and with crudery undermines the lofty ideal of words as educational. The Plowman doubts whether the Knight will ‘be content/To be concludyd by good argument’ and threatens that ‘I wyll conclud hym’ some other way, perhaps by smacking him (731–6).

Finally, when the discussion does conclude, the Plowman tells the audience explicitly that people cannot debate rationally, for they are too beholden to their vested interests; what the ‘experyence’ of this play has shown is that discussion leads nowhere:

Therfore, one worde, now harke what I sey.

We see well now by playne experience

When a man is set in a wylfull credens

All to fortefye hys owne oppynyon,

If God hym selfe wold than wyth hym reason,

In effect it shall nomore avayle

Than wyth a whyp to dryfe forth a snayle.

(987–93)

There is an echo here not only of the Plowman’s whipping of the other characters, but also of John Skelton’s satire Collyn Clout, which opens with the question ‘What can it avayle/To dryve forth a snayle?’, a question uttered as Skelton’s speaker finds it pointless to offer counsel.36 The futility of counsel was commonly raised in early Tudor writing, most fully in book I of Utopia, the dialogue by Rastell’s brother-in-law Thomas More. Yet the Plowman’s concern in Gentleness and Nobility is in some ways broader than Skelton’s or More’s: those two worry about counselling courtiers, but he worries about the futility of counsel for the wider society beyond the court. His concern is also graver than Skelton’s and More’s, for they do use light-hearted gests to educate, but the Plowman thinks that nothing will work—neither ‘exortacyons, techyng, and prechyng’ but nor too ‘Gestyng’ (1002–3). He finally doubts whether this interlude’s discussion will lead to any ‘reformacyon’ by ‘our governours’ (994–1001). Although Rastell prints this interlude in a series of books designed to educate people to serve the commonweal, the interlude itself voices doubts about that humanist project.

Yet when the Plowman tells people to ‘harke what I sey’ about discussion, he acts with hope that some words, at least, will have effect; a debate about the efficacy of reason is itself an engagement in reasoning. And read or watched in one sitting, Gentleness and Nobility seems dominated not by this self-reflexive discussion of discussing, but by the topics being discussed. What most impresses in this interlude is the confidence, breadth, and subtlety of this intellectual debate.

The first topic, as the title promises, is the question where true gentility and nobility lie: in inherited wealth and authority or in service and virtue? This question was a pressing one in the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries. There was an ongoing interest in traditional signs of nobility, and the interlude refers to these signs: the play starts with the Merchant’s assertion that he should be ‘estemyd’ as a ‘noble man’ (10) and with the Knight contrasting the ‘chorle’ who is the Merchant with himself as ‘a gentylman born’ (27–8); and all these terms (noble, churl, gentle) are still terms for ranks in early sixteenth-century English. The Knight’s first evidence is his lineal descent (‘Am desendid … lynyally’, 34), which was a technical term in heraldry, and his ‘Beryng the same name and armys also’ (35) was also a clear sign of nobility, even more than real martial exploits.37 Yet other signs and definitions of nobility were also much debated in dialogues by humanists, especially from Italian city-states,38 like that which inspired Medwall’s Fulgens and Lucres, and searingly in Lucian’s dialogue Necromantia, which Rastell printed in More’s Latin version and an English parallel text.39 These humanist and aristocratic interests in nobility could dovetail nicely. A poor clerk and merchant who were claiming arms in 1495 in fact referred to Medwall’s humanist source by Buonaccorso da Montemagno, or John Tiptoft’s translation of it, in support of their claims to be considered noble and so receive a coat of arms, despite the fact that they were now relatively humble in rank, because their ancestors were noblemen. For this was what rationality and legality required:

Equite willithe and also reason ordeynethe that men of notabull and vertuous lyvyng be hadde in perpetuel memory and where that nobles is oons in a name or bloode it may not be lost withoute to longe contynuance in slowthe and vicys. Also as Gaius Flameneus saith that honest poverte takethe away noo parte of nobles.40

The references to equity, rationality, and Gaius Flaminius, the character from Buonaccorso’s or Tiptoft’s work, show how, among men of humble professions, the new humanist idioms could serve older aspirations to bear arms and be called a gentleman.

Yet reading or watching Gentleness and Nobility, this titular theme does not dominate either, just as the theme of the efficacy of debate does not. True nobility is explicitly discussed in the shorter speeches of one, two, or three lines of actual questions, assertions, or explanations (for example 862–93). But these short passages frame longer speeches in which the characters present evidence for their assertions, and the evidence they present veers far from nobility as strictly defined. The Knight links the title of ‘gentylnes’ and ‘nobylyte’ to the holding of ‘auctoryte’ (for example 169–74) and then much of the interlude discusses which members of society should be ‘rulers’ or have ‘auctoryte’ or authority in the business of the realm (144–58, 332–6, 801–16). It is as qualifications for holding office that inheritance and virtue are debated. This is a common notion in public discourse in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries: nobility remained a potent notion, but the importance of office-holding by urban and parish citizens promoted esteem for nobility by merit and service.41 So the age-old debate about the right to be called noble turns into a question not about one aristocrat’srank but about the whole of society and its political organization.

Then these questions are themselves dwarfed by political economy and the question who contributes most to the well-being of society. The Plowman links the ordering of authority to the aim of best serving the ‘commyn welth’ (769–75; and see also 783, 786), and throughout the play’s long speeches people claim nobility by claiming to do something for the well-being of others. For example, in one speech the Merchant does end by claiming ‘noblenes’ in two final couplets (272–5), but the nobility rests on his role as an importer and exporter, seeking commodities overseas. This economic topic might seem unrelated to true nobility but does serve the commonweal: he insists that his trade is the basis of ‘the comyn well of every land’ and the ‘commen welth’ and ‘grete proffet and helth’ of ‘all the people’ and ‘all maner peple’ (244–71). Thus the speech moves beyond the Merchant’s personal situation to the good of society as a whole, as it concerns ‘every’ land and ‘all’ people. He and other characters make similar claims to serve the commonweal’s economic prosperity through craftsmanship (51–62, 86–110), law (124–34, 230–3), war (135–44, 222–9), farming (305–34, 617–34), and charity (661–64). The connection between one’s claim to be noble and one’s social or economic service is not unique to this interlude: other early Tudor writers, such as Edmund Dudley in The Tree of Commonwealth in 1509 or the heralds of the 1520s and 1530s, considered whether service in the law or trade qualified one to be called a gentleman as military service long had.42

Thus Gentleness and Nobility expands its vision from mere questions of precedent and title into a panorama of the commonweal. The long speeches portray the commonweal if not quite through word-painting then through a sort of listing, which eschews realistic dialogue but conjures up vivid pictures. For example, the Merchant claims that his ancestors built the Knight’s ‘howsis’ and ‘Also’ made ‘tolis/To all maner crafti men belongyng’ whereby ‘clothis and every other thyng’ were made for the Knight’s ancestors (54–60). Either the Merchant’s ancestors were multi-talented, being both builders and ‘Also’ toolers, or the words were not meant to be taken literally but intended to conjure broad visions of a whole swathe of society (‘all maner’ of tools, ‘every other’ thing). The Merchant conjures up pictures by amassing details in doublets, in pairs or lists of words where one would do, and in generalizing terms: his father could ‘carve and grave in yron and stele’, with two doublets in one line, or ‘ley gold, and gylt it also’; his great-grandfather was a weaver ‘Of wollyn yarn and of other gere’, in a doublet that generalizes nicely, and of ‘Lynyn, dyaper, sylk, and cloth of gold’, amassing in words the products he amassed (91, 94, 102, 104). The Knight conjures up the urban economy too, even as he dismisses it, with a list of the Merchant’s ancestors as merely ‘artyfycers,/As smythys, masonys, carpenters or wevars’ (41–2). The ‘As’ or such as points out that this is not a claim about this Merchant in particular; it is a claim about the nobility of men such ‘As’ this in general. And the Knight describes his ancestors’ military service and office-holding as justices as helping ‘to maynteyn every thynge/That ys to the comyn welth perteynyng’ (133–4), again generalizing about ‘every thynge’; and he deftly visualizes the scenes of legal ‘sessyons’ (127–44) or in war (222–9). The long speeches thus veer away from the question of true nobility to sketch a much wider picture of the commonweal and its economic and political components.

In this envisioning of society, Gentleness and Nobility develops the thinking of humanist writers who, from the mid-fifteenth century on, had often debated how to serve the commonweal. Writers in England, Burgundy, and Italy often tied the service of society to questions of noble conduct. Henry Medwall raised the topic in Fulgens and Lucres where the characters claim to serve the ‘comune wele’ as part of their claim to be the most noble;43 and in early sixteenth-century England the topic was further addressed in the work of Thomas Elyot, Thomas Smith, and others. Rastell wrote a prologue to one of the earliest legal books he printed, his Liber Assisarum (‘book of assizes’) of c.1513–14, in which he begins by observing that in every realm the best ‘estemyd’ thing is ‘the publik and comen wel’ and that the person most ‘belouid’ is the one who serves the commonweal. However, he also admits that ‘wherin the comen well stondith and what thing yt shuld be/ys and hath ben euer as well among philosophers oratours poets and other lernyd men grete altercacion debate and argument’; some think the commonweal lies in riches, some in political power for the country, some in a glorious national reputation, but for Rastell it lies in good laws.44 So Rastell, then, expresses the fervent zeal for the commonweal which is certainly widespread in humanist-inflected public discourse yet also admits that what the commonweal is remains debatable. Gentleness and Nobility does something similar, engaging in debate about wherein the public good lies—but without firming up the conclusion.

This uncertainty about how to order the commonweal might also reflect some uncertainty about the participants in public discourse; for the second topic on which Gentleness and Nobility reflects is the nature of human beings and their ability to be good citizens. The nature of human beings was a common topic for humanist writers in some other fifteenth-century dialogues and in Henry Medwall’s other surviving play, Nature, printed by John Rastell’s son William a few years later around 1530.45 In these works, the elements of human nature discussed are varied, often as much theological and psychological as political and social. But they are typically ‘species-ist’ with a firm view of the order of nature: Medwall’s Nature typifies this, when in its opening scenes Nature makes ‘thynges bylow/As fowles, bestys, and fysshes …/trees, herbys, and stonys’ and ‘All other bestys’ subservient to Man.46 This scene is echoed in John Rastell’s own interlude The Four Elements, when in its opening scene Nature greets Humanyte by telling him that his ‘soule intellectyve’, which ‘naturally’ makes him inquisitive, gives him a ‘noble estate’ and ‘domynyon’ over ‘other bestis all’.47

The social metaphor latent in ‘noble estate’ reveals that this vision of humanity was crucially related to political theory—though the precise theory varies in different interpretations of the nature of human beings. In one common analysis, the notion that human beings are placed well above the beasts justifies hierarchy among human beings, as a mirror of that imagined natural order.48 In another, it was possible to see the imagined superiority of human beings as rationale for their empowerment in political participation. Rastell links human nature and political organization thus: The Four Elements begins with a discussion of applying one’s intellect, the mark of a human being, to serving the ‘commyn welth’.49

More complex ideas of the political organization best fitted to human beings emerge in Rastell’s aforementioned prologue to his Liber assisarum. Firstly, he notes twice that people serve the commonweal because ‘euery man hath naturally a very loue’ for it and that love for it is ‘naturally giffin to euery man’ by God.50 The repetition of ‘naturally’ does not so much stress as assume something about human nature, and the communal zeal that is assumed in itself unites people (‘euery man’). But Rastell then transforms this optimism, subtly but with quite dramatic implications; for next, with some inconsistency—or with intellectual flexibility—he turns aside from the natural disposition to love one another and instead proposes that human beings need good laws to prevent them from harming the common good, for they also have natural attributes of a less happy sort:

yt ys to men most expedient to haue ordinancis and lawes for lyk wyse as the brydel and the spurr directyth and constraineth the hors swyftly and wel to performe hys iourney so doth gode and resonable ordinancis and laws lede and direct men to vse gode maners and condicions and therby to honour to drede and to loue god and verteusly to lyue among theyre neyghbors in continual pes and tranquilite in firme concord and agrement in an vnite of wil and mynd and in sencere and pure loue and charite/which thing deuly to perform ys not gyuen to mankynde imediatly and only by nature as is gyuen to all other creatours wich be by nature constreined to do and to lyue after their Kyndis/for the wich it followith that man can not attaine thes thyngis but by a mene/wich mene is non other but gode and resonable ordinaunces and laws to instruct and directid [sic] men to the same.51

These laws are given to us by God’s providence, Rastell says, just as God’s providence gives us ‘euery synguler kynde of thinges necessary to the vse of man as wel elementis tres herbis fruytis fissh foul and al other brute bestis’.52 This last point sounds like the assertion of the superiority of people above animal, vegetable, and mineral in the other interludes Nature and The Four Elements. But here God’s gift of these things is part of a bigger argument that human beings are not sufficient without God’s provision of laws to constrain them; if human beings were left to their own devices, there would be no concord or commonweal. Indeed, human beings do not only use horses, as this metaphor of the bridle and spur betrays; they are like horses, as the metaphor asserts. This is a kind of Hobbesian view of human existence as bestial, not at all what common notions of the humanist discovery of human dignity would lead us to expect.

The idea that other animals love their own kind more than humankind seems to be adapted, in good humanist fashion, from the classics: Pliny’s Natural History.53 But these are bold developments of humanist thinking, and in his interlude Gentleness and Nobility Rastell explores them yet more boldly and thereby tests humanist pieties about both human nature and the human commonweal. The Plowman—breathtakingly, and more explicitly than Rastell in his earlier prologue—inverts the order of nature by proposing that humans are less noble than beasts for their lack of self-sufficiency. This occurs when the Plowman too claims to serve ‘the commyn well’ (334) but then introduces a new idea: he claims to be self-sufficient and claims that self-sufficiency is a sign of nobility (281–340). This question about self-sufficiency has broader implications, as the Merchant sees: ‘by the same reason, thou woldyst have/Everi best, fyssh, and other foule than/To be more noble of birth than a man’. After all, other beasts have ‘Bi nature’ sufficient warm covering, ‘Save’ or except for ‘man him self’ and so, because he is not self-sufficient, the man is ‘most wrechyd’ (341–58). This notion seems to be adapted too from Pliny’s Natural History.54 Even when the Plowman refers to Adam and Eve, he becomes gloomy: he first mentions Adam and Eve as reminders that human beings were born in a world without hierarchy (485–6) but then returns to the ‘furst stock and progenye/Both of Adam and Eve’ (518) as reminders that human beings are, thanks to them, born in sin through wicked sexual acts: ‘Conseyvyd and born in fylth and unclennes’ (520), prone to disease and death (513–30).55

Happily, Gentleness and Nobility does return to more hopeful ideas of the humanist tradition—though it is too late for outright idealism. The Plowman at one point denies human wretchedness with a sudden intellectual turn to declare that though the ‘body’ is ‘impotent’ nevertheless the ‘soule’ is ‘excellent’, so therefore ‘Man is most noble of creaturys lyvyng’ (376–8). And by the ‘soule’ he seems to mean human intelligence, for he explains that it is the ‘soule intyllectyve’ which allows us to subdue other beasts and overcome adversities: shave a hairy mammal and it dies of exposure; strip a human being and he finds new clothing, shelter, or fire (379–96). There is a deliberate rebuttal here of Pliny’s idea that human beings are wretched because they are born without ‘herr … thik skin … skalis’ (347–8):56 unlike other beasts, humans can help themselves to such things. And elsewhere the bold view of human wretchedness in Gentleness and Nobility challenges Rastell’s characters into proposing hopeful political solutions. The Knight responds to human wretchedness by stressing the need for human reason to protect against it in certain forms of political organization. He suggests that even in the feral age of early humankind, some men ‘were wyse’ and ‘Did studi to make laws how the people myght be/Lyffyng togedyr in pease and unyte’ (580–96); such people’s studies turned beasts into men and men into a commonweal. This idea has a classical source immediately apparent to a humanist-trained Tudor auditor or reader: it evokes the story which opens Cicero’s Latin handbook of rhetoric De Inventione, a staple of grammar-school teaching and sixteenth-century book collections. Cicero, the Roman orator and statesman, imagines a prehistoric humanity living in violence and fear—what the Knight calls ‘stryf and debate’ (579)—until some men with slightly more intelligence—what the Knight calls ‘wyse’ men (580)—soothed them into social harmony and order by their clever rhetoric.57 It is true that the Knight alters the implications of Cicero’s story slightly, not only to defend the public role of rhetoric but also to rationalize, or naturalize, social hierarchy. Yet though there is an emphasis on strong government here, and though that comes from a gloomy view of human life, nevertheless there is a meliorist sense, typical of Rastell’s other works, that civil government will work, if we exercise our reason and virtue in serving the commonweal.

So although Gentleness and Nobility tests humanist pieties about the nature of human beings and the possibilities of public discourse, it does not test them to destruction, but by testing them finds a need to extend their insights, in defence of good government. By finding a need for some social organization to defend humankind in its weakness, the interlude develops a bold argument that humankind needs political power to rest not on rank but on reason (the ‘soule intellectyve’, above), virtue, and service. This is where Gentleness and Nobility concludes:

The thyng that makyth a gentylman to be

Ys but vertew and gentyll condycyons,

Whych as well in pore men oft tymes we se

As in men of grete byrth or hye degre.

And also vycious and churlyssh condycyons

May be in men born to grete posessyons.

(1108–13)

Of course, many moralists over preceding centuries had defended the meek as truly noble,58 but just how daring Gentleness and Nobility is might be seen by contrasting the end of Medwall’s Fulgens and Lucres, the other interlude on nobility printed by Rastell. In Medwall’s play, Lucres chooses the humble-born Gaius as most noble, but somewhat grudgingly: she will ‘condyscend’ to him, even though he is ‘a chorles son’; she and others keep pointing out that her choice ‘onely’ applies in this case and that, virtue being equal, an aristocrat would be better.59 By contrast, the conclusion of Gentleness and Nobility is uncompromising, not only welcoming the meek to the ranks of the noble but expelling some noblemen as being ‘churlyssh’. The point is made neither by a woman nor by one of the three partisan members of particular estates (Knight, Merchant, or Plowman) but by the Philosopher, a man outside social placing, and in a different verse-form, offering an authoritative conclusion. And he forms the lesson as a general principle which ‘May be’ relevant ‘oft tymes’ or, as he later adds, ‘ever’ (1121). Challenged in its assumptions, the interlude develops even braver ideas about how human beings must behave.

And the claim that ‘we se’ poor men acting virtuously suggests that this vision reflects experience of good behaviour in practice, and finally the Plowman and the Philosopher develop the ideal of the primacy of virtue into practical proposals for organizing the rule of the commonweal by the virtuous. These proposals reflect the notion that humans need support in living together, heard earlier in the play. Firstly, three quarters of the way though the interlude, the Plowman proposes that only people of ‘vertuouse condycyons’ are fit to be ‘governours’ of the commonweal (776–7). And he proposes that people with property would be corrupted by seeking to look out for their property and their heirs of it (695–8), so that the people who govern should be given financial means to support themselves, and only for the ‘terme of theyr lyvys’ (769–80) with nothing to worry about passing onto their wastrel heirs (781–800). The Philosopher then proposes a similar limitation of power to the virtuous: people should be ‘put … in auctoryte’ only for ‘certayn yeres and than to be removyd’; if they err, they should be ‘ponysshyd’ (1145–60). The Philosopher does mention that ‘The pryncys and governours’ should ‘be bound evermore’ to set up ‘new laws’ like these (1145–6), and this reference to princes might leave open the notion that these men might rule beneath a monarch, like the counsellors in Fortescue’s On the Governance of England or Elyot’s The boke named the Governour. But the emphasis is less on the monarch than on something a little like parliamentary democracy and active participation in office-holding—part of England’s monarchical republic of citizen-subjects.60 Thereby this interlude, Gentleness and Nobility, not only circulates beyond the courtly milieu, to a wider reading public, thanks to Rastell’s printing press; it also imagines a world in which such wider readers might be empowered to govern. Gentleness and Nobility shows the power of humanist thinking, and of its dissemination in drama and print, to this imagined commonweal.
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CHAPTER 12
JOHN HEYWOOD, THE PLAY OF THE WEATHER

PAMELA M. KING

THE plot of The Play of the Weather by John Heywood is linear and deceptively inconsequential.1 In a single act of 1,254 lines, a series of petitioners present themselves to Jupiter, seeking to arrange for weather best suited to their needs. A gentleman asks for clear weather for hunting, a merchant for moderate winds to bring home his ships, a forest ranger for tempestuous gusty winds to bring down the windfalls that are the legitimate perks of his job, a water miller for no wind and plenty of rain, a wind miller for no rain but continual strong winds, a gentlewoman for close, damp weather with no sunshine to preserve her complexion, a laundress for sun and breezes to dry her washing, and finally a little boy for frost for his bird traps and snow to make snowballs. At the beginning of the action, Jupiter appoints a servant called Merry Report to gather the suitors and to present their cases to him. Merry Report’s is the largest part in the play, acting as go-between between the suitors and the god, and engaging in repartee with them and with the audience. At the heart of the play, the repeating pattern of a procession of suitors is broken by two debates, the first between the Water and Wind Millers on the competing merits of their trades, with possible satirical resonances, the second shorter one between the Gentlewoman and the Laundress on the conventional moral opposition between occupation and idleness.2 At the play’s conclusion, all the petitioners are reassembled before the god, Merry Report summarizes their suits, and Jupiter makes a long speech deliberating on how he ought to respond. He concludes that all should have a share of the kind of weather for which they ask. The petitioners are suitably grateful. Only Merry Report apparently sees through the process and observes, ‘Syrs, now shall ye have the wether even as yt was’ (1240). The closing lines are given to Jupiter who claims undeterred that his ‘prudens hath made peace unyversally’ (1245), before ascending to his throne again to musical accompaniment.

In its creation of voices for representatives of a number of ranks in society appearing in sequence, and in its central ‘quiting’ debates, the play is reminiscent of the type of estates satire familiar from The Canterbury Tales. Its subject, the weather, seems relatively trivial, and its conclusion, that things should stay the same, is conservative, but, as we shall see, this play conceals under its innocuous exterior topical and audacious political satire from a highly sensitive moment in the reign of Henry VIII.3 The play was printed by the playwright’s brother-in-law, William Rastell, in 1533, and arguments have been advanced for a first performance some time between the fall of Cardinal Wolsey in 1529, and the birth of Elizabeth to Anne Boleyn in the summer of 1533.4

The play shows the auspices of having been performed in the great hall of a castle or palace, as the entertainment accompanying a feast. Numerous interludes survive from the first half of the sixteenth century, which appear to have been written for genteel coterie audiences, including the royal court itself, and exploiting the spatial constraints of the hall setting. The earliest is Henry Medwall’s Fulgens and Lucres (1497), though sophisticated use of the specifics of the setting and occasion in that play indicate a longer history of plays written for this context.5 It was a space to which travelling companies, companies of boys trained up in chapel choirs and grammar schools, and genteel amateur actors, all alike adapted their repertoires to fit. Wherever they performed, they could rely on certain physical features of their playing space: tables of diners arranged on three sides, with the presiding dignitary and his honoured guests and/or family located at the end on the high table, literally a raised dais. Opposite the high table was the screened-off passage from which servants came and went. Entrances and exits made through the doors from the screens passage commonly involved performers pushing their way through the lowlier members of the audience standing in this area. On his first entrance, Merry Report addresses a torch-bearer asking him to hold up his torch to draw attention to his arrival (98), and when he leaves to summon the petitioners, he is given the lines,

Frendes, a fellyshyppe, let me go by ye!

Thynke ye I may stand thrustyng amonge you there?

(176–7)

Merry Report, lately appointed servant to Jupiter, complains that his new importance is not recognized by the audience, but the device also betrays the practicalities of these common production circumstances. Later on the entrance of the first female character, the Gentlewoman, possibly played by a male performer, also assumes some unseemly jostling:

What should I do where so mych people is?

I know not how to passe in to the god now.

(767–8)

Merry Report turns this into a lewd joke, but again the space-clearing formula is built in.

Recognizing the general context for the performance, however, tells us little about its specifics, and, as recent production experiments have shown, there is ‘more than one way to play in that space’.6 The size of the hall, the time of day, that is by daylight or lit with torches, the disposition and nature of the audience, and particularly whether the monarch himself was present, all directly affect the play’s imagined reception, and, to large degree, its interpretation. Players operating down the centre of a hall did not just work as if on a thrust stage; the decorum of the occasion might demand that the direction of address was predominantly front-on, to the high table, something written in to a number of Heywood’s other plays.7 The Play of the Weather, however, singles out particular sectors of the audience for address from time to time, as when, for instance, Merry Report promises the ladies present some ‘sporte’ with the Gentleman (256). A modern experiment with traverse production worked successfully with an audience in which male and female spectators were segregated on opposite sides of the hall. The most alien thing for the modern director, or for the reader imagining performance, however, is understanding that the original audience would have conformed to a strict social hierarchy, from dais down to screens-end, and the lowlier elements could effectively be considered not important enough to play directly to at all.8

The chief difficulty in imagining this play’s staging, however, is the disposition of Jupiter’s throne. Jupiter transparently stands in for the monarch, as readings of the play’s political resonances make clear, and has a ‘throne’ into which he can withdraw, in which music can be produced, and which he can rise up to and descend from. The likeliest location for the throne is at the screens-end, where, were Henry present, Jupiter is wittily set up as a mirror to the monarch. There is, however, no conclusive evidence that the play was intended to be played before Henry. On the one hand, there are no records of Henry sitting passively through a play; his theatrical tastes seem to have been much more for masques and pageantry of the type in which he took part.9 On the other hand, the play abounds with very specific compliments directed at Henry’s personal style of government, and to imagine Jupiter played physically opposite him greatly enhances the construction of the play’s theatrical meaning. Whether or not the presiding dignitary was Henry himself, the problem then remains that when characters address Jupiter, they have to avoid turning their backs on the dais. And there is also some suggestion that Jupiter’s ‘throne’ is a distinct location, occupying a raised space.

In their more developed form, screens passages were roofed with a gallery, often used to accommodate musicians, and we may speculate that the gallery was adapted as Jupiter’s tented throne, as all the play’s music is located within the throne area, which can also be concealed and revealed on cue. We do not know which hall the play was designed for, but the screens and gallery survive in Henry VIII’s palace at Hampton Court, and those in the smaller hall that formed the core of the palace built by Cardinal Wolsey at Whitehall are generally believed to have been similar. Whitehall was used for the staging of festive events from its completion in 1528 until it burnt down in 1698, latterly becoming a permanent court playhouse.10

When the Gentleman is admitted to Jupiter’s presence directly, Merry Report instructs him,

Come on your way before the God Jupyter,

And there for your selfe ye shall be sewter.

(256–7)

The lines suggest a significant movement from one space to another. Equally it is clear that the Merchant slips past Merry Report into the presence of Jupiter in the sequence between lines 341 and 345,

Why, where be you? Shall I not fynde ye?

Come a way, I pray god the devyll blynde ye!

These lines further suggest that access to the throne area containing Jupiter throughout the play, and in which the music is played, is visible to the audience when Jupiter is involved in the action, but not immediately to Merry Report on the hall floor. Merry Report’s own initial conversation with the god seems also to have taken place within the throne area, from which he has to push his way out in order to enter again at another level. A number of screens galleries incorporated newel staircases from the hall floor, round which there would have been a particular press of people.11 There is also some indication that Merry Report’s re-entrance involved a costume change from his previous ‘light’ array into a livery suitable for a ‘squyre for goddess precious body’ (191), who has just been on an extensive journey.

After the Merchant’s exit, all subsequent supplicants are denied access to Jupiter, and the throne area is curtained off until the end of the play. After the last petitioner, the boy, leaves, a stage direction has Merry Report exit prior to Jupiter’s speech. In that speech Jupiter then addresses the audience, referring to the preceding debate ‘as from above ye have harde’, and ‘beneth amonge your selfes ye se’ (1132–3), suggesting that although they have witnessed the debate at the level at which it has taken place, the audience has heard everything that the god has heard. The whole deixis of Jupiter’s speech suggests that he has been listening from above, but for the final exchange in the play in which he is addressed directly by all the suitors, he has appeared at the lower level, from which he then ascends with music at the end of the play:

Now unto that heven we woll make retourne,

Where we be glorifyed most tryumphantly,

Also we woll all ye that on yerth sojourne—

Syns cause gyveth cause—to know us your lord onely:

And now here to synge moste joyfully,

Rejoycynge in us, and in meane tyme we shall

Ascende into our trone celestyall.

(1248–54)

The end of the play appears to demand that Jupiter leave the hall floor where he has received the grateful thanks of the suitors, and reappear on the upper level.

Who originally performed the play is another subject for speculation and debate. The reconstructions of 2009 at Hampton Court were performed by a mixed-gender adult cast, on the understanding that women may have played in closet drama, as they did in masques, and because it was felt that all-male casts resonate inappropriately with modern audiences.12 The question of whether the cast was all male or mixed gender is then complicated further by the question of whether the play was performed by adults or children.

In May 1527, Heywood’s father-in-law had created an entertainment performed before the king at Greenwich by the boys of the Chapel Royal in which Jupiter had acted as a judge in a dispute between Cupid and Plutus, and in which Mercury had acted as go-between.13 It has been suggested that this may have provided part of the inspiration for The Play of the Weather, and particularly for the character of Merry Report, who may well have been dressed as a comic Mercury figure. The case for Merry Report having been played by Heywood himself, which we will return to, seems to be a strong one, but what of the rest?

The designation of the last member of the cast in the printed cast list as ‘A Boy, the lest that can play’ is the chief supporting evidence invoked by those who see the play as written for performance by children: the child who played a child had to be a very small child indeed. The boys of the Chapel Royal, and later the boys of St Paul’s, performed regularly before the Tudor monarchs, but hosting entertainments written for, and staged by, children was a widespread phenomenon throughout the sixteenth century. Indeed boy players became so popular in London and court circles that the later commercialization of children’s companies, such as the company that leased the Blackfriars Theatre from Burbage at the end of the century, brought the practice into particular disrepute when all theatrical activity came under the unsympathetic scrutiny of puritan detractors.14 Beyond the instructions about the Boy, The Play of the Weather has a number of other auspices which point towards performance by children. The role of the smooth-complexioned Gentlewoman who sings a two-part song with Merry Report, suggests another boy player, but the play also exploits singing talents more widely in ways that seem suitable to a school cast. The play is in general extravagant with its casting, bringing all the petitioners back on stage at the end to listen to the god’s deliberations, a structural feature that adult male companies that had to pay their performers, and therefore relied on some doubling of parts, tended to avoid. Finally, were Heywood to have had available to him a plentiful supply of boy-actors for the play, Jupiter’s long opening speech could have been accompanied by a dumb show of the parliament in heaven, elevating the play to the kind of mixed-mode lavish entertainment popular with the Tudor monarchs. None of these auspices is, however, conclusive.

In his long career as theatrical impresario at court, Heywood often worked with children’s companies. He is recorded, for example, in March 1538, providing an interlude of children before Princess Mary at Richmond. He later worked closely with Sebastian Westcott, the master of St Paul’s, in the 1550s.15 But Greg Walker follows R. W. Bolwell in his scepticism about The Play of the Weather having been written for such a cast:

for the play relies upon a considerable amount of innuendo and crude jests for its comic effects, material which would seem not only inappropriate for a cast of choirboys, but also less effective [my italics] when delivered by such a cast, however competent they might have been.16

The matter of effect is in the end largely subjective, but a case can equally be made for the play’s sexual and political innuendo being considerably more effective when performed by relatively innocent children rather than relatively knowing adults.

Writing about the later commercialized boy companies who played the commercial theatres at the end of the century, Michael Shapiro suggests that their popularity arose because ‘only children offered that special mixture of pertness and naivety, audacity and innocence, which Roger Ascham felt was overly prized in upper-class English families’.17 Ascham inveighs against the wrong children being sent from school to university, because they are ‘ripe too soon’.18 However, such precocious products of well-to-do men about court were, no doubt, precisely suited to performing in plays and performing with audacious competence. Moreover, where lavish entertainments were best suited to choirboys, those who were enjoying the humanist-influenced education at the new grammar schools of St Paul’s, Eton, and Westminster were even better suited to the performance of witty English dialogue with structures such as the debate between the two Millers at the centre of Play of the Weather with all its affinities with the methods of Latin education. The boys of St Paul’s are known to have performed before both Henry and Wolsey in 1527–8, while Nicholas Udall brought the boys of Eton to perform before Thomas Cromwell in 1538, and the boys of Westminster performed before Mary I in 1554.19

Casting a boy as Jupiter would, arguably, have particular comic frisson, especially if Henry were present but even if he were not. Jupiter’s opening speech is all about power. He alone speaks in rhyme royale stanzas, and he speaks of himself in the first person plural. In the second stanza he promises the audience that they will see such an example of his government that it will bring them to their knees in gratitude:

Whyche hyely shall bynde you on knees lowly bent

Soolly to honour oure hyenes day by day.

(19–20)

The adoption of such a high register, a cosmic perspective, and an exaggerated anticipation of a grateful public’s reception of what emerges as a project in improving the English weather, is amusing because it over-inflates a commonplace problem. This effect is considerably underscored if the ‘god’ is a strutting child. Moreover, if the speech is envisaged as an address from the mirror, as it were, to a real monarch sensitive about his recent resumption of absolute power, it sails close to the wind. We know that Heywood’s extraordinary durability and apparent immunity at court may be attributed to the kind of licence that the disingenuousness of his style of theatrical metaphor confers—and that he made Henry laugh in troubled times. He was pardoned on the scaffold in 1544, according to Sir John Harington, and ‘escaped hanging with his mirth’.20 But the tone of self-deprecation adopted by Merry Report is what is appropriate in the ‘allowed fool’, whereas the sustained bombast of Jupiter’s opening speech veers towards presumption, unless disarmed by being delivered by a child. For the modern audience there is also a particular proleptic poignancy in the comparison between a child actor imitating for only a brief period of theatrical strutting the full burden of adult rule, with the real imitation adult that was to be the boy-king Edward VI, portrayed as his father’s mirror in the portrait made by a follower of William Scrots in 1547.21

‘Acting up’ into adult roles, in real life as well as on stage, was a fact of Tudor court life. Political expediency saw what we would now regard as children on the brink of their teens propelled into arranged marriage and procreative activity as soon as they had the physical capacity. Henry was concerned that the physical demands of marriage at an inappropriately early age had contributed to his brother Arthur’s early demise, and much of the ‘Great Matter’ of the divorce turned the spotlight on who had consummated what relationship, or not, and when, but this did not prevent the king from marrying his own illegitimate son, Henry Fitzroy, Duke of Richmond and Somerset (1519–36) to Anne Boleyn’s cousin, Mary Howard, in 1533 when both were fourteen. The relationship between sexual knowledge and sexual capacity, particularly among young males, was a focus of political and salacious interest at court when the play was first performed, and perhaps the sexual innuendo in The Play of the Weather would not have seemed as inappropriate emanating from schoolboys as it does to modern sensibilities.

The boys at choir schools and grammar schools were aged between eight and twelve. If the ‘least that might play’ were a talented eight-year-old, the others considered accomplished enough to perform at court would have been closer to twelve, which was at this period the minimum canonical age of marriage set by the Church. The character of many of the crude jokes and double entendres in the play is, by modern standards, ‘adolescent’, with a focus on anatomical details, arse-kissing, and farting. The more ‘knowing’ sexual innuendo comes chiefly from Merry Report, particularly in his speech which turns on the double meaning of ‘pecking’ (745–54), and is then self-censored with, ‘But let it pass …’ (754).

The entrance of the little boy last of all, with his plea for frost and snow, also suggests a schoolboy cast. He claims to have been sent to the god by ‘A hundred poor boys that stode to gether’ (1023) and agreed to ‘Sende lyttell Dycke’ (1035). His speech plays to best effect with a number of other boys already in the place to cheer him on. The pride of place given to this child, and the sentimental indulgence shown to him towards the climax of the play, work less effectively if one imagines an otherwise adult cast playing to an audience made up largely of adult courtiers.

Merry Report is a character of a different order. He bursts upon the scene when Jupiter decides to recruit a crier to assemble petitioners. Their opening repartee supports the understanding that the part was played by the author. All the other characters, including Jupiter, tell the audience who they are by name, or designated occupational type; Merry Report identifies himself only as ‘I’. Asked to elaborate, he will say only,

What I? Some saye I am I perse I

But what maner I so ever be I,

I assure your good lordshiyp, I am I.

(104–7)

He gives his name only in answer to the question of what he is called. His initial claim to the indissolubility of ‘I per se I’ stands as a witty exposition of a character who is at once one of the characters within the action, but also the originator of that action.

Neither his name, manner, nor appearance pleases Jupiter, so Merry Report praises himself in the play’s second long speech, this time in rhymed couplets. He picks up on Jupiter’s accusation of his ‘lightness’, claiming to be light as an elf (121). If Heywood, known to have been a very tall man, is playing in a cast otherwise made up of schoolboys, the accumulating references to his physical size and weight gain in burlesque humour. But they also protect the author from any accusations of intellectual weightiness, and fashion the character of Merry Report as a licensed fool, in preparation for the fact that he will carry not only the play’s most pointed sexual innuendo, but also its political satire in his own lines. Defending his behaviour from the outset, he says, ‘For sewer my curtesy coulde not be amendyd’ (126). ‘Sewer’ is a pun on ‘sure’ but also ‘suer’, literally ‘follower’, so ‘servant’. The pun is followed through with ‘As for my sewt your servaunt to be’ (127) and his decision to ‘sew for offyce’ (130). John Heywood was first appointed to the office of Sewer of the Chamber to Henry VIII in 1528.22 His rhetorical question, ‘What hurte to reporte a sad mater merely?’ (138), establishes that he is ‘good at making bad news seem good, a useful skill in a courtier’.23 He ends by asserting that all weathers are the same to him, perhaps Heywood’s own statement, as loyal servant of the monarch, of his complete neutrality when faced by political faction.

Jupiter’s reaction to Merry Report’s job-application is to appoint him immediately, ‘consydrynge thyne indyfferency’ (161), surely another element in Heywood’s fashioning of his own reputation. He is then charged with the Usher of the Chamber’s routine job of governing access to the monarch. It thus also introduces a satirical focus on the question of who can control access to the King, and of the power and corruptibility of otherwise menial servants who could manipulate that control.24

Merry Report is described as the play’s ‘vice’, a term used to describe a particular character type in the evolved secular interlude of the early Tudor stage. In interludes with an overtly religious or moral burden, the character of the vice is understood to be the master of those elements that lead to the protagonist’s fall into sin. To take the classic example, Mischief in the 1470s play Mankind, shows a number of auspices which later ‘vice’ figures, including Merry Report, will come to share, but which will also have less and less to do with actual moral viciousness. He is part dramatic character, part deus ex machina, enjoying a particular relationship with the audience. In didactic moral plays the direct equivalence between the protagonist, who falls into sin, and each member of the audience, is strategically underscored. In Mankind the audience is led through a couple of object lessons in parallel with Mankind, singing a blasphemous song, and paying for the appearance of a devil. If the audience does not conspire with the vice, the play itself grinds to a halt. He is thus a dramatic device, generating the plot of the play through the plot he hatches within the fiction of the play, a plot shared conspiratorially with his chief allies, the audience, with whom he shares the common goal that something should happen. The vice, in his later manifestations gradually loses the property of viciousness, but retains his influence in the microcosm of the play world as chief instigator. He is thus the author of the play’s action, and a part aptly performed by the author of the play itself, the ‘I per se I’.

In that the play world is a verbal construct too, the vice is usually rhetorically subversive, like Mischief, or like Fancy in John Skelton’s Magnificence, a flatterer and a liar.

The attraction of these characters goes beyond the entrapment of other characters and the audience. They often deliberately use rhetorical tropes and figures to further their own ends, and thereby undermine any notions of the inherent stability of language as a truth-bearing medium. They undermine the officially sanctioned norm of the period, that is, that ‘wordes moote be cosyn to the dede’, and present subversive rhetoric to the audience as an alternative to that norm.25

Merry Report has, however, less of this dimension of the vice. He controls the comic debate between the petitioners with nothing more subversive than the odd lewd double entendre, much more the wise fool, owing something to the sots of contemporary French farce. Also, in the homely wisdom that privileges him with being the only character accorded real insight at the end of the play—‘Syrs, now shall ye have the wether even as yt was’ (1240)—he has much in common with Erasmus’ Folly in his Encomium Moriae [In Praise of Folly]. The social and rhetorical disruption that Merry Report so adeptly promotes, leads not in fact to deepening chaos, but to order, and is thus celebrated rather than excoriated through the progress of the action.26

The first signal that in Merry Report Heywood constructed a character to fulfil the structural role of the traditional ‘vice’ without any of the moral connotations of that role comes in his first speech when he returns to the stage following his appointment by Jupiter. He effects to have travelled the known world in search of petitioners with an interest in the future of the British weather, and the speech takes the form of a bravura performance of alliterating place names that draws on a dramatic motif largely lost on the modern audience. The number of lists of this kind even in the patchy surviving corpus of medieval and early Tudor interludes suggests that it had the status of a performance set piece comparable with the flights of lexical virtuosity that became the hallmark of the master of ceremonies in the Edwardian music hall. As John McGavin has pointed out, although the use of the motif in each of its surviving contexts, including Heywood’s play The Four PP, serves different and local thematic purposes, its use in The Play of the Weather is notable for lacking any ‘religious application and morality overtones’. It takes up a recognizable stage convention and turns it into a piece of arrestingly disarming nonsense, all about the triumph of style over substance: it is first and last a ‘theatrical feat’. By extension, it suggests that Merry Report enjoins the audience from the outset to sit back and enjoy the show, which will be about a topic on which all are invited to share his indifference.27

‘Vice’ or ‘wise fool’ are in the end categories limited both in usefulness and accuracy; Merry Report’s role as surrogate for John Heywood presents the most fruitful line of exploration. Heywood was a court entertainer, turning up in the accounts, prior to his appointment as Sewer of the Chamber, in 1519 as a ‘singer’ and in 1525, ‘player of the virginals’. In 1527 begin royal quarterly payments to him, still, apparently, for similar services, possibly by now also a manager of plays and other entertainments. This is remarkably the role that Heywood then maintained through the remainder of the reign of Henry VIII, Edward VI, Mary I, and into the reign of Elizabeth I. What his precise official duties as Sewer were beyond this, and how they evolved, is unclear. What is not is that Heywood was one of those royal servants who was at once intimate with the monarch but also involved in carrying out for him relatively humble services. Although Henry Norris, Henry VIII’s Groom of the Stool, who carried out the services most menial and most intimate of all, did not escape intrigue and was executed for suspected adultery with Anne Boleyn, the nature of Heywood’s duties seem rather to offer the key to his survival, as he avoided for the most part the doctrinal confrontations that proved fatal for his wife’s uncle, Thomas More. His chosen medium of expression, the court entertainment, was less strident than the polemical treatise. It is unfashionable to associate biographical information about authors with the construction of meaning in their works,28 but the facts of Heywood’s career seem to provide a striking parallel with his generation of Merry Report, the ‘vice’ that is no vice at all, whose very existence encodes a technique for the presentation of the author, and by extension his opinions, as ephemeral.

Of Heywood’s surviving plays, only one, Johan Johan, has a true plot; all the others work through a sequence of debates which enact a process of conflict resolution designed to engage the audience’s judgement under the cloak of genial entertainment.29 There is no polarized moral absolute in these debates, rather a presentation of diversity which has to be appropriately negotiated. Set piece debates were part of contemporary schoolroom praxis at a period when teaching methodology placed particular emphasis on performance as a mode of learning, and Roger Ascham is just one exponent of the view that ‘play’ in every sense of the word had a place in the schoolroom.30 Recent studies have, moreover, drawn attention to how scholastic disputations in Oxford and Cambridge brought together the rhetorical and dramatic traditions throughout the Middle Ages, just as using colloquies of vulgaria, that is scenes from everyday life, which included taking parts non in propria persona, for the purposes of learning grammar in school, have an equally long and respectable history.31 The same practices were specifically used in education in the Inns of Court, where legal students learned to impersonate the pleading parties in a legal suit according to models recommended by Quintillian and Cicero.32 Whether we understand Heywood’s plays to have been performed by children or adults, they derive their structural principles from the schoolroom, taking debate to the performative excesses of The Pardoner and the Friar—where both parties speak at once—and, in The Play of the Weather, using it to explore contemporary realpolitik.

The play unites the schoolroom practice of the taking of parts, with the procedures of legal debate, in which Jupiter is cast as judge. The presentation of Jupiter as the archetype of all judges is something of a literary commonplace, from the parallels drawn between him and Theseus in Chaucer’s Knight’s Tale in The Canterbury Tales, determining the marriage of the chaste Emily,33 to George Buchanan’s pageants celebrating the marriage of Mary Queen of Scots to Lord Darnley on 29 July 1565, where, in a mock trial, Diana, goddess of chastity, enters an appeal that the marriage will rob her of Mary her votary.34 The iconology of Jupiter’s appearance was also the focus of contemporary Italian treatises on painting, which may give us some idea about how he would have been represented on stage.35 In the play’s first speech, Jupiter sets out the particular matter over which he must arbitrate, the weather. The audience is told that this has been the matter of an unresolved dispute in a parliament in heaven, involving Saturn, Phoebus, Phebe, and Aeolus, which Jupiter has now resolved to take for arbitration to earth. Models for parliaments in heaven derived from Giovanni Boccaccio’s perennially popular De Geneologia Deorum Gentilium [Of the Genealogy of the Gods of the Gentiles],36 but the immediate inspiration of the play is recognized to be Lucian’s satire Icaromenippus in which Menippus recounts his flight on manufactured wings, to seek Zeus’ opinion on the earthly philosophers who are opinionated and constantly at odds with one another.37 The satire’s portrayal of the god is burlesque, but it is the text’s form as a dialogue between the audacious Menippus and his friend that probably inspired Merry Report’s confidential relationship with the play’s audience.

Familiar classical precedents, schoolroom methods, and a disarmingly innocuous subject are combined by John Heywood as a disingenuous cover for a play that explores the pressing issues of its moment of performance. The play’s Jupiter declares that he is in more ‘triumphant estate’ (14) than he has ever been since the world began, emphasizing the reciprocity this implies; as he provides ‘perpetuall conforte’ (18), so all should bend the knee to him. The parliament of the gods which has taken place before the play begins was called,

For the redress of certayne enormytees

Bred amonge them thorow extremytees.

(25–6)

That parliament, unable to settle its dispute, applied to Jupiter to exercise his power, and because he works

From all extremytees the meane devydynge,

To pease and plente eche thynge attemperynge

(69–70)

Jupiter has descended therefore, in order to try to make amends to everyone whom this weather has offended. The play thus exposes first the inadequacies of parliament as a judicious and non-partisan body to advise the monarch, and goes on to show how the populace too, given the opportunity, will act out of self-interest, leaving the responsibility for arriving at a solution that truly serves the common good to the monarch alone. Heywood uses Jupiter as a mouthpiece for something more than flattery, presenting a political philosophy that affirms the mysterious and non-negotiable nature of kingship, ‘beyond the compass of all comparison’ (10), urging Henry ‘to fulfil the obligations inherent in his vocation as a personal monarch’.38

In the years 1529–33, Henry had emerged from the long period during which he had delegated affairs of state to Cardinal Wolsey, and was asserting himself as direct and absolute ruler. Wolsey had failed to deliver what Henry most sought, which was his divorce from Catherine of Aragon. Wolsey was Chancellor, Keeper of the Great Seal, with the responsibility that went with the office to deliver judgements on the monarch’s behalf.39 Specific remedies could be sought by petitioning the Chancellor, irrespective of whether a case were pending at common law, and the Chancellor issued decrees in his own name. Thus the Chancellor proceeded according to the rules of equity, dealing with individual cases according to the dictates of conscience. Henry’s resumption of the burden of administering the dictates of the King’s conscience to himself anticipated the early seventeenth-century jurist, Selden’s, observation that Chancellors’ consciences, like Chancellors’ feet, could vary in size.40 A measure of Henry VIII’s own concern about the administration of equity in his realm may be his own poem ‘Lusti yough shiuld us ensue’, in which he writes, ‘with gode order coun[c]ell & equite/good lord gra[n]t us o[u]r mancyon to be’.41 The operation of sovereign equity is precisely what the audience sees demonstrated in Jupiter’s final treatment of the pleas of the petitioners.

Following Cardinal Wolsey’s fall from power, there was a succession of six parliamentary sessions between 1529 and 1533 which wrangled, but also failed to resolve the ‘Great Matter’ of the King’s divorce. Jupiter’s declaration of his determination to be temperate, avoiding extreme opinion, reflects the best political philosophy of the time, echoing the intricate debate between Liberty and Measure in Magnyficence, the play in which the young monarch had been offered advice by his former tutor John Skelton. But Heywood does not so much offer advice as support to the monarch. The chronicler Edward Hall describes the first of the Parliaments as an occasion when a number of grievances about the Church which ‘before this time might in nowise be touched nor yet talked of by no man except he would be made an heretic, or lose all that he had’ were brought forward ‘now when God had illuminated the eyes of the king’.42 The near impossibility of steering a mean between extremes that Henry faced by the early 1530s, in a nation riven by factions largely of his own making, is forgivingly represented in Jupiter’s final decision that he should leave things exactly as they are.

Pinpointing the exact moment of the play’s composition hangs upon the exchange in which the Gentlewoman is denied direct access to Jupiter. Merry Report suggests to the god that he may wish to see her because she is marriageable, to which the god retorts, ‘Sonne, that is not the thynge at this tyme ment’ (786). What ‘this tyme’ is, is later alluded to in Merry Report’s explanation to the Gentlewoman about why Jupiter is too busy to receive her: he is making a new moon,

He sayth your old moones be so farre tasted

That all the goodnes of them is wasted.

(797–8)

Luna, the moon, was the goddess of childbirth, and the new companion of Henry’s nights, Anne Boleyn, was pregnant by Christmas 1532. The ‘goodnes’ of the ‘old moone’, Catherine of Aragon, had been ‘wasted’ by a succession of miscarriages—‘For olde moones be leake, they can holde no water’ (799)—still-births, and the production of one daughter, Mary. The hopes, later to be dashed by the birth of Elizabeth, were that Anne’s infant would be the male heir Henry increasingly desperately craved. The ‘great wete’ that has been ‘moste mater’ transparently refers to Henry’s divorce, known as his ‘Great Matter’, although there had been spoiled harvests caused by heavy rains during the same period. The most explicit reference, however, is the promise that

Ye shall se how the wether wyll amende.

By saynt Anne, he goth to worke even boldely!

(811–12)

St Anne, who immaculately conceived the Virgin Mary, fortuitously shares a name with the ‘new moon’. It was in the session of 1532 that Henry put the case for his divorce directly to parliament, and began to enforce his official designation as ‘supreme head’ of the Church, something which for conservative catholic John Heywood would have been hard to take, and may be the source of Merry Report’s sardonic remark to the Gentleman,

But syns I have one hed more then I knew,

Blame not my rejoycynge, I love all thynges new.

(305–6)

The grievances raised before Henry in this succession of parliaments largely concerned divisions within the Church, but also demonstrated to those ‘in the know’ at court that there were matters at hand whose outcome would affect the whole health of the commonwealth of the nation. The main action in The Play of the Weather, that is the presentation of individual cases by individual citizens, can be read as a series of satirical attacks on the different kinds of self-interested partisanship which reinforce the case that the King, and the King alone, must take responsibility for all sovereign action.

The first petitioner is a country Gentleman, whose self-interest is exposed in his desire to have weather suitable for sport. He is clearly detached from, and unconcerned with, the affairs of the court, and the health of the commonwealth. In him Heywood seems to suggest that even relatively menial court servants, such as are represented by Merry Report, are more in touch with current affairs of state than the landed classes.43 The Gentleman is followed by the Merchant, whom Merry Report apparently unaccountably mistakes for a parson (329), with a wife (330). The notable absence of any petitioners representing the clergy, unlike other estates satire models such as The Canterbury Tales, may be accounted for by the larger satirical point which Heywood seems to be making in his characterization of this merchant/parson. The jibe,

Mayster Person, now welcome by my lyfe!

I pray you, how doth my mastres your wyfe?

(329–30)

may refer to what Heywood sees as the new kind of cleric who is indistinguishable from members of secular society, men who wore plain gowns like merchants, failed to observe the laws of celibacy, and who came and went across the North Sea, ‘from place to place/Berynge our seylys for spede moste vayleable’ (367–8). Such men traded particularly in printed vernacular bibles. The profile fits amongst others Thomas Cranmer, who came to prominence after Wolsey’s fall and was appointed Archbishop of Canterbury in November 1532, having married the niece of the German reformer Andreas Osiander earlier that year.44 Although the specific parallel can be no more than speculative, the case of mistaken identity would seem to point in this general direction. Heywood’s own nearest to fatal brush with ecclesiastical politics was to be his involvement in the ‘Prebendaries’ Plot’ of 1543 to bring down Cranmer.45

The most obvious set-piece debate between extremes which Merry Report as Jupiter’s proxy has to resolve, however, is that between the Wind and Water Millers at the heart of the play. Its primary purpose seems to be as an object lesson in how attempting to resolve differences through the medium of debate alone is flawed, as no matter the merits of the individual case, the dispute could continue indefinitely if an arbitrator did not intervene. The Water Miller is first to appear, giving voice to the perennial commonplace of political complaint, that the ordinary people’s voice is not heard. His problem, as he states it, is that he cannot carry out Christ’s injunction to care for his neighbour as all the equipment of his mill is in disrepair. Merry Report rebukes him for his ‘audacyte’ (470) as a bold upstart, erring ‘from rewl of curtesye’ (473), stating plainly, ‘Thou arte nother brother nor felowe to me’ (482), and confiding to the audience, ‘Byr lady, these knavys muste be tyed shorter’ (486), that is kept in closer check. The Wind Miller, on the other hand, also complains of the deterioration of his equipment, but puts it down to the incessant rain required by the Water Miller, asking, ‘in tyme past, when gryndynge was plente,/Who were so lyke goddys felows as we?’ (524–5), and going on to reflect, ‘I feare our pryde/Is cause of the care whyche god doth us provyde’ (528–9). Merry Report concurs that

Oppressyon of rayne doth make the wynde so faynte

That ye wynde myllers be clene caste away.

(537–8)

The Wind Miller further swears he would recite ‘Our Ladyes sauter’ (543) every day if only it would stop the rain. The Water Miller’s later observation that the two are ‘of one crafte, but not of one kynde’ (550), perhaps suggests that Millers too stand in for churchmen, and, that being the case, the Wind Miller, representing the older form of the craft and the one with whom Merry Report/John Heywood is more sympathetic, may be the more orthodox. As the debate develops, it is the Wind Miller who puts the case that while they argue no actual milling is being done. Moreover, one of his defences of wind is that it powers the organs that supply music in church services (600–2), to which the Water Miller retorts that music is wind ‘forced artificially’. Further into the debate, he blames the Wind Miller for arguing that the wind is responsible for things that would have happened anyway.

Topical allusion from an era where the punishments for speaking out of turn were draconian will always be hard to resurrect; the evidence for such implied equivalences is circumstantial, but they remain as available readings. The play’s editors focus more strongly in their reading of the debate between the Millers on the sexual innuendo, particularly between lines 719 and 54, which, were the play performed between Christmas 1532 and Lent 1533, would also be highly topical coming immediately in the wake of Henry’s secret marriage to Anne Boleyn that January on the discovery of Anne’s pregnancy.46

The real topical burden of the play, aside from the few transparently specific allusions in the dialogue, focuses on the presentation of Jupiter. In Jupiter, as Walker has observed, Heywood exaggerated ‘the rhetoric of royal independence’, in a play that enacts an understanding that threats to royal power arise from rival ‘claims to exclusivity’. The play demonstrates that parliament cannot be relied upon to act without malice, while members of the populace in general are largely self-interested, entrenched in their myopic opinions, not to say foolish. In the play’s outcome, where Jupiter takes the whole decision on himself and returns an even-handed verdict which satisfies all petitioners, Heywood further illustrates how the monarch’s action on the affairs of men, to borrow Walker’s words, can turn ‘contention’ into ‘contentment’.47 In their final speeches each petitioner submits to the monarch’s judgement. Merry Report who has been the agent of Jupiter’s action within the fiction of the play, enabling his will to become action, is also finally dismissed. In an act of self-denial, Heywood thus demonstrates that it is equally dangerous for the monarch to heed advice offered by household servants such as himself. As Jupiter is set up as a mirror to Henry, the play’s larger meaning becomes John Heywood’s ‘merry report’ to the monarch. Unlike the speculum principis dramas, such as Magnyficence, that precede it, The Play of the Weather does not so much advise Henry on what he should do, as endorse the course of action on which he is already embarked as the only recipe for concord in the state. This is after all a play written by a religious reactionary deeply suspicious of listening to reformist advisers, who, according to the political truism, always want to make their mark by counselling change. The monarch left to his own devices, on the other hand, can bring about peace and concord in the realm by following his own inclinations and, broadly, leaving everything to take its natural course.
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CHAPTER 13
JOHN REDFORD, WIT AND SCIENCE

MEG TWYCROSS

The Argument: Wit, son of Dame Nature, falls in love with Lady Science, daughter of Reason and Experience. Her father, approving his suit, sends him on a quest to win her, giving him three helpers, Instruction, Study, and Diligence; and a ‘glass [mirror] of reason’ in which he will be able to see his true self. The journey (to Mount Parnassus) passes the lair of the giant Tediousness, whom Wit is to dispose of, if he is to win Science. Wit shakes off Instruction, dismissing his warning that he is not yet ready to encounter the giant, takes a short-cut, attacks Tediousness—and is clubbed to death by him.

Is this the end of the story? No, because Reason has sent for Honest Recreation and her three helpers, Comfort, Quickness, and Strength, who bring Wit back to life with a song. However, he is so attracted to Recreation that when Reason suggests he should return to his quest, he refuses rudely, and dances himself into exhaustion trying to impress her. He drops into the lap of Idleness, who charms him asleep, dresses him in the fool’s coat of her servant Ignorance, and paints his face black.

Meanwhile Wit’s messenger Confidence has arranged a meeting between his master and Science. She arrives with her mother, but both of them profess not to recognize Wit: all they can see is Ignorance, ‘the common fool’. Wit, thrown off balance by their lack of enthusiasm for what they interpret as his forward behaviour, is extremely rude to them both, and they leave. Fuming, he tries to confirm his self-image by looking in Reason’s glass—and sees a ‘stark fool’. He is lashed by Shame and indicted for his crimes by Reason. Fortunately, Reason quiets Shame sufficiently long for Wit to beg a second chance, and he is reunited with his three helpers, dressed ‘in new apparel’, and sent back to his quest.

This time he listens to Instruction, who has a strategy to overcome Tediousness, and between them all they confuse the giant and Wit cuts off his head (offstage). Confidence rushes in to announce that Science has seen the combat from the top of the mountain, and that Wit has won her, ‘body and all’. Science and her company come to meet Wit and his company, and the marriage contract is negotiated, though Experience has misgivings about Wit’s long-term ability to maintain her daughter. Reason and Wit attempt to overcome these qualms by invoking Wit’s good intentions and the help of God, and the play ends hopefully.

*****

As far as we know, the play was never printed.1 It turns up in a manuscript miscellany of music and verse, now BL Additional MS 15233. Unusually, it is in landscape format, because the first section contains organ music. As the MS stands (almost half its pages are missing),2 this peters out after ten folios with two folios of blank staves. Then comes the play, but written in portrait format, so that the reader has to turn the book round through ninety degrees. The result looks like a reporter’s notebook, and the scribe has helpfully written ‘Verte folium’ (a musician’s command: ‘turn over the leaf [the piece isn’t finished yet]’) at the bottom of each recto. After the end of the play, there are several more leaves missing, then the last few lines of another play, followed by a collection of poems which appear to be lyrics, but without music. Well on into these (fols 46r–47r) is a set of three entitled ‘The fyrst song in the play of Sience’; ‘the ij song’; ‘The thryd song’, again without music; there are neither words nor music for ‘Remembrance’, the closing song of the play. Presumably it was a well-known piece. These songs are cued in the play (‘Here the[y] syng Excedynge Mesure’), but not written out in full.

The beginning of the play is missing; it starts with Reason handing over the glass to Wit. It is not really possible to say exactly how much has been lost, because the manuscript is a codicological nightmare.3 However, the sequence of the apparently near-original alphabetical foliation suggests that we have lost at most three leaves (about 180 lines), and possibly only one leaf (about 60 lines). The plot is perfectly comprehensible without it.

Fortunately, despite the missing beginning, which might have included a title and maybe an indication of audience, the play is identified at the end: ‘thus endeth the play of Wit & Science made by Master Jhon Redford’. Attributions to Redford are all over the manuscript: the organ music appears to be his. The poems in the last section of the miscellany are by various authors. Nine are anonymous; of those where the authors are identified, Redford leads with ten, if we include the three songs from Wit and Science; nine are attributed to John Heywood; three to John Thorne, and one each to ‘myles huggard’ (60r); ‘Thomas pridioxe’ (49v); and ‘master knyght’. Four of them, Redford, Heywood, Thorne, and Knyght, were professional musicians; Huggard and Prideaux were respectively a hosier and anti-protestant activist, and a lawyer and West Country MP.4 Several of them are known to have been friends; several had a conservative stance to religion which was probably, in the case of the church musicians, bound up with their profession. We do not know who compiled the manuscript, or when, or to what end; but, importantly, it sets the play in a determinedly musical context.

John Redford (died 1547) was, as he says in his will, ‘one of the vicars of the Cathedrall churche of saynt paule in london and master of the Almerie ther’.5 ‘Vicars’ is shorthand for ‘Vicars Choral’, the senior contingent of singers in the choir, the ‘singing men’.6 He was a professional musician; in fact, he is probably better known to musicologists than to students of Tudor theatre. He was the cathedral organist, and an innovative composer.7 That he could also turn his hand to writing lyrics both funny and serious, and theatrically effective plays,8 shows a considerable range of talent: but there is more to him yet.

As Almoner he was in charge of the Cathedral’s charity. According to the Statutes as epitomized by Dean Colet (1505–18),9 the Almoner was to be ‘a devout man, and sympathetic to the needs of the poor’ (homo pius et pauperum necessitatibus compatiens). It was his job to account for charitable contributions to the cathedral, dispense alms to the needy on the appointed days, and to bury, free of charge, the poor who died in the cathedral precincts. Besides this, he was to have in his care eight talented boys of honest family (bonæ indolis et honestæ parentelæ), whom he was to bring up and train to be responsible and respectful members of society (in morum disciplina: what the current National Curriculum calls ‘personal and social education’, and was defined in a later document as ‘all vertue, ciuility and honest manners’).10 They were to be instructed in song and letters (in cantu et literatura), so that they should be fit for the service of God as choristers. In effect, he was their housemaster and choirmaster; they lived with him in the Almonry (sleeping two to a bed),11 and he had to find them food, clothing, bedding, and medical care when necessary.12 By Redford’s time their number was ten; his will leaves 6s 8d to each of ‘the x queristers of poulis’.13 His executor and residuary legatee, Sebastian Westcott, succeeded him as Almoner with the same duties.

He was thus de facto Master of the Choristers of St Paul’s from 153414 till his death in 1547: he outlived Henry VIII to see Edward VI on the throne, but only just. At least one of his old pupils remembered him warmly. Thomas Tusser, who after a miserable life as a choirboy in several establishments had the good luck to end up in St Paul’s Cathedral, gives him a much-quoted character reference:

With Redford there, the like no where, [Margin: Ihon Redford an excellent musition.]

For cunning such, & vertue muche,

By whom some parte, of Musick arte,

so did I gaine.

He contrasts him bitterly with Nicholas Udall, whom he later encountered at Eton, and who once gave him fifty-three lashes.15 The mention of vertue would have pleased the authorities, as the Statutes stress that the Master should above all set his pupils a good example.16

One would not normally go into such detail about either the author or the possible actors, but here it is highly relevant. Wit and Science is a play about education. Redford was a teacher. We cannot prove that he wrote it for the boys he taught, but who else would he write it for? It is very obviously intended for skilled musicians. What follows here is still hypothesis, and it will have to remain that way unless some really convincing evidence turns up; but always bearing this in mind, let us explore the implications.

A starry theatrical future awaited later generations of ‘the Children of Paul’s’. In the second half of the century, they and the Children of the Chapel Royal became the two leading boys’ acting companies. From the beginning of Elizabeth’s reign until the late 1580s, Paul’s Boys played regularly at court;17 they also had a theatre in the hall of the Almonry,18 to which the paying public was admitted. It is usually assumed that their theatrical success was due to Redford’s successor and friend Sebastian Westcott, who had the entrepreneurial flair to see their potential and market them as a troupe, especially after the 1549 changes in the Prayer Book meant that their part in the liturgy was drastically restricted, and their time and talent could be profitably diverted. We know less about their theatrical activity in earlier reigns. If Wit and Science was written for them to perform, it pushes their playing back into the reign of Henry VIII. Heywood’s involvement with the St Paul’s coterie has led scholars to suggest that he might have taken the Paul’s choristers to perform before the 22-year-old Princess Mary in March 1538;19 especially since thirteen years later, after Redford’s death, he appears in the same entry of payment as another anonymous group of children, this time in the charge of Sebastian Westcott, for Shrovetide entertainments for the 18-year-old Princess Elizabeth at Hatfield.20 Both entries are, however, ambiguously phrased, and could be read differently.

There is nothing that ties Wit and Science specifically to either of these occasions, or indeed any occasion, or to a particular playing place. The only clue as to date is the tribute at the end to ‘our noble Kyng and Quene’ (1101). Since Redford died in 1547, the King must be Henry VIII, not Philip of Spain. This does not tell us much. Between 1534, when Redford was appointed Almoner, and 1547, there are only about four ineligible years. It could not have been between the end of October 1537 (death of Jane Seymour) and January 1540 (marriage with Anne of Cleves), so not the 1538 occasion; or between 23 November 1541 (Katherine Howard deprived of title) and 12 July 1543 (marriage with Katherine Parr). Apart from those, the field is wide open.

One of the main pieces of evidence that it was performed, and that it was a hit, is the fact that it inspired two major rewrites, The Marriage of Wit and Science, and The Marriage between Wit and Wisdom; and that one of the three at least was well enough known for Anthony Munday to bring on a pastiche entitled ‘The Mariage of Witt and Wisedome’ as an after-dinner entertainment in the play of Sir Thomas More (c.1590–3).21 This play-within-a-play is not actually any of our three, but an amalgam of snippets and characters from Lusty Juventus, The Disobedient Child, and The Trial of Treasure.22 The actors are said to be ‘my Lord Cardinalls players’ (30),23 a troupe of ‘foure men and a boy’ (54), so it is clearly meant to be merely a generic old-fashioned interlude of the 1520s, not an informed record of the theatrical history of Wit and Science itself.

Like most remakes, the two Marriage plays merely serve to show how much better the original was. The first, The Marriage of Wit and Science,24 reads like a reconstruction of the original plot in different words and a different metre, the fashionable Poulters Measure. Odd lines and phrases from the original swim to the surface like flotsam, either because they were all the new redactor remembered or because they were too good to miss: ‘softly, for feare of waking’ (1175); ‘neither idle, nor yet wel occupied’ (1180); ‘the foole is mad’ (1216); ‘soone hot, sone cold’ (1231); ‘Eyther my glasse is wonderfully spotted,/Or els my face is wonderfully blotted’ (1287–8, with the flabby substitution of wonderfully for shamefully); and of course Tediousness’ ogreish ‘Hoh, hoh, hoh!’ (980). The writer’s major innovation was to substitute Will for Confidence. Both are cheeky-boy characters, but Will is given a much larger part (perhaps there was a particularly gifted Artful-Dodger-type actor in the company), and the play builds up the traditional relationship between him and Wit to the extent that it is plausibly suggested it was the play ‘callede witte and will’ performed by ‘the children of Powles’ before Elizabeth at Shrovetide 1567/8.25 Possibly this seemed a good idea at the time, and more in line with current psychological theory, but in practice it shifts the focus away from the quest, and deprives Wit of his Will-like qualities so that he has no internal motivation.

The writer seems to need to spell everything out very clearly. If we could be sure that he understood Redford’s intention, this might suggest what was in the missing beginning. In The Marriage, Wit visits his mother Nature to ask for help, explaining how he is conscious of a sense of restlessness which longs to be fixed ‘in some assured place’ (40); he interprets this as falling in love, and is drawn to ‘a Ladye whom it myght be seeme hygh Jove hym self to love’ (51): ‘Science is her name’ (61). He has never met her, but has ‘hard menne talke of her apace’ (55). Nature explains, in Aristotelian fashion, that she has implanted this yearning in him through the direct inspiration of God but that he must bring about its fruition by his own efforts, and sends him out on his quest.26 She has written herself out of the story, and it is a moot point whether she appeared in Redford’s play, though Science refers at one point to Wit as ‘soone to Dame Nature’ (679).

Francis Merbury’s Marriage between Wit and Wisdom (dated 1579)27 is, says its editor generously, ‘lightly based’ on Wit and Science.28 It is a cautionary romp, which purports to show the audience ‘the common course of youthfull wan(d)ryng wits’. The concept of the quest has evaporated; Wit spends his time popping in and out of Science’s house and trying to ingratiate himself with her parents, while he himself has acquired two, in the strict father/indulgent mother mode of Nice Wanton. Tediousness, rechristened Irksomeness, apparently lurks in the shrubbery. Idleness is male and designated ‘the Vice’. Half the original characters have changed sexes and relationships, and the host of new ones are there to detail all the different kinds of distraction a student might expect to find at university, which they do by deploying a full range of traditional comic turns and ghastly jokes, many filched from other plays. It is fun, in a ramshackle way, but not a serious allegory.

To return to Paul’s choristers, what did Thomas Tusser and his fellows learn ‘of Musicke arte’? Primarily liturgical song, a challenging syllabus proceeding from plain-chant to pricksong to faburden to descant.29 Thomas Morley’s A plaine and easie introduction to practicall musicke (1597) gives some idea of the progression.30 Choristers learned on the job, practising as a group in their singing school, and then performing in the cathedral liturgy, day in day out. Before the 1549 reformation of the Prayer Book, they thus absorbed liturgical Latin largely by ear; like the schoolfriend of Chaucer’s ‘litel clergeon’ in The Prioress’s Tale, who knows that the Alma redemptoris mater was made in honour of Our Lady, but doesn’t actually know what it means. Despite this, he teaches it to his seven-year-old companion till he has it all ‘by rote’. Choristers thus acquired formidable trained aural memories.

Their instruction in literatura started in English with the alphabet, learned from a hornbook or a Primer.31 After the alphabet the hornbook builds up a series of basic syllables: a e i o u/ab eb ib ob ub/ba be bi bo bu …32 This, and the mnemonic nonsense rhymes in the Primer for red letter days—‘Da. uid. of. wales. [1 March] lo. veth. well. lekes./That. wyll. make. gre. go. ry. [12 March] lene. chekes …’33—shows that schoolchildren were taught to read syllabically well before Coote championed it in his English Schoole-maister in 1596:

Mai-ster. Doe you think your selfe so suf-fi-ci-ent-ly in-struc-ted., to spell & read di-stinct-la [sic] any word of one syl-lable, that now we may pro-céed, to teach rules for the true and ea-sy di-ui-si-on of a-ny word of ma-ny syl-labls? Scho-ler. Sir: I do not well vn-der-stand, what you meane by a sy-lable.34

This in its turn explains how Idleness endeavours to teach Ingnoranc(y) his own name (good child-centred practice): ‘IDELNES: Go to, put together “ing”. INGNORANCE: Ing. IDELNES: No. INGNORANCE: Noo. IDELNES: Ran. INGNORANCE: Ran. [The noise a dog makes.] IDELNES: Hys. INGNORANCE: Hys s s s s s s. [The noise a goose makes.] IDELNES: Now, who is a good boy? INGNORANCE: I, I, I, I, I, I. IDELNES: Go to, put together “Ing”. INGNORANCE: Ing …’ and so forth (489–500). Being a schoolmistress in the tradition of John Holt,35 she tries to make him tell off the five syllables on his (fingers and) thumb, but he cannot make the connection between abstract concept and concrete vehicle: ‘What’s t[h]is?’ says she, hoping for but not really expecting the first syllable, ‘Ing’. Ingnorance replies logically, ’Tis my thumb’. Her teaching technique is impeccable, but unfortunately Ingnorance, being Ignorance, has insuperable learning difficulties: it just slides off him. But, like many a ‘natural fool’, he remains sunny and willing throughout: one wonders if Redford had come into contact with his model(s) during his Almonry work. Thirty-five years after Redford’s death, Westcott’s will left £6 13s 4d ‘To Edward Cooper the Innocent in my howse’.36

The Primer acted as a basic reader for schoolchildren while supplying the religious and moral education laid down in the cathedral Statutes. Many editions made a point of their being in English, ‘very necessarie and profitable for all them that ryghte assuredly vnderstande not ye latine and greke tongues’.37 After this introduction to literacy, the choirboys progressed to a little Latin. In the 1584 contract issued to Thomas Gyles, it is stipulated that when the children ‘shall be skilfull in musicke, that they shal be able conveniently to serve in the Churche’, they shall be allowed to attend St Paul’s School for three hours a day in the summer and two in the winter, ‘that they may learne the principles of [Latin] grammer, and after as they shall be forwardes learne the said Catechismes in Laten which before they learned in Englishe, and other good bookes taught in the said Schole’.38 This may be a formalization of an earlier arrangement.39 But it cannot be too much emphasized that the Children of Paul’s were not the boys of Dean Colet’s St Paul’s Grammar School.40 They were completely separate establishments, as they still are, with different educational aims. The two or three hours a day of Latin provided by the Grammar School to the choristers compares with the eight hours put in by the full-time Grammar School boys. But as any chorister will know, their life and learning were no less disciplined.

This may account for the difference between Wit and Science (and later choirboy plays) and the other type of educational drama, grammar school and university. When Colet’s St Paul’s schoolboys appeared before Wolsey in January 1528, it was with a Latin play, Terence’s Phormio, and a dialogue which was probably also in Latin. Two months earlier their headmaster, John Rightwise, had provided a political play at Court ‘by children in the Latin tongue in maner of Tragedy’ praising Wolsey’s part in the recent negotiations ‘to bryng the Pope to his libertie’ which involved thirty-eight children, presumably from the school.41 Two things are immediately noticeable here: the plays were in Latin, and the cast was enormous.

Wit and Science is in English: it is not even an adaptation of a Latin comedy, like Ralph Roister Doister or Jack Juggler. It does not parade classical learning: there is one rather uncertain reference to Mons Pernassus, ‘as old auctors discuss’ (948–51).42 The only other Latin quotation in the play is biblical, not classical. When Idleness is testing Wit’s state of insensibility, she diagnoses approvingly, ‘Neque vox neque sensus, byr Ladye’ (428). This gives us a clue as to what suggested the immediately preceding scene in which Honest Recreation, Comfort, Quickness, and Strength revive Wit with a song. Idleness is quoting from 4 Kings 4:31, the story of Elisha’s revival of the Shunamite’s son. This, a type of the Resurrection of the Dead, would have been familiar from the liturgy for the Thursday after Laetare (the fourth Sunday in Lent).43 The quartet echo Elisha’s therapeutic methods so closely (‘Gyve place … Gyve an eare … Gyve an eye … Gyve an hand …’) that this must be the source, rather than a mummers’ play that we have no evidence existed until the eighteenth century.44

As for the size and composition of the cast, we tend to think of schools and universities as having plenty of potential actors. Choirs were much smaller: St Paul’s full complement was ten; the Chapel Royal was twelve.45 Even so, this is generous compared with the traditional ‘four men and a boy’. There are twenty characters in Wit and Science, but they could easily be played by eight boys, possibly with a master. It is not hard evidence, but the casting works well when Reason is played by an older man, who can be the authority figure for the rest of a young cast: possibly Redford himself, maybe even Heywood?46 He might have also have played Tediousness, adding to his extra height with the giant’s false head. T. W. Craik suggests a plausible scheme for doubling,47 though it is not the only possible set of permutations. One feature of this play is the group of four instrumentalists who enter ‘with vyoles’, first as Fame, Favour, Riches, and Worship to serenade Science, then at the end to play ‘Remembreance’. They might also have played Instruction, Study, Diligence, and Confidence and even also Comfort, Quickness, and Strength, and perhaps Honest Recreation, though in that case there would only be a trio to play for her dance, not a quartet. Viols were used from fairly early in the sixteenth century to train choristers,48 and in his will in 1582 Sebastian Westcott left for the use of the Almonry ‘my chest of vyalyns and vyalles to exercise and learne the children & Choristers there’.49 In the 1540s–60s the St Paul’s boys with their viols were much in demand at City functions.50

Music is not just decoration in Wit and Science: it is integral to the plot. Wit is brought back to life with a song. He then succumbs to too much Honest Recreation by dancing himself to exhaustion. The stage direction reads ‘Here they dawnce … and when the galyard is done …’ The galliard, with its complicated high-energy leaps, was the ultimate show-off dance for a young man. Arbeau in 1589 recounts how

In earlier days … When the dancer had chosen a damsel and led her to the end of the hall, after making the révérence, they circled the room once or twice together, simply walking. Then the dancer released the damsel, and she went dancing away to the other end of the hall, and, once there, continued to dance on the same spot. In the meanwhile, the dancer, having followed her, presented himself before her to perform a few passages … This done, the damsel danced her way to the opposite end of the hall and her partner, dancing all the while, pursued her thither in order to execute more passages before her. And thus, continuing these goings and comings, the dancer kept introducing new passages and displaying his skill until the musicians stopped playing. Then, taking the damsel by the hand and thanking her [‘Sweetheart, gramercy’] he performed the révérence and returned her to the place from whence he had led her forth to dance.51

This is a scenario in itself, which in performance becomes part of the plot. The girl’s teasing flight with the man in pursuit trying to attract her attention with higher and higher leaps and more and more complicated balletic footwork shows exactly how Wit overreaches himself by the desire to show off. Anyone who plays Wit will discover that the dance is mentally (it calls for some pretty strenuous counting) as well as physically exhausting, a trial of virtuosity as well as stamina. Wit sees it as a test: ‘Evyn as I can/Prove me ye must’ (317–18). There is no mention of dance instruction in the St Paul’s Statutes, but it would be a very useful practical adjunct to their musical training.52

Even where the music seems more ornamental than structural, it provides an almost undefinable extra dimension. The masque-like scene in which the Gifts of the World present themselves to Science and are rejected (politely) by her is preceded by ‘Exceedyng mesure’, a song of longing and frustration which sets the mood for Science’s distress about Wit’s apparent desertion. The song at the dénouement brings the two companies closer and closer until the lovers finally meet. It is difficult not to imagine this also as a dance. At first they seem only to hear each other’s echoing voices; then they see each other, but apparently at a distance; finally they meet ‘halfe-way here throwne’ at centre stage to confirm ‘Welcum myne owne’. The closure of the song brings a sense of closure to the plot—which is then subverted and postponed by Science’s unresolved doubts. All in all, what to a non-musical reader may be almost invisible on the page suddenly turns out to be integral.

How old were the boys, and what does it suggest about acting style? An ordinary schoolboy started school at seven or eight.53 Because these were choirboys, they went on until their voices broke. Most writers on the subject still assume that this happened at roughly the same age as it does today, which would put the age range of the actors between eight and twelve. Richard Rastall has, however, pointed out that voices could break as late as seventeen or eighteen, though Jane Flynn puts the average at fourteen or fifteen.54 As it happens, The Marriage of Wit and Science gives what appears to be some solid evidence: Science asks Will how old he is:

WILL: Betwene eleven and twelve, Madame, more or lesse …

SCIENCE: How old is the gentilman thy maister, canst thou tell?

WILL: Seventene or there about I wot not verye well.

(page 136)55

There seems no reason not to take this at face value. Earlier on, Wit discusses his nascent sexuality frankly with his mother Nature:

What though I be too young to shewe her sport in bed,

Yet are there many in thys lande that at my yeares doe wedde,

And though I wed not yet, yet am I olde inowe

To serve my Lady to my power and to begynne to woo.

(page 122)

Wit and Science is not conspicuously written to exploit the piping precocity that earlier scholars were so eager to see as the chief charm of Lyly’s actors, though Confidence has something of the ‘clever boy’ about him; but it has a certain innocence.

Wit’s passion for Lady Science is that of a romantic for a princesse lontaine. One of Redford’s great successes is that he makes her a person in her own right, as anxious to mate with Wit as he is with her. She is devastated when he appears to lose interest. One need not explain the philosophical background to this: experience tells that learning left on the shelf will never produce fruit, it needs human intelligence to make use of it. The young actor playing Science has to be poised and self-contained, as does Experience, though she has more fun being sceptical. Honest Recreation is, as she frequently says, honest, though attractive, and a skilled dancer. The stage action here creates a very strong impression that Wit is being sidetracked from his mission because he has discovered girls for the first time. He is not very discriminating about them—‘Yt ys an harlot, may ye not see?’ (337)—and not very strong-minded either, though his argument with Reason suggests another sympathetic observation: that youth is gregarious, and study is a solitary affair.

Idleness reminds us usefully that innocence does not necessarily mean ignorance: but then no choirboy of St Paul’s in the sixteenth century would be ignorant of the seamier side of life. The cathedral was used as a major thoroughfare for ‘horses, mules, or other beasts’, and ‘all kinde of Burden bearing people, as Colliers with sacks of Coles, Porters with Baskettes of fleshe, and such like. And also to be a daily receptable for Roges and beggers howsoeuer diseased, to the greate offence of religious mynded people.’56 They included prostitutes soliciting passing trade.57 Conducting divine service in St Paul’s Cathedral must have been like celebrating Sung Eucharist in Piccadilly Circus. It was also thought necessary for the Statutes to forbid the Vicars Choral from giving rise to scandal by consorting improperly and conversing with ‘suspect women’, particularly in the church.58 There were bawdy houses in St Paul’s Churchyard. Idleness, however, may be suspect, but in a relaxed way: she is not aggressively (or uncomfortably, for a boy) sexy, just an accommodating goodtime girl who will allow Wit to flop in her lap without apparently making any awkward demands on him; though her greeting ‘Ye, and wellcum, by hym that God sold’ (336) should have sounded a warning note. Once he is asleep she has no compunction in gulling him.

To us the fairytale plot seems charmingly appropriate for child performers. Unfortunately there is no evidence of any literature written specifically for children before the late seventeenth century (and as we have seen, we should not imagine that the Paul’s Boys were all small children). There are, however, hints that children liked certain kinds of grown-up literature. Sir David Lyndsay lists the ‘antique storeis and dedis marciall’ which he as tutor told the young James V, including ‘the reid Ettin’ (the Red Ogre);59 in Peele’s The Old Wives’ Tale, Frolicke asks for the tale of ‘the Gyant and the Kings Daughter … when I was a litle one, you might haue drawne mee a mile after you with such a discourse’.60

But it may equally well have been chosen because earlier allegories of education also used the romance form. Stephen Hawes’ Pastime of Pleasure (published 1509, reprinted several times)61 is an allegorical Bildungsroman in which the protagonist Grande Amour embarks on a quest to win La Bele Pucelle. He begins by going to the Tower of Doctrine to proceed through the stages of the Trivium and Quadrivium. He meets his lady at a dance in the tower of Music: music (and dance), we are told, rejoices the ears and comforts the brain, ‘It is good recreacyon after study’ (1582). She leaves for a far country, and he follows her, eventually winning her after slaying several ‘Gyauntes grete disfygured of nature’ (261) who lie in wait along the way. There are sufficient other points of likeness to suggest that Redford used The Pastime to fire his own imagination. The hero falls in love by hearing of his lady from Fame, who then describes the journey he must undertake to the Tower Perilous where she lives. He is worried about his poverty, but is assured that the lady ‘hath ynoughe in her possession/For you both’ (1857–8; compare Reason’s ‘Syence hath inowghe/For them both to lyve’, 25–6). He is told, ‘Who that wyll lerne must be ruled by reason’ (134), must eschew Sloth, and ‘set his hert to be intelligible [capable of understanding]/To a wyllynge herte is nought Impossyble’ (139–40). On his journey he has to choose between two ways (99). La Bele Pucelle is sad when she hears news of her lover (4550), though not for the same reasons as Science. There is an enigmatic dwarf-figure, Godfrey Gobelyve (3488–507), disguised in a ‘foles wede’ (4135), who is unmasked and whipped by Correction (4117–35).

If he drew on The Pastime, though, Redford made these ingredients his own. Both the poem and the play obviously belong to the allegorical ‘life of man’ genre, but the plot of the play is in the theatrical tradition of Mankind or Nature: good intentions followed by temptation, a slither down the slippery slope, repentance, recovery … and then what? Returning chastened to the fold and embracing Perseverance may be emotionally satisfying, but it is not very upbeat. There is no actual sense of achievement, except the ultimate acquisition of heaven, which as the hero is reminded, is in the gift of someone else. Rastell’s Four Elements, a dramatized lecture, is the closest to Redford, and he may have got the idea of Ignorance and Experience (and presumably Nature) as stage characters from it,62 but as it stands the framing allegory has not really been rethought, and Rastell acknowledges that it exists to provide ‘merye conseytis’ to attract the light-minded to its educational content.

Narrowing the context down to education evades this. Formal education is structured in stages, with certain clear goals, each culminating in a major test. The achievement of each stage is marked by a rite of passage, even a change of garment:

ye have have woonne her …

In token whereof reseve heere ye shall

A gowne of knoledge …

(973–5)

Wit’s fairytale quest culminates with the slaying of his personal giant and his marriage to Science. In educational terms, he graduates (from school, from university, into the choir, even into a craft guild—it doesn’t matter; he is given official permission to regard himself as an expert). The play is about how he gets there.

Though he is in general agreement with the educational theorists of his day, Redford seems genuinely pragmatic. He writes from inside the system—he has active experience of teaching small boys and adolescents—but possibly because his discipline is music, he is not overly dependent on other literary or psychological models.63 Wit and Science is not a detailed allegory of the cognitive process. It is not about the curriculum, like the Bellum grammaticale (1512)64 or Four Elements (c.1520), nor is it a mock Roman comedy (Jacke Jugeler, ?1530s),65 nor a skills-based debate play (Weather, c. 1533).66 Nor is it a cautionary tale in which evil communications, whether from indulgent parents or light-minded low-life acquaintances, corrupt good manners. Wit does not end up in the tavern with the Prodigal Son, nor on the gallows, nor with the pox, though the Boys of Paul’s played Nice Wanton a few years later, presumably with gusto. It is about the practicalities of education: what enables you to learn, or prevents you from learning. His take on this seems so obvious to us that he has not been given proper credit for his originality.

He identifies the main enemy not as Sloth or Sensual Appetyte, but Tediousness. This is not a totally new perception:67 it would indeed be strange if it were. ‘Tædium, werynes, or heurynes of mynde’,68 is that combination of boredom and frustration identified by the (current) National Curriculum—Social and Emotional Aspects of Learning (SEAL), Key Stage 2—as the major barrier to goal-directed learning (‘Learning is not easy and when we are learning or doing a difficult or repetitive task we often get bored, frustrated or just stuck’).69 This barrier can assume gigantic proportions. Redford does not say precisely what kind of giant Tediousness is, except that he has a ‘mall’ (161; ‘the clubbe of amasednesse’70), but it is easier to see him as the familiar hairy woodwose or wild-man of the pageants rather than a spiky armoured giant from The Pastime of Pleasure;71 his amorphous ungraspable quality is all too recognizable. He has to be overcome by learning strategies which a teacher or textbook (Instruction) will suggest (75–6, 105–6, 940–3) and which one would be foolish, like Wit, to disregard.

The secondary and more traditional enemy is Idleness.72 Tediousness flattens his victim with a blunt instrument: Idleness is more insidious (possibly innate). Redford labels her ‘an harlot’ (337), but is more interested in diagnosing at which point one slides from Honest Recreation, which is beneficial, to Idleness, which is not. The Marriage of Wit and Wisdom sidesteps it by having Idleness (by now ‘the Vice’) say, ‘I will turne my name from Idlenes/to honest recreation’ (Marriage between Wit and Wisdom, page 10), which makes a nonsense of Redford’s careful analysis, and suggests that all leisure activity is to be avoided, whereas it was agreed that, ‘Ernest studie must be recreated with honest pastime’.73

Redford conspicuously thinks his allegory through. He refuses to lay out the same well-worn counters and trust the audience to produce the same knee-jerk responses. (The remakes, which snatch at the fashionable motifs and wreck the allegory, show this only too clearly.) He grapples with its implications. Did Science recognize that the black-faced fool was Wit? Reason deduces that despite appearances she must have: ‘For lak of knoledge in Science there is none;/Wherfore, she knew him’ (905–6). Can Idleness actually do anything? Redford decides that the concept of idleness doesn’t preclude some activity, provided it is meaningless, as the proverb says, ‘Nother idle, nor yet well ocupyde’ (438). Where are the boundaries between Honest Recreation and Idleness? He sets them to declare (clarify) themselves. But of course Idleness is a mistress of idle language, and she twists her rival’s ‘honest games’ (409) into ‘unthryftynes’ (371–84). Wit, supine, agrees with her, demonstrating that it all depends on your attitude.

He is also the only playwright who worries about what happens next. In the two Marriage plays, Wit wins his prize, and the play ends. Wit and Science does not imply an automatic happy-ever-after. Science suggests that that Wit may have ‘woon a clogg wyth all’ (1027); having won her, he must maintain her. Graduation does not put an end to learning: it has an after-life of constant negotiation with your subject-area and its skills. Again, Redford may be more conscious of this because he was both a teacher of others and a professional practitioner himself. There is a further potentially ominous note. Experience, Science’s mother, adds that, for a fulfilling future, he must use Science according to her nature, ‘Unto Godes honor, and profyt both/Of you and your neybowre’ (1059–60: Vives74 said much the same); if he attempts ‘to evyll effectes to wrest and to wry her,/Ye, and cast her off and set nowght by her’ (1067–8), he invites disaster and the loss of all he has achieved. This passage resonates even more strongly nowadays if we take Science in her modern restricted semantic field; but for the Tudor audience Latin was a live instrument which could be used to dazzle and confuse, and for the actors, the elaboration of church music was beginning to be a contentious issue.

Learning is a challenge. Many Tudor plays shift part of the blame for failure from the student to external factors: unsatisfactory parents; riotous companions. Wit and Science places the responsibility firmly on the learner. Like many teenage heroes of juvenile literature, Wit is on his own: he has effectively no parents (the same might have been said of the choirboys, some of whom were virtually kidnapped under royal warrant).75 His mother Dame Nature has retreated. His surrogate parents are his prospective parents-in-law, Reason and Experience, and in true adolescent style he rejects both of them at crisis points. Reason as father-figure appears and disappears. Wit has friends and Helpers, though he rejects Instruction, and Study and Diligence add a new dimension to the standard Propp fairytale classification by being Unhelpful Helpers: Diligence is keen but bone-headed, and Study is incapacitated by migraine. Wit also has his servant and go-between Confidence, who is more difficult to analyse: he appears to be a mixture of Self-Confidence and the confidence we and he can place in his progress once Lady Science sends him tokens of her favour, notably the ‘sword of cumfort’ (935), a necessary part of self-motivation.76

Wit is not totally on his own. Reason and Experience are situated, interestingly, partly inside the subject’s psychology, and partly outside. Like a schoolmaster, Reason assesses Wit’s potential: ‘Yoong, paynefull, tractable, and capax—/Thes be Wytes gyftes whych Science doth axe’ (19–20). After Wit’s fall from grace, he gives him a second chance, explaining ‘I lyke him never the wurs’ (889), because his giving way to Shame promises hope of amendment; but this is directed at the audience, not at Wit. On other occasions he is definitely part of Wit’s psyche: suggesting that he has had enough recreation and should ‘Set forward agayne, Syence to attayne’ (274), though one can also hear the echo of the schoolmaster’s voice; materializing to enumerate the reasons for Shame’s lashes. Experience, who in Rastell’s Four Elements stands for both experimental and experiential learning but speaks from outside the protagonist, purely to convey information, is here also the voice of experience pure and simple. When she warns Science not to trust ‘lyght lovers to hot at the furst’ (702), she speaks for the schoolmaster-playwright, as she does when at the end she warns Wit against the misuse of Science. By this time, however, Wit speaks to her respectfully and promises to take her warning on board. Their rapprochement foregrounds the need for time and experience in the learning process.

Many Tudor education plays read like case-studies in delinquency. They attempt to understand their subject, but de haut en bas. Wit and Science is a play written by a schoolmaster, but from the point of view of the schoolboy; centred on the learner’s experience, though informed by the teacher’s. Though he comes from a more authoritarian educational system than ours, Redford shows a remarkable degree of empathy with his hero. For a parallel we should probably look at the Vulgaria: handbooks of English sentences, with cribs, devised for schoolboys to turn into colloquial Latin.77 The schoolmasters who developed them—Horman, Whittinton, Stanbridge, the anonymous masters of Magdalen College School78—give their pupils topics intended to engage their interest and be relevant to everyday conversation. Together with the lengthier continental colloquies by Erasmus and Vives,79 they give us an unprecedented window on Tudor schoolboy life. One major eye-opener is the extent to which these teachers try to get inside the skin of the pupils, even to writing complaints about their teacher (he is an ogre, a sadist) in an authentic schoolboy voice.

Redford was not a teacher of Latin, but he wrote his own form of Vulgaria. Among his lyrics in the manuscript is one in which the choirboys complain:

Wee have a cursyd master/I tell yow all for trew

So cruell as he is was never turke nor jue

he is the most vnhappiest man/that ever ye knewe

For to poore syllye boyes/he workyth much woe.80

(fol. 34r)

He beats them, he manhandles them ‘by the nose … by the jawes’,

he pluck[th] vs by the earres/wyth his most vnhappye paws

& all for this pevysh pricksong/not wurth to [two] straws …

He tells them their singing is ‘starke nowght, when we make a ryght good noyse’, but ‘he must have his knakes, ye he must have his toyse’ (?trills and flourishes);81 he sometimes lets them have time off when their relatives ask for it, but they always have to come back to work; they wish he were in chains in Newgate and hanged by the neck … but they realize that ‘yf he were gone, we shold haue another gest/As yll as he’ because the whole bunch are equally bad; so the boys intend to practise charity and pray to Christ for his amendment. The tone of aggrieved innocence is perfect.82 The song was presumably written to spice up a difficult technical exercise.

The Paul’s Boys were no angels:

at the tyme of devine service the children of the queere eyther they vse themselves very vnreverentlye in there seates talkinge and playinge, or els they be ronninge abowte the quiere to gentlemen and other poore men, for spurre moneye, not light-lie leavinge them tell thaye have monye, or dryve them owt of the quier, wch manye fynde faulte at …83

They also ‘doe greatly offend … in vnmannerlynes towards ye quyer men’, of whom Redford was one, besides being their master. He may have had to be as severe to them as Reason upon occasion, but he understands them. We are sympathetic to Wit’s mistakes, because they arise out of misplaced enthusiasm: ‘for my love, my selfe shall take payne’ (206). From the beginning, Wit rushes headlong into things. He casts off Instruction: ‘What mene you, Wyt, styll to delyghte/Runnynge before thus, styll owt of syghte,/And thereby out of your way now quyghte?’ (71–3). The quest would not be as involving and entertaining if Wit did not make bigger and bigger mistakes—but he stays sympathetic throughout, with an engaging verve, and a very recognizable reaction to adult interference. We would think less of him if he didn’t rebel. He is miles away from that self-righteous swot Barnabas in Nice Wanton. Besides, he needs to make mistakes or there would be no story, and no lesson.

Who was the lesson for? Like most school plays, it is clearly aimed as much at the actors as at the audience. For the actors, it is cautionary and aspirational. The audience (the court? see lines 1100–3) gains a different kind of pleasure, but what is it? The piquancy of seeing (immensely talented) schoolchildren perform a facsimile of education? Reliving and reflecting on their own childhood experience, in which case Experience’s warning at the end is meant for them? Possibly a sense of satisfaction that by playing audience they are helping to reinforce the message to the children, thus fulfilling their own social responsibility?

The unacknowledged agenda, besides providing a textbook example of honest recreation, is to showcase the boys’ skills. Could they expect through these to win the Gifts of the World as a grammar-school boy or undergraduate might? In later life, some, like Merbecke, obviously felt that their lack of advanced Latin was a drawback: ‘destitute bothe of learnyng and eloquence, yea, and such a one as in maner neuer tasted the swetnes of learned Letters, but altogether brought vp in your highnes College at Wyndsore, in the study of Musike and plaiyng on Organs, wherin I consumed vainly the greatest part of my life’, but he was a protestant dedicating his Concordance to the English Bible to Edward VI.84 On the other hand, the ten-year-old Thomas Whythorne, a contemporary of Redford’s boys but at Oxford, was offered by his uncle a choice of careers. He rejected the priesthood, medicine and the law, but ‘how say yee þen to Grammer, with þe knowle3 in þe latten toong? Or els to Muzik, az to learn to sing, and to play on þe Organs, þe which be good qualitiez and be much esteemed in þeẹz daiez and by þem many men do lyv very well, and do cum to preferment þerby’.85 He liked both but chose music, and his uncle sent him to Magdalen College School where he spent six years at music and one at grammar, and then for three years and more became ‘servant and skoller’ to John Heywood in London.86 He ended up Chapel-master to Archbishop Parker. A career in music was professionally satisfying, and could put you in touch with influential people. You could even, like Pierre Alamire, become a spy. Or it was possible, if your voice broke relatively early, to proceed like Thomas Tusser to grammar school and a normal career. Others, like the Byrd brothers, went back to their families and became City magnates.87 In whichever case, they would have that extra edge of self-confidence and possibly networking that came from performing before an influential audience.

This essay has tried to suggest why the play of Wit and Science might have turned out as it has. I have naturally stressed the role of music, but Redford was an instinctive playwright; he is also extremely good at visual action. For example, costume and disguising (changing your guise) have always been significant in allegorical plays. Wit’s ‘garment of Science’ is more than just a prop or status symbol, it has a mind of its own: ‘Now cote is gone’ ‘And why is it gone?’ ‘’Twoolnot bide on’ (575–6). Its independent life, and those of the glass of reason,88 and Wit’s blackened face,89 deserve an entire chapter. So does Redford’s deft touch with allegory, which is grounded in some very solid thinking about both the technicalities of the form and his experience of the subject-matter.

This is the period when, thanks to the medium of printing, we first become really aware of teachers as a profession—underpaid, overworked, but passionate about their craft and committed to their pupils, with a stubborn conviction that this is important. For some this came out in textbooks and treatises on educational method. For others, plays were the obvious way of getting their ideas over, to their pupils and to a wider audience. There is not really enough solid evidence about the repertory of the choir-schools before their heyday in the reign of Elizabeth: we tend to have scripts but no performance history, or performance history but no scripts. But it might be possible with more detailed work to discover whether the community of professional musician-playwrights had a distinctive approach to their material, or whether it was as varied as their separate personalities.
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CHAPTER 14
NICE WANTON, c. 1550

JOHN J. MCGAVIN

THE plot of the mid-Tudor interlude Nice Wanton is easily described and, since there is no readily available edition of this play, it had better be described here.1 Of three children, two, the daughter, Dalila, and a son, Ismael, are spoiled by their mother, Xantippe, who indulges their youthful errors, despite the advice of a neighbour, Eulalia. As well as behaving abusively in the vicinity, they despise the good child, Barnabas, whose eagerness for education they mock and obstruct by their truancy. Without parental control, they abandon their schooling and descend into vice, which leads eventually to Dalila dying of syphilis and Ismael, following a trial under judge Daniel, being hanged along with their treacherous collaborator, Iniquity. Worldly Shame then aims to complete this disaster by prompting the culpable mother to suicide. Instead, Barnabas, who has given what comfort he could to Dalila in her final days, also now comforts his mother, and the action ends with his turning to give advice on bringing up children to the audience. The play as a whole may have ended with a part-song on what gives true merriment.

AUSPICES

No one would claim that Nice Wanton is a masterpiece—it tends to make single appearances in the indices of critical histories or to be grouped together with other similar interludes—but it proves a useful catalyst for revealing the complex cultural forces at work in mid-sixteenth-century England. The period from 1547, when Henry VIII died, to 1560, when the first extant edition of the play appeared under Elizabeth, saw three changes of monarch (excluding Lady Jane Grey), each with differing personal religious convictions and, more importantly, differing views on the public face religion should have.2 It should be no surprise that recent history of criticism on Nice Wanton, with a few exceptions, has focused on its apparent contradictions, and on how far the play controls these. David Bevington succinctly identifies this potential for tension when he locates the play as an example of ‘the mixed genre of the quasi-allegorical moral interlude’ applied to political ends.3 Leonard Tennenhouse, the play’s most recent editor, stresses the differences between what one expects from its plot—the beneficent effects of education in a play concentrating on children—and what one actually gets, namely, ‘a hero who is virtuous from birth’ and a focus on parental inadequacy.4 These features also serve to undermine the earlier notion that Nice Wanton is a ‘prodigal son’ play, though it appears contiguous to the genre, making Bevington’s emphasis on generic hybridity more persuasive. Paul Whitfield White, who categorizes it less tendentiously as a ‘Protestant youth play’, describes it as trying ‘to reconcile abstract theological doctrine with practical matters of upbringing and education’.5 And while Tennenhouse judges the play’s contradictions to have been ‘formally unified to the point of impenetrability’, David Mills praises its ‘contradictions between allegory and realism’ as showing ‘authorial self-awareness’.6 In general, critics have had to work hard to shape a reading from a paucity of fact, and one feels uneasy gratitude for assertions such as William Dean’s that the play ‘includes the earliest dramatisation of incidents of a trial by jury according to the criminal law of England’.7

The play’s apparent contradictions cannot be confidently resolved by reference to an author, the date of the play’s original composition, or its performance auspices, since they are unknown. If one can infer from content and dramatic style, however, Nice Wanton was directed originally at an audience of children and their parents, and performed (with little doubling) by children.8 It probably included a group of non-speaking children as the jury (the ‘quest’) whose ‘guilty’ verdict on the reprobate son, Ismael, is pronounced by one speaking part. Theatrical economy suggests that such a jury would be best created from children already present as spectators, and that would imply that the children sat separately from their parents as an audience group. The play requires few props, and nothing which a school could not readily find—some school books, which Ismael and his wanton sister, Dalila, cast away when they turn towards the fellowship of Iniquity, and which the good son, Barnabas, presumably hangs on to; dice, for the dramatized entertainment of vice, though bullying, prostitution, whoring, stealing, assault, and murder all take place off-stage; a chair, in which the judge Daniel can sit, and through whose use the playing space becomes identifiable as a court room; rope to bind Ismael and Iniquity when they come to judgement; and a knife or ‘brawling iron’ (421) with which Iniquity threatens the court and which could later be carried by the miscreants’ ineffectual mother, Xantippe, when she resolves to kill herself in despair. Scenery is quite unnecessary. On the admittedly partial evidence of the published text, the play was not designed to exploit any specific physical environment, the implicit assumption being that action takes place either in the street outside houses, a location familiar from humanist drama, and signalled by the neighbour’s encounter with Xantippe; or in the courtroom; or in the unfictionalized location of the audience, which is entered by a speaker to announce the play and by three singers to conclude it, if the final song, printed following the play, did indeed form part of the original performance. The amount of singing itself, whether employed to signify evil disposition in the characters during their fall or to convey joyful harmony and good advice at the end, is a further indicator of a school play, perhaps even of a choir school play in performance if not in inception. However, such drama could be easily adopted by various institutions, and adapted for various audiences (which is also presumably why Nice Wanton could become, through publishing, a ‘read’ play). For example, while Bevington states that it was ‘played by Paul’s Boys before Queen Elizabeth in August of 1560’, Michael Shapiro thought that Nice Wanton and other such plays ‘were probably performed, if at all, by pupils of provincial grammar schools rather than by the London schoolboy and chorister troupes who brought plays to court each Christmas’.9 Only indubitable external evidence could define the precise auspices of this drama, and we do not actually have any.

The printing history may help, however. Although John King entered this play along with the interlude Impatient Poverty in the Stationers’ Register in 1560, both of these works in their 1560 editions (Nice Wanton Q1, in Tennenhouse’s designation) appear to share a connection with Thomas Raynald, a printer who flourished in Edward’s reign rather than Elizabeth’s. The device of TR in a box held by cherubs and flanked by inward turned faces is found as a colophon to Q1, and is the same as on the frontispiece of Impatient Poverty, whose composition may also have preceded its 1560 edition by some years.10 The connection to Raynald is no longer signalled in the 1565 Allde edition of Nice Wanton (Tennenhouse Q2), where this design has been replaced by two floral decorations. It looks as if, for the 1560 editions, King either acquired and was re-using the blocks of Thomas Raynald (perhaps also acknowledging his earlier association with the text) or was newly imprinting now-lost material which Raynald had first printed. Such an ascription is not without its problems, however. There were two printers called Thomas Raynald, possibly related, and working at roughly the same time, though one appears to have specialized in medical material. Gadd writes in the Dictionary of National Biography, ‘Distinguishing the works of the two men is not straightforward, although it seems that the presumably younger man may have been responsible for a number of religious and theological publications between 1548 and 1552, including works by John Bale, Thomas Becon, Erasmus, John Mardeley, William Tyndale, and Zwingli as well as an edition of the Matthew Bible in 1549.’11 This would suggest that Nice Wanton and Impatient Poverty have their origins in the reformist theological interests of the younger Thomas Raynald, though association with either Thomas Raynald would shift the original printing back to Edwardian times. Such dating fits with Pamela M. King’s conviction that Nice Wanton corresponds to ‘the mythography surrounding Edward VI’.12 Internal evidence in the first Elizabethan edition of Nice Wanton implies that it was originally played when a king was on the throne. In its introduction, a Messenger advises children to aim at an ‘honest quiet life, correspondent alway/To God’s law and the king’s’ (8–9), and in Q1 a closing prayer for a queen has been fashioned from an earlier one for a king which the rhyme scheme still demands (551). There is no need to make too much of this since the later Q2 edition, though also published under Elizabeth, considers it quite acceptable to leave the reference to a king unchanged at line 8, and to correct the rhyme back to ‘kings’ at 551, but it is further evidence to suggest an Edwardian origin for the play (though original composition at the end of Henry VIII’s life is also not ruled out).

If the younger Thomas Raynald was originally involved in publishing both of these plays, with the consequence that King acquired and later published them both, entering them together in the Register, then Nice Wanton can be understood, not just by its Edwardian and protestant connections, but also to a limited degree by its association with Impatient Poverty. Tennenhouse recognized the pairing by editing them together, but he saw them as different in date and in doctrinal outlook, regarding Impatient Poverty as Marian and catholic. I would argue that the distance between the two plays is less. Each calls out for ‘grace’, though their position statements on it are different: Nice Wanton’s is demonstrably Calvinist. But Impatient Poverty’s position is at best ‘catholiclite’, in that it demonstrates penance with a candle as a way to grace. This hardly constitutes a distinctively catholic position, however: Calvinists also believed in penitence and its outward signs, although such behaviour was not sacramental in nature or effect. Furthermore, Impatient Poverty does not actually assert the sacraments or the intervention of the Church as effectual causes of salvation. Both plays are concerned with the status of external wealth; both assert the law against attempts to temper it with venality, and true penitence against pecuniary satisfaction, and the whole of Impatient Poverty is cast at such a level of moral abstraction that it could surely not antagonize either the catholic Mary in whose reign it might have been composed if Tennenhouse is right or the protestant Elizabeth under whom it was printed by King, or indeed the Edwardian printer Thomas Raynald, who seems linked to it despite his otherwise reformist publishing. Certainly Impatient Poverty treats penitence in an older-fashioned structure of rise and fall, rather than using Nice Wanton’s educational framework, but the plays have different theological foci anyway. Nice Wanton assumes the doctrine of election while Impatient Poverty examines the relationship of conscience, patience, and poverty. But this latter nexus, though medieval, probably re-emerged as part of the reformist turn to William Langland. Langland, who was seen as a proto-protestant in Elizabethan times, was published by Crowley in 1550, i.e. under Edward, around the time of Nice Wanton’s probable composition and possible original printing. Langland was published again by Owen Rogers in 1561, in other words, very shortly after King’s publication of Impatient Poverty and Nice Wanton.

One might therefore want to resist the notion that these two plays constitute a doctrinally dialogical pair, and argue instead that they were both geared to the ideologically provisional, shifting, and unpredictable middle years of the century, when dramatists of necessity used a mixture of older and newer dramatic forms to explore current theological issues for doctrinally mixed audiences, and in ways which might have spoken to reform-minded catholics as much as convinced protestants. One sees this mixture at its most extreme in the jostling structures, metres, tones, and iconography of the contemporary Scottish play, the Satyre of the Thrie Estaitis by Sir David Lindsay (1552 and 1554). One might think that Nice Wanton, much shorter; more limited in focus, style, the age range of its actors, and the socio-economic profile of its audience; probably indoor; more demonstrably Calvinist, and more institutionally limited to education, represents the opposite theatrical pole to the Satyre. But in their very different ways, each was arguing for reform; each could expect spectators who did not share that goal or did not share it in the same way; each had to persuade doubters as well as reassure supporters; each had to find a dramatic form which would permit that, but which was composed out of styles associated with older drama as well as with newer trends; and the author and audiences of neither play (nor indeed, of Impatient Poverty) knew what was ahead, specifically what doctrinal composition might finally be established in the state. It is important, therefore, for modern students of these plays to appreciate them less under retrospective designations such as ‘protestant’ or ‘catholic’, and more as they might have been appreciated by the original audiences, that is, as interventions in a dynamically changing environment—interventions whose specific force was not as yet easily categorized but had to be precisely judged and argued over. In such a context, what critics may now see as contradictions appear more in the light of contributions to an ongoing debate, each play inevitably coloured by the ideas which it was trying to oppose, and rendered hybrid by pre-established styles. The closest one might come to this in recent culture are the BBC’s Wednesday Night Plays, which in the 1960s and early 1970s were able to make memorable interventions in a fluid and contentious political climate, but which began to lose their role when society became dominated by the single ideology of market capitalism in the Thatcher years, and whose power is now qualified by historical distance and what appear to be old-fashioned forms.

MAKING AN AUDIENCE AND MAKING A COMMUNITY

While there is little doubt that Nice Wanton intervenes in an identifiably Calvinist way, what that might mean in context needs to be closely examined, and is best revealed through the play’s strategy for persuasion, or what might be termed ‘affective coercion’. This is a strategy aimed at shaking existing certainties through establishing anxiety, and is recognizable in most ‘reforming’ agendas of whatever character. It starts by invoking a goal to which everyone in the audience, whatever their religious position, can subscribe—the desirability of bringing children up properly—and it underpins this with an authoritative source which no one could reject, the Bible: ‘The prudent Prince Solomon doth say/“He that spareth the rod, the child doth hate”’ (1–2). Having fashioned a unified audience for the play’s core topic out of spectators who were in all likelihood mixed in their doctrinal opinions, the strategy then implies that some unspecified parents do not follow the rule of chastising their children at the proper time and to the proper extent and to the proper goals and with the proper results. Proper treatment of children is describable: the play shows that parents should neither be blind to fault nor excessive in discipline, and they should be alert to the effects of children on the communities in which they live and to the reputation which they might acquire in those communities. But these things are also in a sense unmeasurable—rather like the problem which arises when academics agree on the qualities of first-class work, but differ on whether a particular essay meets these criteria, subsequently discovering that the language of the descriptions may be understood in subtly different ways. It follows that no one in the audience for Nice Wanton could be totally confident that they were getting it right; otherwise there would have been no need for such an educational play. The players now demonstrate just such a case where parents got it wrong, thus enjoining on the adult spectator the task of measuring their own success against the parental failure presented, and considering how the ghastly consequences which they will see dramatized could still be played out in their own family lives, if they did not act as the play advises.

In keeping with the play’s persuasive method, the action starts emotively with the victims, Barnabas and the neighbour Eulalia, characterizing them as reasonable, moderate, firm, able to cite the Bible or proverbial truths of universal acceptability, and concerned for the good of their oppressors as well as themselves. While Xantippe and her children are presented as mirrors in which the spectators would not wish to see themselves, these victims are projected as ideal versions of the audience, constituted as it is by children in education and adults, who, presumably, are and have neighbours. In this respect the play represents a shift away from the older morality focus on a single erring representative of humanity to the community as victim, almost as if Mankind had been re-written from the perspective of the society which suffered from Mankind’s sins. In that morality play, for example, no real space is given to the feelings of the wife whom Mischief ‘halsyde in a cornere’ after murdering her husband.13 The fact that it is mentioned at all may give an opportunity for the audience to reflect on sin’s consequences, though the immediate dramatic context is tonally ambiguous. But in Nice Wanton perspectives have radically changed and loss is the dominant concept: loss of time, of personal improvement, of dignity and local peace, and, strikingly, loss of face and reputation in the community, brought to a head when the final coup de grâce is threatened not by an agent of supernatural force but by Worldly Shame. This fear is acknowledged from the start by the use of a neighbour to give good advice to Xantippe, and emerges finally as the most serious spur to her despair. It would be heartening to think of this shift in perspective as the consequence of a broader social imagination or moral sympathy, but it really follows from the play’s fundamental drive to reshape community along reformed lines by subordinating any doctrinal differences in the spectators to a sense of shared anxiety, shared interests, and shared ideals. All Nice Wanton’s spectators have been positioned as potentially culpable and as potential victims of other’s culpability.

No one in the audience, whether Calvinist or catholic, could fail to be persuaded of these victims’ rights or of parental culpability in the cosseting which has led Dalila and Ismael to become the delinquents they are. And no one could despise the benefits of which the victims are being deprived. Even though the play assumes Calvinist beliefs, and it might be natural for some spectators to align failure with catholicism, the play does not actually make that connection explicit. It can only be speculation, but it is arguable that the erring wife was given a classical name specifically to prevent her failings from being aligned too obviously with a religious group. There were many names from the Old Testament which, with Dalila and Ismael, would have suggested that the sinners in the play signalled doctrinal inadequacy in a specific group in the audience or beyond, as the Old Law is inferior to the Law of the New Testament from which the good Barnabas’ name was taken. Instead the author diverted the mother’s signified character towards a comically classical person: the shrewish and domineering Xantippe, who was reputed to have emptied a chamber pot over the head of her philosopher husband, Socrates. Apart from the possibility of there being catholic mothers in the audience, whom the author wished to persuade rather than to harangue, it runs against the persuasive strategy of the play to claim specific targets, such as catholics, or catholic mothers, for the play’s core advice on bringing up children properly. In the audience every mother could worry about whether they were ‘cosseting’ their children too much; every father worry about whether their wives were doing so, and they could also reflect on the fact that the father in the play, though pointedly and regularly mentioned, is never seen. Whatever justification the fictive father, or fathers in the audience, might offer for absence from the sphere of control (and the play neither explicitly blames nor justifies him), it damages his children, and he can expect real financial and social loss as a consequence. Spectators might have had different personal views on religion, and have held them with differing enthusiasm, but the play aims to move all, whether catholic or Calvinist, strongly or weakly reformist, towards a single community of right behaviour and right belief, where there can be confidence that the descriptors for proper child rearing are generally understood. To achieve this, anxiety about parental performance is established with an assumption that everyone in the audience, regardless of what doctrinal position they might hold, aims at the same goal of responsible parenting. The play will return to this explicit lesson at the very end, but by that time will have more obviously identified ‘getting it right’ with a doctrinally Calvinist position.

In seeking to unify the audience, the play heads off any potential distractions. For example, a conservatively minded spectator who might think that reformation was part of ‘the politics of envy’, a socio-economic surrogate for religion, designed to link sinfulness to wealth, and, in its own way, destructive of existing community, is promptly corrected. The point is explicitly raised by Xantippe, when she claims that Dalila and Ismael are only complained of ‘because they go handsomely’ (125). Eulalia responds that, if that were true, ‘on the other [Barnabas] as well would I complain/But your other son is good’ (126–7). This exchange would also reassure any parent that displaying their social status was no real obstacle to their adopting reformist values, although it is known that real disagreements between neighbours did occur over the religious significance of different styles of dress. The social aspirations of the audience are probably also acknowledged when the play gives both Dalila (Q1, 157) and Iniquity (Q1, 421) the colloquial, elided form ‘ich’ for ‘I shall’, but this is just one part of a much deeper warning to any parents in the audience who were pinning hopes on their daughter’s marriage to help the family rise in the world. It’s all too easy to imagine the scene after the play in which the husband berates his wife, ‘And tidy up her language! We’ll never get anywhere if she speaks like that!’ But on the surface, the first half of the play avoids any points which might offend or divide its audience, presenting its core problem as something any parent will need to interrogate themselves about—a problem personal and communal in its consequences; not simply solved, and requiring supervision by parents long after the play is done.

NEW LAMPS FOR OLD

Unlike morality plays, this doctrinally interventionist drama offers spectators a choice of potential moral representatives rather than projecting a single allegorical character whose identity with them is established ab initio and through whom they can see charted their own possible descent into sin and then recovery. Here they can watch with anxious dismay the failures of Xantippe and two of her children, whose behaviour they inevitably reject, and feel also the theatrical imperative of the play driving them towards identification with the victims, who are those ideal people whom spectators, of whatever doctrinal colour, would wish to be: good and dutiful children, courteous but concerned neighbours. One set of characters creates anxiety about existing weaknesses; the other inspires with hope of a stronger, more sober, more happily communal good. It is through this shift in the traditional dynamic of morality representation that the play’s Calvinist ideology can become naturalized, since it is evidently the ideological framework within which the good, as represented by Barnabas, operate.

Preparing spectators to take on new forms of thought and belief depends, however, on speaking to them in theatrically recognizable ways. For example, it might appear strange in the contemporary reformist play the Satyre of the Thrie Estaitis that the section which looks most traditional, namely, the opening morality-play study of Rex Humanitas’ individual fall and recovery, is the very part which does not seem to have been adumbrated in the earlier 1540 interlude version, but was developed for the later performances—strange, that is, until one considers the much wider social range of the audience addressed in these later performances.14 Lindsay introduced the older forms to persuade 1550s audiences which were broader, and more unpredictably heterogeneous, than the 1540 court performance in Linlithgow Palace.

Whatever its humanist auspices and Calvinist ideology, the mid-century Nice Wanton was heir to the theatrical tradition established under catholicism, and used those older forms in new ways. Most obviously, it calls upon a technique well-established in medieval catholic drama to create a sense of moral complicity in the audience: it allows the vicious to be entertaining. Between the opening sections on the victims, Barnabas and Eulalia, the wanton children, Dalila and Ismael, enter and give spectators the first bit of theatrical action and variety they have had, singing, making fun of Barnabas, playing with words, offering laughably trivial reasons for avoiding school, throwing away their books, and so on. This is later intensified after Eulalia’s failure to convince their mother of the children’s danger, when spectators are entertained over a protracted period by Dalila, Ismael, and Iniquity singing, dicing, swindling, canoodling, and quarrelling with each other on stage, in devilish ways recognizable from both catholic and protestant drama of several genres over the previous hundred years. More innovatively, however, in the midst of this enjoyably vicious stage business the play allows a moment of gendered emotional complexity. This is achieved through a glimpse in Dalila of nostalgic regret, which she rapidly subdues under peer pressure. At the height of dispute between the siblings, Dalila dares Ismael to box her on the ear, he does so, and she turns to berate her lover, Iniquity, for failing to defend her. She complains that he seems to value her less than he did, adding, ‘Well, it is no matter, though ye do, ceteri nolunt [others don’t]’ (167), i.e., others do still value her. It is a broad hint of that promiscuity which will bring her disease, but it also initiates a brief change in pace and tone which, in performance, would recall the spectator not just to their moral senses, but to a specifically gendered awareness that females might both desire education, and need it as a way of protecting them morally. Iniquity responds, ‘Peace, Dalila, speak ye Latin, poor fool?’ and Dalila remembers, ‘No, no but a proverb I learned at school’. Ismael, who clearly demonstrates the opposite of good brotherliness, quickly re-establishes a vicious tone by reminding her that she lost her ‘grace’ while she was at school, and in a parody of peace-making, Iniquity demands that what is now a parody of kinship requires friendship between the three (168–73). It is easy to see how the narrative of Dalila’s decline from school to the stews would remind all parents in the audience that their daughters were assets needing protection, encouraging any gentry to educate them and lesser men to recognize that daughters could be part of a strategy for upward mobility.15 But the play more significantly, albeit briefly, gives an insight into the daughter’s own regret, thus adding compassion to commercial shrewdness in the parent’s emotional palette. This effect for many in the original audience would have been limited because Dalila had connived at her own downfall, demonstrating viciousness and lack of chastity, but while one could not claim the play as a notable defender of women’s rights, the fact remains that it dramatizes patronizing male pressure on women to subdue such feelings for education as the work of Iniquity. ‘Speak ye Latin, poor fool?’ is a long way morally, politically, and theatrically from the parodic fun which Mischief makes out of Mercy’s Latin in Mankind: ‘Corn servit bredibus, chaffe horsibus, straw fyribusque’ (57).

Older styles adjusted for a new context can also be identified in the formal management of this educational play, most obviously through its division of subject matter and the prosodic variation which traditionally announced that division aurally to the audience. For example, the medieval morality play Wisdom, which may well have been an educational play for novices in a monastery, aims at formal precision in constructing a treatise-like argument around the soul, its three powers of Mind, Will, and Understanding, their specific failures, and a devotional programme needed to establish a route to salvation.16 Issues are raised, analysed, subdivided, and itemized with a catechetical exactitude. One sees a minor version of this in the structurally simpler Nice Wanton, whose author nevertheless has ambitions for a ‘well-made’ play to meet the educational needs of the participants and audience, notwithstanding its more theatrical power to move, divert, or excite. Performance could well have used interlude style with two sections divided by a meal or some other activity, but the author’s attention to formal clarity goes beyond the pragmatics of performance into the realm of private academic satisfaction: he ensures that the first half, from the Messenger’s opening extra-diegetic address to the departure of the reprobates is exactly the same length (264 lines) as the second half, from the re-entry of the now disfigured Dalila to the moment when Xantippe goes out (528), Barnabas turning to the audience with the extra-diegetic interpretation, ‘Right gentle audience, by this interlude ye may see …’ (529). This goes along with a very traditional interest in structuring the play, and defining the moral value of speakers or speeches, by prosodic change, even though the new dramatic convention of humanist civic dialogue in the street is also employed. Editions have tended (not unusually for interludes) to mute this traditional effect by failing adequately to represent the play’s varying stanzaic structure. In this case, the author uses linked and unlinked quatrains, couplets, and rhyme royal (ababbcc), for good advice or good speakers.17 But here again there is a local twist, in that, unlike other moral plays, Nice Wanton only employs rime couée (aab) for the viciousness with which the form was frequently associated within the enclosed context of a song (195–206). The consequence of this restricted range, in which distinctions of value are nevertheless still signalled, is to retain all the play’s moral forces within the same aural protocol. This avoids any implication that, operating in different sound worlds, evil and good are not always both present as potentialities for children, their parents, and the close communities they inhabit.

The moral structure of the play also turns upon a theatrical device with medieval parallels. The first half comes to an end when the collaboration of Dalila, Ismael, and Iniquity breaks down into threats and blows under their mutual treachery, Dalila first cozening her brother in a false game of dice with the help of Iniquity, and then falling out with Iniquity over the winnings. While that first half focused on the errors of parents and children, the second concentrates on the consequences and on what sorts of response can be made to these. It begins with the reappearance of Dalila ‘ragged, her face hid, or disfigured, halting on a staff’. It is a device familiar to us now from the medieval morality play, Wisdom, which similarly confronts its audience with the consequences of sin through a horrifying coup de théâtre: ‘Here Anima apperyþe in the most horrybull wyse, fowlere þan a fende’ (stage direction, line 902). It is possible that the audiences of each of these plays viewed the visible consequences of misbehaviour in a literal as well as a figurative sense, but the emphasis appears to have shifted from Wisdom’s imparting a general disgust for sexual life, with an allegorical slant through the character Anima, to Nice Wanton’s emphasis on the literal consequences of promiscuity, with a social-realist emphasis deepened by the biblical connotations of the name Dalila. Dramatically, however, the device is identical, and it is that which points up so clearly how Nice Wanton differs from catholic forms of moral theatre, in the following respect.

Having shockingly dramatized the fall, Wisdom goes on to dramatize recovery. The sinful powers of Anima acknowledge their fault; Anima receives guidance on contrition, and on how to receive her ‘charter of pardon by confessyon’ (986). She leaves with her powers to seek ‘owr modyr, Holy Chyrche’ (990), and although we do not see the actual sacrament dramatized, the play makes the agency of the Church theatrically clear through the liturgical music the penitents sing ‘as yt ys songyn in þe Passyon Wyke’ (stage direction, line 996). Those good works which God says contribute to salvation are then set out in nine points by Wisdom, while the disfigured Anima goes through a change of costume, to return with her powers in their former clothing but now wearing crowns. The close of the play makes it clear that Anima’s return to grace has been achieved ultimately through God’s blood sacrifice for Holy Church, mediated through the grace of the Church and the sacraments, first of baptism and, for reformation of the sinner, the sacrament of penance (1111–15). Wisdom thus puts before the spectator’s eye a process which runs to a salvific conclusion; the whole divine comedy from inauspicious beginnings to a happy conclusion can be shown theatrically.

By contrast, and in a way which must have unsettled any catholic watching the play, indeed anyone who hoped for reassurance from dramatized action, Nice Wanton shows that drama cannot offer a performance of salvific certainty within the new Calvinist doctrine. In the first half of the play there was an implied unity in the audience. But in the second half, members of the audience are challenged to rethink any notions they might have had of dramatized salvation, and spectators must have varied in the extent to which they could rise to that challenge. To a critic without any doctrinal axe to grind but experience of older processes of theatre it still seems shocking that, while Dalila can appear disfigured by sin on stage, any salvation she might attain is undramatized, and the only comforting thing that can be conveyed about it is a later post-mortem report from Barnabas to Xantippe that, ‘Before her death she [Dalila] believed that God, of his mercy,/For Christ’s sake, would save her eternally’ (519–20). To anyone who sought comfort from the actions, as opposed to the words, of moral theatre this would have seemed like a wilful refusal to satisfy. One could be shown the sin but not the salvation; the problem could be revealed in mimesis, but the solution only conveyed by verbal instruction within the medium of a play.

The climax of the play, driven by the exigencies of Calvinism as I will explain later, must have felt similarly unsettling if not, to some spectators, positively uncharitable. Certainly evil is frustrated when Barnabas, the ‘son of comfort’, prevents Xantippe’s suicide. Furthermore, the play does genuinely offer comfort in the sense that, while Xantippe was ready to kill herself from the despair engendered by self-pity, Barnabas gives her instead a coherent and theologically consistent alternative to the emotionalism which has driven her throughout the play. He requires her to address her sins; he explains how his siblings fell and he did not; he offers some comfort about Dalila’s and Ismael’s final spiritual condition; and he finally explains to Xantippe the Christian truths from which she can take comfort. But the audience does not see dramatized much evidence of the comfort she has taken from his speech. Perhaps there was more such evidence given in performance, but the text does not suggest it. If Xantippe did improve in spiritual insight and confidence, learning to reflect on her sins and to believe that, despite responsibility for her daughter’s death from syphilis and her son’s death on the gallows, she could still take comfort from faith in the Lord, we do not actually see it. The play leaves her salvation, even her comfort, as a matter of potential. It is this commitment to uncertainty, and its concomitant affect, anxiety, which distinguishes the play, and defines it as Calvinist. Wisdom, by contrast, was able to dramatize that comfort, summarizing the action from a biblical text and with words which would have been theologically acceptable to any Calvinist:

Now wyth Seynt Powle we may sey thus

þat be reformyde thorow feythe in Jhesum:

We have peas and acorde betwyx Gode and ws,

Justificati ex fide pacem habemus ad Deum

(1150–4)18

Nice Wanton chose instead to reserve such sentiments for the admonitory elect son rather than for a sinner whose salvation had been theatrically proved. Though classical models and the play’s school auspices certainly lie behind its refusal to dramatize certain actions, one feels that here Nice Wanton is also asserting the limits of drama within a Calvinist ideology which reserves to God alone the salvation of the individual. For the spectator, play has to have a limit, giving way to real improvements; the unified community fashioned for the play still has to be realized in the world outside the school doors.

CALVINISM

The fundamental difference which divides this play from the catholic moralities which preceded it is that Calvinism refuses the notion that human beings can effect their own salvation. Good works, whether they are understood as moral living or as receiving the sacraments of the Church, cannot bring about salvation. God’s decision to elect one person to his grace and refuse another is not geared to the merits of the individual, but instead is a ‘lofty mystery’.19 For example, ‘Jacob … is chosen and distinguished from the rejected Esau by God’s predestination, while not differing from him in merits’ (II.938; Institutes III.22.6). Calvin wrote that, while one can take comfort from what the Bible says about God’s mercy, one should not enquire too deeply into one’s own or other people’s election to grace because ‘by free adoption God makes those whom he wills to be his sons; the intrinsic cause of this is in himself, for he is content with his own secret good pleasure’ (II.94; Institutes III.22.7).

This explains why Nice Wanton does not actually show either Xantippe or Ismael (or even Dalila, though she is more spiritually aware) going through a substantial process of penitence: the play does not want to give the impression that there is a causative link between penitence and salvation. In catholic moralities such feelings would have led to the sacrament by which future salvation could be secured for the sinner. Calvinism does not accept such a causative link; it only accepts an indicative one: true penitence cannot bring about grace, but it is a good sign that one already has God’s grace. The author of Nice Wanton decided to have Barnabas report to Xantippe her children’s off-stage change of belief, and to have Barnabas turn away from her to the audience before her own response to instruction could be shown. This was a shrewd decision doctrinally, but also a clever one theatrically, for the playwright thereby represented through a common technique of classical drama, that of not presenting some action, the provisionality of all salvation. It is in this change from effectual act to indicative sign that one can see the move between the contrasting moral imperative in the two doctrines. In catholicism the whole effectual process of salvation can be represented theatrically; in Calvinism, it cannot because such salvation is God’s alone. Theatre consequently gives way to performativity: the world of Calvinism is one of indicative signs, in behaviour, manners, words, assertions of belief, feelings of confidence—all of which convey to others and to oneself that one is probably of the elect. God knows if one is to be saved or not, but in this world all one can acquire, or impart to neighbours , is a confident belief in one’s salvation through the sacrifice of Christ, belief which is in itself a likely sign that one is saved. The course of a Calvinist Christian’s life is thus inevitably directed towards growing faith in God’s mercy through which one’s own final election to grace will hopefully come, and it is that spiritual goal which Barnabas suggests Dalila should aim for, after she has truly repented and amended her life:

believe with steadfast faith

That God will forgive you for evermore

For Christ’s sake

(340–2)

In one respect, the play’s most imaginative theatrical achievement is its discrimination about what not to say about characters’ individual salvation. This consequently places the onus on spectators to ponder the differing signs of grace shown by them, and in doing so to view salvation firmly within a Calvinist framework. This theatrical shift from demonstration by a moral play to remitting judgement of characters to the spectator may well have been one of the strands by which a Calvinist consciousness contributed to the deeper characterizations of the Elizabethan period. The character about whose final grace one can have most confidence is Dalila. Barnabas emphasizes not just that she repented of her sins to her dying day, but also that she achieved the goal of faith: ‘Before her death she believed that God, of his mercy,/For Christ’s sake, would save her eternally’ (520–1). It is certainly not for the spectator to judge that her confidence was misplaced; indeed the fact that she held it is a sign that it was not misplaced. No such confidence attaches to Ismael, however. All Barnabas can report is that he also ‘took great repentance’ (516). This would certainly be an indicative sign of election, but we hear nothing about his faith, so his fate after death remains deeply mysterious. Xantippe, not wholly unlike the parents in the audience, is at the start of a long road whose ending we never see: as Barnabas points out, the nature of her penitence is still in doubt, smacking a bit too much of self-pity, but Barnabas is nevertheless able to point her towards the true goal of her journey: firm belief that her sins are already remitted by Christ (with no need of sacramental intervention by the Church). So, while the individual characters may be the simple shapes required by a didactic drama, the notion of ‘character’ which underpins them, and which we intuit from these nuanced distinctions in the play, is more complex, more provisional. This claim might also be made about a catholic morality play, like Mankind, if one were to judge all the vices and virtues depicted there as aspects of Mankind himself, but the very mode of allegory, by giving an independent, extruded, theatrical existence to such aspects of the individual, pulls against this amalgamation, and the catholic desire to demonstrate the means of salvation tends to close the play down. In the Calvinist Nice Wanton, however, the doctrinal mystery of salvation forces spectators at the end of the play towards seeing all characters as offering potential models of the spectator’s own, as yet, unpredictable, fate. Theatrical ‘closure’ in such an environment is inevitably more a matter of ending the event than putting an end to the anxiety it has engendered. Nice Wanton does this through concluding advice to the audience, which returns it to the narrower issue of child rearing, a prayer for the monarch, and then, possibly, a song to round it off.

It is symptomatic of the open-endedness of this new Calvinist dispensation that the closing song addresses a question: ‘It is good to be merry,/But who can be merry?’ The answer is that anyone who has a pure conscience, sought from God and achieved through ‘true’ belief in him, can be merry. However, the song does not end there, for it needs to assert for the audience that there are desirable signs of such an election. No one can cause their salvation by either works or belief, but this is a play which has to communicate its Calvinism in the real world, where children must be brought up well, people have to live with their neighbours, those who do not share your views have to be persuaded to them, and a single reformed community is the desired social goal. Consequently, although, strictly speaking, even Barnabas’ election to grace is not something that anyone can be certain of, the actions he has performed in the play, his eagerness for schooling, his patience under abuse, his readiness to give good counsel, his willingness to comfort those who have tormented and obstructed him, these ‘works’ all give strong indicative signs of his election, and both the play and the song have to push the spectators towards giving such signs. Works may not cause salvation, but there is a ‘practice’ which one can associate with it.

Calvin specifically addresses the apparent paradox inherent in election, when he rejects the claim that there is no point in living a good life or turning over a new leaf if one’s election lies in the unfathomable will of God rather than in one’s merits. After all, God might already regard one as a reprobate.20 Calvin first rejects this economy of salvation, whereby moral living is seen as a kind of ‘fire insurance’. ‘What a great difference there is between these two things: to cease well-doing because election is sufficient for salvation, and to devote ourselves to the pursuit of good as the appointed goal of election! Away, then, with such sacrileges, for they wickedly invert the whole order of election’ (II, 960–1; Institutes III.23.12). And secondly, he refuses the notion that amendment of life is irrelevant, because where someone turns over a new leaf, that changed behaviour is itself a sign of their election: ‘Whence could such endeavour arise but from election?’ (II, 961). So it is that the final song of Nice Wanton can end giving counsel which is in essence, but not in effect, virtually indistinguishable from that which the catholic Wisdom offered

What is the practice of a conscience pure?

To love and fear God, and other allure;

And for his sake to help his neighbor

Then may he well be merry.

(‘Song’, 13–16)

In the last analysis both catholics and protestants were the targets of this play: one group needed to be persuaded, and the other to be reminded of their ongoing responsibilities, and both needed to be made gently aware of the continuing danger in which all Christians lie. On the one hand, Nice Wanton’s proselytizing mission to catholics is implicit in the biblical associations of Barnabas’ name: it was Barnabas who brought the penitent Saul, later St Paul, to the disciples after his Damascus experience (Acts 9:27), and it was when Barnabas brought Saul to Antioch that the disciples were first called Christians (Acts 11:26). Barnabas was also an apostle with Paul by God’s demand (Acts 13:2). To anyone who knew this, the play would become more visible as a missionary enterprise in which conversion to true, i.e., reformed, Christianity was the goal. Indeed the back-story of Barnabas would imply that the name ‘Christian’ could only be truly applied to upholders of this new doctrine. Barnabas is apparently from an unelect parentage, but appears to be elect himself, so there is a goal for any child or indeed any catholic parent to work for. On the other hand, the name of the reprobate, Ismael, would have carried challenging implications for any Calvinist parents in the audience. He was, after all, the very person singled out by Calvin as an example of how someone might be of an elect nation and yet be cut off from grace (II.929; Institutes, III.21.6). So no Calvinist parent could feel easy about the election to grace of their children. It is Ismael himself in the play who tries to claim that morality is somehow determined by blood: ‘a good mouse hunt is cat after kinde’ (52, Q2). The proverb ‘Cat after kind good mouse hunt’ is included in John Heywood’s Proverbs, and comes under the definition, ‘Commonly all thing showeth fro whence it came’.21 Ismael is wrong: no parent can rest easy.

It is part of the persuasive strategy of the play that such things are kept at the level of implication. Consequently, the experience of spectators must have been highly diverse, from those whose attention was fixed on the unfolding plot, to those who subconsciously acquired Calvinist doctrine while focusing on their parental anxieties, to those who were able through pre-existing knowledge to see the early apostolic mission being re-enacted for present times in a theatrical microcosm. The play asserts election in proverbial terms, which makes it look less ideologically alien and more what anyone (even catholics) could agree with. Barnabas tells Xantippe: ‘That god wyl haue se, shall not winke’. This is election by God’s unfathomable grace, but it is put in a colloquial way which makes the concept feel idiomatically unthreatening: an essential device, if the play is going to shift the opinions of the spectators towards feeling new kinds of anxiety.
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CHAPTER 15
LUSTY JUVENTUS

JANE GRIFFITHS

THE origins of Lusty Juventus are slightly mysterious. Of its author, nothing is definitely known apart from the name ‘R. Wever’; its date of composition is uncertain; and although it is connected by its subject-matter to a number of mid-sixteenth-century institutional interludes, it is not possible to connect it with any particular institution—rather, its limited cast and strictly vernacular text suggest that it was originally intended for performance by a travelling company rather than by schoolboys or students. Yet although little external evidence survives of the context in which the play was first written and performed, much can be deduced from its text. It is a play that inventively adapts the structure of catholic moralities to its own Reformist message, and references to it in works of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries imply that it achieved considerable popularity. While it may initially have served as an instance of what Paul Whitfield White has identified as proselytizing drama in the early decades of the Reformation, its printing and its afterlife in the 1590s play The Book of Sir Thomas More show it taking on new meanings in new contexts.

The interlude fuses a traditional morality structure with a specifically mid-sixteenth-century setting. Its protagonist, the eponymous Lusty Juventus (Youth), appears in a ‘fallen’ condition, given over entirely to play and pastime. An encounter with Good Counsel shows him the error of his ways, but as soon as he has declared his intention never to depart from Counsel’s company (nor, implicitly, from his teaching), the Devil appears and commands his son Hypocrisy to befriend and corrupt Juventus. Hypocrisy does so with relish, introducing Juventus to dicing, gaming, swearing, and to the whore Abominable Living—but despite Juventus’ delight in this new company, a second encounter with Good Counsel brings about his renewed repentance. The interlude ends with a sermon on God’s grace by the aptly named God’s Promises, and with a prayer for the King and his council.

The concluding prayer clearly indicates a composition date before Edward VI’s death in 1553, and this is confirmed by the evidence of the early printed editions. There are three of these, from the printing houses of Abraham Vele, William Copland, and John Awdely. Although none is dated, J. M. Nosworthy has argued on grounds of internal evidence that Abraham Vele’s is the earliest of the three, and (as H.S. Thomas points out) Vele ‘began printing in 1547 and turned his printing office over to William How in 1566; so the date of his edition of Lusty Juventus would fall somewhere in that period, probably between 1547 and 1553, when the final prayer for a king and council would not need altering to a prayer for the queen and her council as was done in the Copland and Awdely editions’.1 But although this places the first printing of the interlude fairly firmly within Edward’s reign, disagreement remains as to whether it was also composed then, or whether in fact it should be dated some years earlier, in the final decade of Henry VIII’s reign. Where most critics have tacitly assumed that the interlude is Edwardian, Pamela King presents a clear case for that dating, arguing that its portrayal of a youthful protagonist wholly dependent on his advisers is a telling image of the position of the equally youthful Edward VI. While the play:

resists the specificity of satire in which meaning is self-restricted by cumulative detailed reference to a single historical or contemporary reality … [its] permissive metaphorical structure … is able to articulate the poignant isolation and vulnerability of the boy-king within the doctrinal and political systems in which he was trapped.2

In contrast, Thomas has argued on doctrinal grounds that the interlude was composed during the final years of Henry VIII’s reign. She points to the way in which, despite its overt anti-catholicism, it avoids attacking any of the doctrines reaffirmed in the Act of the Six Articles (1539) namely transubstantiation, the withholding of the communion cup from the laity, the prohibition on the marriage of priests, the observance of vows of chastity, the permissibility of private masses, and the importance of confession—and she also notes a number of close resemblances between the theological positions expressed in the interlude and the doctrinal position given royal sanction by the King’s Book of 1543, notably with regard to the relative merits of faith and good works in achieving salvation (Lusty Juventus, ed. Thomas, pp. xiii–xxviii). She thus demonstrates that the interlude reflects a doctrinal position that was canonical in the final years of Henry’s reign, but would have been slightly anomalous under Edward, when the doctrines which the Act of Six Articles sought to protect were the subject of widespread attack.

Despite their disagreement, Thomas’ and King’s views are not necessarily mutually exclusive. As J. Christopher Warner has demonstrated with reference to Skelton’s Magnyfycence (composed circa 1519, but first printed in 1530), a play written at one date might have gained an entirely new significance by the time that it was printed; indeed, it may have been the perception of such new significance that prompted its printing. In the case of Magnyfycence, an interlude which is now widely held to have been written in praise of Henry VIII’s firm ‘expulsion of the minions’ from his court in 1519 served rather to criticize or counsel the Henry of 1530; at the time when he was in the midst of the attempt to divorce Katherine of Aragon he was, in the terms of the interlude, exhibiting wilful tyranny rather than measured, considered rule.3 A comparable shift of meaning may have occurred with the first edition of Lusty Juventus, as an interlude that reflected views current in the mid-1540s was given a new and different relevance by the accession of the boy-king Edward. The earlier date of composition would place Lusty Juventus as a play that exemplifies White’s argument that the growth of protestantism in the mid-sixteenth century ‘was only in a limited sense “from below” and had more to do with the official sanctioning of protestantism by royal authority and the proselytizing activities of protestant peers, magnates, and bishops, and their appointees and supporters’.4 By the time of its printing, however, what King calls the play’s ‘radical specificity’ would have been social and cultural rather than religious.5

What little is known of the author of the interlude does not help to pinpoint its date more exactly; in fact, he has been only conjecturally identified. The colophons of two of the three editions of Lusty Juventus name its author as ‘R. Wever’, and there was an Oxford student of that name in 1524, who may (or may not) be identical with the ‘R. Wever’ who was a Fellow of St Chad’s College in Shrewsbury in 1546, and subsequently prebend of Bubbenhall and then Hansacre, both in the Lichfield diocese, between 1549 and 1559 (see Lusty Juventus, ed. Thomas, pp. xii–xiii). Although there is no definite evidence to connect this Wever with Lusty Juventus, the anti-catholicism of the interlude does correspond with what is known of his views. Foxe records in his Acts and Monuments that Wever was among those examined by the Bishop of Lichfield in September 1556; in Nosworthy’s words, he appears to have been ‘an Oxford theologian who operated peacefully in the Lichfield diocese under the tolerant sway of Bishop Sampson and whose troubles … began when Sampson’s successor, Ralph Baynes, invoked the full rigours of the Marian persecution’.6 This is slender evidence on which to base an attribution, but it is certainly not impossible that a cleric of this kind would have been called upon to popularize an authorized programme of religious reform by reaching out to a young theatre-going audience.

To convey its Reformist message, Lusty Juventus both builds on and departs from a number of conventions of the morality play. Its basic structure—in which a more or less universal character is given good counsel, resolves to live by it, falls into temptation and finally repents—clearly resembles that of many other moralities, including both those (such as Mundus et Infans) whose protagonist experiences a complete life cycle from youth to old age, and in which life is represented as a pilgrimage towards God, and those (such as Magnyfycence) whose focus is rather on secular matters. Its title and the character of its protagonist also connect it to other examples of the genre, suggesting that it should be grouped specifically with interludes that deal with the education and instruction of youth, including Youth, Magnyfycence, Nice Wanton, The Disobedient Child, and The Longer Thou Livest the More Fool Thou Art.7 These, of course, differ widely as regards their particular emphases. Youth focuses on the spiritual education of its protagonist, Magnyfycence is concerned with the education of a prince or governor, while Nice Wanton and The Disobedient Child deal primarily with relations between parents and children, and The Longer Thou Livest combines a markedly humanist interest in methods of instruction with a fully-fledged pilgrimage of life motif. Yet despite their different emphases, the plays are united in treating their respective youthful protagonists as the vehicle for their message. Either the protagonist is himself at the centre of the action, with his temptation, fall, and redemption standing as both warning and example to the audience or, where he is not the exclusive focus, his experiences nonetheless encapsulate the meaning of the work; in Nice Wanton, for example, a play that allegorizes the Calvinist doctrine of predestination under cover of addressing the need for good parenting, the two vicious children and one virtuous child respectively represent the reprobate and elect states.8

Yet in the play that takes his name, the character Lusty Juventus is slightly displaced from this central position. While his progression from a vicious to a virtuous state, his relapse, and his redemption are analogous to those of the protagonists of other moralities, the subject of the interlude is less Juventus’ experience than the means by which he is instructed, and less ‘education’ itself than the over-riding importance of God’s word. The first (and only) authority cited in the Prologue is the Bible, where it is adduced as evidence for the fact that ‘man is naturally prone/To euil from hys youth’ (ll. 1–2), and Good Counsel instructs Juventus almost exclusively by biblical means. During their first encounter, he cites the psalms, the gospel, St Paul to the Galathians, and St Paul to the Romans several times each in the course of just 34 lines (ll. 194–228). In addition to these numerous biblical citations, Counsel’s paraphrases include the explicit declaration that: ‘Christ in the Gospell sayth manyfestly:/Blessed is he which heareth the Word of God & kepeth it’ (ll. 201–2), and shortly after he reaffirms the message: ‘To Gods word you must only encline,/All other doctrine cleane set a parte’ (ll. 247–8).

In his virtuous state, before he is corrupted by Hypocrisy, Juventus does just that, attending sermons so diligently that Hypocrisy calls him a ‘newe gospeller’ (l. 460), and even carrying a Bible with him. When Hypocrisy first encounters him, he asks to ‘se your portous [Breviary]’, and Juventus responds: ‘No, it is not a boke for you to loke on,/You ought not to iest wyth Gods testament’ (ll. 614–16). It appears, then, that Juventus is by no means a generic representation of ‘youth’, but specifically a figure of youth in the partially Reformed England of the mid-sixteenth century. This, of course, entails a significant adjustment to the action in comparison with earlier moralities—if not to the temptations themselves, then at least to the causes of temptation. Although the danger to Juventus comes directly from the Devil, and the vices of lechery, sloth, and gluttony which Juventus is led into are ones that also appear in earlier catholic moralities, there is a significant departure from that tradition in the way these evils are associated with catholicism. The Devil is shown lamenting the demise of the catholic faith on the grounds he has no power against the word of God:

Oh oh, ful well I know the cause,

That my estimacion doth thus decay.

The olde people would beleue stil in my lawes,

But the yonger sort leade them a contrary way

They wyll not beleue they playnly say,

In old traditions and made by men,

But they wyll lyue as the scripture teacheth them.

(ll. 338–44)

As Susan Brigden has demonstrated, the Devil’s assertion that most of those to embrace protestantism are of the younger generation is historically accurate.9 Within the interlude, however, it leads to a slightly odd dynamic. In other moralities with a youthful protagonist—Youth, Nice Wanton, and The Disobedient Child, as well as ‘pilgrimage of life’ moralities such as Mundus et Infans and Medwall’s Nature—the youth of the protagonist is his weakness: whether on a secular or a religious level, or on some combination of the two, he does not know how to conduct himself in the world. In Nature, although Man’s nakedness is associated with the virtuous condition of innocence, it also shows him to be essentially unformed; when Charity in Youth tells the audience that ‘Yonder ye may see Youth is not stable,/But evermore changeable’ (ll. 551–2), he is clearly referring not merely to the character Youth, but to the stage of life which he represents; and although the son in The Disobedient Child and the wayward Ismael and Delilah in Nice Wanton are not given explicitly allegorical names, nonetheless they too represent the condition of youth and the temptations that beset it.10 The perorator of The Disobedient Child makes very clear that the interlude illustrates the dangers that lie in wait for the untutored young when he states directly that ‘By this little play the father is taught/After what manner his child to use’, and that the child should take from it the need ‘By your loving parents always to be ruled’. So too, the virtuous son Barnabas in Nice Wanton spells out an almost identical message:

Right gentle audience, by this interlude ye may see,

How dangerous it is for the frailty of youth,

Without good governance, to live at liberty.11

In both cases, youth is presented as a parlous state, and the plays suggest ways in which the dangers might be mitigated.

By contrast, Juventus’ youth is gradually revealed to be a positive as well as a negative. Initially it does seem that his age will be the cause of his downfall, as he is first portrayed in a way that recalls the wanton heedlessness of youth figures in other moralities. He enters singing a song that draws attention to the conventional frailties of his stage of life:

In a herber grene, a slepe where as I lay,

The byrdes sang swete in the middes of the day,

I dreamed fast of myrth and play.

In youth is plesure, in youth is plesure.

Me thought I walked stil to and froo,

And from her company I could not go,

But when I waked it was not so,

In youth is plesure, in youth is plesure.

(ll. 37–44)

The implication is not just that Juventus has been guilty of the sin of lechery, but that he is, more radically, guilty of treating life itself as an enchanting dream. Although the tone is very different, Juventus’ irresponsibility clearly recalls that of the earlier Youth, whose first speech is a forthright declaration of his own nature:

I am goodly of person;

I am peerless wherever I come.

My name is Youth, I tell thee.

I flourish as the vine tree.

…

My legs be full light for to run,

To hop and dance and make merry.

By the mass, I reck not a cherry

Whatsoever I do!

I am the heir of all my father’s land.

(ll. 42–5; 53–7;)12

Just as Youth encounters Charity, who attempts to curb his selfish delight by making him aware of his own mortality and his dependence on Christ’s mercy, Juventus encounters Good Counsel, who similarly points out the limitations of his world view. Here, however, the similarities end. Youth continues on his course undeterred by Charity’s warnings, while Juventus is persuaded to listen to Counsel both by the quality of his argument and by his revelation of his name. To judge by what the Devil says, it is Juventus’ youth that makes him so susceptible (just as it is what makes Youth so intractable), and it is Juventus’ willingness to listen to the word of God as conveyed by Counsel and, later, by God’s Promises that ensures his redemption. In Lusty Juventus, then, youth is the means to salvation as well as the source of temptation.

Wever similarly twists the familiar trope of ‘the world turned upside down’. It appears from the Devil’s identification of the cause that his ‘auctoritie and workes are so greatly dispised’ (l. 336) as the insistence of the members of the younger generation that they ‘wyll not beleue … in old traditions, and made by men/But they wyll lyue as the scripture teacheth them’ (ll. 342–4), that the Reformation does indeed seem to have turned the world upside down. However, by placing the lament for the old ways in the Devil’s mouth, the inversion is shown to be a virtue: a way of outwitting or overcoming the Devil. In altering the significance of both this trope and the meaning of ‘youth’ itself, Lusty Juventus seems to have less in common with the other ‘youth’ plays than it does with the evangelical New Custom (published 1573). Here too the protagonist is a youth: ‘a young upstart lad’, ‘not past twenty years old’, but in this case his youth is not merely a virtue, but a disguise.13 As ‘New Custom’, a preacher whose talk is all of Scripture, he personifies protestantism, but (as he himself insists) his true name is Primitive Constitution; far from being young, he represents the founding principles of the Church which were (he claims) usurped by catholicism, and is ‘a thousand and a half’ years old.14 Although, unlike Lusty Juventus, New Custom reflects the doctrine of predestination, both interludes draw on the contemporary association of youth and protestantism in order skilfully to reverse the traditional position of the young man in morality plays; they fuse contemporary reference and literary convention so as to replicate on the stage the actual shock of the new.

As well as altering the significance of the protagonist’s youth, the interlude’s emphasis on the word of God affects its allegory too. Juventus’ initial conversion at the moment when he learns Good Counsel’s name draws on a common convention of personification allegory: that names have innate power, equivalent to that of the characteristic they identify. As Maureen Quilligan has argued:

Allegory always presupposes at least a potential sacralizing power in language … its existence assumes an attitude in which abstract nouns not only name universals that are real, but in which the abstract names themselves are perceived to be as real and as powerful as the things named.15

Thus, simply for Juventus to learn Counsel’s name is equivalent to internalizing his arguments, while the assumption of the false names Friendship and Unknown Honesty by Hypocrisy and Abominable Living is not merely a convenient disguise, but similarly suggests the innate power of the name. So too does Juventus’ excessive swearing when he comes under their influence; since to swear is to take a name in vain, to characterize corruption by swearing also presupposes that a name is more than an empty sign. Elsewhere, however, the interlude manifests a strikingly flexible interpretation of the conventions of the mode. As King has pointed out, the way in which Knowledge and Good Counsel are absent from Juventus at the crucial moment when he first encounters Hypocrisy is ‘allegorical nonsense’; Knowledge, in particular, represents an aspect of Juventus’ own character and cannot be absent, while Good Counsel’s advice, once received, must also remain with Juventus, even if he chooses to ignore it.16 And this is not the only point at which the interlude departs from the conventions of personification allegory. When Counsel reappears, he seems to have lost his ability to convert merely by identifying himself; instead, he is compelled to engage in a lengthy debate with Juventus, in which the work of persuasion is performed by the Bible, and specifically by argument over the correct interpretation of the passages which Counsel cites. Counsel’s first rebuke, that Juventus has ‘forgotten cleane,/The promise that [he] made vnto Knowledge & me’ (ll. 957–8) only provokes Juventus’ scorn. It is when Counsel enquires whether he has not ‘professed the knowledge of Christes gospel’ (l. 979) and commands him to ‘Rede the. v. to the Galathians’ (l. 992) and:

what S. Paul doth declare

In his epistle to the Hebrues, the .x chapiter.

For him sayth he, which doth willingly sin or consent

After he hath receyued the knowledge of the veritie,

Remaineth no more sacrifice, but a fearful looking for iudgement,

And Christ saith that this blasphemy,

Shal neuer be pardoned nor forgiuen,

In this world, nor in the world to come.

(ll. 1004–12)

To these citations Juventus responds promptly, declaring his intention to ‘fal doune desperate’ (l. 1014). Scripture achieves what the personification of human counsel alone cannot.

It is the word of God, too, that rescues Juventus from his despair. Gods Mercyfull Promyses enters—but he too, must convince by citation rather than by his mere presence, reminding Juventus that:

The Lorde by hys prophet Ezechiel, sayeth in this wise playnly

As in the .xxxiii. chapter it doth appere,

Be conuerted O ye children, & turne vnto me,

And I shal remeady the cause of your departure.

And also he sayeth in the .xviii. chapter,

I do not delight in a sinners death.

But that he should conuert & liue, thus the Lord sayth.

(ll. 1048–54)

This prompts Juventus not to immediate conviction, but to argument: ‘Then must I geue neither creadite nor fayth,/Unto Saint Paules sayinge which thys man [i.e., Counsel] did alege’ (ll. 1055–6). In another telling piece of ‘allegorical nonsense’, he finds clear disagreement between the way in which Counsel reads the Scriptures and the way in which Gods Mercyfull Promyses does, and it is only when Gods Promyses cites the piece of Scripture that encapsulates his own nature, arguing that ‘Christ him selfe in the gospell hath promised,/That he which in him vnfaynedly doth beleue,/Although he were dead, yet shal he liue’ (ll. 1065–7) that Juventus is convinced. Even here, however, Gods Promyses begins by explaining how both his citation and Good Counsel’s can be true; allegorical persuasion does not supplant argument and interpretation, but supplements it.

This emphasis on argument paves the way for Juventus’ concluding exhortation ‘Credite not al thynges vnto the outward shew,/But trie them with Gods word’ (ll. 1130–1); it allows the play to preach the importance not only of the Word but also of the individual’s responsibility to interpret it correctly. It thus gives an interesting indication of the interlude’s broader doctrinal position. As Thomas observes, the interlude ‘carefully avoid[s] the Lutheran dogma of justification by faith alone … Wever [prefaces] his statements that justification comes by faith in Christ’s merits (ll. 220–1, 143–4), with admonitions about “Declaring the fayth by the fruites of the spirite” (ll. 201–4) and living according to God’s commandments (ll. 119–21)’ (Lusty Juventus, ed. Thomas, p. xx). Wever’s position is the more striking when it is contrasted with that of New Custom. Like Lusty Juventus, the latter work directly dramatizes the Reformation, and like Juventus, it too identifies the Reformation as a youth movement and insists on the importance of God’s Word. The catholic Perverse Doctrine complains bitterly at ‘the preacher, I think not past twenty years old’ who ‘With a sounding voice and audacity bold,/… began to revile at the holy sacrament and transubstantiation’ and goes on to lament that in divinity ‘now almost is every boy’s delight/No book now in their hands, but all scripture, scripture:/Either the whole Bible or the New Testament’ (New Custom, 162). In the later stages of the play, however, there is an increasingly Lutheran emphasis: Perverse Doctrine and his associate Ignorance are referred to as ‘reprobates’ by the character Light of the Gospel, who later declares outright that: ‘God is glorified in those whom he doth elect,/God is glorified in those also whom he doth reject’, making it clear that the distinction between the two is to be found in faith alone:

The elect are saved by that in the world they believe

But the other, because no credence they give

To the truth, cannot be but blamable.

(New Custom, 192; 195)

In both plays the provision of the word is central, but the way in which it is approached differs widely. By contrast to the extended argument between Juventus, Good Counsel, and God’s Merciful Promises, when it comes to the conversion scene in New Custom, the reprobate Perverse Doctrine is converted by a question and answer session in which he passively receives the instruction of Light of the Gospel, and the final resolution is purely allegorical. When Perverse Doctrine declares that ‘How to purchase this faith, I would I could tell’, Light of the Gospel responds: ‘Certainly by me also …/For faith cometh by the word, when we read or hear’; when Perverse Doctrine then asks leave to ‘embrace’ Gospel, symbolic action takes the place of argument.17 The contrast with Lusty Juventus’ implicit instruction to its spectators that they should not take instruction lightly is a startling one.

Who, though, might these spectators have been? Despite the youth of its protagonist, the interlude’s plain language, its explicitly Reformist message, and relative economy of scale (emphasized in the note on the title page to the effect that ‘four may play it easily’) suggest that Lusty Juventus was not a school or a university play. Rather, as White has argued:

The catechism-oriented exchanges between Juventus and his spiritual advisors, the treatment of abstract theological issues, combined with the play’s urban setting, suggest that … [the interlude was written] for a local professional playing troupe catering to the large audiences of apprentices and other youth flocking to plays during the early years of Edward VI’s reign.18

The economy of casting also suggests that this play was at some point performed by a travelling company. Yet the phrasing of the note on the title page is slightly odd. Where its counterparts in other moralities either confine themselves to a statement of the necessary number of players, or give a full breakdown of which parts should be doubled, this declares: ‘Foure maye playe it easely, takyng such partes as they thinke best: so that any one take of those partes that be not in place at once.’ It seems unlikely that a professional troupe would need what is effectively a theoretical explanation of how doubling works, without any practical information as to how it might work in this particular case. The phrasing may suggest that the printing of the play was intended not only to widen its audience by making it available to readers as well as spectators, but to encourage amateurs, too, to play it, thus further spreading the Word.

Yet the interlude’s doctrine is not allowed to dominate at the expense of its entertainment. As Thomas has noted, the play is noticeably well-structured, with light and serious episodes juxtaposed, as well as an alternation of soliloquy, dialogue and song (Lusty Juventus, ed. Thomas, p. xl). As in other moralities, the entertaining episodes, including the songs, the Devil’s soliloquy, and Hypocrisy’s plot to tempt Juventus, are the province of the vice figures, and of Juventus when he is in a fallen state. But, although it would be tempting to see the association of sin and entertainment with catholicism as foreshadowing Puritan opposition to the theatres in the later sixteenth century, this would be anachronistic.19 The potentially seductive danger of linking catholicism with entertainment is countered by the very familiarity of the tradition that the vice figure is largely responsible for amusing the audience. In this respect, as with its alteration of the ‘youth’ motif, the way in which the interlude gives a protestant twist to an established morality convention allows it to convey a new message under cover of an old form. Further, by referring several times to the spectators as ‘good Christian men’, it seems to assume that the audience shares its perspective, and thus moulds them in its own image.

The popularity of Lusty Juventus in the second half of the sixteenth century is apparent not only from its three printings in the 1550s and 1560s, but from the inclusion of material from it in The Book of Thomas More (c.1592). This was a play of More’s life, based on Hall’s Chronicle and Nicholas Harpsfield’s biography of More, on which a number of writers (including Shakespeare and Anthony Munday) collaborated.20 Through a series of emblematic episodes, it dramatizes More’s career from his rise from Sheriff of London to Lord Chancellor, to his fall from Henry VIII’s favour and his ultimate execution. Written primarily by the anti-catholic Munday, in a largely anti-catholic nation, the play leaves vague both the fact that More’s fall was due to his refusal to swear to the Act of Succession in 1534, and that his refusal was on grounds of the oath’s inclusion of a rejection of papal jurisdiction; it states only that he is in disgrace on an unspecified matter of conscience.

The material from Lusty Juventus appears in one of the episodes that illustrate More at the height of his career, set during his time as Chancellor. More is shown entertaining the Mayor of London, and is offered a choice of plays that might be performed before him: The Cradle of Security, Hit Nail o’th’Head, Impatient Poverty, The Play of Four P’s, Dives and Lazarus, Lusty Juventus, and The Marriage of Wit and Wisdom (III.ii.60–3).21 More chooses The Marriage of Wit and Wisdom, a play written by Francis Merbury between 1571 and 1578, but in the interlude which is then presented, the majority of the lines are taken from Lusty Juventus, with Juventus conflated with Wit. Although the Prologue is reproduced verbatim from The Disobedient Child, in the first scene the character Wit enters singing Juventus’ song, and the exchange between Wit and the vice Inclination is an adaptation of that between Juventus and Hypocrisy, while the name of Wit’s adviser, Good Counsel, also comes from Lusty Juventus (III.ii.181–92; III.ii.195–248).

Vittorio Gabrieli and Giorgio Melchiori suggest that these substitutions occur for the purely practical reason that The Marriage of Wit and Wisdom (unlike Lusty Juventus and The Disobedient Child) was as yet unprinted. Nonetheless, the list of titles and conflation of the three interludes indicates which kinds of play Lusty Juventus was associated with in the early 1590s: that is, primarily with allegorical and moral interludes (The Marriage of Wit and Wisdom, The Cradle of Security, and Impatient Poverty) and religious debate (The Play of Four P’s).22 At first sight, however, the conflation seems also to suggest a degree of carelessness. Not only is the inclusion of Lusty Juventus in the list of possible plays (like that of Impatient Poverty) an anachronism, but the way in which it is made to function within The Book of Sir Thomas More depends on a deliberate evasion of the disconsonance between the play’s overtly protestant stance and More’s catholicism. As More and his guests watch the performance of the supposed ‘Marriage of Wit and Wisdom’, proceedings grind to a halt. The youth who is to play Wit lacks a beard, and the player who will take the part of Good Counsel has gone to fetch one. More insists that they should begin with Wit beardless, but when it comes to the first entrance of Good Counsel, there is still no player and no beard, so that the vice Inclination is forced to step out of character to announce: ‘Forsooth, we can go no further till our fellow Luggins come’ (III.ii.251–2). At this point, More intervenes, taking the part of Good Counsel. He has already played the unruly spectator, interrupting the action to warn Wit in his own person that the woman Wit is so taken with is not Wisdom, but Vanity; he now repeats that warning in character.23 Within the context of The Marriage of Wit and Wisdom More’s role is highly appropriate, but if we consider the nature of Good Counsel in Lusty Juventus, we find that the catholic More has been made to assume an explicitly protestant part.

Yet what at first appears to be carelessness is fully in accordance with the more widespread evasion of religious issues in The Book of Sir Thomas More, which allows More to be presented as a universal figure of the good counsellor, or a man for all seasons. With this end in view, More’s assumption of the role of Counsel both enables a heightening of the Book’s own themes and reveals a specific, if slightly idiosyncratic, reading of Lusty Juventus. So far as More is concerned, it enables an allegorical representation of his own character in a play that is itself not in the allegorical. As Judith Doolin Spikes has argued, the appropriateness of Counsel’s role to More is emphasized by More’s speech from the scaffold in the final scene. His line ‘my offence to His Highness makes me of a state pleader a stage player’ (V.iv.72–3):

forcefully reminds the reader that More’s role in the moral interlude was that of Good Counsel, a role in which his advice went unheeded, and that he was withdrawn from the interlude by a summons to appear before the Privy Council; there again his counsel was unheeded; and here, a summons to a higher court … withdraws him from the theater of the world.24

However, More is associated not only with Good Counsel, but also with Wit. As Alistair Fox has argued, Wit’s beardlessness visually and symbolically looks forward to the emphasis on More’s own beardlessness prior to execution, thus connecting More with the youth figure as well as with his adviser, in a conflation which (as Fox argues) emphasizes the paradox in More’s nature, to which the play repeatedly returns: that there is a real question whether More was a fool or a wise man, or a foolish wiseman, or a wise foolishman.25 Fox further suggests that Wit’s song, one of the elements adopted from Lusty Juventus, contributes to this effect.26 Wit, like Juventus, sings as follows:

I dreamed fast of mirth and play,

In youth is pleasure, in youth is pleasure.

Methought I walked still to and fro,

And from her company [i.e. Lady Wisdom’s] I could not go;

But when I waked, it was not so.

In youth is pleasure, in youth is pleasure.

(III.ii.183–7)

The lady in Wit’s version of the song, but not in Juventus’, is identified with Lady Wisdom, and Wit’s mistaken belief in his ability to remain with her encapsulates More’s belief in his own infallible wisdom in his youth; over the course of the play, however, he discovers the limitations on such worldly wisdom. Just as Lusty Juventus reverses the expected use of the prodigal motif, The Book of Sir Thomas More contains a reversal of its own by associating youth with wit rather than foolishness, but then, Erasmus-like, raising the question whether such wit is itself mere foolishness, viewed sub specie aeternitatis.27

Thus, the use of Lusty Juventus within The Book of Sir Thomas More both develops the latter work’s recurrent metaphor of life as a play and specifically enables reflection on More’s own character and situation. To achieve this end, the authors of Thomas More interpret Juventus purely as a figure of ‘youth’. Glossing over his identification specifically with the protestant youth of the mid-sixteenth century, they associate him instead with a single stage in the pilgrimage of life, reading him through the lens of the morality conventions which Wever’s play resists. A similar change of meaning appears in the reference to the vice figure in Jonson’s The Devil is an Ass as swearing ‘like a Lusty Juventus’ (I.i.50), which suggests that Wever’s protagonist had become a by-word for just one aspect of his behaviour in the play. Just as the first printing of the interlude may bear witness to one shift in its meaning, these later references show further alterations of meaning in new contexts; the play bears witness to a rapid series of religious and dramatic re-inventions during the second half of the sixteenth century, and the way in which old forms might repeatedly be put to new uses.
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CHAPTER 16
GAMMER GURTON’S NEEDLE

ALAN J. FLETCHER

LIKE many a Tudor play both before and after, Gammer Gurton’s Needle comes mediated to us at various removes from the circumstances of its original performance. Its text was first made widely available in the edition issued by the London publisher Thomas Colwell in 1575, where its title page announced, among other things, that it was ‘Played on Stage, not longe ago in Christes Colledge in Cambridge’.1 Why the publication of this highly sophisticated piece of Tudor comedy at this particular juncture, and from the press of this particular printer? These related questions are worth pursuing because they help reveal something about the perceived cultural and economic value of the play’s continued afterlife as this evolved in the wake of that originary moment in Cambridge when it was first set forth ‘not longe ago’.

Colwell, with the commercial publisher’s eye for business, included among his other published titles a line in playbooks, and had presumably foreseen a market demand that he could profitably satisfy. This market had been in existence for some years. Already in 1566, for example, Colwell had published Albion Knight, a play of more conspicuously topical reference than Gammer Gurton’s Needle which alludes to events surrounding the Pilgrimage of Grace (October 1536 to February 1537; the play was probably written not long after that date). In it, the characters Principality and Commons fall at loggerheads over such subjects as a newly introduced taxation regime, disloyalty, royal favouritism and the merits of low-born as opposed to high-born counsellors.2 Broad national topicalities like these evoke a wider world away from the local, small-time energies driving Gammer Gurton’s Needle, but what both plays doubtless had in common from Colwell’s point of view was their marketable potential. Indeed, though the first known edition of Gammer Gurton’s Needle dates to 1575, conceivably it enjoyed more than one print run in that year, since a collation of the extant copies reveals three versions of the title page in which a small number of typographical errors apparent in the first version had steadily been purged by the time the third version was set. In printing plays, then, most of which he put out during a particularly active five-year period between 1562 and 1566,3 Colwell, like other contemporary London publishers, was on to a commercial winner.

It was not one that he could take for granted, however, and hence the various promotional strategies that are detectable in his title pages. As with Gammer Gurton’s Needle, Colwell was inclined to advertise some of his earlier dramatic publications, Albion Knight included, and he did so in broadly similar terms. While Albion Knight would be peddled as ‘a mery play bothe pytthy and pleasaunt’, some nine years later, Gammer Gurton’s Needle would likewise be ‘A Ryght Pithy, Pleasaunt and merie Comedie’. Colwell was fond of recycling his favourite commendatory adjectives, not only in plays but also in other types of publication, and even were readers today incidentally to concur that in the case of Gammer Gurton’s Needle all those adjectives may be thought applicable, one may well suspect that as far as Colwell was concerned, they served as stock publisher’s puff rather than objective literary criticism.4 It can also be seen that through its title page, Gammer Gurton’s Needle, like Albion Knight, consorts with a ‘more hedonistic’ genre of play advertisement, as Greg Walker has aptly called it, in contrast to an alternative, soberly upright one where instead the moral worth of a play was stressed as its selling point.5 So perhaps it would not be wide of the mark to conceive the audience of Gammer Gurton’s Needle in 1575 as having comprised a (readerly) constituency willing to pay to enjoy pithy, pleasant, and merry consumables, that was literate beyond the requirements of immediate pragmatism, and cultivated, or at least, fancied itself so. For one can easily imagine how aspirational types may have been happy to associate by proxy with a Cambridge college audience through purchasing a text advertising itself as a Cambridge college play. There are some other internal indications that, even if potential actors of Gammer Gurton’s Needle may have been part of Colwell’s prospective market,6 that part for which we have some actual warrant was a readership without any necessary practical involvement in the business of play acting as such.7 Colwell’s note about the play’s earlier Cambridge auspices is thus no more likely to have been a gratuitous piece of performance history than his calling it ‘Pithy, Pleasaunt and merie’ was a disinterested description of its qualities.8 Perhaps, too, 1575 was an especially propitious time for Colwell to publish drama, since in that year plays would have been freshly ‘in the air’; very soon, in the autumn of 1576, James Burbage would open London’s first public playhouse, and Richard Farrant would also set up the private theatre at Blackfriars.9 There is likely to have been a market indeed.

A little more is worth saying about this title page and its implications before we leave it to start our journey back towards the moment in Cambridge ‘not longe ago’ when Gammer Gurton’s Needle had its début. Colwell attributed the play to a certain ‘Mr. S. Mr. of Art’, whereby has hung a long tale of debate about the identity of the play’s author. There is no need to rehearse it here, save only to say that the theory that ‘Mr. S.’ was William Stevenson (1530–75), a fellow of Christ’s College from 1551 to the Christmas of 1554, and again in residence between 1559 and 1560, is the most persuasive of any that have so far been advanced.10 It is also perhaps corroborated by an unremarked coincidence, though the exact status of this coincidence as evidence must finally remain elusive. Is it entirely fortuitous that the putative author, William Stevenson, died in the year that Thomas Colwell also published the play’s first known edition? Some twelve years before, Colwell had paid the Stationers’ Company 4d for a licence to print a play called Dyccon of Bedlam,11 and since a character named Diccon, a vagrant Bedlam lunatic, provides the main spring of the action in Gammer Gurton’s Needle, it seems highly likely that this Dyccon of Bedlam play was Gammer Gurton’s Needle in an earlier incarnation. But no copy of Dyccon of Bedlam is known to exist, and it is not even certain that it was ever published. The question therefore arises as to whether for some reason Stevenson’s death in 1575 may have given a fillip to the publication of Gammer Gurton’s Needle in the same year. The fact that a number of other plays that he published in his productive period between 1562 and 1566 also came from Cambridge playwrights adds to the intrigue, with its suggestion of a Cambridge link of some sort to this London printer. One is tempted to speculate, too, about what the nature of Colwell’s copy text was.12 However, while the circumstances of his acquisition of it are likely to remain inscrutable, at least some clues as to its nature exist in the stage directions that it evidently contained. On the basis of two of them—there are some nine in all—William Tydeman reasonably concluded that ‘readers rather than performers were chiefly in the mind of whoever prepared the text for the press’.13 While this seems likely, the remaining seven far more obviously serve the purposes of some actual dramatic production. The differing emphases noticeable here between a couple of stage directions imparting information useful to a reader (are they even appropriately called stage directions?), and the rest useful to an actor and/or producer, are reconcilable on the assumption that Colwell’s copy text was a manuscript of Gammer Gurton’s Needle that reflected the requirements of some earlier actual production, and that while the traces of these former production requirements survived into his published edition, publication primarily with a view to serving the needs of actual dramatic production was not his concern.

‘NOT LONGE AGO’ IN CAMBRIDGE

But now it is time to leave the mid-1570s London reception of the play and turn to the provinces nearly a generation earlier, although the milieu coming into view will be far from provincial in outlook. On the contrary, it will be highly sophisticated, and will evince an interest in turning provincialism itself into a pithy, pleasant, and merry consumable for its in-house delectation. As is the way of advertising copy that champions its product as ‘new’ and ‘fresh’, Colwell’s phrase ‘not longe ago’ seems similarly intended to push recentness on the reader. Yet, if it is accepted that Gammer Gurton’s Needle was indeed William Stevenson’s work, its performance in Christ’s College was in fact not likely to have been all that recent.14 As has been noted, some version of it probably existed by 1562–3, but the Cambridge performance referred to in the title page is most likely to have happened earlier than that. The likelihood is that the play was staged in Christ’s College while Stevenson was resident there (between 1550 and 1554, and again between 1559 and 1560). Some support for this suggestion is found in Christ’s College account-books that reveal his involvement in some capacity with college theatricals during his residence, although the five separate account entries in which he is mentioned are ambiguous, for they do not make it entirely clear whether he was being paid as the author or as the impressario (or both) of the performance for which the expenses were incurred.15

Perhaps these probable date bands for Gammer Gurton’s Needle’s first outing may be refined a little further. Its dialogue refers to a king being currently on the throne (line 1181). Thus, were it written under Mary (Stevenson was still in Christ’s College in 1554), or during the opening years of Elizabeth’s reign (he was also there between 1559 and 1560), the reference would have to be interpreted as his deliberate attempt to recess his play’s action into the past. Yet, it shows no other obvious signs of attempts to fabricate archaism.16 Indeed, some of its high spirits could be said to flow from the way it allows its audience to entertain the idea that the trivial obsessions of the socially humble characters populating its plot are typical of a proletarian here-and-now, one that an elite audience of Cambridge scholars may have delighted in trifling with and refracting through the lens provided by this product of the festive, scholarly imagination. When the original social provenance of Gammer Gurton’s Needle is borne in mind, its interpretation as a piece that played upon current ‘gown’ stereotypes of ‘town’ seems inevitable. Such stereotypes are as much likely to have limned early modern notions of scholarly identity as they may do contemporary ones, though in addition, there is evidence that the stereotypes evoked traded in a distinctively mid-sixteenth-century currency. For example, one of the play’s central characters, the good-natured but bucolically challenged Hodge, speaks a dialogue liberally seasoned with oaths typical of the ‘Old Religion’ of catholicism: ‘By the Mass’, ‘Gog’s sacrament’, and ‘Gog’s bread’ are but three of them. Other characters sharing his social level speak similarly, though in his case, usage of this sort registers with particular frequency. It seems clear that under the new protestant dispensation, oaths like these were being increasingly seen for the pre-Reformed coinage that they were, and liable to be perceived as characterizing those levels of society where the Reformation had not stuck.17 Like everything else associated with Hodge, we are also meant to find the sheer play of his language funny, as his parlance becomes a comic actor in its own right, capable of supporting a linguistic and rhetorical humour all of its own which floats free from ludic issues of character and plot. Thus an invitation is extended to laugh not only at Hodge’s actions, stupidities, and temperament, but also at his very turns of phrase, and in the specific context under discussion here, at ones with which the Old Religion was closely associated. Hence, mediated through Hodge’s persona, comes cause to laugh at the Old Religion itself.

Analogous evidence from contemporary writing outside the play suggests that catholicism, leave alone the vilification that it was typically accorded in the earliest days of protestant polemic, might now also be turned into an object of affectionately condescending comedy. The Arte of Rhetorique by Thomas Wilson, for example, published in 1553 and thus close to the play’s likely composition date, features in its section on humour a little tale about an ‘olde grandamme’ (quickly calling to mind the characters of Gammer Gurton and Dame Chat in the play) who is gently ridiculed for her sincere but misguided faith:

In the dotinge worlde, when stockes were saintes, and dumme walles spake, this olde grandamme was deuoutelye kneling vpon her knees before the ymage of our Ladye, wherupon a merye felowe asked her what she meante to crouche & knele there. Marie (quod the olde mother) I praye to our Ladye, that she maye praye to her Sonne for me: with that he laughed at her ignoraunce. Wherupon she thinkinge that her wordes were spoken amisse, corrected her owne sayinge in this wise. Naye (quod she) I praye to Christe in heauen, that he will praye for me to this good Ladye here.18

When Wilson wrote this, the time of the ‘dotinge world’ was not so very far in the past, and its unreformed representatives, like this hapless old woman with her lopsided theology, were still alive and available as butts for the barbed comedy of the religious reformists now in power. Given the likely date of Gammer Gurton’s Needle in the last years of Edward VI’s short reign, we are justified in imagining, if not a cognate comic impetus in Stevenson that motivated key elements of his choice in stereotypes, then at least an audience set fair to respond much as Wilson anticipated his audiences might to the comic nuances of his own merry jest.

So much, then, for Colwell’s ‘not longe ago’: the balance of probabilities suggests that Gammer Gurton’s Needle was first performed c.1550–2, some twenty-five years before its appearance in the first edition of it of which we are aware.19 Its positioning in time and place provides us with a highly important orientation as we seek to grasp its multiple contemporary resonances, its cultural and dramatic continuities, discontinuities, and the complexity of its range of discursive assimilations and allusions.

Let us begin with its continuities. One of the most evident of these lies in the way in which the play fits into a dramaturgical tradition already established in the college. It is from Christ’s College that the earliest evidence among all the Cambridge colleges survives for the erection of a temporary stage in the college dining hall (1529–30).20 The stage on which the title page of Gammer Gurton’s Needle tells us it was first performed was almost certainly one of these dining-hall stages, the dining hall being the normal venue for all college dramatic productions.21 Also, given that the doors into each of the two houses required by the plot of Gammer Gurton’s Needle would have been conveniently represented by using the existing doors in the hall screens, it is most likely that the stage was set up in front of these. Thus the play operated according to a stagecraft by now probably conventional within the college’s hall for at least the past twenty years.22 Gammer Gurton’s Needle was thus one episode among a number of others in a tradition of play acting within the college that operated according to similar production values.23 So much for its continuities of stagecraft. Yet, by the time we reach our play, the college’s dramatic tradition was perhaps beginning to shift a little on a different front, in terms of what it was prepared to tolerate seeing staged. Gammer Gurton’s Needle aside, the most famous Christ’s College play is Pammachius, a polemical Latin protestant drama that struck some who saw it as being so intemperate as to warrant lodging an official complaint.24 As a result, disciplinary action was taken against the college authorities at the highest level.25 Assuming the date proposed for Gammer Gurton’s Needle to be correct (c.1550–2), Pammachius had been staged just a few years before, in 1545. Thus although Gammer Gurton’s Needle may have implicitly presented a wry take on the unreformed religion of most of its low-life characters, and to that extent have been in broad confessional alliance with its dramatic antecedent—after all, William Stevenson, the putative author, was a protestant clergyman who went on to enjoy a distinguished career in the Reformation Church—it also backed off from the earlier play’s more strident reformist impulses.26 Unlike Pammachius, Gammer Gurton’s Needle is couched in good-natured levity, and self-evidently, humane comedy is not the most hospitable berth for bilious propaganda. Consequently, political fallout from Pammachius may have cast a long shadow over subsequent Christ’s College drama that Gammer Gurton’s Needle preferred not to be darkened by.
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figure 16.1 The title page of the first edition of Gammer Gurton’s Needle.

The manner in which the play presents its protestant credentials—they are glimpsed at a comic tangent rather than flagged front on—adumbrates the manner of its other discursive assimilations and allusions by being similarly oblique. And it is to the tracing of some of these that we must now turn, complex though they are and selective though we must be, once the plot of the play has been outlined for the convenience of readers unfamiliar with it, and some account given of its dramatic processes. These, too, are essential to engage with if we hope to do this play justice.

GAMMER GURTON’S NEEDLE: WHAT HAPPENS AND HOW

What happens, briefly, is this. The plot is set into (often frenetic) motion by the arrival (Act I) into the lives and affairs of the two village matrons Gammer Gurton27 and Dame Chat, their household servants and the local curate Dr Rat, of Diccon, a roving lunatic beggar from Bedlam (the Hospital of St Mary of Bethlehem in Bishopsgate, London, used as an asylum for the mentally ill). He has heard the extravagant grief of Gammer Gurton over the loss of her needle, and eventually will exploit this to set her at odds with her neighbour, Dame Chat, by making her believe that Chat has found the needle and is withholding it. In the meantime, a clangorous scene unfolds around a lumbering search made for the lost needle by Hodge, Gammer Gurton’s affably stupid manservant, in the dark amongst the bric-a-brac of her house. Next (Act II), Diccon swears Hodge to a secrecy sealed with a kiss planted on Diccon’s arse, pretends to conjure up a devil to disclose the needle’s whereabouts, then afterwards, going off to wind up the other party, Dame Chat, tells her that Gammer Gurton’s cock has been stolen, and that Tib, Gammer Gurton’s maid, has told Gammer Gurton that Chat committed the theft. Thus seeds of mutual misapprehension and recrimination are sown which bring Gammer Gurton and Dame Chat together (Act III) in a grand and elaborately choreographed brawl, followed by a bizarre body-search conducted on Gammer Gurton’s cat, Gyb, for the still-missing needle, since neither stone nor cat must be left unturned in the search for it.

Next, the venal Dr Rat is introduced (Act IV). Diccon puts Dame Chat on red alert by telling her that Hodge intends to steal her hens, tells Rat that Chat is keeping the lost needle and that he will bring him to where he can catch her using it, then introduces Rat’s front quarters into Chat’s house, whereupon Chat, unseen by the audience but understood to be lurking in the dark behind the house door, beats Rat over the head with the door-bar, taking him to be the hen-thieving Hodge. Finally (Act V) it is left to the local community officer, Master Bayly, to restore order, to reconcile the variously outraged parties, and to bring Diccon to book by causing him to swear a series of promises on Hodge’s breeches (a reversal of the Act II swearing scene) that, in effect, impose no punishment on Diccon at all. With a firm concluding clap of Diccon’s hand across Hodge’s backside, the missing needle is painfully outed—it had been buried in Hodge’s breeches all the time. Relentlessly set in a world of ale-swilling, arse-kissing, stale bread, cat turds, tallow candles, ripped pants, etc., Gammer Gurton’s Needle thus belongs to a long tradition, literary as well as dramatic, of evoking low society. There are recent famous antecedents in the fabliau narratives and poetic treatments that circulated in the late Middle Ages and early Renaissance; where, as in Gammer Gurton’s Needle, mindless action is also elevated almost to the status of an ethical norm.28

My account of how it happened would run something like this. It is appropriate to imagine an action played on a stage before the hall screens of Christ’s College, by the young scholars and by candlelight.29 (The performances of these young men, whom external evidence makes clear were the usual players of college drama, probably coincided with festive times of year, like Christmas, when recreational use of the dining hall was licensed by college statute.30) The play opens with a Prologue that outlines the plot in advance, and its recitation conceivably coincided with a performance of salient plot moments done in dumb-show by the Mutes mentioned in the play’s cast-list before the action proper began.31 Additional merry forces were supplied by a group of musicians (their exact location unspecified) who performed vocal and instrumental pieces on at least two occasions—a drinking song between Acts I and II, and a pipe-and-fiddle intermezzo between Acts II and III.32 Considerations like these of how the play originally happened crucially assist in framing the likely parameters of its early reception. For an interpretation of any play that neglects the inescapable materiality of the dramatic medium, as well as the historically contingent meanings and implications that also attach to that materiality, is necessarily incomplete, and needs to be checked and balanced against what the pressure of the medium and its circumstances make possible. These things release meanings quite independent of the ostensible content that they mediate. Important among these material considerations in the case of Gammer Gurton’s Needle would have been costuming, since this would necessarily have borne a heavy functional load for representing village life on the play’s visual level. There are no indications of the use of any painted backdrops or scenic devices of any other sort, and hence in such unassisted circumstances, costuming’s semiotic weight was freighted to a point of potential imbalance, perhaps an imbalance actually courted by comic exaggerations tailored into the costumes worn.33 Whatever the truth of that, the (predominantly rural) costumes would have seemed inherently out of place in the otherwise academic surroundings of Christ’s College dining hall, where they are likely to have been apprehended as exaggerations also purely by virtue of their dislocation from a wonted to an unwonted context. Early spectators would have been aware of the ‘performed’ nature of the costumes precisely because they stood out in a venue not routinely associated with them. It was therefore in the nature of the play’s stagecraft and method to encourage the audience to participate in acts of the imagination that, abetted by a self-referentially imbalanced and exaggerated representationalism, superimposed on usual academic circumstances, and in a comically transgressive way, an exaggerated, parodic visual evocation of rural habitations.

Exaggeration, then, is the pervasive implicit dynamic of the play’s dramatics, as much as it is the explicit dynamic of the antic energies unleashed by the plot. Its extent can be recuperated somewhat once we try to imagine what this particular kind of staging would have permitted and how the stage action would have looked. Reflect, for example, on how the climactic discovery of the needle at the end of the play would have been handled. Simply in order for it to be seen at a distance, the needle must have been large beyond the dimensions of any literal needle, and hence its size necessarily conspired visually with those verbal phallic innuendos that often accompany mention of the needle in the play’s dialogue.34

Exaggerated visual penetrations disposed to egg the audience’s imagination on to transgressive flights of fancy took place, too, when the (urbane academic) fabric of the hall itself was ‘perforated’ by the (demotic rural) dramatic action. To illustrate: when Dr Rat gets his drubbing, the rear half of him sticks visibly out, while the drubbed half does not, having been extruded offstage into that world into which the onstage dramatic illusion, once thrust, tempts the audience imaginatively to colonize. This imagined offstage action would convene in the audience’s mind an awareness of offstage space commandeered, just as the onstage space within the hall more obviously was, by the stage illusion. There are many other such similar colonizing sorties made by the play world not only into the proximate offstage world of the hall but also even further afield into that world’s local vicinity, as if the world summoned up in the hall refuses to be contained there but constantly threatens to spill over and into everywhere else.35 These penetrations might also be acoustically supported by ‘rustic’ noises both on and off stage. For example, Hodge’s chaotic hunt for the needle in Act I, reported in the words of Gammer Gurton’s serving boy, Cock, is also likely to have been accompanied by the evocative clatter of noises off, thereby similarly pushing the implications of an illusion created principally by dialogue within the hall further out into the world beyond. Sound effects, too, would have given effective cues to the audience to gear up their imaginations to indulge in some mental scene-painting, thus enlarging the scene in the mind’s eye beyond the confines of the immediate site of its production and recruiting the audience as active collaborators in creating the illusion rather than merely passive spectators. The stagecraft employed ensures that, at least for the play’s duration, its implications are unbounded, exceeding immediate stage limits, for nowhere is seen, or heard or imagined, to be safe from potential coercion by the overflow of its wild illusion.

These semiotic penetrations and surpluses generated simply by stagecraft are identifiable in many other aspects of the play’s performance. Another example worth citing, of a different order, although again one of an acoustic sort, is the linguistic penetration of English, and often a counterfeit rural English at that, into the normative ambience of college Latin. Statutes regulated those spaces and times within college precincts in which the use of English was permitted (it was allowed to be spoken in the Fellows’ rooms, or on occasions licensed by the Master or his deputy).36 While the play lasts, we not only make way for the rule of English, but also, as noted, for rural English. The accents of Mummersetshire take over and collaborate with several other preposterously inflated dramatic pretences, like the costuming earlier discussed, to tug the audience’s caricaturing imagination country-wards. The fact is, of course, that half of the young men of Christ’s College were required by statute to be recruited from designated northern counties of England, as similarly were Christ’s College fellows.37 (The putative playwright himself, William Stevenson, born and raised at Hunwick just outside Durham, was no exception.) Consequently, we can justifiably imagine an accent collision between Gammer Gurton’s Needle’s stage Mummerset, with its phonology predicated on the rural English south, and the likelihood of performers at least some of whom had northern accents.38 Any such collision would simply heighten what is already implicit in so many other aspects of this play’s stagecraft, namely, that the designedly imperfect and incomplete illusionism of a group of student players who self-consciously played was foregrounded as a cause for laughter in its own right. One of the iconically outstanding visual instances of the way in which the play invites actor-and-audience mockery at its own signifying practices must surely be the moment when, in searching for the lost needle, a stage ‘cat’ is turned inside out with rugged determination.

The play’s linguistic effects collude with its visual ones in co-opting the audience into a temporary, preposterous, and implicitly contestatory stance towards the standard routines of institutional visual and aural space, as also towards the authority of the regime with which that space was normally associated. The status of the hall as epicentre of standard Cambridge rituals helping both to define and enable a community of academics is comically bracketed for a while, delight flowing from awareness of the impertinent, though ephemeral, insertion that the play practised of its artfully misrepresented rural world into that of both the immediate and neighbouring vicinity in which it was hosted. In effect, what the young men had done was to fashion for a while an alternative space into which they could project a hilariously refracted image of themselves as distinct, yet constitutive, members of the college’s corporate body. This image allowed their identity within that body to be celebrated, yet, because its projection was finally under college license, ultimately contained—though not before that identity had had ample opportunity for a generous airing and a healthy respect cultivated for the sheer constituent variety of college life. The action and mimesis of Gammer Gurton’s Needle, then, enabled on a number of different signifying levels what could be called a rhetoric of contestation. This rhetoric employed a number of different contestatory ‘tropes’; some are obvious (contest is imaged in its simplest, most literal form at the level of the play’s narrative of a village community at loggerheads) and some less obvious, such as those of the kind just illustrated, where one constituency struck a pose against the exclusive authority of another in a bid for recognition of its own inalienable role in college life. The political by-product resulting from the exercise of these ‘tropes’ was a claim staked on behalf of the performers that this sort of dramatics conducted in an environment dependent upon this sort of academic institution uniquely enabled.

‘JOLLY GOOD ALE AND OLD’

In order for a play that encourages its audience to applaud the insertion of an alternative, yet inextricably affiliated, polity within the dominant one, so equally, before that insertion could happen, the standard prohibitions and enforcements that normally ring-fenced dominant ideology would be liable to be staged in the play as negotiable. The negotiability would last at least during the play’s period of antic rule before normal service was resumed. To make way for the play’s alternative claims, a temporary conceptual space would need to be cleared where anything may go (or be imagined to go). This space, the necessary precondition of the sort of social negotiation that the play undertook, was in principle similarly unbounded, just as the penetration offstage of the onstage illusion discussed earlier had been, and which itself was a particular instance of this unboundedness. The space was thus roomy enough to include even the most apparently non-negotiable of categories, like the components from which ideas of gender itself are assembled and performed. The play’s cleared conceptual space, then, allowed for a celebration of the temporary triumph of a mobile, negotiable sign-system of gender over one traditionally static, and with it a temporary triumph of alternative values over the conventional ones to which the static system was wedded. The mobility and negotiability in question, an example of which will be discussed shortly, became another means whereby, among other things, the ‘polity within a polity’ earlier described could be installed. Consequently, in the play the parameters of gender itself were prone to temporary realignment and to being conceived alternatively. Most rudimentarily this occurred on the many occasions when those parameters were apprehended as dependent purely upon performed signs, with all the inherent provisionality and exchangeability that a heightened awareness of performance per se entails for how what is ostensibly performed is received.39 (When the sense of performance is uppermost, there may be no conviction about necessarily settled essences; only fluid systems of representation remain. Moreover, such performance, precisely by not hiding its signifying practices, causes the essence ostensibly staged to be perceived as inessential.)

Yet, any conception of alternative ways of being that arose from awareness of how so many things in Gammer Gurton’s Needle, gender included, are performed things, was not likely to become a conception that was coherently alternative, because the play’s ludic drive, while the friend of a conceptual plurality that fosters alternatives, is at once the foe of settled conceptual singularity and coherence. Simply put, there are too many alternative possibilities jostling for an audience’s attention to allow a secure foothold to be set among any one of them for very long, and also after all, the play is finite. Furthermore, since any such foothold might have entailed conceptual stability—such stability thus rendering the alternative conceived potentially viable—it might have posed too articulate a threat to the dominant status quo not to have provoked official repression (and here recall the reactionary measures that the performance of Pammachius elicited a few years earlier). Gammer Gurton’s Needle has in fact headed off the need for any such external repression by internally authorizing what was in practice a repression of its own. It revels in the impracticable incoherence that issues from the multiple alternatives to which it may allude, alternatives entertained only to the extent that any potential threat they introduced would amount at most to a pretended threat, because it came simultaneously mocked and defused by the showy artificiality of the dramatic pretence through which it had been mediated. Certainly, the play stages plenty of ‘gender trouble’, and critics have been quick to pick up on it. Whether they can successfully press this to the point of defining any very clearly legible gender politics, however, is much less certain. Take, for example, the narrative and conceptual havoc wrought by the largely absent presence of the needle itself. It is an object gendered as masculine in various ways (its dramatically phallic shape realized in plain view when it puts in its cameo appearance near the end of the play, the transgressively phallic suggestiveness of the inadvertent arse-penetration practised against Hodge in the same place, and the phallic innuendo with which it is often accompanied in the dialogue prior to that moment), but which is also equally strongly gendered as feminine (in respect of the traditional female province of a needle’s domestic use which is no means occluded in the play). In short, if we wish to narrate the needle’s role in Gammer Gurton’s Needle in gendered terms, we need to speak of it as performing an irreducibly androgynous mobility and oscillation within the sign-system of gender that the play deploys; its comic dramatic power derives in large part from that ambivalent performance.

Hence when critics have tried to lay bare the political unconscious of Gammer Gurton’s Needle, some of their efforts seem counterintuitive to the sort of festive, conceptual indeterminacy that the play indulges as a necessary function of having employed this particular sort of dramatic medium and in this particular social context. These semiotic and historical considerations, as earlier argued, endow the play with a riotous polysemous density inimical to any one settled account of its meaning. Thus when we are confidently told, for example, about the play’s ending that,

While the stabilization of gender and sexual relations [in Gammer Gurton’s Needle] occurs precisely through a sodomitical moment that ‘almost undoes’ Hodge, it is tellingly Gammer’s non-reproductive and economic ‘pricking’ that promises to re-suture social relations … The needle makes visible the erotic complexity of dramatic relations, for it serves as a female economic dildo wielded briefly by the academic playwright Diccon before he relinquishes it to a reconstituted domestic order.40

we are offered a closure that is hard to defend, let alone exactly to conceive. Accounts of this kind risk visiting upon the resisting conceptual restlessness of the play totalizing master narratives of interpretation that remain stably intact, if they manage so to do at all, only at the cost of remaining meta-dramatic—and perhaps, too, of remaining historically deficient. For history invites us to ask whether the moment of the needle’s outing, as this account would have it, was inevitably ‘sodomitical’. It has a sodomitical potentiality, granted, but not a sodomitical exclusivity in the way that seems required here, for among other things neglected by this account is the possible significance that also accrues to the episode from its association with a familiar contemporary, sixteenth-century (and earlier) discourse of arse-abuse/penetration that a traditional, licensed syntax of festivity and burlesque re-cognition had also absorbed into itself.41 Thus, even allowing a sodomitical frisson in this particular episode, it would also in its mid-sixteenth-century context have been but one connotation among others. Certainly, there would have been no shock of the new about the individual components from which it arose (men thrusting pointed objects into each other’s buttocks). These components, by virtue of existing in parallel discursive contexts, would have imported into the episode from those contexts additional familiar connotative possibilities that deprived the sodomitical one of sole sway.42 Once we pay attention to these possibilities, any reading of the episode liable to flatten what in fact were its multiple resonances into identity with some single current postmodern preoccupation in the domain of sexual politics falls apart.

Consequently, if we wish to persist in plumbing the play’s political unconscious, it seems preferable first to ground our attempt in the fullest possible attention to the historical dramatics and contemporary situatedness of the meanings released by those dramatics, for these were the circumstances within which that unconscious would have taken shape—if, indeed, ‘shape’ is not a word attributing too much coherence. For there is a sense in which what Gammer Gurton’s Needle has enabled is less any coherent reflection, whether consciously or unconsciously, upon its propositional content or the socio-political implications of the discourses suffusing that content, than a celebration of the somatic fluidity of the body when the activity of the mind lies drowning in drink. The inscription of coherent narratives of interpretation onto this fluidity may never quite entirely stick, like a tracing of signs upon moving water. A relaxation period, therapeutically necessary in an institution given over most of its time to strenuous sorts of mental exercise—a relaxation facilitated, moreover, by the unbuttoning power of ale as well as of a festive drama in which ale-power is thematically fêted—has been prescribed for one and all: ‘Soft, sirs, take us with you, the company shall be the more’, says Diccon at the end of the play, appealing to the idea of an enhanced, inclusive community that he hopes the occasion of the play will facilitate. Christ’s College takes itself on a general holiday away from itself. By cannibalizing its surrounding intellectual resources of wit and education (the play has long been recognized to feed off the formal conventions of classical rhetoric and drama), it enacts wit and education’s temporary parenthetic burial (as well as the more enduring burial of any postmodern interpretation too doggedly committed to setting a mid-sixteenth-century college revel sprawling lifeless on the pin of any one precise gender-political reading).

If Gammer Gurton’s Needle has a coherent centre to fathom, it lies paradoxically in the incoherence that flows from the ‘jolly good ale and old’ hailed in the entr’acte song and served up thematically throughout. It is remarkable how persistent the language of ale consumption and ale-related metaphors are in this play.43 There are no less than fourteen cases which, distributed over its length, make the prospect of alcohol clink throughout with a refrain-like insistence. It is also interesting to observe their formal construction: all draw attention to themselves by their structurally prominent speech positions, for in nearly all cases they fall either at the very start or very end of the speech they appear in. Diccon has six of them, Gammer two, Chat, Rat, Hodge, and Cock each have one, and the other two come at conspicuous end points (at the end of the play’s Prologue, and in the song separating the end of Act I from the start of Act II).44 Whatever about a needle and the narrative knockabout that its absent presence precipitates, the play’s pervasive ale-orientation could be regarded as its alternative dominant stage metaphor, an objective co-relative of the giddy atmosphere created by its dramatics. In the end, everything comes back to beer, beer toasted onstage in words and action, and doubtless imbibed offstage in reality in the hall, yet not to any small beer, either, for as was seen, its communal circulation between players and audience debagged ideology and helped free into existence a community within a community—‘the company shall be the more’—winning it recognition and allowing it to parade for a time in its festive costume as the indispensable dispenser of good-natured cheer. Gammer Gurton’s Needle in its mid-sixteenth-century heyday thus released a social laughter embodied in an organic dramatic enterprise. This project could never expect wholly to survive Thomas Colwell’s readerly redaction of it a generation later.

NOTES

1. All subsequent line references to Gammer Gurton’s Needle are to those of William Tydeman, ed., Four Tudor Comedies (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1984).

2. G. A. Jones, ‘The Political Significance of the Play of Albion Knight’, Journal of English and Germanic Philology 17 (1918), 267–80.

3. Gammer Gurton’s Needle was the last play that his press is known to have issued.

4. Another Colwell play published in 1565, King Darius (STC 6277) was announced as ‘A pretie new enterlude both pithie & pleasaunt’. But similar adjectives were also deemed appropriate for commending non-dramatic work. For example, in 1569, Colwell’s publication of a description of the abuses and vanities of the world, appended to The Closet of Counsels by Edmund Elviden (STC 7622), was likewise referred to as ‘pithy and pleasant’. Furthermore, these stock adjectives were evidently more widely current among publishers; for example, William Wager’s play The Longer Thou Livest the More Fool Thou Art, published in 1569 (STC 24935), announces on its title page that it is ‘A very mery and pythie commedie’.
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CHAPTER 17
MALE FRIENDSHIP AND COUNSEL IN RICHARD EDWARDS’ DAMON AND PYTHIAS

JENNIFER RICHARDS

THE subject-matter of Richard Edwards’ Damon and Pythias (1564–5) is easy enough to identify: the play explores the nature of true male friendship, and commends its political utility. Edwards’ approach to this theme derives from one of the most familiar classical treatises on this topic, Cicero’s De amicitia (On friendship), a text widely taught at English grammar schools. The core idea of this work is that true friendship depends on virtue and Damon and Pythias embodies this by juxtaposing two contrasting pairs of friends: on the one hand, Damon and Pythias, who represent ‘perfect amity’ and, on the other, the compromised courtier Aristippus and the self-interested Carisophus, who clearly do not.1 This perfect amity is confirmed by a dramatic and suspense-filled plot.2 Damon is condemned to death on the whim of the tyrant Dionysius but he asks to arrange his affairs in Athens before the sentence is carried out. Pythias agrees to stand in for his friend and to lose his life if he fails to return. In the play’s tense conclusion, Damon does indeed return, albeit at the very last minute. The willingness of Pythias to lose his life to save his friend, and Damon’s faithful return, move Dionysius to relent, and he releases the man he had condemned so that he too can be admitted to their ‘friendly society’ (sc. 15, l. 237).

Edwards’ play was first performed at Whitehall during the Christmas season in 1564–5, and possibly also at Lincoln’s Inn in 1565. It was then revived by the Chapel Children at Merton College, Oxford, in 1568; and was first printed in 1571 (five years after Edwards’ death in 1566). It was composed, therefore, only a little more than two decades before the theatre of Marlowe and Shakespeare. Yet its conventions can seem antiquated in contrast to works which aspired to distinguish and individuate characters as well as locating them in more recognizable and realistic historical and social worlds. For example, at times, the play deliberately emphasizes that the two friends are almost identical with such iterations as ‘I forget I am Pythias, methink I am Damon’ (sc. 7, l. 59). Perhaps too the idealism that orchestrates its narrative may seem artificial. As Tom MacFaul puts it, Damon and Pythias is a work that ‘extols an excessively smooth ideal friendship’.3

Indeed, it draws heavily not only on Cicero’s treatise but on a substantial exemplary tradition within sixteenth-century humanism that stressed the importance of altruistic friendship. In a chapter titled ‘The true discription of amitie or frendship’ in Thomas Elyot’s much-reprinted advice book, The boke named the governour (1531), for example, this exemplary pair are set alongside Orestes and Pylades and Titus and Gisippus, ideal friends because each is prepared to die for his beloved companion.4 Edwards’ rehearsal of this moral lesson can be insistent and, on first reading, the play might seem like a school exercise where a lesson, well buttressed by classical citation, is taught on the topic of ‘Perfect Amity’. This is perhaps unsurprising given Edwards’ academic credentials. He was a lecturer in logic at Christ Church for a few years from 1546,5 and in the Prologue to the play he claims he taught Horace at school, ‘from whom he does not swerve’ in matters of decorum, the fitting of speech to character-type (l. 25).

Thus, when Aristippus privately rejects Carisophus’ offer of friendship he does so by quoting Cicero: ‘They say, “Morum similitudo conciliat amicitias [similarity of habit makes friendship].”/Then how can this friendship between us two come to pass?’ (sc. 1, ll. 102–3). Later in the same scene Aristippus articulates Cicero’s argument more fully: ‘true friendship indeed,/Of nought but of virtue does truly proceed’ (sc. 1, ll. 127–8). And then again in a scene in which Aristippus expounds the thesis of De amicitia to the rather dim Carisophus, who arrives to claim Aristippus’ support as soon as he finds himself in trouble: ‘If ever you will show your friendship, now is the time’ (sc. 14, l. 1). The schoolroom atmosphere of the play is palpable when, as if composing a catechism, Carisophus asks simple questions, and Aristippus, who has studied philosophy at ‘school’ (sc. 1, l. 41), answers him straight from Cicero:

CARISOPHUS. Does honesty knit the perfect knot in true friendship?

ARISTIPPUS. Yea truly, and that knot so knit will never slip.

CARISOPHUS. Belike then, there is no friendship but between honest men.

ARISTIPPUS. Between the honest only, for ‘Amicitia inter bonos [friendship

between good men]’, says a learnèd man.

CARISOPHUS. Yet evil men use friendship in things unhonest, where fancy does serve.

ARISTIPPUS. That is no friendship but a lewd liking, it lasts but a while.

CARISOPHUS. What is the perfect’st friendship among men that ever grew?

ARISTIPPUS. Where men loved one another, not for profit but for virtue.

CARISOPHUS. Are such friends both alike in joy and also in smart?

ARISTIPPUS. They must needs, for in two bodies they have but one heart.

(SC. 14, LL. 35–44)

Such sentiments are entirely conventional. The saying ‘Amicitia inter bonos’ is a version of Cicero’s sentence ‘amicitiam nisi inter bonos esse non posse’, ‘friendship cannot exist except among good men’,6 and we find this argument repeated in any number of moral writings on friendship in the sixteenth century, including Elyot’s Governour. Perhaps it is not surprising, then, that Edwards should now be ‘dismissed as one of the old-fashioned academic poets from whose dreadful scansion and conventional platitudes Shakespeare mysteriously sprang’, as Ros King, Edwards’ most recent editor, laments.7 Similarly, we might not wish to object too strongly when literary scholars look forward to the ‘more complex drama’ that debunks this homogenous ideal.8 More complex drama means, of course, Shakespeare. Thus, in MacFaul’s study of Male Friendship, Shakespeare is revered as the dramatist who provides a more thoughtful and, perhaps, more modern insight into the human condition: ‘a kind of ironically melancholic recognition that one is fundamentally alone’.9

And yet, arguably, Edwards is no less modern among his contemporaries. Indeed, he represents the process by which Shakespeare and his contemporaries came to challenge platitudes about friendship in their plays. Edwards is a product of a Tudor rhetorical education which trained young boys to gather and re-use in their own writing sayings, proverbs, maxims, and sententiae from their reading.10 As the provincial schoolmaster John Brinsley explains in Ludus Literarius (1612), boys were taught to mark their books, highlighting difficult or obscure words, but also to collect sentences that they might reuse when composing declamations: ‘a Theme of some matter, which may be controverted, and so handled by parts, when one taketh the Affirmative part, another the Negative’.11

Admittedly, this habit of gathering sentences encouraged the pedestrian recycling of ‘conventional platitudes’. When one schoolboy, Griffith Price, used his printed commonplace book to prepare themes, he lifted quotations out of Thomas of Ireland’s Manipulus florum without making any effort to arrange them ‘in a coherent manner’.12 However, as Brinsley suggests, school exercises like the ‘themes’ were actually meant to encourage boys to think about proverbial and commonplace wisdom, and to practice taking ‘Affirmative’ and ‘Negative’ parts. Scholars recognize that this exercise informs drama. Shakespeare’s King Lear, Peter Mack argues, ‘is rich in moral sentences’ that test a character’s use of moral comment or judgement against the action of the play and the counter-responses of other characters.13 Neil Rhodes agrees, exploring how these exercises inform the structural ambiguity of Shakespearean drama.14

The same habits also inform the structural ambiguity of Damon and Pythias, the way, that is, in which Edwards engages with and challenges (perhaps rather than ‘debunks’) the homogeneous ideal of friendship. There are plenty of clues to this happening. King describes the ‘gales of laughter’ which met this apparently ‘serious’ and ‘moral tale’ during a performance at the Globe Theatre in 1996. Recalling the reunion of Damon and Pythias in the penultimate scene, she notes that the audience ‘revelled in the ludicrousness of a situation in which each character strives to gain the moral advantage in self-sacrifice’. This is not simply due to the remoteness of the play’s conventions. Indeed, it ‘is signalled to us’, King suggests, ‘by the comic figure of the executioner, Groano, his appallingly literal name and his caustic commentary on events’.15

Even MacFaul allows that at times the action of Damon and Pythias ‘demonstrates the absurdity of dogmatic adherence to friendship discourse’, detecting ‘a tinge of mockery’ in Damon’s impractical proposition that Pythias’ company is enough to ‘“feed” him’.16 More than a tinge I would suggest. In this exchange, it is the down-to-earth servant Stephano who deflates Damon’s idealism;17 he does so by challenging his citation of a well-worn phrase, to ‘feed mine eyes’. Since my argument will focus increasingly on this turning over of sayings and proverbs, the brief exchange is worth citing in full:

DAMON. Stephano, much meat breeds heaviness, thin diet makes thee light.

STEPHANO. I may be lighter thereby, but I shall never run the faster.

DAMON. I have had sufficiently discourse of amity

Which I had at dinner with Pythias, and his pleasant company

Has fully satisfied me. It does me good to feed mine eyes on him.

STEPHANO. Course or discourse, your course is very course, for all your talk,

You had but one bare course, and that was pike, rise and walk,

And surely for all your talk of philosophy,

I never heard that a man with words could fill his belly.

‘Feed your eyes’, quoth you, the reason from my wisdom swerves—

I stared on you both, and yet my belly starves.

DAMON. Ah Stephano, small diet makes for a fine memory.

STEPHANO. I care not for your crafty sophistry.

You two are fine, let me be fed like a gross knave still.

(SC. 8, ll. 17–30)

My claim that Edwards is, after all, challenging this ideal does not negate the possibility that Damon and Pythias is making a serious moral and political argument about the benefits of perfect amity. As was noted above, the play was performed at court in 1564–5, and as Paulina Kewes argues, it was just one of many historical dramas like Cambises (c.1561) and Gorboduc (1561/2) to take up the problem of counsel in this decade.18

Another example, of course, was Edwards’ lost play, Palamon and Arcite, performed at Christ Church during Elizabeth I’s progress to the University of Oxford in 1566. Palamon and Arcite reworked Chaucer’s tale of two men battling for the same woman’s love (the story also provides the plot for Shakespeare’s The Two Noble Kinsmen). In so doing, King suggests, it ‘confronted … head on’ a specific and contemporary political concern, the negotiations and machinations of Elizabeth’s courtiers and counsellors over the question of who the new queen might, or indeed should, marry.19 Damon and Pythias, Edwards’ other friendship play, may not be addressing this particular situation, but it does make counsel one of its broad themes, arguing that a good monarch, unlike a tyrant, has trusty friends. The play ends with the royal counsellor, Eubulus (‘Good Counsel’), beating Carisophus off the stage, and wishing that ‘True friendship and true friends full fraught with constant faith,/The giver of friends, the Lord grant her, most noble Queen Elizabeth’ (sc. 16, ll. 35–6).

These arguments must be taken seriously but the play is not simply a ‘thesis’ drama that advances a single tendentious politico-moral lesson by holding up for our admiration the example of its two ideal friends. It is equally important to grasp how playfully, indeed quizzically, Damon and Pythias deals with the proverbs and wise sayings it propounds.20 It is this questioning and reworking of advice that is a crucial ingredient of amity and good counsel in the play, representative of its give and take. Yet, it is not the near-identical Damon and Pythias who represent this. There are other friendships, and other perspectives in the play of which we need to take account. For example, Damon and Pythias rely heavily on the friendship of their ‘bondman’ Stephano. He is not only a loyal servant to his two masters; he also understands how to use friendship. As he explains to Pythias, after his friend has been imprisoned: ‘By friendship I got into the court’ (sc. 10, l. 72). Because of this he hears Dionysius pass sentence on Damon, and is able to inform Pythias. Most importantly, the practical Stephano offers alternative perspectives that are integral to the play’s careful working out of its argument about friendship.

Edwards contrasts altruistic Damon and Pythias with several different pairs of friends, the false companions Aristippus and Carisophus, and their servants, Will and Jack, who have a functioning friendship of sorts. But the ‘friend’ on whom I will focus later in this chapter is Stephano, servant to Damon and Pythias. Stephano brings to the play’s exploration of the friendship theme a recognition of the value of (social) difference and of unschooled wisdom: he repeatedly tests moral sayings against his own experience. Indeed, it is often Stephano who gives the wisest political counsel, advising Damon and Pythias to be wary of the world they find themselves in, though his low status means that this is invariably overlooked.

Stephano is Edwards’ creation, and the social mix represented in the play is his distinctive contribution to the debate about friendship and counsel. However, as I have already acknowledged, Edwards was not working without sources. A likely influence on the conduct of his argument, as much else in Damon and Pythias, is the humanist and political writer Elyot. Elyot does not just reflect on exemplary friendships like that of Damon and Pythias. He also taught readers how to ruminate ‘sentences’ in The Governour (1531) and explained to them the benefits of such ‘consultation’ in The Image of Governance (1541). It is this rhetorical process, I am suggesting, that Edwards also absorbs in his drama. In drawing upon Elyot, Edwards makes a positive contribution to a dramatic debate in the early 1560s that was tending to emphasize only the tragic effects of the failure to listen to counsel; it is to this that I now turn.

I

Edwards’ obvious debt to Elyot has already been called upon to explain the way in which Damon and Pythias develops from earlier political dramas of the 1560s, plays like Thomas Norton and Thomas Sackville’s Gorboduc.21 This latter play is a tragedy concerned with counsel. It addresses a particular preoccupation of this decade: who might marry and, indeed, succeed Elizabeth. But, as Dermot Cavanagh argues, it also elaborates a complex, even troubled, sense of the difficulties that attend this practice.22 The lead character, an absolutist king rather than a tyrant, does consult with his counsellors. In the first act, he asks his counsellors for advice on his plan to resign the crown and divide the kingdom between his two sons, Ferrex, and his younger brother Porrex. Gorboduc encourages his counsellors to ‘be playne without all wrie respect/Or poysonous craft to speake in pleasyng wise’, and he receives three different kinds of advice: the first adviser approves his plan, the second thinks he should divide the kingdom but not resign until he is sure his sons are capable of governing, and the third, the wise counsellor Eubulus, urges him to do neither of these things, predicting the destruction of the kingdom if he proceeds.23

What is striking about this scene of counsel, however, is the lack of discussion. Gorboduc shows no interest in thinking about or judging between the opinions he is offered, and this makes the dialogue between king and counsellors seem purely a matter of ‘form’. Gorboduc is asking his counsellors to comment on a decision that he has, in effect, already taken. In the end, he does as he pleases, seeing no reason to change his mind. Of the three counsellors, Eubulus proves the most prescient, and Gorboduc would have been wise to have considered his advice: ‘Britain’ and the royal family are destroyed by the division of the kingdom.

Damon and Pythias echoes these concerns. Edwards borrows from Gorboduc the name of its counsellor-figure, Eubulus, and as in Norton and Sackville’s play so too in Damon and Pythias his good counsel is not taken. Eubulus’ emphasizes his failure to persuade Dionysius in the penultimate scene of the play:

EUBULUS. Who deals with kings in matters of great weight

When forward will does bear the chiefest sway,

Must yield of force. There needs no subtle sleight

Nor painted speech the matter to convey—

No prayer can move when kindled is the ire,

The more you quench, the more increased is the fire.

This thing I prove in Pythias’ woeful case,

Whose heavy hap with tears I do lament.

The day is come when he in Damon’s place

Must lose his life—the time is fully spent.

Nought can my words now with the King prevail,

Against the wind and striving stream I sail.

(SC. 15, ll. 1–12)

However, Damon and Pythias is a very different kind of play. This ‘tragical comedy’, Kent Cartwright explains, ‘attempts to resolve the dilemmas of tyranny posed in earlier tragedies by effecting King Dionysius’ change of heart before the aestheticised image of friendship’.24 As Dionysius observes, it is the spectacle of Damon and Pythias that changes him in a way that the ‘grave counsel’ and the ‘learned persuasion’ of Eubulus ‘could never do’ (sc. 15, l. 216).

The ‘fountainhead’ for this confidence in the transformative effects of virtuous example, Cartwright suggests, is Elyot’s political and educational work, The Governour. Elyot argues that it is the ‘embodiment of abstract virtues in fictional characters that transforms readers’.25 This is an idea that has particular resonance in his chapter on ‘The true discription of amitie or frendship’.

All of the examples that Elyot offers in this chapter emphasize the positive effect of the spectacle of true friendship on onlookers. Orestes and Pylades, Elyot notes, are so ‘wonderfull like in all features’ that when ‘a tyrant’ took against Orestes, and would ‘have slayne’ him, he is unable to discover him. Pylades pretends to be Orestes, while Orestes protests that he is the one who should die. Contending for a long time, they wear out the tyrant who, ‘wondringe at their mervailous frendship, […] suffred them frely to dep[ar]te, without doinge to them any damage’ (S5r–v). Damon and Pythias, as we have already noted, follow much the same pattern, with the same effect: when the tyrant ‘had ynough wondred at their noble hartes and their constance in very frend-ship’, he freed them (S6r).

So too the story of Titus and Gisippus, the longest and most complex of the three examples. To offer a quick summary of this last story: Titus and Gisippus are close friends who have been brought up together and look alike. Gisippus’ father arranges for him to marry a beautiful heiress, Sophronia. Gisippus is initially reluctant but he does fall in love with her; so too does his friend Titus who is made ill by his repressed desire. Gisippus’ act of friendship is to give up his beloved to his friend through a bed-trick, enabling Titus to replace him on the wedding night. To appease friends and family after this stratagem, Titus offers a rhetorical defence of their actions and leaves for Rome where he and his new wife live happily. Gisippus fares less well. He is reviled and exiled and when he arrives in Rome he is unrecognizable to his old friend.

Now the story takes a frightening turn. Dashed by Titus’ failure to recognize him, Gisippus ends up sleeping in a barn where a man is murdered and Titus, as a city magistrate, is called to pass judgement upon him. At this point he recognizes his friend, and each claims the death penalty for himself. The situation is resolved, though, because the real murderer ‘hapned to be in the prease at that tyme’, and ‘perceyvinge the mervaylous contention of these two persones, which were bothe innocent: and that it proceded of an incomparable frendshippe, [he] was vehemently provoked to discover the trouthe’ (U4r–v). Once again, a key onlooker is moved to repent, and the friends are saved.

It is not hard to discover Edwards’ debt to Elyot. The positive effect of true friendship is enacted at the end of Damon and Pythias, while the theory of this is outlined in the prologue to the play. As Cartwright observes, Edwards explains that his characters are both ‘historically true’ but also true to ‘type’, ‘so that his heroes can embody a real example of an abstract virtue’.26 However, this is not the only sign of Edwards’ debt to The Governour. He also borrows its mode of argument, and this presents a different way of conceiving amity and counsel above and beyond virtuous example.

To begin with, just as in Damon and Pythias, Elyot’s chapter on friendship appears to be little more than a schoolroom exercise, consisting of translated quotations from Cicero’s De amicitia and De officiis. It includes the following:

For as Tulli [Cicero] saieth: Nothinge is more to be loved, or to be ioyned together, than similtude of good maners or vertues: where in be the same or sembable studies, the same willes or desires: in them it hapneth, that one in an other as moche deliteth as in him selfe. (S2v)

Aristotle saieth, that frendship is a vertue, or ioyneth with vertue, which is affirmed by Tulli, sayeng that frendship can nat be without vertue, ne but in good men onely, who be good men, he after declareth to be those parsones, whiche so do beare them selfes, and in suche wyse do lyve, that their faithe, suertie, equalitie, and liberalitie, be sufficiently proved. (S2v)

Elyot, like Edwards several decades later, is expounding a classical ideal of friendship. Precepts are noted and sometimes expanded on; they are also proven with examples. The three friendships noted above, for instance, illustrate particular precepts. Thus, Orestes and Pylades and Damon and Pythias exactly illustrate the precept that ‘[Friendship] is a blessed and stable connexion of sondrie willes, makinge of two parsones one in havinge and suffringe’ (S5r). After Elyot has related these stories, he offers yet another precept, one which underscores the impossibility of profit-seeking friendship:

Undoughtedly that frendship which dothe depende either on profite or els in pleasure, if the habilitie of the parsone, whiche mought be profitable, do fayle or diminisshe, or the disposition of the parsone, whiche shulde be pleasaunt, do chaunge or appayre, the ferventnesse of love cesseth: and than is there no frendship. (S6r–v)

The Governour is an instructional manual. As Elyot explains in its preface, he has ‘gathered … sayenges of moste noble autours (grekes and latynes)’ in order to ‘describe in our vulgare tunge the fourme of a iuste publike weale’ (a2r–v). However, he is also doing more than this. The treatise is educational in other ways. It does not just relay precepts, it also makes the reader think about them, inviting us to test the relationship between precept and example, relating ideal to practice; this is the very skill that Cicero defines in his treatise of moral philosophy De officiis as ‘prudence’.27 As we shall see, this technique has important repercussions for Edwards’ play as well.

There is clearly a close fit between precept and example with the skeletal stories of Orestes and Pylades and Damon and Pythias. It is harder, though, to see the fit with the third and final example of friendship that Elyot offers, the story of ‘Titus and Gisippis’. To be sure, this ‘history’ follows the same pattern, each friend vying for the privilege of dying for the other. Yet, because it is also the longest of all of them—Lorna Hutson describes it as ‘probably the first novella in English’28—Elyot is able to introduce details that trouble its relation to the precepts he has already listed.

That we are being offered a different kind of example is clear from the way in which it is introduced. Elyot tells us that he is ‘nowe in the middes of my labour’, and that he has chosen ‘as it were to pause and take brethe, and also to recreate the reders, whiche fati-gate with longe preceptes, desire varietie of mater, or some newe pleasaunt fable or historie’ (S6v). It is also clear from the way in which it is concluded. ‘This example in the affectes of frendshippe’, he suggests after telling their story, ‘expresseth (if I be nat deceyved) the description of the frendship engendred by the similtude of age and personage’ etc. (my italics). Then he adds a reminder: ‘that frendshippe is betwene good men onely, and is ingendred of an oppinion of vertue’ (U5v–U6r). And yet, his aside, ‘if I be nat deceyved’, is telling. Does the example really fit the precept? Is the friendship of Titus and Gisippus really ‘ingendred of an opinion of vertue’?

Some scholars have thought so. John M. Major suggests that thanks to Elyot’s relation of this tale ‘there appears, possibly for the first time in modern English literature, an illustration of the love-friendship theme which was to become so popular with Elizabethan writers’.29 Yet in a far-reaching reassessment, Hutson argues that this story testifies, not to selfless friendship, but rather to the profit that accrues from persuasive skill and co-plotting between friends. This friendship is instrumental and turns especially on Titus’ ‘retrospective justification of deception by persuasive arguments’. It redefines ‘the agency of friendship itself as a shared project of deception, involving clandestine vows and mystifying rhetoric’.30 We can add to her concerns. Titus is clearly the more persuasive of the two: he acts on his friend, convincing him to give up Sophronia with sighs and tears. There is also a striking lack of equivalence in their suffering.

Hutson’s is a powerful reinterpretation of this story because it reveals how thoroughly instrumental the expression of affection can be, especially when one friend is so skilful in rhetoric. Yet, what matters here is not the apparent debunking of the ideal that she discovers, the partial acknowledgement of the instrumentality of friendship, but the revelation that the precept may not hold.

Elyot makes thinking about the sentences he has gathered part of the experience of reading this and other of his vernacular works. He helps the reader to fulfil the instruction in so many of his prefaces to ponder what he has compiled. This is nowhere more graphically stated than in the preface to his print commonplace book, a collection of moral sentences organized under headings, The Bankette of Sapience (1534): its sentences are ‘holsome’ only if they are ‘wel masticate, and not hastily devoured’ at the dinner table.31 Thinking about sentences is wholesome for several reasons, including the fact that in this way moral advice is absorbed. But it also matters for another reason, as Elyot explains in a late political treatise, The Image of Governance (1541), a study of the ‘Actes and Sentences’ of Aurelius Alexander or Severus, ‘sommetyme Emperour of Rome’: ruminating sentences makes for good counsel and good government.32

The Image of Governance is remarkable for the detail with which Elyot describes the best ‘fourme’ of ‘Counsayle’, making clear its relationship to Tudor rhetorical training. ‘Everye mans opinion and sentence was throughely and quietly herde, without interruption or altercation’, Elyot relates, explaining Severus’ approach. Every sentence was written down, and then, ‘assemblinge and ponderynge [each one] throughly, after a competent tyme therin bestowed, eyther gatheringe of them one perfecte conclusion, or elles addynge to some thynge of his inuention, [Severus] fynally opened his conceipt amonge all his counsaylours’, still giving them the liberty to come up with new arguments. As Elyot notes, Severus shows ‘suche moderation of mynde, that nothynge more pleased him, than to here any man with a substanciall and trewe rayson to confute his opynion’ (E1v–2r).

This is a deliberate policy, one that other reforms introduced by Severus set out to foster. He builds libraries and gymnasia, so that his citizens have every opportunity to exercise their minds and bodies, and he creates places where men can ‘communicate eche with other’ about what they have read (L1v). Exercise is intellectual as well as physical, and includes disputation and declamation (‘consultation’) (L2r–v), whereby speakers select from ‘some auncient story some question concerning martiall or civile polycie’, ‘commendyng or discommendynge it’, and ‘declar[ing] their opinyons and sentences’. Why is this important? Simply, it increases the ‘wytte and provysion of counsaylours’ (L2v).

Edwards derives from Elyot a confidence in the efficacy of virtuous example. But he also takes much more. He inherits his sense that the ‘virtue’ of these examples, and the opinions they embody, depend on a close and sometimes critical engagement with them. Thus, this mixed play—this ‘new tragical comedy’ as Edwards proudly calls it (Prologue, l. 45)—offers a more inclusive defence of true friendship and wise counsel. It is to Edwards’ quizzical representation of friendship—and his thoughtful citation of sentences about this—that I now turn.

II

One of the ways in which Damon and Pythias differs from other plays of counsel in the 1560s is that its comic ending is achieved because of the dramatic transformation of the tyrant Dionysius; this is thanks to the effect that the spectacle of true friendship has on him. A key source for understanding this effect is Elyot’s The Governour. But equally important, I argue, is the way in which this play makes thinking about ‘sentences’ part of its dramatic experience; this too derives from Elyot’s treatment of friendship, the process by which he encourages the reader to reflect on the classical precepts he cites. In so doing, Edwards addresses the dilemma posed by Norton and Sackville’s Gorboduc: that no one discusses the advice given. It may be because of this failure that the printer or the authors decided to compensate readers by highlighting sententious matter in the 1570 edition of the play. Gorboduc is likely the first play-text to mark counsel with inverted commas:33

PHILANDER. Lo here the end of these two youthful kings,

The fathers death, the ruine of their realmes.

” O most unhappy state of counsellers,

” That light on so unhappy lordes and times,

” That neither can their good advise be heard,

” Yet must they beare the blames of ill successe.

(D3R)

In Damon and Pythias sententious matter consists not only of the reflections of the counsellor Eubulus, but also of proverbs, Latin tags, and moral sayings. The play is full of them; all characters are quoting or recalling ‘wisdom’. And though these are not marked in the print editions of 1571 or 1582 with the same kind of typographical feature we find in Gorboduc, they are often indicated in the text: ‘It is a true saying that oft has been spoken’ (sc. 3, l. 1); ‘Yea, but I have heard say …’ (sc. 4, l. 17); ‘A sentence so true as most men do take it’ (sc. 5, l. 3); ‘Not in vain the poet says …’ (sc. 8, l. 38); ‘It is not for nought that the poet does cry …’ (sc. 8, l. 72); ‘I follow the proverb …’ (sc. 14, l. 22).

Moreover, these sayings, and the way in which they are used, help to reveal character: Carisophus prefers proverbs, Aristippus, Latin tags, usually from De amicitia, while Damon loves to quote from Ovid and Horace. Of all of them, though, it is the worldly Stephano who routinely questions received wisdom:

Oft-times I have heard, before I came hither,

That no man can serve two masters together—

A sentence so true as most men do take it,

At any time false that no man can make it.

And yet by their leave that first have it spoken,

How that may prove false, even now I will open.

(SC. 5, ll. 1–6)

These citations also express the argument of the play too. In the last example, the saying is disallowed by Stephano because he happily serves two masters, the virtuous Damon and Pythias, who are alike in every way. In this way he reinforces the play’s moral, that true friendship rests on the virtue of each companion. Other examples support this point even more directly, for example in scene 14, the dialogue between Aristippus and Carisophus already discussed. As I noted earlier, Carisophus asks the simple question ‘Does honesty knit the perfect knot in true friendship?’ To which Aristippus replies, straight from De amicitia: ‘Between the honest only, for “Amicitia inter bonos [friendship between good men]”, says a learned man’. It is for this reason, he concludes ironically, that he has shown himself ‘a perfect friend’ to Carisophus by refusing to defend him to Dionysius: ‘I do not dissemble now …/A false knave I found thee, a false knave I leave thee’ (sc. 14, ll. 66–8).

Yet, this is not the only way in which we are invited to take note of these sentences. Like Elyot, Edwards is also inviting readers and auditors to puzzle over them. Thus, he places the defence of Cicero’s ideal in the mouth of a character, Aristippus, who has rejected it, proclaiming that his sole motivation is to serve his turn, just like his friend/enemy Carisophus. For the pragmatic Aristippus true friendship is expendable, of philosophical interest only. And he proves this by refusing to intervene to save Damon when Pythias petitions him. In the end the audience might feel a little sympathy for Carisophus who has been out-smarted and out-moralized by a ‘friend’ as treacherous as himself.

Similarly, early in the play Damon and Pythias give a full account of their ‘perfect amity’, fulfilling the ideal spelled out in Elyot’s The Governour: thus, Damon explains that they share the ‘likeliness of manners’, which ‘took root by company, and now is conserved by virtue’ (sc. 7, l. 44). As if to underscore this very point, Pythias then wishes ‘The gods forbid but that Pythias with Damon in all things should agree./For why is it said, “Amicus alter ipse [a friend is a second self]”?/But that true friends should be two in body but one in mind’, concluding ‘I forget I am Pythias, methink I am Damon’ (sc. 7, ll. 54–9). But this ideal is humorously undercut by Stephano:

That could I never do, to forget myself. Full well I know,

Wheresoever I go that I am pauper Stephano.

(SC. 7, ll. 60–1)

Edwards makes thinking about sentences part of the dramatic experience of the play, and in this way he provides an alternative model of friendship and counsel to that proposed by the main plot, with its focus on the virtuous example of Damon and Pythias. He does so in an interesting way which brings to the fore an unexpected preoccupation, scepticism about how wise sayings are used. Multiple sub-plots and asides provide different perspectives on the main action; this is one of the ways that Edwards encourages readers and auditors to think again about the sentences they read or hear. But most importantly, he includes a cast of characters who represent both high and low social degrees. As the quotation above suggests, some of the most reflexive thinking is offered by low, comic characters. Indeed, the play often tests moral sayings from revered authorities against Stephano’s everyday experience.

In a play that seems so ‘academic’, Stephano’s views are refreshingly ordinary; he provides an important counter to the virtuous duo. But more than this, he illustrates Edwards’ impatience with the reiteration of sayings (and especially Latin tags) by characters who think they know better. This applies especially to Aristippus who has understood the lesson he has been taught but refuses to practise it; it also applies to Damon. ‘But I pray you sir, for all your philosophy’, Stephano begins, offering sensible, practical advice to Damon about the city of Syracuse they have entered: ‘See that in this court you walk very wisely’ (sc. 7, ll. 62–3). But Damon very unwisely refuses to take it:

DAMON. Stephano, because thou art careful of me thy master, I do thee praise.

Yet think this for a surety: no state to displease

By talk or otherwise, my friend and I intend. We will here

As men that come to see the soil and manners of all men of every degree.

Pythagoras said that this world was like a stage

Whereon many play their parts.…

STEPHANO. Good faith sir, concerning the people, they are not gay

And as far as I see they be mummers, for nought they say

For the most part whatsoever you ask them.

The soil is such, that to live here I cannot like.

DAMON. Thou speakest according to thy learning, but I say,

‘omne solum forti patria’—a wise man may live everywhere.

Therefore my dear friend Pythias,

Let us view this town in every place

And then consider the people’s manners also.

(SC. 7, ll. 67–83)

It is not just that Damon will not take the counsel of his unlearned servant; he also holds fast to what he has learned at school from his teacher, the Greek philosopher Pythagoras, that ‘a wise man may live everywhere’. Pythias, who has just argued friends should always agree, foolishly concurs: ‘As you will my Damon’ (sc. 7, l. 84).

Edwards exposes the foolish stubbornness of the virtuous Damon, unquestioned by his best friend. After Stephano has gently challenged his citation of a well-worn phrase, to ‘feed mine eyes’, Damon responds thus:

DAMON. Not in vain the poet says, ‘Naturam furca expelles, tamen usque recurret’

[you can thrust out nature with a fork, nevertheless it runs back all the way],

For train up a bondman never to so good a behaviour,

Yet in some point of servility he will savour.

As this Stephano, trusty to me his master, loving and kind,

Yet touching his belly, a very bondman I him find.

And then again, a few lines later, he justifies his wish to wander around Syracuse:

It is not for nought that the poet does cry,

‘Dic mihi musa, virum captae post tempora Troiae

Multorum hominum mores qui vidit et urbes’,

[Tell me, Muse, about the man who after the capture of Troy

Saw the customs and towns of many peoples.]

In which verses, as some writers do scan,

The poet describes a perfect wise man.

(SC. 8, ll. 38–42; ll. 72–6)

Damon relies on Horace to justify his decision. Yet once again, it is Stephano, not Damon, who knows best. He relies on his native wit, not quotations from poets, philosophers, or any other source, and the action of the play bears witness to his good sense.

Edwards varies this commendation of unschooled wisdom. One of the most memorable scenes in the play is the bating and shaving of Grim the collier by Will and Jack, friends of a sort and servants to Aristippus and Carisophus respectively. This scene appears to have had some impact. ‘Nearly eighty years after the play was written’, King recalls, ‘Ralph Kettle, the idiosyncratic President of Trinity College, Oxford, seizing a bread-knife and singing the refrain from the play’s shaving song, cut off the hair of one of his wealthy, upper-class students as he sat at table.’34 This Oxford don might have learned something else from this comic scene, had he paid more careful attention:

GRIM. Grim is my name indeed. I am not learnèd, and yet the King’s collier.

This forty winter I’ve been to the King a servitor,

Though I be not learnèd, yet I’ve mother-wit enough whole and some.

(SC. 13, ll. 68–70)

And so he has. Given the contexts of its performance, the court and Merton College, it is striking that Edwards gives the commentary on the moral conduct of this play’s educated elite to a plain-speaking buffoon. Grim says it like it is, providing sharp and insightful commentary on the moral bankruptcy of Carisophus (‘Crowsphus’) and Aristippus: ‘One master Stippus is in place/Where he may do good, but he frames himself so/Whatsoever Dionysius wills to, that he will not say no’ (sc. 13, ll. 148–50). He also articulates the play’s argument, that ‘Friendship is dead in court, hypocrisy does reign’ (sc. 13. l. 171).

Comic scenes like these make it difficult to re-use the sayings and proverbs this play’s characters routinely cite, or to follow them straightforwardly. It is the compromised characters (Aristippus and Carisophus) and the naive heroes (Damon and Pythias) whose schooling has led them to recycle quotations unthinkingly, perhaps not unlike the lazy student Griffith Price mentioned earlier. We may appreciate the wishful fantasy of seeing the play’s tyrant affected and reformed at its end; but this play has also worked on us in a different way, showing us other ways in which friendship can be performed; this involves more reflection and disagreement than meek Pythias is capable of.

None of this supposes that Edwards always made his readers think. At the start of this chapter I worried that Damon and Pythias is little more than a school exercise because of its elucidation of Cicero’s thesis in De amicitia. And as I have emphasized, the play is offering this. So much so that scholars have suspected Edwards of dramatizing only ‘an excessively smooth ideal friendship’. Some contemporaries may have thought so too. King suggests that Ulpian Fulwell’s interlude Like Will to Like, printed in 1568, the year Damon and Pythias was performed at Oxford, ‘ridicules the propensity of Edwards’ play to quote proverbs at every turn by tediously repeating just one’, ‘like will to like quoth the devil to the collier’.35 In the prologue Fulwell explains that he has chosen this sentence from the wealth of English proverbs, and suggests that the play sets out to prove the ‘woords’ of Cicero in De amicitia, that ‘nothing is more desirous than like is unto like’.36 But the play proves no such thing. Most of the characters are scoundrels seeking ‘fit’ companions (i.e., scoundrels like themselves). These include Tom Tosspot who is searching for a good-for-nothing fellow, just like himself, ‘Similis similem sibi quaerit’. ‘I will joyn thee with one that shalbe as very a knave’ promises the matchmaker, before introducing him to Rafe Royster (B1v–B2r). All of these characters, the wastrels, the drunks, and the cutpurses, find partners-in-crime although this leads them to a sticky end: two characters are led off by the hangman; and Tom is left a beggar.

Yet if Fulwell really did mean to send up Damon and Pythias, then he clearly got the play and its author wrong. The argument that emerges in this play is that ‘friendship’ turns also on the inclusion of different perspectives and consultation, the mulling over of ‘sentences’, ideas which I have argued Edwards finds in Elyot. Hence the Ciceronian ideal that ‘nothing is more desirous than like is unto like’ is only partially endorsed in Damon and Pythias. Moreover, the kind of rumination that I am describing had a practical resonance for Edwards; it shapes his literary friendships. In 1576 a poetry anthology titled The paradyse of daynty devises claimed on its title page that it is ‘written for the most part, by M. Edwards’.37 This is a multi-authored collection of poems, many of them expounding particular proverbs or sayings, like a poem attributed to Edwards himself titled ‘Faire woordes makes fooles fain’. Edwards’ youthful narrator is advised by his father before he leaves for the court to think on ‘this proverb olde’: ‘that faire woordes make fooles faine’. Initially, he cannot see its value, but the experience at court of ‘hollow hartes’ changes his mind, leaving him to muse that ‘Faire speache alway doeth well, where deedes insue faire woordes’ (A1v). So far so good; this is a neatly declared moral lesson. Yet, this same topic is taken up and developed by other poets in this anthology, including one ‘R. D.’, who develops the thesis: that it is only deeds, not words that count (A1r–v). Edwards’ friends recognize what Fulwell perhaps did not, that he was open to different perspectives and encouraged the mulling over of ideas.
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CHAPTER 18
ROBERT WILSON’S THE THREE LADIES OF LONDON AND ITS THEATRICAL AND CULTURAL CONTEXTS

CLAIRE JOWITT

ROBERT Wilson’s The Three Ladies of London was probably written in 1581. Internal evidence, specifically a reference to ‘Peter-pence’ as a custom of ‘not much more than 26. yeares’, makes this date the most likely, since the Act reviving Peter Pence was passed in 1554–5.1 As the play is also mentioned in Stephen Gosson’s Plays Confuted in five Actions which was entered in the Stationers’ Register on 6 April 1582, this date serves as a terminus ad quem for the play.2 It was performed by Leicester’s Men, and later by the Queen’s Men, whom Wilson joined in 1583, and was published in quarto in 1584 and again in 1592, with Q1 probably being used as copy text for Q2.3 There are, however, differences between the two which suggest that the latter was amended, probably as a result of performance choices, possibly made after the revival of the play in repertory with Wilson’s sequel The Three Lords and Three Ladies of London sometime between 1588 and 1592.4

The three ladies of the play’s title are the Ladies Lucre, Love, and Conscience; the story shows Lady Lucre gaining control over Love and Conscience in the mercenary city of London with the help of the four vice characters of Dissimulation, Fraud, Simony, and Usury. Lady Conscience protests vainly when Usury murders Hospitality; Lady Lucre forces Lady Love into a marriage with Dissimulation and Love becomes deformed into Lust as a result. When Lady Conscience is reduced to selling brooms to survive, Lucre makes Conscience her keeper of a house of sexual assignation. When Conscience submits to Lucre, Usury supplies the money to bribe her and ‘the box of all abomination’ (scene 10, 89) into which Lucre dips her fingers and marks Conscience’s face. In the final scene, with Dissimulation, Fraud, Simony, and Usury fled, the judge Nicholas Nemo—‘Nemo’ being Latin for ‘No one’—attempts to restore order to society, through imprisoning the three Ladies. A sub-plot involves Lucre’s man, the Italian merchant Mercadorus’ refusal to pay his debts to a Levantine Jewish moneylender, Gerontus.

Though not well known to audiences and scholars today, The Three Ladies of London was clearly popular in performance in Elizabethan England, since it provoked both a sequel and a second edition. Certainly the themes and topics it addresses—the morality of usury, the relationship between usury and trade, the problems attendant upon the influx of foreigners and alien customs and goods into London, and the detrimental effect they have upon the native population—were topical ones. On 19 May 1581 Queen Elizabeth I issued a proclamation to control usury, and this may have been one prompt for the play. As will be discussed in detail below, usury raised key ethical and economic issues for Elizabethan Londoners, and contemporary literature reflected these concerns.5 In fact The Three Ladies of London occupies an important place in the history of English drama. It belongs to a set of Elizabethan plays on the subjects of Jews and usury, and may have been a response to the anonymous lost play The Jew, thought to have been written in the 1570s, which portrayed the conventional social attitude toward Jews depicting, according to Gosson, ‘the greediness of wordly chusers, and the bloody mindes of Usurers’.6 The Three Ladies of London appears to have provoked a hostile response in another anonymous lost play, London Against the Three Ladies (c.1582). In turn, these plays influenced important later plays representing the connections between Jews, trade, moneylending, and the assimilation of Jews into Christian society, such as Christopher Marlowe’s The Jew of Malta (c.1589–90) and a lost play by Thomas Dekker called Josef, the Jew of Venice (performed by the Admiral’s Men, c.1593). Since the lost play The Jew is thought to have influenced Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice (c.1596–8) Wilson’s play can be seen as an ‘analogue’ of Shakespeare’s play.7 This essay concludes with an assessment of The Three Ladies of London’s place in the history of English drama, particularly concerning the representation of Jews and the play’s influence on subsequent depictions of Jewish characters in early modern drama.

As the play’s plot and the characters’ names indicate, The Three Ladies of London is indebted to the medieval allegory and the morality play, which includes characters who are personifications of abstract qualities rather than distinct individuals.8 In medieval morality plays the protagonist typically represents either humanity as a whole or a smaller social structure. Everyman is perhaps the archetypal morality play in this vein, where God, believing that humanity is too focused on wealth and worldly possessions, sends Death to Everyman to remind him of God’s power and the importance of upholding Christian values. Although the purpose of morality plays is to instruct listeners on the means of receiving redemption, after the protestant Reformation morality plays alter didactically. Post-Reformation morality plays work to destroy catholic credibility and demonize the catholic Church. Hostility to catholicism is clearly present in The Three Ladies of London: Simony’s Roman origin and Mercadorus’ Italian identity both connect catholicism to corruption. In The Three Ladies of London the didactic message has been updated for new religious, cultural, and economic circumstances, but the audience is certainly invited to see what is at stake in the play’s action as being the moral health and wealth of the nation as a whole. The problems facing the characters in the play—the difficulties of economic survival when threatened by class and gender divisions, hostile financial and trade practices, and international relations, which contribute to threaten to undermine national identity itself—are some of the most controversial political issues of the 1580s.

RACE AND RELIGION

As this theatrical and contextual overview establishes, the plot of The Three Ladies of London is particularly notable for its depiction of early modern racial relations, and most recent critics comment on this aspect of the play.9 Although the Levantine Jewish moneylender Gerontus is a supporting character to the play’s main action, his portrayal as an honest businessman and a generous, good-natured, and moral person is out of kilter with the standard image of the grasping and ruthless Jewish usurer, which Gosson’s description of The Jew (quoted above) suggests dominated that play. In contrast, in Wilson’s play, it is the Christian Italian merchant Mercadorus, employed by Lady Lucre, who persists in borrowing money from Gerontus but then refuses to pay him back, who is the play’s principal economic villain. Gerontus finally takes his case against Mercadorus before a Turkish judge, and the judge is shocked by the Italian merchant’s assertion that he would convert to Islam to avoid the repayment of his loans. Gerontus proposes to lower the repayment twice, first to the principal, and then to half, but Mercadorus still refuses to pay. In the end, horrified that Mercadorus will convert because of his demands, the Jew releases him from the debt. In response, Mercadorus suddenly refuses to forsake Christianity after all and, after thanking Gerontus fulsomely for his generosity in letting him off the loan, leaves the stage congratulating himself on having ‘Cozened de Jew’ (scene 14, 54). The Jewish moneylender and the Turkish judge are revealed to be more ethical and merciful than the Christian merchant.

This depiction of events in Turkey has led some critics to suggest that The Three Ladies of London attempts to dramatize a collapse of the opposition between Christian and Jew.10 Certainly for the Turkish judge, this appears to be the moral of the story: ‘One may judge and speak truth, as appears by this:/Jews seek to excel in Christianity, and Christians in Jewishness’ (scene 14, 48–9). Furthermore Gerontus’ horror at Mercadorus’ threatened conversion coincides with the standard response provoked by a Christian ‘turning Turk’ in English audiences of that period. From pulpits in London sermons were regularly preached warning worshippers of eternal damnation as the reward for those who converted to Islam.11 Indeed, Mercadorus is instructed by the judge to renounce his identity in ways that are similar to contemporary sermons’ accounts of how conversion necessitated the rejection of orthodox identity epitomized by the denial of national and religious allegiances, and the rejection of familial bonds:

JUDGE OF TURKEY. Say: I, Mercadorus, do utterly renounce before all the

world my duty to my Prince, my honour to my parents, and my

goodwill to my country.

MERCADORUS. Furthermore, I protest and swear to be true to this country

during life, and thereupon I forsake my Christian faith—

(scene 14, 25–8)

Thomas More claimed in A Dialogue of Comfort Against Tribulation (1534) that ‘there is no born Turk so cruel to Christian folk as is the false Christen that falleth from the faith’.12 In other words, More imagined that those that had known true faith of the Christian religion and subsequently abandoned it were the most inimical to it and its values. At the same time, a particular fear in Christian accounts of the time was that the economic benefits of ‘turning Turk’ would sway Christians in Islamic countries to convert. This is precisely the cause of Mercadorus’ desire to change religion in The Three Ladies of London and it resonates with the complaints of the geographer Richard Willes, who in the 1560s attempted to set up Anglo-Persian trade relations, that ‘there was great occasion of naughty servants to deceive, and rob their masters, that under the colour of professing that religion, they might live among them in such safety that you might have no lawe against them, either to punish them or to recover your goods at their hands’.13

Willes’ warning about the economic temptations of Islam is also important in a more general sense to understanding Wilson’s play. An account of Willes’ mission, included by Richard Hakluyt in his collection The Principall Navigations, Voiages and Discoveries of the English Nation (1589), was part of England’s drive to increase trade with the East, in particular with the Muslim world.14 In 1581, after the annexation of Portugal by Spain, and increasing tension in Anglo-Spanish relations, English trading partners began to alter. Spain had traditionally been the source of many of the luxury and ‘exotic’ goods imported into England: as Anglo-Spanish relations became progressively more strained in the late 1560s and 1570s, England looked to open up or expand Eastern markets, and was especially concerned to establish trade with the Ottoman Empire.15 In May 1580 William Harborne, after nearly two years of negotiations, was granted a series of mercantile Capitulations by Sultan Murad III intended to foster trade between the two nations and lead to a shared foreign policy opposing the growing power of Spain.16 On 1 September 1581 the Levant Company was founded by Royal Charter, and the ‘Porte’ lowered the customs rate for the English to 3 per cent, while continuing to charge the French and other foreigners 5 per cent duty. In The Three Ladies of London Mercadorus is employed by Lucre to travel to ‘Turkey’ (scene 3, 29) in order to establish trade between the two countries. Mercadorus, who is already experienced in exporting goods from Turkey into Italy (scene 3, 55–7), appears delighted to accept Lucre’s commission, ‘me do for love of you tink no pain too much’ (scene 3, 32). In particular Lucre instructs:

Thou must carry over wheat, peas, barley, oats, and vetches, and all kind of grain,

Which is well sold beyond sea, and bring such merchants great gain.

Then thou must carrybeside leather, tallow, beef, bacon, bell-metal and everything,

And for these good commodities trifles to England thou must bring,

As bugles to make baubles, coloured bones, glass, beads to make bracelets withal,

For every day gentlewomen of England do ask for such trifles from stall to stall.

And you must bring more, as amber, jet, coral, crystal, and every such bauble,

That is slight, pretty and pleasant, they care not to have it profitable.

(scene 3, 40–7)

The exchange described here, of ‘good’ commodities traded for ‘trifles’, is central to understanding the depiction of race relations in The Three Ladies of London. The play reveals a considerable anxiety concerning the traffic of useful English staples—grain, metal, leather—for useless fripperies. Noticeably the play’s imagined consumers of luxury products are women, and their appetite for them is represented as inexhaustible, displaying a particular concern about the role and influence of female desire—later in the play Gerontus describes these consumers as ‘green-headed wantons’ (scene 9, 34)—on the types of economic exchange English merchants undertook. Excessive female sexuality and consumerism are rhetorically linked.

The fact that Gerontus reveals himself as knowledgeable concerning the required commodities to satisfy ‘that country gentlewomen’s joys’ (scene 9, 32) complicates the play’s apparent wholesale championing of him as an ethical character. His familiarity with the envisaged trade, and his participation and investment in it, implicate him in the considerable anxieties implied by the play more generally regarding the trading practices of foreign merchants and the useless wares they import. Gerontus is associated with these goods, but nevertheless both he and the Turkish judge are presented as ethical in comparison to Mercadorus the Christian and, significantly, catholic merchant.

Gerontus and ‘Turkey’ are represented as at odds with ‘Christ’s religion’ (scene 14, 37) but their depictions are also indebted to a new post-Reformation relativity that saw Judaism and Islam in more positive terms than catholicism.17 In other words, in keeping with the tradition of English anti-Semitism, which resulted in the expulsion of Jews from England in 1290, Gerontus remains a moneylender and is associated with the damaging export of useless fancy goods to England.18 But he is neither avaricious nor vicious. Likewise the Ottoman judge, though linked to corrupting luxurious and sensual products and Islamic exemplary justice, is also described as ‘learned’, ‘reverend’, and ‘puissant’ (scene 14, 3, 17, 30) and is able ‘judge and speak truth’ (scene 14, 47). The representation of the Jew and the ‘Turk’ is significantly less hostile than ‘the worthlessness and utter unscrupulousness of Mercadore’ who ‘in his greed for gold was less worthy than his Jewish associate’.19 Demonizing the catholic-Christian merchant rather than the Islamic Judge, and refusing to scapegoat the Jewish merchant and moneylender, allows The Three Ladies of London to appear both sceptical about the benefits of foreign merchants and their imported goods, without focusing specifically on their identities as Jewish or Turkish as the cause of the anxiety. In fact, the play is far more damning in its representation of Mercadorus, reflecting post-Reformation alterations in English attitudes towards catholicism. As Matthew Dimmock sums up: ‘the strength of anti-catholic feeling in England in the mid-1580s is central to the displacement of mercantile anxiety away from the source of the trade—“Turky”—and onto the Italian […] it is the Catholic/Christian merchant that is “made strange” and (literally) alienated, while both the “turke” and the “jew” remain ideologically neutral’.20 Certainly it is Mercadorus, rather than Gerontus or the Ottoman judge, who speaks with the most conspicuously ‘foreign’ accent, for instance when first introduced to Lucre he says in cod-Italian: ‘Madonna, me do for love of you tink no pain too mush,/And to do anyting for you me will not grush’ (scene 3, 32–3). It is also Mercadorus who is prepared to forgo all personal and national ties to serve Lucre, much as English protestants saw catholics as owing their first allegiance to the Pope rather than Queen Elizabeth, and the religion itself as excessively venal.21

USURY

The distrust of mercantilism and the fear of the effect dangerous foreign imports, and indeed foreigners, might have on England, so powerfully revealed by the character of Mercadorus, also connects with The Three Ladies of London’s concerns more broadly over English financial and economic health. One of the key cultural contexts against which Wilson’s play needs to be read is the alterations in the ways moneylending was viewed in the England in the last decades of the sixteenth century.22 In The Three Ladies of London the vice character of Usury is Lucre’s principal henchman and his actions are central to all of London’s economic woes. Acting for Lucre, Usury takes possession of Love and Conscience’s house, and then exorbitantly raises their rent. This reduces them to such poverty that they take refuge with Hospitality, who Usury then murders. Usury’s evil deeds do not stop at this point, in fact his violence escalates; he attempts the murder of Liberality and Good Neighbourhood, and assaults True Friendship, who is forced into hiding as a result. It is also a consequence of his behaviour that Love is forced to marry Dissimulation, mutating into Lust, a two-headed monster, and Conscience becomes Lucre’s bawd with Usury’s help. At the end of the play the three ladies are imprisoned by Judge Nemo, yet Usury’s crimes remain unpunished as he remains at large (‘He was seen at the Exchange very lately’ (scene 17, 10)). It seems that the threat that Usury represents to English financial and social health continues to be acute.

This thumb-nail summary of Usury’s actions in the play graphically reveals both how central his actions are to the plot, and how ruthless and violent is his character. While Gerontus’ more affable moneylending in Turkey, as already described, partly ameliorates The Three Ladies of London’s negativity about the practice, in an English context Usury’s representation appears wholly hostile. In 1571 Parliament approved the Act Against Usury, which regulated against excessive interest charges through imposing heavy financial penalties. Those charging in excess of 10 per cent were fined harshly—triple forfeiture of the principal and nullification of the contract; for those charging less than 10 per cent the fine was much less severe, being only required to forfeit the interest on the loan.23 As Lloyd Kermode comments, the Act Against Usury, ‘despite its title, effectively permitted money-lending at up to 10 per cent’.24 In the wake of the 1571 Act various responses appeared in print debating whether moneylending with interest should be tolerated: in 1572 Thomas Wilson’s A Discourse on Usury was published, which condemned usury wholesale; likewise in 1584 Thomas Lodge wrote An Alarum Against Usurers, which exposed the ways in which moneylenders lured young heirs into extravagance and debt. On the other side of the argument, Heinrich Bullinger, in a sermon dating to the early 1590s, suggested that ‘the name of usurie is not dishonest of itself, or in the own nature: the abuse of usurie or usage is that which hath made it dishonest, and of so bad account among men. For usurie is properly the use of a thing.’25 Bullinger’s argument rested on distinguishing between ‘natural’ and ‘unnatural’ gain; for him usury was not reprehensible of itself, rather it was excessive or ‘unnatural’ interest charges which were abusive. Similarly James Spottiswoode in a tract from 1616, The Execution of Neschech and the confining of his Kinsman Tarbith or A Short Discourse shewing the difference betwixt damned Usurie, and that which is Lawfull, advocated ‘tolerating tenne in the hundreth’ since ‘forbidding of all Usury, is the very maintaining of damned Usurie’.26 The 1571 Statute was continued in Acts of 1584–5, 1586–7, 1588–9, 1592–3, and 1597–8, so that by 1600 the significant difference between the two penalties effectively established 10 per cent as the standard interest rate for loans, although officially any interest rate remained illegal.27

Hence it might seem, therefore, that The Three Ladies of London represents an early example of an emergent dual conception of usury, where it could be tolerated if not encouraged when interest rates were reasonable, but condemned when ‘biting’. However, this distinction does not tell the full story; the play is more complex, since this reading neglects the critical issue of the location in which usury takes place. In contrast to the apparently ethical moneylender Gerontus in Turkey, Usury’s actions in London are clearly intended to mark him out as irredeemably villainous. As a result, it might appear that it is the location of usury rather than the practice itself which is the play’s chief focus of concern. Usury, the play seems to suggest, is all very well in Turkey but when introduced into England it causes poverty, homelessness, corruption, and death. Indeed from the beginning of The Three Ladies of London Usury is represented as causing misery and loss of life in England. The play opens with Simplicity recounting how his father died because of Usury:

O, that vile Usury! He lent my father a little money, and for breaking one day

He took the fee-simple of his house and mill quite away:

And yet he borrowed not half a quarter so much as it cost;

But I think if he had but a shilling, it had been lost.

So he killed my father with sorrow, and undoed me quite.

(scene 2, 101–5)

Though Usury is now resident in England, his first interview with Lucre in London reveals his foreign identity, describing how he served Lucre’s grandmother ‘the old Lady Lucre of Venice’, until ‘lusting greatly to see you and the country, she being dead,/I made haste to come over to serve you in her stead’ (scene 2, 216, 224–5). Like Mercadorus, it seems that Usury is Italian, though his religious identity is not mentioned: since Venice was widely perceived as the most cosmopolitan, and financially corrupt, city in Europe at the time, it is equally possible he might be catholic or Jewish.28 Usury’s Italian connections mark him out, like Mercadorus, as a figure of distrust, and he is specifically connected to bringing new, alien, and immoral financial practices into England, which were threatening to the nation’s moral and economic health. ‘Usury’ in this context referred not only to lending money at interest, but the term also applied to a range of supposedly unethical and unchristian business practices, in particular those that involved financial transactions and exchange without providing any kind of substantial commodity. These included currency trading, ‘dry exchange’ (the buying of a commodity in one currency and its sale in another at a profit), sharp practice in debt and credit, commodity speculation, and other new financial practices associated with the foreign exchange trade. A ‘Memorandum Prepared for the Royal Commission on the Exchanges, 1564’ describes bankers and exchange dealers’ ‘sleightes and Cuninges’, especially the sharp practice of ‘straunge marchantes’ dealing in ‘Strange wares’ which has resulted in ‘greate losse and hinderaunce of the comone wealthe of England’.29

This analysis concerning Usury’s Italian identity and foreign ways reveals that the apparent contrast between Usury and Gerontus, which the play seems to establish, is not in fact absolute. Wilson’s representation of Usury does not show an indelible opposition between him and Gerontus, despite one character’s ‘good’ and the other’s ‘evil’ nature. Their shared profession and financial practices maintain a connection between the two usurers which cannot be simply elided through a focus on their personal qualities. In other words, anxiety concerning the way ‘natural’ gain through responsible usury might migrate and/or mutate into ‘unnatural’ and biting exploitation pervades the play, despite the seeming difference between the two usurers.

GENDER

London and its citizens are also under threat from Usury in ways specific to their gender, thus providing a link to one of The Three Ladies of London’s other important contexts: gender politics. For the male characters in the play—Liberality, Hospitality, Good Neighbourhood, and True Friendship—the threat from Usury is severe, but it is also straightforwardly physical, as they are either assaulted or murdered by him. In contrast, the menace Usury poses to the female characters of Love and Conscience appears to be a specifically sexual one and, in terms of timescale, it is a far more drawn-out and long-term threat; both women are sexually corrupted by his actions over time, since Love is forced to marry Dissimulation and Conscience becomes a bawd through the penury Usury reduces them to. Economic hardship caused by Usury affects the women gradually so that in the end he becomes able to dictate their behaviour sexually. Akin to the way Gerontus’ description of rampant female consumerism in England linked it to sexual promiscuity (‘green-headed wantons’), Usury’s attitude to women in the play is focused on putting them to use sexually. Specifically Usury makes the women vehicles for ‘unnatural’ promiscuous sex, or lust, rather than the sexual statuses considered ‘natural’ by patriarchal discourse of chaste virginity or widowhood, or of married love. Love’s mutation into Lust and Conscience’s transformation into a bawd confers on them a new sexualized status which imitates Lucre, who from the outset is represented as promiscuous. By gendering money as female Wilson makes ‘her’ ‘handling’ by the male characters in the play inevitably a sexualized practice. In the opening scene Lucre is repeatedly associated with lust, it becomes apparent that Conscience fears that ‘Love and Conscience by Lucre’s lust shall catch an overthrow’ (scene 1, 21), and Love describes how Lucre is an object of widespread male desire:

For Lucre men come from Italy, Barbary, Turkey,

From Jewry: nay, the pagan himself

Endangers his body to gape for her pelf.

(scene 1, 13–15)

The men’s desire to possess Lucre is represented as both dangerous and unrestrained, encouraging them to put themselves at risk in order to have the opportunity to satisfy their appetite for her. Noticeably desire for Lucre is not represented as universal; it is specifically early modern ‘others’: Italians, Muslims, Jews, and Native Americans (‘the pagan’) that are described as in her thrall. In other words, Love implicitly suggests, protestant Londoners at the beginning of the play are not as yet in Lucre’s power, thereby establishing early on what is at risk in the drama to come: control over Englishmen concerning the values and ethics which guide their lives. As Conscience comments to Love ‘Men ought be ruled by us’ (scene 1, 11) yet she mourns that men all ‘lean on Lucre’s chair’ (scene 1, 10).

The opening scene of The Three Ladies of London indicates, then, that the stakes of the action to come are high. By casting the key ethical dilemma for the play to resolve as a competition between the female characters for mastery over the behaviour and morals of Englishmen, Wilson initiates a battle of the sexes in the play. However, the terms of the debate make it clear that there can only be one eventual winner: the men. In a drama where women are morally evaluated by their sexual continence, yet simultaneously it is clear from the opening lines that power for women is only achieved through promiscuity—Lucre’s popularity rests on the fact that she can be ‘handled’ by all—the inevitable result is that the women cannot win the battle of the sexes set up as the play’s central psycho-sexual dilemma. The dice are loaded against the women; in order to rule over men they must be promiscuous like Lucre, but by being promiscuous Love and Conscience will, of course, fail in moral and ethical terms. In other words, the play lays a trap for Conscience and Love; they participate in a competition where success on one level means certain failure on another.

The play’s conclusion—which punishes all the female characters and none of the miscreant male ones—is inevitable given the terms on which the play’s action has been established. Lucre, Love, and Conscience are tried by Judge Nemo for their actions, with Lucre and Love condemned to ‘torment without end’ (scene 17, 58) and to ‘be dying, yet never dead’ (scene 17, 95), while Conscience is carried ‘to prison,/there to remain until the day of the general session’ (scene 17, 98–9). Since the play’s key dilemma condemned them to fail, and Dissimulation, Fraud, Usury, and Simony evade any punishment at all, it seems then that the female characters are actually disciplined for being women. By making Lucre female, powerful, and promiscuous, The Three Ladies of London reveals considerable anxieties about the control women and money can exert over men. As a result, by linking both money and women to sex and demonizing and punishing them for it, the play is able imaginatively to reassert mastery over these unruly objects of desire. However, the fact that it is ‘Nemo’ or ‘No one’ that metes out the sentences on the women does somewhat undermine the force of their effect; to be punished by ‘No one’ might perhaps mean not to be punished at all. Furthermore, Nemo’s appearance as a judge at the end of the play is the second appearance of a character with the name ‘Nemo’ in the drama.30 Earlier Sir Nicholas Nemo invites Simplicity to dinner, showing him to be prepared to offer hospitality to the poor, ‘But come in to dinner with me, and when you have dined,/You shall have—’ (scene 4, 180–1). Nemo’s invitation breaks off, and he disappears, making his hospitality useless. Given that Hospitality is murdered by Usury four scenes later in the play, the audience is perhaps further encouraged to view sceptically the apparent justice Judge Nemo dispenses in the final scene.

LEGACY AND INFLUENCE

The Three Ladies of London is a complex play, and only by viewing it within its theatrical history, and its contextual history of racial and gender relations, as well as early modern financial practices, can we begin to assess and appreciate its contemporary significance. Certainly it is a play that was influential when first performed and had an important impact on later individual plays and the history of drama more broadly.

The sequel, The Three Lords and Three Ladies of London, is likely to have been composed between July and September 1588 from its references to the Armada invasion which took place that summer; it was entered into the Stationers’ Register on 31 July 1590, and was most likely performed by the Queen’s Men, probably (as we have seen earlier) with a revival of The Three Ladies of London between 1588 and 1592.31 The plot of The Three Lords and Three Ladies of London focuses on the marriage of the three ladies, whom Nemo frees from prison when three great lords of London—Pomp, Pleasure, and Policy—propose to them. Indeed the marriage of the ladies is represented as the ladies’ salvation: the lords request that they ‘May by our suites, release of thraldome find’ (510) and assert that for women ‘Mariage doth make amends for many amisse’ (527). In other words, the gender politics of Wilson’s sequel seek to domesticate and redeem the women through marriage, and thus reincorporate them into an acceptable position in patriarchal culture. Three rival lords of Spain—Pride, Ambition, and Tyranny—compete for the ladies, threatening to destroy London if they cannot marry them. A mock-battle ensues between the English and Spanish lords and, Armada-like, the Spanish retreat. Near the end of the play another group of suitors—three lords of Lincoln, Desire, Devotion, and Delight—are introduced who also wish to claim the hands of the three ladies in marriage. Their suit is easily overcome by the witty lords of London as well, as they are persuaded to accept in marriage Care, Remorse, and Charity, the stones on which the ladies of London sat.

The Three Lords and Three Ladies of London noticeably alters the depiction of Usury from the archetypal vice character and murderer of The Three Ladies of London to a far less negative or despised one. Out of Usury, Fraud, Dissimulation, and Simony, only Usury continues to live in London. Indeed the capital proves so hostile to Dissimulation that he now lives in the country, and is only able to visit London during a market-day and to pick up the latest gossip. There is also ‘an accumulating tension’, according to Teresa Nugent, between Usury and Fraud.32 Fraud is repeatedly associated with counterfeiting money in The Three Lords and Three Ladies of London, and these ‘coins undermine the value of authentic currency, [just as] Fraud’s schemes threaten to devalue Usury’s authentic currency’.33

Though, at the end of the play, the vices’ attempt to win back the ladies’ favours ends in ignominious failure, their suppression is ambiguous. Usury, for instance, is branded by Policy with:

A litle x. standing in the midd’st of a great C

Meaning thereby to let all men vunderstand,

That you must not take aboue x. pound in the hundred at any hand.34

Usury’s branding denotes the maximum percentage, specifically of 10 per cent, that he is allowed to charge in interest on loans. While punishing Usury in this way ‘stigmatizes him by marking him as criminal’ it also establishes the legitimacy of moneylending in London, as long as it is regulated.35 The reduced menace that Usury represents to the London of Three Lords and Three Ladies of London signals a shift whereby the most potent financial threat to commerce is now the trade-and-business destroying figure of Fraud. In fact Fraud, disguised as Skill, aids in the restraining of Usury when he is branded, signalling that the two vices have parted company. Furthermore, it is Fraud who evades punishment in this play since Simplicity, blindfolded, cannot burn him to death before Dissimulation intervenes to assist his escape to safety. The rehabilitation of Usury the character and the financial practice itself from a categorically evil to a partially accepted one, would continue to be debated in later drama. For example, in Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure (c.1603–4), Pompey’s complaint ‘’Twas never merry world since of two usuries,/the merriest was put down, and the worser allowed by/order of law’, strongly implies that moneylending was tolerated by the Viennese state under both the Duke and Angelo.36

Usury’s Jewishness is also more firmly established in The Three Lords and Three Ladies of London. In the earlier play it is implied that he is Italian, but in the sequel Simony describes Usury’s identity much more precisely: ‘thy parentes were both Jewes, though thou wert borne in London’ (1441–2), indicating that Usury is ambiguously foreign; he is simultaneously alien and native to England. The apparent domestication of Usury’s Jewishness in Three Lords and Three Ladies of London links to wider questions concerning the relationship between Englishness and Jewishness which early modern English drama began to insistently address in the last years of Tudor rule. The fact that neither the practice of usury, nor the character Usury’s Jewishness, are seen as significantly threatening, is in line with Wilson’s earlier balanced treatment of the Jew Gerontus in The Three Ladies of London. Later Elizabethan dramatists, notably Marlowe and Shakespeare, appear indebted to Wilson’s play, even to the extent of directly echoing lines from The Three Ladies of London in their ‘Jewish’ plays. Gerontus’ negotiation with Mercadorus concerning his loan of ‘two thousand ducats’ in addition to ‘another thousand’ for ‘three months space’ (scene 9, 3–4) is closely related to Shylock’s loan to Antonio of ‘Three thousand ducats for three months’ in The Merchant of Venice, for example.37 More generally, in The Jew of Malta the catholic Maltese appear hypocritical and corrupt in a way reminiscent of Mercadorus in The Three Ladies of London, which goes some way to balancing the aggressive anti-Semitic stereotypes evident in Barabas’ behaviour. Wilson’s influence is perhaps most noticeably apparent in the way that Shakespeare’s and Marlowe’s Jewish characters, though villainous in their actions, are not one-dimensionally evil. In other words, perhaps the true legacy of The Three Ladies of London (and of The Three Lords and Three Ladies of London) is to show the powerful cultural work literature can perform, then as now, in debates over what and who counts as ‘English’.
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CHAPTER 19
JOHN LYLY, ENDYMION

LEAH SCRAGG

ACT 3, scene 3 of Endymion, one of a series of exquisitely crafted comedies written by John Lyly for performance at court, and presented before the Queen at Candlemas in 1588, begins with a joke that would be entirely lost on the vast majority of twenty-first-century spectators:

TOPHAS. Epi!

EPITON. Here, sir.

TOPHAS. Unrig me. Heighho!

EPITON. What’s that?

TOPHAS. An interjection, whereof some are of mourning, as eho, vah.

EPITON. I understand you not.

TOPHAS. Thou seest me.

EPITON. Ay.

TOPHAS. Thou hearst me.

EPITON. Ay.

TOPHAS. Thou feelest me.

EPITON. Ay.

TOPHAS. And not understandst me?

EPITON. No.

TOPHAS. Then am I but three quarters of a noun substantive.

(lines 1–16)1

The amusement afforded by the exchange depends upon a familiarity with two passages from A Short Introduction of Grammar by William Lily and John Colet, the primer that had formed the bedrock of the teaching of Latin in England for nearly fifty years when Lyly’s play was composed, the first dealing with interjections (lines 1–6 of the extract quoted above) and the second with the definition of nouns (lines 7–16), and the writer’s extensive allusions to the work (the joke is continued in the following lines)2 are indicative of both the educated elite towards which the play was directed and a shared classical training upon which the dramatist could confidently rely. The schoolboy quibbling on the terms of a universally familiar classroom text is not the only aspect of the passage, moreover, that serves to locate the exchange in an intellectual landscape entirely foreign to the topography of the twenty-first-century mind. The speakers themselves belong to a tradition that has its origins on the classical stage, and would have been instantly recognizable to an audience whose schoolroom experience would have familiarized them with the works of Plautus and Terence. Epiton, a witty young servant, intellectually superior to the master he serves, is descended from the quick-witted slaves of Roman New Comedy who engineer the progress of events, while Sir Tophas, a braggart soldier, has his origins in such characters as the boastful Thraso of Terence’s Eunuchus and the title figure of Plautus’ Miles Gloriosus.3 A recognition of the literary history underpinning Lyly’s novel versions of the inherited figures (Epiton is exceptionally small, admitting a humorous interplay between physical and mental size, while the targets of Sir Tophas’ martial exploits include a blackbird, a mallard and a sheep), would have afforded one part of the enjoyment that the pair afforded to a sixteenth-century audience reared in an educational environment in which translation, adaptation and imitation were regarded as the three steps through which composition took place,4 and who savoured a species of originality rooted not in a break with tradition but in a dialogue with the past.

The conversation in which Lyly engages with the classics extends, in fact, far beyond the scenes involving Epiton and Sir Tophas. The play conforms to the five-act structure of Roman New Comedy, deploys exit lines that have their origins in Terence (e.g. at 1.4.52–3, 3.3.168–9, and 3.4.207–8), and is peopled by characters with Graeco-Roman names denoting their functions, and redolent with associations with the ancient world. Eumenides, the faithful friend of the title figure, for example, derives his name from the Greek for ‘well-disposed’; the role and diminutive stature of Sir Tophas’ young servant are signified by a name suggestive of both Greek epiton (‘follower’) and epitemnein (‘cut short’); while the opposing stances of the two poles of the hero’s affections, Tellus and Cynthia, are implied by names evocative of the earth and moon of classical myth. The principal concern of the action, Endymion’s unrequitable love for a being incapable of achievement and the deep sleep into which Tellus casts him in revenge for his rejection of her love, turns upon a witty reversal of the ancient story of the moon’s love for a beautiful shepherd boy and of the somnolent condition she imposes upon him in order to visit him by night;5 while references abound throughout the drama to a range of classical writers and to other classical myths. In the course of 3.3, alone, for example, following the joking on Latin grammar noted above, Sir Tophas quotes four works by Ovid (Heroides at lines 33 and 37–8, Amores at lines 46–7, Ars Amatoria at line 50, and Tristia at line 53), together with Cicero’s De Officiis (at lines 29–30). Epiton, and his fellow servant, Dares, display an equal familiarity with the classical stock (cf. 4.2.45 and 48), and allusions to the fate of Phaethon, the jealousy of Juno and the capricious nature of the Graeco-Roman gods all occur in the opening scenes.

It is not merely the assumption of a shared familiarity with the Latin language and classical literature, however, that locates the play in a conceptual environment remote from the intellectual milieu of the twenty-first-century reader or spectator. While on one level the work contributes to the humanist project of ‘Englishing’ the classical stock, through the translation of inherited models into the vernacular language and their application to native concerns (cf. Udall’s Roister Doister and Stevenson’s (?) Gammer Gurton’s Needle), on another it is deeply rooted in Neoplatonic thought, and medieval modes of understanding. Sir Tophas is not simply a braggart soldier in the New Comedy tradition, he also functions as one extreme in a configuration of amatory relationships spanning all the principal persons of the play. As noted above, in Lyly’s retelling of the classical story the roles of deity and shepherd are reversed, with Endymion nurturing an unfulfillable love for his sovereign, and with his deep sleep a product not of Cynthia’s desire to enable their union but Tellus’ bitterness at his repudiation of her love. The unrequitable nature of Endymion’s devotion to one both literally and figuratively out of his sphere locates his love in a spiritual arena, removed from the baser instincts of the flesh, exemplifying a type of idealized, Neoplatonic, worship instantly recognizable by the sophisticated audience for whom the play was composed, familiar with the work of Castiglione, among other writers.6 The emotions he embodies distinguish him from a series of lovers of progressively less elevated kinds, though he himself has not been entirely innocent of their failings in the past (e.g. in his susceptibility to Tellus’ sensual allure). His friend, Eumenides, who occupies the second rung in the play’s ladder of affections, seeks union with an earthly mistress indifferent to his suit, but elects to sacrifice his chance of happiness when afforded an opportunity to achieve his goal in order to promote the well-being of his friend. The choice he faces between the obligations of friendship and the promptings of sexual desire situates his predicament in yet another area of sixteenth-century discourse, the complex web of love and friendship literature popular throughout the Renaissance and the Middle Ages, with his decision to save Endymion rather than achieve his mistress exemplifying an ideal of conduct in which friendship (representative of the rational) is prioritized above sexual love (the baser instincts of the self), and the capacity for self-sacrifice is the index of a noble mind. His ability to subdue his fleshly desires elevates him above both a third lover, Corsites, whose overwhelming passion for Tellus causes him to become the instrument of her revenge, and fourth, Geron, whose life is blighted by his marriage to a sorceress, but who is willing to acknowledge her when she promises to reform. Below them, Sir Tophas is driven by mindless sensuality to pursue a woman (Dipsas) undesirable in every respect, with his distance from Endymion signalled by his response to Cynthia’s offer to transform the arborified Bagoa into his true love when he finds the primary object of his lust to be out of his reach: ‘Turn her to a true love or false, so she be a wench I care not’ (5.4.293–4).

The juxtaposition of a series of oppositional stances permitting the ‘anatomy’ of a central condition (here the range of impulses denoted by ‘love’) has obvious analogies with the procedures of academic debate, a mode of structuring the analysis of complex ideas that fed into a variety of forms of sixteenth-century entertainment from dramatic interludes to the ‘questions’ or debate topoi propounded as a private pastime in sixteenth-century aristocratic households.7 The predicaments of the dramatis personae allow for the exploration of a range of issues radiating from the play’s principal concerns, including the relative value of love and friendship (debated by Geron and Eumenides in 3.4), the conflict between duty and desire, i.e. the public and the private selves (voiced by Eumenides at 3.4.94ff.), and the incompatibility of the martial and amatory spheres (explored by Cynthia and Corsites at 4.3.100ff.). At the same time, the overt patterning of the action, with characters embodying contrasting positions, locates the play in the world of abstract ideas rather human interactions, inviting an allegorical reading of the drama’s events. The Prologue’s assertion that the comedy is nothing but a tale of the man in the moon (i.e. an empty fiction), and professed hope that the audience will not seek to ‘apply pastimes’ (lines 7–8) promote, rather than discourage, the extrapolation of meaning, and are indicative that the work is directed towards a type of spectator attuned, like his or her medieval forebears, to the decoding of allegory, rather than one geared, like the twenty-first-century playgoer, to the notion of realism and expectant of emotional involvement. The patent impossibility in naturalistic terms of a love between a human being and celestial body encourages reflection on the significance of events, and the choice of nomenclature points to a cosmic dimension to the action. The fact that the object of Endymion’s devotion is a heavenly body is indicated by her name, Cynthia, a surname of Artemis, embodiment of chastity and goddess of the moon, and the exchange between Eumenides and Endymion at the start of the play confirms that her role is to be interpreted in this light:

EUMENIDES. Is Endymion mad, or do I mistake? Do you love the moon,

Endymion?

ENDYMION. Eumenides, the moon.

EUMENIDES. There was never any so peevish to imagine the moon either

capable of affection or shape of a mistress.

(1.1.20–4)

Conversely, the being who rivals Cynthia for Euphues’ affections is clearly to be associated with the terrestrial sphere. Tellus (related to Latin terra) is the Roman name for Ge or Gaea, goddess of the earth, associated in Graeco-Roman mythology with fertility, and linked to the deities of the nether world. The terms in which Tellus rehearses her attractions (e.g., ‘Is not my beauty divine, whose body is decked with fair flowers, and veins are vines, yielding sweet liquor to the dullest spirits, whose ears are corn to bring strength, and whose hairs are grass to bring abundance’: 1.2.20–4), confirm the fecundity of her state, while her readiness to seek aid from a sorceress echoes the traditional association between Ge and the chthonic powers. Endymion’s worship of the moon, a heavenly body occupying the boundary in Ptolemaic astronomy between the mutable and the immutable spheres, may thus be interpreted as the human longing for the eternal, or desire for release from carnality and union with the divine, while the attraction Tellus once exercised over him signals the allure of the sensual, and the predicament of humanity as understood when the play was composed torn between physical desires and spiritual aspirations. The lovers whose situations parallel Endymion’s predicament may thus be seen not simply as anatomizing the multi-faceted nature of the amatory impulse, but as defining positions progressively removed from the spiritual sphere, with Sir Tophas, at the furthest remove from the title figure, embodying a condition all but devoid of rationality and wedded to the bestial self.

The deep sleep imposed on Endymion by Tellus also invites a range of allegorical readings. On one level it signifies humanity’s enslavement by the attractions of the physical world, and thus the sin of spiritual sloth, while on another it may be seen as a prolonged removal from mundane concerns, permitting a growth towards a condition capable of spiritual reward (represented by the kiss with which Cynthia rouses him from his somnolent state). The phantasmagoric dreams with which he is haunted during his slumbers, and which he recounts to Cynthia in 5.1, may be interpreted as a struggle towards understanding, progressing through a vision turning on his own predicament (cf. the violence with which he is threatened by a fair lady), through a rejection of ‘counsels and policies’ (i.e., worldly matters), to an exclusive, unself-regarding focus upon the object of his love. A further dimension to the action is indicated, however, by the markedly different terminology in which he relates his final dream. Complex abstraction gives way to personification, and shifting meanings and multiple applications to overtly political terms. For example:

With a cold quaking in every joint, I beheld many wolves barking at thee, Cynthia … There might I see Ingratitude with an hundred eyes, gazing for benefits, and with a thousand teeth gnawing on the bowels wherein she was bred. Treachery stood all clothed in white, with a smiling countenance but both her hands bathed in blood. Envy, with a pale and meagre face, whose body was so lean that one might tell all her bones … stood shooting at stars. (5.1.131–42)

Given the other-worldly, mythical nature of the drama, the seemingly abrupt shift in the terms of the allegory might well appear to a modern playgoer to strike a discordant note, but the potential for a political reading of the action would have been apparent to the play’s original audience from the start. The drama was not composed for the entertainment of a broad section of society, like the plays written by Lyly’s contemporaries for the public theatre, but devised for the private amusement of the sovereign, and thus with a view to the winning of favour at court, and like Lyly’s three previous comedies, it deals with a number of matters of particular interest to the monarch herself.8 While the action takes place on one level in an abstract, delocalized arena, on another it is firmly located in the court of a specific queen, and the name assigned to her by the dramatist is indicative that she is to be equated with the authority figure towards whom the drama was directed. Cynthia, together with her Roman counterpart, Diana, was frequently utilized to figure the monarch in Elizabethan court panegyric, signifying both her constancy (cf. ‘Is she inconstant that keepeth a settled course, which since her first creation altereth not one minute in her moving?’: 1.1.40–2) and her adherence to the virgin state, while implying the divine status of a ruler elevated by contemporary writers to a supra-human plane.9 The use of the name is indicative that the play is not merely applicable to the situation of the sovereign, but is in some sense about her and the members of her court, inviting readings of the drama that have ranged from a broad exploration of the proper relationship between courtier and sovereign (cf. Cynthia’s determination in the closing scene that Endymion’s ‘honourable respect … shall be christened “love” … and my reward for it “favour”’: 5.4.177–8), to the equation of the dramatis personae with those caught up in particular historical events (e.g., Leicester’s disgrace following his secret marriage to the widow of the Earl of Essex in 1578 and ensuing attempts to reinstate himself in the affections of the Queen).10

Though attempts to establish a one-to-one correspondence between the play’s characters and prominent members of the aristocracy have proved fraught with difficulty,11 there can be little doubt that Endymion’s third dream, with its emphasis on treachery and envy, points to the factioneering and jockeying for position that were a primary condition of the Elizabethan court, and that a strong case may be made for the proposition that the opposition between Cynthia and Tellus carries resonances of the tension between Elizabeth I and Mary Queen of Scots. Elizabeth’s reluctant execution of her cousin in 1587 would have been fresh in the public mind when the play was composed, while the performance of the drama at court at the start of 1588 took place at a time when threats to the throne and the English Church were particularly acute. Not only was the Spanish Armada gathering for the invasion of England, but the loyalty of a number of prominent noblemen, including Lyly’s patron, the Earl of Oxford, was subject to suspicion through their former (or suspected) allegiance either to Mary herself or to the catholic faith. Endymion’s rejection of Tellus and ultimately selfless devotion to Cynthia is thus capable of construction in terms of an Elizabethan courtier’s repudiation of an earlier misguided commitment to the embodiment of a form of worship noted for its sensuous appeal, and renewed unshakeable adherence to the representative of a more enlightened form of devotion. More narrowly, Endymion himself may be seen, on the personal level, as the dramatist’s patron, anxious to redeem himself in the eyes of his sovereign and to assert his undying loyalty to the crown, and as the playwright himself, in fear of being compromised by association, engaged in a protestation of good faith. To the sixteenth-century spectator the drama was thus far from being merely ‘a tale of the Man in the Moon’ (Prologue, lines 1–2). It constituted a delicate intervention by the dramatist in an intricate series of political manoeuvrings on the part of an aristocratic coterie for whom even the production of a New Year’s Day entertainment was fraught with significance and attended with the fear of misapprehension (cf. ‘We hope in our times none will apply pastimes’: Prologue, lines 7–8).

While the topical inferences of the drama provide an insight into the immediate political concerns of those implicated in the performance of the play, the strategies deployed by the dramatist afford an illustration of that staging of royalty characteristic of the Elizabethan state. The range of elements that the play incorporates extends considerably further than the mix of modes and traditions noted above, aligning the work in its eclecticism with the elaborate entertainments offered to the monarch in the course of her summer progress. Figures whose origins lie in Roman New Comedy (e.g., Epiton and Sir Tophas) rub shoulders with characters from medieval romance (e.g., the questing Eumenides, in search of a solution to Endymion’s somnolent state); fairies come to the assistance of a being from Graeco-Roman myth (cf. the ‘fair fiends’ who frustrate Corsites’ attempt in 4.3 to remove Endymion from the lunary bank); academic debate is interwoven with spectacle and dumb show (cf. 2.3.67.3ff.), and Neoplatonic reflection with song and dance (cf. 4.3.19–32.3). The exploration of the play’s elevated abstractions takes place in an arena that permits resort to a magic fountain (cf. 3.4. passim) and the metamorphosis of the physical world (e.g., the arborification of Bagoa), while moral conditions are defined by emblematic means (cf. the literal spots that signal the spotting of Corsites’ faith). Similarly, the ‘shows’ mounted by the nobility for Elizabeth in the course of her summer visits drew on a range of literary and dramatic traditions, while being set in non-naturalistic locations, and addressing matters of direct moment to the sovereign herself. The entertainment presented before the Queen at Elvetham in 1591, for example, included a welcoming speech in Latin, an emblematic representation of the removal of obstacles placed by the envious in the monarch’s path, songs, a water pageant involving mythological personages, and a speech by the Fairy Queen; while the entertainment at Sudeley in 1592 included a playlet of Apollo and Daphne, combining narration, formal speeches, songs and an appeal by the metamorphosed heroine to ‘the Queen of chastity’ (i.e., Elizabeth) for protection, followed by a debate between shepherds exploring the relative constancy of men and women, and whether a king or a queen is better fitted to command.12

It is the liminality of the monarch’s role in the shows mounted for her entertainment that forges the strongest link, however, between Lylian drama and the kind of interplay between role and rule that was the stock in trade of the royal progress. Initially a spectator to a staged event designed to give pleasure, and to bring some species of reward, the Queen is progressively subsumed into an action that both reflects on her situation and stages the problems attendant on her role. In the entertainment at Elvetham, for example, she evolves from being the recipient of a formal welcome into a participant in an emblematic ‘show’, in that the removal of the succession of impediments placed before her by Envy is entirely dependent upon her advance, with the sovereign both being and enacting the part of monarch, as the costumed figures remove the blocks representative of her problems from her path. Similarly, Endymion opens with a Prologue directly addressed to the play’s principal spectator (cf. ‘Most high and happy princess’), progresses through an action figuring the Queen in the person of Cynthia and addressing a number of matters directly pertinent to her role, and concludes with an Epilogue that explicitly draws the monarch into a staged event:

A man walking abroad, the wind and sun strove for sovereignty; the one with his blast, the other with his beams. The wind blew hard; the man wrapped his garment about him harder. It blustered more strongly; he then girt it fast to him. ‘I cannot prevail’, said the wind. The sun, casting her crystal beams began to warm the man; he unloosed his gown. Yet it shined brighter; he then put it off. ‘I yield’, said the wind, ‘for if thou continue shining he will also put off his coat’. (Epilogue, lines 1–10)

The story provides an object lesson on the reciprocal benefits of beneficent rule, while supplying an analogy for the benign stance that the players trust will be adopted towards them, but the self-enclosed world of the fiction is then violated as the player proceeds to apply the tale to the watching Queen:

If your Highness vouchsafe with your favourable beams to glance upon us, we shall not only stoop, but with all humility lay both our hands and hearts at Your Majesty’s feet. (Epilogue, lines 13–16)

At this point in the Epilogue the monarch is not simply analogous to the sun of the fable, she is identified with it by the reference to her ‘beams’, while the players’ representative, who himself occupies a liminal position between those inside and outside the playworld, invites her response to an act of reverence, dissolving the boundaries between reality and art. Like Lyly’s three previous plays, all of which invite some species of identification between the audience and the world presented to their view,13 the work thus contributes to that extraordinary negotiation between actuality and fiction characteristic of sixteenth-century court panegyric, and exemplified in a wide diversity of works and art forms ranging from poems and dramatic entertainments (e.g., Spenser’s The Fairie Queene and Sidney’s The Lady of May), to the emblem-laden portraits authorized by Elizabeth herself.

The high artifice of the drama, with its non-naturalistic action and interplay between reality and ‘show’, is heightened by a dramatic language considerably removed from the rhythms of natural speech. Following the literary sensation created by Euphues: the Anatomy of Wit (1578) and Euphues and His England (1580), the two prose works upon which his reputation was initially built, Lyly was inextricably associated with the style now known as the euphuistic mode, a form of composition characterized by the pairing of antithetical clauses, with oppositions pointed by assonance and alliteration, and heightened by syllabic word-play, homophones, and puns. The see-saw dynamic of the style opens up an expanding series of alternative potentialities, rather than promoting a sense of finality, or enabling the precise articulation of ideas, and the destabilization of absolutes at work in the structuring of the mode is furthered by the insistent use of imagery turning upon some species of ‘doubleness’ (e.g., the contrasting properties of natural phenomena) and exhibiting a universal capacity for change.14 The conversation between Endymion and Eumenides with which the play opens exemplifies many of the characteristic features of the style:

ENDYMION. I find, Eumenides, in all things both variety to content and satiety to glut, saving only in my affections, which are so stayed, and withal so stately, that I can neither satisfy my heart with love nor mine eyes with wonder. My thoughts, Eumenides, are stitched to the stars, which, being as high as I can see, thou mayst imagine how much higher they are than I can reach.

EUMENIDES. If you be enamoured of anything above the moon, your thoughts are ridiculous, for that things immortal are not subject to affections; if allured or enchanted with these transitory things under the moon, you show yourself senseless to attribute such lofty titles to such low trifles.

(1.1.1–13)

For a modern audience, the structured, overtly crafted, dramatic idiom plainly furthers the distance between the elegant formality of the playworld and the inconsequential nature of everyday life, but for the play’s original spectators it also served, paradoxically, to reinforce the relationship between the fictive universe and the context in which the drama was performed, further embedding the work in the specificities of a particular historical moment. As Edward Blount noted in his prefatory material to his collected edition of Lyly’s work (Sixe Court Comedies, 1632), the mode popularized by the two parts of Euphues not only brought a new order and discipline to English prose, it influenced the spoken language of the Elizabethan court. Regretting the neglect into which Lyly’s work had fallen in the course of the early seventeenth century, as against the ‘applause’ with which the playwright had been ‘crowned’ in his own age, Blount comments:

Our nation are in his debt for a new English which he taught them. Euphues and His England began first that language. All our ladies were then his scholars, and that beauty in court which could not parley euphuism was as little regarded as she which now there speaks not French.15

While furthering the ambiguities of a world in which significations are complex (cf. the shifting identities of an authority figure who is at once a planet, a monarch and a historical figure), and meanings are multiple and elusive, the dramatic language thus constitutes a reflection of the conversational habits of a sophisticated circle engaged in aspiring to the condition of art, contributing to the dazzling ‘hall of mirrors’ effect generated by both the allegorical inferences of the drama, and the unstable boundary between the playworld and the environment in which the piece was performed.

In common with the three previous plays composed by Lyly for performance at court, antithetical balance and the paradoxical fusion of opposites are not exclusive to the language of the play but inform the structure of the composition as a whole. Constant in her adherence to a proverbially inconstant condition, the play’s authority figure embodies the union of mutually exclusive states, and the playworld she governs conforms to her duality and capacity for change. Characters embody antithetical emotions (cf. the combination of love and hatred that motivates Tellus, and the devotion to Semele that enables Eumenides to prioritize friendship over love), undergo reversals in perception (cf. Corsites’ attitude to the task assigned to him by Tellus at 4.3.1–29), occupy oppositional positions (cf. the stances of Tellus and Cynthia), and contrast with one another in acuity or physique (cf. Epiton and Sir Tophas, Dipsas and Tellus). An awareness of paradox and polarity is promoted, moreover, by a range of visual effects (cf. the discrepancy in size between Epiton and Sir Tophas, and between the ‘fair’ faces of the fairies at 4.3.30ff. and their ‘sharp nails’ which ‘pinch’ Corsites ‘black and blue’), while the formal structuring of the dialogue finds its visual counterpart in dancing, and an aural equivalent in song. The Prologue’s opening announcement that the drama should be viewed as a species of tale looks back to the prologues and epilogues of Lyly’s previous compositions, with their similar emphasis on artifice and highly patterned structures,16 functioning not merely as a strategy to defuse criticism of a work dangerously applicable to sixteenth-century concerns (see pp. 327–8) but as a gateway to a type of theatrical event that insistently proclaims its distance from life, and invites appreciation as art.

The other-worldly quality of the drama, promoted by its divorce from any specific temporal reality, the rational impossibility of the action, and the supreme non-naturalism of the style, would have been heightened for the initial audience of the work by the nature of the troupe by which it was performed. The title page of the first edition of the play, published by Joan Brome in 1591, indicates that the drama was presented not by adult actors, but by ‘the Chyldren of Paules’, a long-established juvenile troupe with which Lyly was associated for much of his career.17 Whereas for a modern audience the concept of a production staged by boy actors is redolent with associations of amateurism and the risible failings of the ‘school play’, for the sixteenth-century playgoer the juvenile companies, initially composed of classically educated boys from the humanist grammar schools (in which participation in plays was used as an instrument for overcoming the natural diffidence of the young), and the household choristers of a succession of monarchs, represented the most sophisticated form of histrionic entertainment, able to command significantly higher prices at their theatres than the adult performers of the public stage. From his first play, Campaspe, Lyly had proved himself adept in exploiting the choirboy training that allowed the boys to work together as a troupe (cf. the quick-fire exchanges between Samias, Dares and Epiton in Endymion 4.2), their capacity for rote learning, enabling the delivery of complex speeches of considerable length (cf. Endymion’s reflections on his feelings for Cynthia and Tellus at the start of Act 2), and their musical abilities, exemplified here by singing and dancing (cf. 3.3.119–37, 4.2.127–48, and 4.3.32.1–45). It is the physique of the young performers, however, that Lyly exploits most effectively in the creation of his distinctive playworlds. The epicoene character of pre-pubescent boys admits the inclusion of a significantly larger number of female roles than was possible on the public stage, and of figures occupying some species of uncertain or liminal condition. Eight of the principal characters in Endymion, for example, are women, a number of whom occupy ambivalent positions between human and divine, while a further three ‘ladies’ are required for a dumb show (i.e. an artifice within the artifice of the play), and an unspecified number, of indeterminate gender but with ‘fair’ faces, for fairies. The majority of the remaining parts are for young men (e.g., Endymion and Eumenides) or pages (e.g., Dares and Sames), placing minimal strain on the boys’ ability to inhabit their roles, while contributing simultaneously to the divorce between the playworld and the muscularity of an arena with a greater masculine presence. Even Sir Tophas, a role probably performed by an adult actor, contributes in some measure to the epicoene character of the playworld, in that his claims to martial prowess are subverted by the helpless nature of the innocent targets of his military endeavours.

As a production of Endymion by a juvenile company recently demonstrated,18 moreover, the ethereal quality of the boys’ voices also contributes to the distinctive nature of the work. The singleness of pitch of the young actors is peculiarly suited to a type of drama in which passions are stated rather than enacted, while the plangent timbre of their voices contributes to the location of the action in a realm removed from the everyday world. Whereas the staging of monarchy and the multiplicity of traditions on which the dramatist draws in the construction of the play associate the work with the expansive entertainments presented to the sovereign in the course of her summer progress, the narrowness of the vocal range of the boy performers, together with their slightness of physique and the refinement of the conditions they explore, create a jewel-like beauty, analogous in its intricate perfection to the exquisitely crafted miniatures of Nicholas Hilliard (1547–1618), designed, like much of the Lylian corpus, both to reflect and heighten the high artifice of the Elizabethan court.19

The staging devices deployed by the dramatist further the alignment between the play and contemporary discourse, while contributing to the supreme non-naturalism of the piece. As in the majority of Lyly’s plays,20 rather than occupying an arena evocative of a particular time or place, the characters move between antithetical locations correlating with the oppositions explored in the course of the work, represented by free-standing structures, positioned, in all probability, on either side of the playing space. In Campaspe, for example, the workshop of the painter Apelles, designating the satisfaction of the senses, stands in opposition to the tub of the philosopher Diogenes, embodying the life of the mind, while in Love’s Metamorphosis the tree dedicated to Ceres, goddess of chastity, denotes a way of life wholly at odds with that symbolized by the temple of Cupid, patron of love. In Endymion, The central arena, Cynthia’s court, is flanked by the ‘castle in the desert’ to which Tellus is banished at 3.1.42–3, and by the ‘lunary bank’ (cf. 4.1.59) on which Endymion sleeps away his life for much of the play. Both locations denote conditions removed in some way from the fullness of life, the former a barren imprisonment in earthly desires, the latter a fixed devotion to a higher, unattainable state. While one location suggests darkness and enclosure, the other carries connotations of light and the liberation of the mind, with the inextricable relationship between character and setting (cf. the austerity signified by Diogenes’ tub) realized in visual terms through Corsites’ inability to remove Endymion from the place where he lies. The use of symbolic ‘houses’ has clear analogies with the staging techniques of the interludes and moralities that had remained a staple feature of dramatic entertainment from the late fifteenth century until the closing years of Elizabeth’s reign, in which the ‘stations’ of representative figures (e.g., the World, the Flesh, and the Devil) as in The Castle of Perseverance, or value-laden locations (e.g., the tavern) as in The Interlude of Youth, denote the moral choices faced by an Everyman figure in the course of his journey through life.

While the use of antithetical locations is evocative of some aspects of sixteenth-century theatrical practice, a related set of visual signifiers adds a further level of complication to the web of associations between the drama and the art forms familiar to the original audience of the work. As elsewhere in Lylian drama, the stage pictures engineered by the dramatist resolve themselves into emblems denoting moral conditions (cf. the ass’s ears that signal the eponymous hero’s folly in Midas), or defining emotional or spiritual states (cf. the rock, the flower, and the bird into which the recalcitrant nymphs are transformed by Apollo in Love’s Metamorphosis for their resistance to love). Corsites’ dereliction of duty, for example, in contravening Cynthia’s commands (i.e., the besmirching of his faith) is realized in visual terms by the spots with which he is covered by the fairies (cf. ‘For the trespass he hath done,/Spots o’er all his flesh shall run’: 4.3.42–3), while his failure to lift the central figure from his place on the lunary bank signals both the fixity of Endymion’s devotion to Cynthia, and the sovereign nature of the latter’s power. Similarly, the ugliness of Dipsas is an index of the deformity of her mind, while the beard and grey hair that Endymion acquires in the course of his protracted sleep register the length of his somnolent state.

The communication of abstract conditions by pictorial means forges a link between the drama and the emblem literature popular in England throughout the sixteenth century, and the associated woodcuts, familiar to contemporary readers from the title pages of a range of published works, including editions of sixteenth-century plays. The second quarto of Lyly’s Mother Bombie (1598), for example, is ornamented by a device depicting truth being scourged by a hand from the clouds, accompanied by the motto ‘Viressit [sic] vulnere veritas’ (‘By being wounded, truth grows stronger’), while the title page of Campaspe in Blount’s collected edition of 1632 bears the inscription ‘mollia cum duris’ (‘soft things with hard’), a quotation from Ovid, surrounding an engraving of a boy with wings on one arm and a heavy weight in the other. The combination of word and image invites the viewer to ‘read’ a species of ‘speaking picture’,21 a procedure analogous on one level to the experience of the playgoer in encountering a Lylian play, but the spectacles engineered by the dramatist differ from both their graphic and their morality play counterparts in that they evade the one-to-one correlations and fixity of meaning fundamental to both the emblem tradition and homiletic performance conventions. Just as the oppositions of the euphuistic mode generate an awareness of ‘doubleness’, and evoke an inexorable process of change, so the visual universe that Lyly presents is radically unstable, and susceptible to transformation. In Galatea, for example, the tree that offers shelter from the heat of the day to the title-figure, proves to be the site of the virgin sacrifice that threatens her life, while the ‘heap of small pebble’ beside her, was formerly a temple to the gods (cf. Galatea, 1.1.1–39). Similarly, the tree dedicated to Ceres in Love’s Metamorphosis proves to be the arborified Fidelia, while the maidens who do homage before it are transformed into a rock, a flower and a bird (see earlier). In Endymion, Corsites is changed, on stage, by the fairies into a condition ‘more like a leopard than a man’ (4.3.89), only to be restored by Cynthia with the assurance that ‘in place [i.e., the lunary bank] where you received this maim you shall find a medicine’ (4.3.138–9), implying the opposite potentialities of the place where he lies. The fountain that affords the means of Endymion’s release is opaque to all but Eumenides, who is able to discern the words inscribed in its depths; while Bagoa is changed into a tree by Dipsas, and then metamorphosed on stage into her previous shape.

The physical fluidity of the play world clearly corresponds to the shifting emotions of the dramatis personae and the constant inconstancy of the governing figure, but the transformations enacted in the course of the drama do not simply attest in visual terms to the paradoxical relationship between permanence and flux insistently enforced in Lyly’s work. The succession of transformations that take place as the action evolves generates a sense of wonder both inside and outside the play world, contributing, on one level, to the elevation of the monarch whose alter ego is the presiding deity of the piece. At the same time, the pervasive mutability inhabiting every aspect of the drama initiates the spectator into a universe which, in its emphasis on mutation as a fundamental condition, spoke inescapably for a sixteenth-century audience of Ovid. The terms in which Sir Tophas’ speaks of his feelings at 3.3.53 (‘I feel all Ovid’) is an index to an imaginative engagement with the classical writer that spans the entirety of Lyly’s literary career, evidenced not merely in the numerous quotations from a spectrum of Ovid’s works (cf. Endymion, 3.3.46–54), but in the repeated dramatization of the unstable boundary between the human and natural worlds, and the celebration of a universal potentiality for change. The promised transformation of gender that resolves the amatory problems of Galatea, the shower sent by Venus that returns the nymphs of Love’s Metamorphosis to human shape, the on-stage metamorphosis of Endymion from an old man into a youth, and Bagoa’s release from her arboreal state, all open a window onto a world in which every aspect of life is capable of transformation into a new or unexpected form, testifying both to the degree of the dramatist’s immersion in the Ovidian corpus, and the harnessing of a multiplicity of influences, including the classical training with which this essay began, to the service of a multi-layered form of courtly entertainment.

Published in 1591, following the closure of Paul’s Boys, Endymion was not reprinted in the dramatist’s lifetime, though a transfer of publication rights at the close of the century suggests that a second edition may have been planned. An expanded version of the 1591 text, including the songs missing from the 1591 quarto, and the lengthy dumb show at the close of 2.3, appeared, however, in 1632 in Sixe Court Comedies, a collected edition of Lyly’s work published by Edward Blount. Though subsequently neglected until the early nineteenth century, and among the least accessible of Lyly’s plays, the work has been among the more frequently edited and widely discussed of the dramatist’s compositions in modern times,22 lending itself, by virtue of its complex allegory and visual appeal, to a range of critical concerns, from the light shed by its configuration of relationships on the politics of the Elizabethan court,23 to the influence it exerted upon Shakespeare.24 It is the remoteness of the sensibility towards which the play was directed, however, documented by the art forms and social practices inscribed in the work, that constitutes, perhaps, the most interesting aspect of the composition for the twenty-first-century playgoer—and the continuities of a culture, artificially dislocated by conventional literary divisions, to which its ‘divers significations’ (Campaspe, 3.2.24) attest.

NOTES

1. All references Endymion are to David Bevington, ed., Endymion, Revels Plays (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1996), a work to which I am indebted at a number of points in the following discussion. References to other Lylian plays are to the Revels Plays series by Manchester University Press: Campaspe/Sappho and Phao, ed. G. K. Hunter and David Bevington (1991); Galatea/Midas, ed. George K. Hunter and David Bevington (2000); The Woman in the Moon, ed. Leah Scragg (2006); Love’s Metamorphosis, ed. Leah Scragg (2008); Mother Bombie, ed. Leah Scragg (2010). References to Euphues are to Leah Scragg, ed., Euphues: The Anatomy of Wit/Euphues and His England, Revels Plays Companion Library Series (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 2003).

2. Lyly’s fondness for jokes turning on passages from the same schoolboy text is indicated by his more extensive use of the passage on interjections in Mother Bombie (3.2.9–17).

3. For a fuller discussion of the literary antecedents of the Lylian figure see Bevington, ed., Endymion, p. 14.

4. See Leah Scragg, Shakespeare’s Mouldy Tales: Recurrent Plot Motifs in Shakespearian Drama (Harlow: Longman, 1992), pp. 1–11, for a summary of sixteenth-century attitudes to the creative process.

5. For a detailed account of the sources of the Endymion myth, see Bevington, ed., Endymion, pp. 10–11.

6. First published in 1528, and translated by Sir Thomas Holby in 1561, Castiglione’s Il Cortegiano was highly influential in shaping the concept of ideal aristocratic conduct in England. Book four of the work deals with Neoplatonic love.

7. Cf. the ‘questions’ propounded for the amusement of their guests by Fidus’ father and the Lady Flavia in Lyly’s Euphues and His England (pp. 205ff. and 298ff.), reflecting the social practices of the sixteenth-century cultural elite.

8. Campaspe (1584) explores the relationship between the public and private selves of the monarch, for example, while Sappho and Phao (1584) is concerned with the tension between love and chastity (cf. Galatea, 1585), and the sovereign’s superiority to sexual desire.

9. Lyly’s pastoral comedy, Galatea (1585), Spenser’s Colin Clout’s Come Home Again (1591?), a speech on the Queen’s departure delivered at the close of the Entertainment at Elvetham (1591), an ode spoken at the Earl of Cumberland’s Show on Horseback (1600), and Ben Jonson’s satirical play Cynthia’s Revels (1601) are indicative of the number and range of compositions figuring the monarch in the persons of either Cynthia or Diana.

10. See R. Warwick Bond, The Complete Works of John Lyly (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1902), III, pp. 9–10, for a summary of further equations made between the characters of the play and the members of the Elizabethan court.

11. For a detailed discussion of the difficulties surrounding critical attempts to decode the action of the play, see Bevington, ed., Endymion, pp. 27ff.

12. Texts of a number of the entertainments presented before the Queen, including the two referred to here may be found in Bond, Complete Works of John Lyly, I, pp. 417ff.

13. Compare the invitation to the Queen in Sappho and Phao to ‘imagine yourself to be in a deep dream’ (Prologue at the Court, line 16).

14. For a detailed exploration of the range of antithetical devices deployed in Lyly’s work, see Jonas Barish, ‘The Prose Style of John Lyly’, ELH 23 (1956), 14–35, from which the term ‘doubleness’ is drawn. The article remains the most authoritative account of Lyly’s distinctive use of the euphuistic mode.

15. The two epistles prefacing Blount’s edition of Lyly’s work, which constitute the first significant critical pronouncements on the dramatist’s achievement, are reprinted in vol. III of Bond’s Complete Works of John Lyly. Spelling and punctuation have been modernized for the purposes of this essay.

16. Cf. ‘We have mixed mirth with counsel and discipline with delight, thinking it not amiss in the same garden to sow pot-herbs that we set flowers’ (Campaspe, The Prologue at the Blackfriars, lines 26–8), and ‘If you accept this dance of a fairy in a circle, we will hereafter at your wills frame our fingers to all forms’ (Epilogue to Sappho and Phao, lines 9–11).

17. Of Lyly’s eight plays only The Woman in the Moon is not explicitly associated with Paul’s Boys by a title-page announcement, while the dramatist’s involvement in the affairs of the company is attested by a variety of contemporary records.

18. The boys of King Edward VI School, Stratford-upon-Avon. The production took place on 8 February 2009, under the auspices of Globe Education (The Education Department of Shakespeare’s Globe, London), and was directed by Perry Mills.

19. Compare the contemporary practice of wearing portraits, enclosed within brooches or pendants, both as a means of personal adornment and a covert pledge between lovers, or courtier and sovereign.

20. Mother Bombie and The Woman in the Moon are exceptions, in that the former is structured on a Roman New Comedy model and takes place in an urban location defined by house-fronts facing a street, while the action of the latter is overseen throughout by deities situated above the principal playing space.

21. The term is drawn from The Defence of Poesy by Sir Philip Sidney (composed circa 1580). See Sir Philip Sidney, The Oxford Authors, ed. Katherine Duncan-Jones (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), p. 217.

22. Compare Joseph Houppert’s observation that Endymion ‘is Lyly’s Hamlet’. No historical or allegorical approach satisfies more than a few critics; the ending shrouds the play in ambiguity; and there are so many fashionable topics that every man finds something of interest’ (John Lyly (Boston: Twayne Publishers, 1975), p. 96).

23. See N. J. Halpin, Oberon’s Vision in ‘The Midsummer-Night’s Dream’, Illustrated by a Comparison with Lylie’s ‘Endymion’, Shakespeare Society (London, 1842), which seeks to decode the drama in terms of a one-to-one equation between the dramatis personae and members of the Elizabethan court. Bond provides an equally detailed list in parallel with Halpin’s in vol. III of his Complete Works of John Lyly (p. 10). For a more sophisticated exploration of the play in terms of the tensions within court circles in the latter half of the sixteenth-century, see Michael Pincombe, The Plays of John Lyly; Eros and Eliza (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1996), pp. 79–109.

24. Bond, for example, lists instances of Shakespeare’s indebtedness to the play (Complete Works of John Lyly, II, p. 297), while G. K. Hunter in John Lyly: The Humanist as Courtier (London: Routledge, 1962) argues, in the course of a discussion of the ‘symmetries’ of the work, that it is ‘the play which seems to have influenced Shakespeare most directly’ (p. 192).


CHAPTER 20
CEREMONY AND SELFHOOD IN THE COMEDY OF ERRORS (c.1592)

ALISON FINDLAY

SHAKESPEARE’S The Comedy of Errors was published for the first time in the 1623 Folio but composed late in the reign of Elizabeth I, the first recorded performance being at Gray’s Inn on 28 December 1594. The play is based on classical Plautine farce: the Menaechmi provides the plot of mistaken identity caused by twins while the romantic plot with Adriana feasting Antipholus of Syracuse comes from Amphitruo, another play by Plautus.1 Richard Dutton has identified a source for the name of Antipholus in what was, for Renaissance readers, one the most famous essays of classical antiquity, Lucian’s περιτου μη ρωδιϖσ πιστευιεν διαβοληι, translated into Latin as Calumnia non temere credulum [On not believing too rashly in slander].2 Lucian’s story of Apelles of Ephesus being slandered by a rival called Antipolus is, like Shakespeare’s Plautine sources, located firmly in the distant classical past. Nevertheless, The Comedy of Errors is almost obsessively concerned with the minutiae of social decorum in the present: in the immediacy of performance and in the present of late Tudor England.

The play dramatizes repeated breakdowns in the ceremonial structures that govern social interaction in everyday life. In Act 2 Scene 2, for example, Adriana steps out of her house to find her husband and beckon him to her, only to receive strange looks and frowns. She is insulted; challenging him that such behaviour desecrates her identity: ‘I am not Adriana, nor thy wife’. She then asks ‘How comes it now, my husband, O how comes it/That thou art then estranged from thyself?’ (2.2.119–20). Her questions are both the cause and the effect of acute embarrassment at an encounter which should be intimate (with the husband with whom she is ‘incorporate’) and yet happens in public: in the street at Ephesus and on the stage. The immediate explanation for this breakdown in social decorum is, of course, the error of mistaken identity. Adriana greets Antipholus of Syracuse rather than his identical twin brother. The play’s farcical miss-encounters are hilarious, but the laughter they provoke is brittle. It is born of an embarrassment that is, in turn, born of recognition: a recognition that urban social order is as fragile as egg shell, always on the verge of collapse in the present of late Tudor London no less than on the streets of Ephesus.

Social anthropologist Erving Goffman noted the significance of everyday, apparently trivial ceremonies such as greetings and partings as a form of social glue. ‘The gestures which we sometimes call empty are perhaps in fact the fullest things of all’, he remarked, arguing that through observance of a series of formal but habitual everyday rituals ‘guided by ceremonial obligations and expectations, a constant flow of indulgences is spread throughout society’, reminding each individual how to hold themselves together ‘as a well demeaned person’ who also affirms the ‘sacred quality’ of others around him or her.3 Given the importance of everyday interaction rituals, the errors in Shakespeare’s comedy dramatize not just a trauma of personal identity being suddenly, inexplicably, eroded, as Barbara Freedman has argued.4 Interactions rituals between Adriana and Antipholus of Syracuse, the Antipholi masters and their servant Dromios, followed by failed exchanges between these figures and the population of Ephesus work cumulatively as a form of social erosion. When Adriana asks Antipholus of Syracuse ‘how comes it/That thou art then estranged from thyself?/Thyself I call it, being strange to me’ (2.2.119–21), she highlights how his loss of selfhood or proper demeanour triggers a domino effect in which other social identities are damaged. Goffman’s analysis of ‘face-work’, the term he coins for the shifting dynamics between individuals, is particularly appropriate for reading Comedy of Errors which dramatizes the processes of ‘losing face’ or ‘being in the wrong face’ and being ‘out of face’ very literally in the case of the Antipholi and the Dromios.

According to Goffman, a person may be said to ‘be out of face’ when she or ‘he participates in contact with others without having ready a line of the kind participants in such situations are expected to take’.5 Antipholus and Dromio of Syracuse are in just such positions when these strangers are mistaken for their twins in the city of Ephesus and its social networks. To be strangers in a new environment already increases the risk in any social encounter, and here the characters are plunged into encounters in media res without any preparation for the roles they are expected to play. Each experiences situations when they are ‘Known unto these, and to myself disguised’ (2.2.214); their proper ‘face’ in the encounter is hidden from them. Thus, Antipholus of Syracuse is nonplussed by Adriana’s lengthy, passionate appeal for marital fidelity, and has no ready line of response beyond the formally polite greeting ‘Plead you to me fair dame? I know you not’ (2.2.147). His slave Dromio is equally outfaced by Luciana’s order to ‘go bid the servants spread for dinner’ (2.2.187) and cannot perform his usual role as servant. He is scolded as a drone, snail, slug, and idiot for musing rather than moving about his business (2.2.194).

Antipholus and Dromio of Ephesus, Adriana, Luciana, and the merchants of the city are all placed in ‘strange’ and potentially embarrassing situations when they encounter unexpected behaviour from the aliens, or from the situations caused by them. Adriana interprets Antipholus and Dromio of Syracuse’s amazement as mockery of her grief, objecting ‘Come, come, no longer will I be a fool’ to weep ‘whilst man and master laughs my woes to scorn’ (2.2.203–5). Faced with Antipholus of Syracuse’s declarations of love, Luciana reprimands him ‘be not thy tongue thine own shame’s orator’ (3.2.10), counselling him to show the proper form of husbandly affection ‘in thy looks at board’—that is, in his table manners—even if he does not love Adriana (3.2.18). In matters of hospitality, Antipholus of Ephesus loses face completely in the company of his business associates. His expectation that ‘cheer’ and ‘your good welcome’ will ‘answer my good will’ (3.1.19–20) is spectacularly disappointed by the closed door and Adriana’s denial of his status ‘Your wife, sir knave? Go, get you from the door’ (3.1.64). His Dromio’s rhyming fourteeners add to the taunt, telling Antipholus ‘Your cake here is warm within; you stand here in the cold/It would make a man mad as a buck to be so bought and sold’ (3.1.71–2). As these lines indicate, Antipholus’ loss of face is all the more extreme because the play emphasizes dining etiquette as an important part of social interaction. Antipholus of Syracuse appoints dinner time as the hour of his return to the inn and invites the first merchant to join him. The latter politely excuses himself, explaining that he is already ‘invited’ to dine with fellow merchants, but promises to meet later (1.2.23–7). Adriana and Dromio of Ephesus both interpret their master’s failure to come home to dinner on time as a ‘default’ or offence (1.2.52), a view he shares since he asks Angelo to excuse their lateness (3.1.1–2).

Maintaining or desecrating small ceremonies of greeting and hospitality impacts on the Ephesian economy. The First Merchant explains he hopes ‘to make much benefit’ from his dinner with the other merchants (1.2.25). To compensate for giving ‘neither cheer, sir, nor welcome’ at home (3.1.19–20), Antipholus must entertain his guests at the Porpentine. His phrase ‘this jest shall cost me some expense’ implies a risk to his social credit as well as the cost of the dinner (3.1.123). Angelo’s failure to return to this meal is a failure of decorum which results in the mis-delivery of the chain to Antipholus of Syracuse and brings Angelo’s own credit with both Antipholus of Ephesus and the Second Merchant into doubt. Antipholus of Ephesus complains ‘Belike you thought our love would last too long/If it were chain’d together, and therefore came not’ (4.1.25–6). The breakdown of trust between merchants escalates when their ‘credit’ is questioned in immediate, material terms because of the chain. Each begins to suspect the polite forms of address are a disguise for dishonesty.

ANGELO. Nay come, I pray you, sir, give me the chain;

Both wind and tide stays for this gentleman,

And I, to blame, have held him here too long.

EPH. ANT. Good Lord! You use this dalliance to excuse

Your breach of promise to the Porpentine;

I should have chid you for not bringing it,

But like a shrew you first begin to brawl.

SEC. MER. The hour steals on; I pray you, sir, dispatch

(4.1.45–52)

The domino effect of Angelo’s discourteous failure to attend the meal or send a message is illustrated in the quick-fire exchange between the three men. Angelo is infuriated when Antipholus says that he has not received the chain and is wronged. He protests in turn ‘You wrong me more, sir, in denying it./Consider how is stands upon my credit’ (4.1.66–9), only to be arrested by the Second Merchant. Angelo deflects the arrest onto Antipholus on the grounds that to ‘scorn me so apparently’ in denying the chain is a ‘notorious shame’ that breaches any brotherly trust between them. Antipholus, in turn, threatens that Angelo ‘will buy this sport as dear/As all the metal in your shop will answer’ (4.1.79–86). Prestige and self-worth are just as much at stake as gold in the encounter. Both Antipholus and Angelo strive to maintain projected claims of worth in the triple sense of financial credit, social or emotional status, and honesty (like the ambiguous understanding of Antonio as a ‘good man’ in Merchant of Venice 1.3.11). However, as Goffman outlines, ‘when an event throws doubt upon, or discredits these claims’ the individuals’ responses are ‘now out of place’, their sense of self is threatened, which has damaging consequences for others in the immediate vicinity:

Having no settled and legitimate object to which to play out their own unity, the others find themselves unfixed and discomforted. This is why embarrassment seems to be contagious, spreading, once started, in ever widening circles of discomforture.6

The Second Merchant is affected contagiously by ‘the charge, the shame, imprisonment’ caused by Antipholus’ bad behaviour (5.1.18–21). Even the Courtesan is discomforted when she confronts the wrong Antipholus to recover her forty-ducats’ worth of property, and her polite greeting ‘well met, Master Antipholus’ (4.3.43) is rudely ignored and she is demonized. Her faith in the integrity of social rituals to guarantee material exchange is such that she cannot believe Antipholus would ‘cheat me so’ and concludes he is mad ‘Else would he never so demean himself’ (4.3.75–9).

In order to mitigate the embarrassment or potential violence evoked by such moments of risk, the social collective in which the ‘outfaced’ individual finds him- or herself, takes a great deal of trouble to ignore the individual’s aberrant behaviour and find ways to integrate him or her into the forms which are expected (when all else fails, the non-cooperative individual must be declared mad in order to maintain the integrity of the social ceremonies, as the Courtesan’s words show). Numerous more successful micro-accommodations occur earlier in the play. When Dromio of Ephesus is asked where he has put the money Antipholus of Syracuse gave him, for example, Dromio ignores Antipholus’ reference to them both as ‘strangers here’ (1.2.60) and covers the eccentricity of this question by assuming his master is deliberately digressing from the matter in hand (the request to come home) with a joke, pleading ‘I pray you jest sir, as you sit at dinner’ (1.2.62). Adriana, rather than suspecting Antipholus of Syracuse’s place and person, sharply warns him ‘How ill agrees it with your gravity/To counterfeit thus grossly with your slave’ (2.2.168–9).

So compelling is the power of social decorum that Antipholus of Syracuse is not able to withdraw from the encounter with Adriana, and does not ‘hurl the name of husband in my face’ (2.2.135), as well he might. The taboo against violating a greeting designed to mitigate personal risk at such pivotal moments, means, pace Goffman, he ‘leaves unstated facts that might … contradict and embarrass the positive claims made by others’ in this case Adriana and Luciana.7 Since she and Luciana ‘call us by our names’ (2.2.166), he allows himself to ‘entertain the offer’d fallacy’ and go along with it until he knows the nature of the ‘sure uncertainty’ or error that has put him in this position (2.2.185–6). His Dromio is likewise drawn into the household and adopts the role of porter, as commanded by Adriana, with vigour. The errors of perception, the ensuing embarrassment, and the extreme lengths to which characters go in order to maintain social decorum are the source of much comedy; audience members are encouraged to laugh at and with the struggles of characters who adopt protective manoeuvres to ensure the safe continuity of social negotiation. In Antipholus’ response in 2.2., for example, we see how Antipholus of Syracuse continues to operate discreetly; to show ‘respect and politeness, making sure to extend to others any ceremonial treatment that might be their due’,8 even though this is illogical.

To cooperate in the micro-ceremonies of polite interaction holds dangers. As a result of the power of such ceremonies, both sets of twins become possessed by others beyond the literal, physical sense (when Adriana confines Antipholus of Syracuse in her house and Antipholus of Ephesus is imprisoned by Dr Pinch). As they play along with face-work of day-to-day interactions, the Syracusian twins’ identities are taken over, or possessed, by those of their Ephesian counterparts. The Ephesian twins are, in turn, dispossessed when their identities are usurped by others. Anxieties about identity theft and property theft are, arguably, particular to expanding urban environments like late Tudor London. Martine van Elk has argued that The Comedy of Errors engages with the popularity of cony-catching pamphlets published around the time of its composition, to address a basic anxiety about meeting fellow inhabitants of the city, ‘one that had a specific resonance in the theater, as many contemporary warnings about the presence of cutpurses, pickpockets, and cony catchers in the audience testify’.9 The play’s action, like cony-catching practices, moves with a rapidity that deflects immediate attention away from the emotional effects of flawed social interactions. Characters have little or no time to think about what has just happened before they face the next encounter. Spectators’ omniscience sets them up to anticipate and enjoy comic effects of the errors. The play thus shifts the focus of anxiety from crises over personal identity to the erosion of social order.

Farce in The Comedy of Errors shows that urban social order is always precarious, on edge, and likely to tumble down like a house of cards. The violent consequences of broken micro-ceremonies are hinted at when the Ephesian Antipholus sends for a crowbar to break down the door of his house or when his Dromio is humiliated and beaten for being ‘sensible in nothing but blows’ because he has brought a rope, as commanded, rather than the gold to bail Antipholus from arrest (4.4.15–25). At a verbal level, characters hurl heated and accusatory rhetoric or accusations of madness at each other when they are no longer able to uphold the rituals of successful interaction. By comically representing these over-reactions, along with the under-reactions of those desperately trying to accommodate the unexpected so as to maintain decorum, The Comedy of Errors shows just how important social ceremonies are and how little we have by way of social resources to manage them. One can see the immediacy of this point at a local level. At the play’s first recorded performance at Gray’s Inn on 28 December 1594, boundaries blurred between the Errors enacted on the stage and the confusion amongst the audience at the Christmas revels. Spectators invaded the stage causing such disorder that the ‘night was begun, and continued to the end, in nothing but Confusion and Errors, whereupon it was ever afterwards called The Night of Errors’.10 Festive disorder was appropriate to the revels season but was probably far from pleasing for members of Shakespeare’s acting company. Because the performance itself collapsed into farce, its audience probably missed moments of error in the play which create a very different mood.

Alongside the frantic social exchanges discussed so far runs a story of loss, despair, and miraculous recovery introduced by the framing plot. Egeon’s opening lines ‘Proceed Solinus, to procure my fall/And by the doom of death end woes and all’ (1.1.1–2) set the scene for a Christian romance. Indeed, its engagement with Christian teaching is highlighted by Shakespeare’s change of the Plautine setting of Epidamnum to Ephesus, the scene of St Paul’s visit in Acts 19 and one of the early Christian communities to which he addressed advice (Ephesians I and II). As critics have noted, another notable influence for Egeon’s story of spiritual pilgrimage is John Gower’s account of Apollonius of Tyre in the Confessio Amantis, a text Shakespeare used again in Pericles.11 Martine van Elk has usefully pointed out that Egeon’s quiet resignation to death is typical of the despair of the fallen heroes of Christian romance whose spiritual apathy makes them unable to help themselves. The reflective atmosphere of the play’s first scene, advertised in Egeon’s story, conjures up a strange, affective energy that is felt immediately by the Duke and runs through the rest of the play. A curious transgression of etiquette occurs when Egeon refers to the Duke by his first name, creating a human intimacy between the two as Egeon ‘dilate[s] at full’ his ‘griefs unspeakable’ (1.1.31–2 and 121–3). Egeon’s ‘sad stories’ (1.1.120) of the loss of sons and wife have an immediate effect on the Duke who vows he would risk his soul to save Egeon and grants him a day’s reprieve (1.1.142–5). Kent Cartwright perceptively comments that Egeon’s dilating pity ‘creates a dramaturgical field of associative or telepathic energy to produce an emotion that finally takes on its own life’ in the play.12 In the 1983 BBC television production, directed by James Cellan Jones, all those on stage in the first scene make ostentatious use of handkerchiefs, but, significantly, do not offer Egeon any financial help.13 It is only the miraculous intervention of the Abbess at the close of the play that can release Egeon’s bonds and resolve the day’s errors in a triumphant reunion of the family.

The play’s Christian significance would have been amplified at the Gray’s Inn performance and that at Court in 1606, both of which took place on the Day of Holy Innocents (28 December). Arthur Kinney’s important reading of The Comedy of Errors argues that the play is ‘a kind of parable for that occasion’, staging ‘a move from the painful memory of a slaughter of innocents to the joy of the knowledge of providence which lies through and beyond such bloodshed during the celebration of Christ’s birth’.14 The slaughter of innocents is echoed in Egeon’s loss of his children and in his helplessness in the face of the Duke’s Herod-like death sentence. Antipholus of Syracuse represents a more active portrait of the spiritual pilgrim, in danger of losing himself when faced with the temptations of Adriana and Luciana in his quest for a lost brother and for ‘mine own content’ (1.2.33–40). The Christian parable concludes with the Abbess’ annunciation of a second nativity which echoes the Christmas season. Kinney argues that the providential restoration of an extended family in the final stage tableau presents ‘the very heart of Christian theology in a living icon’.15

Kinney’s reading takes its cue from M. C. Bradbrook’s observation that in the providential pattern of the history plays Shakespeare was ‘adapting the forms of the old Faith to the glory of the new state, as any good Protestant would do’.16 Other historicist readings have stressed the play’s connection to the religious politics of late Tudor England. The Counter-Reformation mission in England since 1581 and the Spanish Armada in 1588 certainly made religious affiliation a topical subject when the play was composed (c.1589–94). Anthony Miller discusses the discord between Syracuse and Ephesus as reworking the enmity that existed between England and Spain since 1586, ‘when Philip II had placed an embargo on trade with England, ordered Spanish ports to seize English shipping, and instructed authorities to arrest Englishmen and confiscate their goods’.17 Reading from a protestant perspective, Egeon’s deliverance re-enacts at micro-level the providential deliverance of England from the threat of catholic invasion and the Spanish Armada. T. W. Baldwin suggested another source for Egeon’s role, in the execution of a Jesuit priest, William Hartley, in 1588.18 Donna Hamilton reads the play as a commentary on the embattled nature of the Church of England, caught between Roman Catholicism and extreme puritan beliefs.19 Richard Dutton suggests that its confusions over identity between the Syracusian Christians and the Ephesian Turks model Counter-Reformation anxieties where religious ‘identities and allegiances depended as never before on an inscrutable inner faith in a way that generated suspicion, mistrust, and false understandings’.20

The event which stood behind and before all formations of spiritual and national identity in late Tudor England was, of course, the Reformation. This was an ever-resonant cultural trauma that, for the majority of Tudor subjects, remained submerged, forgotten in the processes of everyday life. As the relative paucity of challenges and disputes relating to religious practice in the legal records shows, the Reformation’s dislocatory effects surfaced only at rare, spectacular moments like the Armada threat, the executions of Jesuit priests or recusants in London, and the polemic outbursts of religious extremism that appeared in sermons or in print, or at a more local level in fines for non-attendance at church. The pattern of religious allusions in The Comedy of Errors functions in a similarly erratic way, erupting in the midst of pressing human interactions through which characters direct their progress across the city and the play. For example, Dromio responds to Luciana’s command ‘go bid the servants spread for dinner’ with ‘O for my beads; I cross me for a sinner’ to protect him in a ‘land of sprites’ (2.2.187–9). The Syracusian twins’ claims that Ephesus is filled with temptation in the form of ‘soul-killing witches that deform the body’ (1.2.100), or ‘Lapland sorcerers’ (4.3.11), and that the Courtesan is ‘mistress Satan’ (4.3.47) appear ridiculously outlandish.

Critics have noted that the play’s Christian narrative collides into the Plautine farce with strange effects. Martine van Elk’s sensitive consideration of its generic mixture argues that Shakespeare places farce and romance in competition with each other but allows neither genre to win, producing instead a sympathetic amalgamation of the two in ‘mystical affinity’ at the end.21 Arthur Kinney refers back to the earlier tradition of religious drama to offer an explanation, drawing attention to the mixture of broad comedy and wonder in scenes like the sheep stealing and nativity in Secunda Pastorum. Although this particular play is not typical of the mystery cycles, they do contain comic scenes such as the physical comedy surrounding Herod’s ranting or the failure of characters like Joseph or Noah’s wife to understand the divine narrative into which they have been cast, a source of amusement for more knowing spectators. The combination of wonder, broad comedy, and the perspectives of everyday life make traditional religious drama a very appropriate analogue to read the kinds of effects in The Comedy of Errors. Indeed, Kinney points out that it is ‘from first to last a play of effects’ which keeps the audience wondering.22 After the first scene, there is no sustained emotional focus for the sympathies which Egeon’s story has generated. Instead, the play offers moments of intensely affective soliloquy or exchange which function as emotional flashpoints in the midst of physical comedy and fast movement across the stage. How do spectators respond? William N. West argues that the confusion of identities in the plot probably confused early audiences as well and ‘may be a symptom of a shift in the protocols of mimesis, when it is no longer clear how to understand what one is watching’.23 We could add that confusion also operates on an affective level: at many points it is unclear how one should be feeling.

A notable example is the exchange in which Antipholus of Ephesus fails to acknowledge his father. The breakdown of proper ceremonial treatment in a social interaction here is deadly serious for the characters involved, although the audience’s knowledge that this is a mistake translates the tragic import to potentially ridiculous histrionics. The apparent desecration of greeting is literally a matter of life and death since Antipholus is Egeon’s last hope of reprieve from execution. Dismayed, he appeals to his son:

EGEON. Why look you strange upon me? you know me well.

EPH. ANT. I never saw you in my life till now.

EGEON. O! grief hath chang’d me since you saw me last

And careful hours with time’s deformed hand

Have written strange defeatures in my face;

But tell me yet, does thou not know my voice?

EPH. ANT. Neither.

EGEON. Dromio, northou?

EPH. DRO. No, trust me sir, nor I.

EGEON. I am sure thou dost?

EPH. DRO. Ay sire, but I am sure I do not, and whatsoever

a man denies, you are bound to believe him.

EGEON. Not know my voice? O time’s extremity,

Hast thou so crack’d and splitted my poor tongue

In seven short years, that here my only son

Knows not my feeble key of untun’d cares?

(5.1.296–310)

Having failed to gain any acknowledgement from Antipholus, Egeon’s only explanation is the embarrassment caused by his present situation. ‘perhaps, my son,/Thou sham’st to acknowledge me in my misery’ (5.1.321–2) he laments, echoing Christ facing Peter’s three-fold denial (Luke 22:54–62). The seriousness of the appeal, the sympathy it elicits, and the religious allusion in the denial make this moment awkward for spectators as well as for on-stage characters. It produces a theatre-wide embarrassment which may or may not result in laughter from the auditorium.

In order to explore the play’s strange effects more fully it is useful to return to Kent Cartwright’s argument that The Comedy of Errors generates a free-floating emotional magnetism. Through sympathetic engagement, characters (and by implication, spectators) are possessed by an ‘amplification and dilation’ of the emotional encounters staged by the actors speaking for/as characters.24 The migratory nature of emotional identification goes some way to explain the weirdness of mood and affective confusion experienced by audiences. Cartwright suggests that psychic emotional kinship in the play is forged through language. The Dromios’ quick wordplay and sensitivity makes them powerful catalysts for the emotional reciprocity which the play engineers between characters and spectators by means of repetition and ‘contagious sympathy’. The Dromios offer access to the real, in the Lacanian sense of more vivid or amplified emotional experiences, which they refer to as ‘magic’. Cartwright identifies this with medieval mysticism and lost wholeness of being.25

In The Comedy of Errors such moments of magic (or emotional nightmare) are embedded in the densely woven fabric of social interactions. Lalita Pandit’s use of cognitive poetics to read the ‘dynamics of cognition and emotion’ by which characters appraise each other deepens our understanding of the play’s affective power at a micro-level of ritual interactions. Cognitive poetics extends the linguistic model of deixis—reference to the situational coordinates of a person—to analyse the self-centred, relational, spatial, epistemic, and temporal fields found in literature and theatre. Spectators (or readers) place themselves emotionally in relation to the identities, situations, places, judgements of truth, and time zones represented in the text.26 The entrances and exits in The Comedy of Errors are thus not only movements of bodies across the stage; meetings and partings ‘are part of trajectories, defined relative to specific locations, particularly locations bound up with a mental model of being at home (in deictic space)’.27 Following Pandit’s insights, we can argue that the crises of loss, displacement, and miraculous restoration of self experienced by Egeon in the framing plot and echoed by the Antipholi and Dromios and the parties with whom they interact, engaged with the fears and hopes of Tudor spectators and those of subsequent individuals and ensembles who witness the staged interactions.

For late Tudor spectators, the play’s combination of Christian parable and farce caters precisely to their experience as post-Reformation subjects. Living some fifty years after Henry VIII’s break with Rome, in the midst of a quickly developing urban capitalist economy, they were still subject to its repercussions in more or less immediate ways. Most did not have time to question the nature of the theological debates which followed the shifts of Reformation and Counter-Reformation politics, or ponder the meaning of spectacular events like executions of Jesuit priests. They got on with their day-to-day lives, familiar with the Book of Common Prayer and following the liturgy as an integrated part of their everyday interactions. The play speaks to this experience in its dramatization of a fast-paced market economy on the streets of Ephesus whose business is weirdly interrupted by emotionally disturbing, and spiritually resonant moments.

The cultural system of Ephesus involving social rituals, memory, pressures of time, repressed or sublimated violence, and ‘errors’ functions as a microcosmic model of the issues that were played out on the Tudor political stage. The national and historical realms inform the local and daily, even though no direct correspondences are made or need to be made. The ever-resonant effects of the Reformation are replayed in a Plautine farce through crises of mistaken identity, marital disharmony, and loss of selfhood. Shankar Raman’s incisive account of memory and market forces in The Comedy of Errors shows how the play dramatizes the loss of ‘shared communal memory conferred by a secular or religious civitas’ and the shift to an economy in which ‘the recognition of one’s self by another’ in systems of social or monetary exchange becomes the mechanism through which individuals ‘complete’ themselves via mutual recognition.28 It is because local, diurnal exchanges now carry responsibility for shared communal memory that their breakdown in The Comedy of Errors is so emotionally resonant. The failure to maintain ceremonial propriety at a personal level of interaction exposes the fragility of the social order in the marketplace of Ephesus and in late Tudor England.

Marriage stood at the heart of the ‘little commonwealth’ of the early modern family.29 Antipholus of Syracuse’s erratic appearance puts such strain on social interactions between husband and wife that it widens rifts in the marriage of Adriana and Antipholus of Ephesus and exposes the fragility of the whole institution as a foundation of social order. There is something hilarious and outrageous in the suggestion of incest as one brother is substituted for another. Adriana’s physical assault on the wrong Antipholus comically undoes St Paul’s doctrines on the indivisibility of a man and wife’s flesh (and St Peter’s of the wife as weaker vessel) (Paul 1 Ephesians 5:21–33 and 1 Corinthians 6:15–20) even as she invokes them:

Come, I will fasten on this sleeve of thine;

Thou art an elm, my husband, I a vine,

Whose weakness married to thy stronger state

Makes me with thy strength to communicate.

(2.2.173–6)

The consecration of husbands’ and wives’ bodies to each other as the basis of companionate marriage is rendered dangerously unstable when Adriana complains against his infidelity. Protesting that if she played false like him he would ‘from my false hand cut the wedding ring/And break it with a deep-divorcing vow’ (2.2.137–8), she is, ironically, setting out on a path to commit adultery herself.

At the same time as being a source of laughter, Adriana is undoubtedly the most sympathetic character of the play. She has extensive lines through which to dilate emotionally the suffering she feels in her frustrated attempts to maintain her home as a deitic centre, both of her selfhood and of the play-world. The complaint of an unjustly deserted wife whose personal identity must inevitably fade through lack of social interaction, is articulated with striking immediacy:

His company must do his minions grace,

Whilst I at home starve for a merry look.

Hath homely age th’ alluring beauty took

From my poor cheek? Then he hath wasted it.

(2.1.87–90)

The shock Adriana experiences when Antipholus (of Syracuse) refuses to recognize her as his wife but ‘look[s] strange and frown[s]’, because, she believes, ‘some other mistress hath thy sweet aspects’ (2.2.110–12) is accompanied by pitiful nostalgia for ‘the time was once’ when her husband could not live without her words, touch, sight, or care. Shakespeare returned to Adriana’s heartfelt complaint, rewriting it in the words of Katherine of Aragon in Henry VIII, co-authored with Fletcher in 1613. In The Comedy of Errors any resonance of the divorce between Henry and Katherine (made on the grounds of brotherly consanguinity) is accidental. Nevertheless, the consequences of this national event inevitably rippled through Tudor understandings of Christian marriage as ‘indissoluble glue’.30 The slanders that characters launch at each other in the play pick up on such fault lines in Tudor ideology.

Adriana’s strong claim on audience sympathies is by no means exclusive. Whatever the extent of Antipholus of Ephesus’s infidelity, when Antipholus of Syracuse protests his abhorrence for Adriana and his preference for Luciana, it is clear that he is speaking the truth:

Your weeping sister is no wife of mine,

Nor to her bed no homage do I owe;

Far more, far more to you do I decline …

(3.2.42–4)

The affective power of the theatre in which these words are spoken live allows sympathy to coexist for both parties and to circulate freely between them. The Comedy of Errors manages a brilliant emotional balancing act. It gives full weight to the undeserved pain of Adriana, to Antipholus of Syracuse’s fears and desires, to Antipholus of Ephesus’s anger, and to the sense of injustice felt by both Dromios, while legitimating the perspectives of each. It thus encourages spectators to understand difference feelingly and accommodate it sympathetically. Adriana speaks directly to this aim in her lines

A wretched soul bruis’d with adversity

We bid be quiet when we hear it cry;

But were we burden’d with like weight of pain,

As much, or more, we should ourselves complain.

(2.1.34–7)

In order for society to function adequately, the pressing need to maintain integrity, to be true to oneself, is set against the need to understand and accommodate the positions of others. The play dramatizes this delicate balance in interaction ceremonies where characters have to save or maintain face in a variety of increasingly difficult situations. Antipholus of Syracuse speaks for the majority of those on stage in his anxiety about being ‘a traitor to myself’ and determination to avoid interactions where ‘myself be guilty to self-wrong’ (3.2.161–2). These words have moral significance as part of Antipholus’ spiritual quest through temptation and refer as well to his social integrity. Goffman’s interpersonal rituals of maintaining face carry particular resonance in the emerging urban climate where it is no longer possible to tell exactly where you are going or what you are reading in others. ‘Different societies’ will require individuals to ‘show self-respect, abjuring certain actions’ Goffman notes, while forcing them ‘to perform others even though they cost him [or her] dearly’.31 The individual who is given a ‘face’, an identity within the community, is responsible for maintaining the smooth flow of social interaction therein. Antipholus of Syracuse gives a vivid account of the experience of personal reformation, asking Luciana directly ‘Would you create me new?/Transform me then, and to your power I’ll yield’ (3.2.37–40).

In contrast to the ‘yielding’ of oneself to re-creational influences, The Comedy of Errors stages examples of religious paranoia and persecutory practice as comic errors. Syracusian Dromio probably speaks to the cumulative experience of Tudor spectators when he asks his Antipholus ‘Was there ever any man thus beaten out of season,/When in the why and the wherefore is neither rhyme nor reason?’ (2.2.47–8). To most Tudor subjects, the extreme polarization of religious affiliations that took place in the late sixteenth century must have seemed extraordinary. A post-Reformation history of persecution and counter-persecution which was memorialized in polemical texts like William Allen’s A briefe historie of the glorious martyrdom of XII. reuerend priests, executed vvithin these tvveluemonethes for confession and defence of the Catholike faith (1582) or Foxe’s Book of Martyrs (1563, reprinted 1583) is parodied in the physical beatings suffered by the innocent Dromios, neither of whom can be the servant of two masters. Dromio of Syracuse turns unjust persecution into a game of religious football where he is kicked between his master and mistress since, being beaten ‘a/cross’ the head, ‘Between you I shall have a holy head’ (2.1.80).

Hyperbolic interpretations of everyday encounters are also laid open to mockery. Even the biblical militarism of 1 Ephesians chapter 6, where the Christian is exhorted to put on the armour of God, is subject to comic reformation in Dromio of Syracuse’s paraphrase as he seeks to defend himself from the predatory kitchen wench Nell. He protests he ‘ran from her as a witch/And I think if my breast had not been made of faith, and my heart of steel,/She had transform’d me to a curtal dog and made me turn i’th’ wheel’ (3.2.143–5). The arrest of Antipholus of Ephesus by ‘one that, before the judgement, carries poor souls to hell’ (4.2.40), exposes the judicial system (whose most prominent victim is Egeon) as erroneous and arbitrary by alluding, as Foakes notes, to the debtors’ prison popularly known as Hell (see Foakes’ edition, p. 70). The most exaggerated caricature of religious paranoia, polemic, and persecution is, of course, Dr Pinch who assaults Antipholus of Ephesus with ‘holy prayers’ in an attempt to exorcize ‘Satan, hous’d within this man’ (4.4.51–2) and bring the subject forcibly out of the ‘state of darkness’ (4.4.54) into the light of reformed religious insight. Ephesian Antipholus’ blunt response ‘Peace, doting wizard, peace’ (4.4.56) offers spectators a clear line on religious extremism of any denomination.

At a structural level, Shakespeare’s refashioning of doubled identities undoes the tightly-knit religious polemic of post-Reformation England. Raman reminds us that, from Cicero, memory is understood as ‘a form of doubling, a re-presentation of what had gone before: not in its living presence but in its image, its name’.32 Antipholus and Dromio of Syracuse experience doublings of themselves that bring together the image and name of the past and the new re-formed identities:

SYR. DRO. I am transformed, master, am I not?

SYR. ANTO. I think thou art in mind, and so am I.

SYR. DRO. Nay, master, both in mind and in my shape.

SYR. ANT. Thou hast thine own form.

SYR. DRO. No, I am an ape.

(2.2.195–9)

As this conversation suggests, the indistinguishable Antipholi and Dromios mark both transformation and sameness. The doubling of their names and forms means that they function as revenants: each twin’s name and form keeps alive the memory of his other/brother. In religious terms, since conversion affects the inner person but appearance is unchanged, Dromio and Antipholus keep their forms and the ‘translated’ or Ephesian reformed versions exist alongside, as copies which are indistinguishable from the original, unreformed selves. Doubling thus creates an opportunity for sympathetic accommodation between what appear to be diametrically opposed inner selves. William West points out that ‘in the theatres of the 1580s and 1590s, actors, audiences, and playwrights reevaluated and revalued confusion—the power of performances to misprize, deceive, and disorder—as necessary, not inevitably ruinous, and, finally, productive’.33 The confusion of characters and spectators in The Comedy of Errors is positive because it unfixes belief, it allows for self-reorientation.

Antipholus of Syracuse expresses the need for meetings with the alien other in order to find peace and completeness, even though this will mean the dissolution of his distinctive individuality:

I to the world am like a drop of water

That in the ocean seeks another drop,

Who, falling there to find his fellow forth,

(Unseen, inquisitive) confounds himself.

So I, to find a mother and a brother,

In quest of them, unhappy, lose myself.

(1.2.35–40)

His acknowledgement that individuality is insufficient since it cannot bring content expresses a utopian desire for seamless community whose affective power must have been significant in the socio-political environment of late Tudor England where every subject’s body was the Queen’s to command but every subject’s soul and beliefs were his or her own. The play’s dilating telepathic sympathies function to make spectators appreciate difference: to understand it feelingly and accommodate it sympathetically. The utopian sense of completeness described by Antipholus may be experienced only temporarily in the heightened vividness of the playhouse, but this makes it no less powerful. The possibility that spectators might be recreated there as new apostles for peaceful tolerance is hinted at via the play’s rich texture of Christian allusions.

The plot’s happy resolution is not realized by a deus ex machina but a recognition between family members. Following the Syracusian twins’ retreat to the Abbey, Emilia the Abbess returns with them to the stage and reveals herself as wife and mother:

Speak old Egeon, if thou be’st the man

That hadst a wife once call’d Emilia,

That bore thee at a burden two fair sons.

O, if thou be’st the same Egeon, speak—

And speak unto the same Emilia.

(5.1.341–5)

The Duke’s wonder at the spectacle of the two Antipholi and the two Dromios takes characters and spectators back to the beginning of the story and crucially suspends the moment of recognition with superb dramatic effect. The fragility of the ritual encounter and the happy ending is displayed in all its precarious wonder. Egeon finally speaks the words that acknowledge his wife: ‘If I dream not, thou art Emilia’ (5.1.352), a recognition that marks a redeeming moment for social interactions. Martine van Elk argues that the exchange between husband and wife is ‘a ritual speech act, a call for mutual speaking that reveals that these are unchanged and unchangeable individuals’.34 Certainly, at a formal level, Egeon’s greeting repairs the misrecognitions which have preceded it. It precipitates a series of questions and responses by which the separate identities of the Antipholi are established and, superficially at least, it relegitimates the single bond between husband and wife, and the chivalric romance between Luciana and Antipholus of Syracuse. The proper circulation of goods and the reputation or ‘credit’ of individuals is also restored as the chain, the purse of ducats, and the diamond are all passed back to their owners. As van Elk notes, this has the important effect of investing the material construction of identity, typical of the proto-capitalist urban environment, with a sense of magic.35

Social recognition produces freedom: ‘thy father hath his life’ (5.1.390), the celebration of reunion, and the rebirth of inclusive community in the gossips’ feast to which all are invited (5.1.405). Emilia’s appearance has the effect of turning the clock back, making time to recover a lost communitas, a past that was traditionally associated with the ‘old faith’ before the rise of puritan sensibilities. As my italics indicate, however, this is just an effect. More important than the Abbey’s affiliations with catholic tradition is its status as a sanctuary: a place of safety and tolerance. The Abbey which produces the miraculous happy ending—the release from violent final solutions like exorcism and execution—is a microcosm for the theatre whose playful suspension of fixed beliefs permits the coexistence of different, sometimes radically opposed, viewpoints and versions of truth. The god-like omniscience of the audience’s perspective on events and the contagious sympathy for characters caught up in them has a didactic function. It teaches spectators the wisdom of sympathetic identification with others, the value of toleration, the importance of reaching out between brother and brother even at the expense of a distinctive individualism. An acknowledgement of equality and sympathy is symbolized by the Dromios’ exit: ‘now let’s go hand in hand, not one before another’ (5.1.426).

Van Elk voices a common critical scepticism about the limits of the play’s happy ending by drawing attention to the highly performative nature of the ‘sympathy’ it stages between characters. The ‘similarity’ or hollowing out of individuality which she sees as essential to Shakespeare’s romance endings is a temporary theatrical effect. In the case of the Dromios, their hand-in-hand exit is achieved only via the social deference of the younger brother to the elder’s suggestion. ‘It is a real question’ she asks, ‘whether in the genre of romance it is possible to break away from the farcical idea that identity is performative.’36 Goffman’s model suggests that such a break is unnecessary and would be artificial. Interaction ritual negotiates between the materiality of farce with its apparently superficial exchanges, and the profound emotional and spiritual constructions of selfhood to which the play points. Goffman argues ‘the self is in part a ceremonial thing, a sacred object that must be treated with proper ritual care and in turn must be presented in a proper light to others’.37 Ritualized interactions which endow the self with proper respect—make the self a sacred thing—are the essence of a social order that is founded on difference but, paradoxically, dedicated to community. In The Comedy of Errors the everyday ceremonies of greeting which are staged so repetitively provide a series of micro strategies for managing the risks to identity and preserving the sacred selves of others. It was by such means that Tudor subjects successfully placed themselves in post-Reformation England. For most people, ceremonial face-work was an effective way to maintain the integrity of one’s deepest religious and emotional affiliations and to sympathetically accommodate those of one’s neighbours. The breakdown of such rituals in The Comedy of Errors teaches its audiences the value of exchanges that are not poetically ritualized, but are everyday confirmations of the sacred nature of the self.
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CHAPTER 21
THE NINIVERSITY AT THE BANKSIDE: ROBERT GREENE’s FRIAR BACON AND FRIAR BUNGAY

SARAH KNIGHT

IN late September 1592, Elizabeth I visited the University of Oxford. On the second day of her visit, among the plays, banquets, and college tours, Sir Henry Savile, Yorkshireman, classicist, mathematician, and Warden of Merton College, delivered a Latin oration for the Queen’s entertainment, speaking on ‘whether military expertise and the study of philosophy can thrive in one state’. First Savile paid a predictable compliment to the Queen’s illustrious ancestors who had won glory on foreign fronts, then he listed Oxford scholars who had gained equal fame: ‘at home those ornaments of this University, the leading lights of Europe, shone forth: Roger Bacon, Walter Burley, Scotus, Occham, Wicleve: who were excellently equipped with all the resources both of talent and of learning’.1 By the time of Savile’s oration, the first of the ‘ornaments of the University’ he mentions, the thirteenth-century Franciscan philosopher Roger Bacon, was not just confined to the academy. Three years before Savile addressed the Queen at Oxford, Bacon had also found his way onto the stage of the Rose Theatre, Southwark, in Robert Greene’s The Honorable Historie of frier Bacon, and frier Bongay (performed c.1589, printed in 1594). While we are probably not surprised when one Oxford scholar mentions another in an academic oration, we should be more curious when a commercial dramatist bases a play on a medieval philosopher and this play proves extremely popular with demographically varied London audiences.

From Savile’s ‘ornament of the University’ to a ‘frolic friar’ (2.148) on the commercial stage: Greene’s play enjoyed so much box-office success that Carol Chillington Rutter includes it among the six ‘most popular, and most lucrative, plays ever staged at the Rose’, along with Marlowe’s plays and Kyd’s Spanish Tragedy.2 Henslowe’s Diary states that Friar Bacon was frequently revived during the early 1590s, a further sign of its enduring popularity.3 Greene’s play heralded the peculiar Elizabethan phenomenon of scholars on the commercial stage: like his fellow Cambridge graduate Christopher Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus (performed at around the same time), Friar Bacon presents a half-fanciful, half-historicized academe, transforming experience of Elizabethan Cambridge into a theatrical vision of high medieval Oxford.4 Greene and Marlowe created the first of several scholar-protagonists over the next decade, from Greene’s medieval friars and doctors, to Marlowe’s Faustus and Ramus in The Massacre at Paris (c.1592), and then to Shakespeare’s Holofernes in Love’s Labour’s Lost (1594–5) and Doctor Caius in The Merry Wives of Windsor (1597–8), among others. Like many Elizabethan history plays among which Greene’s Honorable Historie purports to belong, although set during the reign of the Plantagenet Henry III (r. 1216–72), Friar Bacon frequently refers to contemporary institutional preoccupations, but unusually, rather than concentrating on institutions like the court, legal system, or church, Greene’s concerns are for educational institutions. Greene mixes his sources idiosyncratically to construct his play, and these range from texts with an institutional purpose, like progress narratives and university statutes, to more concertedly entertaining literary forms, such as the vernacular chapbook. His diversity of sources knits into a richly textured representation of the worlds on which the various texts touch.

The anonymously written chapbook The Famous Historie of Fryer Bacon, described by Bacon’s recent biographer Brian Clegg as a ‘lively, earthy collection of romances’ contains many of the episodes that Greene transferred to the stage.5 Lively, perhaps, but not particularly accurate: Amanda Power has attributed ‘the emergence of Bacon as a comic-hero in English literature’ to the Famous Historie’s ‘loosely connected series of stories about Bacon’s fantastic activities’, and she argues that, far from being a historically rooted figure—the Franciscan scholar who corresponded with the pope and taught for a period in Paris—the Famous Historie, closely followed by Greene’s play, simplify the historical Roger Bacon, turning him straightforwardly into ‘a focus for national pride’.6 But while the patriotic chapbook Bacon calls himself ‘your Maiesties vassall’, and avows to the king that ‘you shall euer finde me ready to doe you seruice’ (sig. B1r), Greene’s ‘frolic friar’ is somewhat more complex. Admittedly, Greene does not engage with the nuances of Franciscan piety, nor does his Bacon ever leave Oxford for the Latin Quarter, but he is more than just a ‘comic-hero’. Although, unlike John Dee or several students at early modern Cambridge, Greene is not much interested in the historical Bacon’s philosophy,7 he is certainly interested in representing the university context, unlike the author of the Famous Historie. Greene’s dramatic embellishments of his chapbook source make this interest clear. The chapbook Bacon tends to be summoned rather than visited in his university study (as in Greene’s play), and the Oxford context is only cursorily described: his father wants ‘to bring him vp to Plough and to the Cart’ (sig. A3v), but young Bacon ‘came to be so famous, that he was sent for to the Uniuersity of Oxford, where he long time studied, and grew so excellent in the secrets of Art and Nature, than not England onely, but all Christendome admired him’ (sig. A4r). One of these admirers is the king, who ‘sent one for him to desire him to come to the Court’ (sig. A4r); thereafter, Oxford is barely mentioned in detail. In Greene’s play, however, the academic location is paramount for much of the action that unfolds. To understand Friar Bacon, we need to consider the university context which Greene had left relatively recently and to set this against the rural East Anglian world that is so important for the social diversity of the play.

Greene’s origins were humble, but like many other Elizabethan pupils at provincial grammar schools, he was able to attend university. He received a BA and MA from Cambridge in 1580 and 1583, and an MA from Oxford in 1588.8 Possession of these degrees was clearly important to Greene: his title pages, which often bear the epithet ‘utriusque Academiae in Artibus Magister’ (Master of Arts of both universities), insist on his scholarly credentials, as do many of his actual titles, such as 1592’s The Repentance of Robert Greene Maister of Artes. The 1594 quarto of Friar Bacon also ends with the explicit attribution ‘made by Robert Greene, Master of Arts’. Greene’s representation of the universities may be complicated, but his self-identification with them in print is straightforward: the author’s status as ‘Master of Arts’ elevates the work. In Friar Bacon, the Cambridge Greene attended and the medieval Oxford he invents are as central to the play as they are to his title pages. Bryan Reynolds and Henry S. Turner have read the play as Greene’s alignment of ‘university accreditation and expertise, on the one hand, and public celebrity in the literary marketplace, on the other’.9 Although a polyphonic play containing over thirty characters cannot be ‘about’ its author in the same way as a first-person autobiographical fiction like the Repentance can be, Friar Bacon can still be read as a sporadically personal—if heavily fictionalized—dramatization of the worlds Greene knew, particularly that of the university.

In the Repentance Greene divides his biography into East Anglian boyhood, Cambridge adolescence, and London maturity. ‘Robin Greene’ tells us of the ‘Cittie of Norwitch, where I was bred and borne’ to parents known for ‘their grauitie and honest life’, contrasting his decent Norfolk childhood first with the ‘wags as lewd as my selfe’ he met at Cambridge then with his post-graduation behaviour:

after I had by degrees proceeded Maister of Arts, I left the Uniuersitie and away to London, where (after I had continued some short time, & driuen my self out of credit with sundry of my frends) I became an Author of Playes, and a penner of Loue Pamphlets, so that I soone grew famous in that qualitie, that who for that trade growne so ordinary about London as Robin Greene.10

Greene deals swiftly with his Norfolk upbringing in the Repentance—‘I neede not make long discourse of my parentes, who for their grauitie and honest life is well knowne and esteemed amongst their neighbors’—making clear that it is enough for the parents to be ‘esteemed’ back in Norwich, without needing to be described in the metropolitan world their son now inhabits. Cambridge, too, only receives one page’s worth of reminiscence, but is crucial for the protagonist’s formation as an intellectual yet dissolute and usually penniless man-about-town. Greene’s rhetorical opponent, the former Cambridge rhetorician Gabriel Harvey, made much of his rival’s scholarly decline, lambasting ‘his fonde disguisinge of a Master of Arte with ruffianly haire, vnseemely apparell, and more vnseemlye Company’.11 Scholarly yet seedy: this split authorial personality feeds into Greene’s play, particularly in the character of Miles, as we will see, and although Norfolk and Cambridge are only cursorily described in the Repentance, both worlds receive a more sustained treatment in Friar Bacon. As the author travelled from provincial origins to the academy then to the literary metropolis, so his characters are also socially mobile, in unconventional (and usefully theatrical) ways: dairymaids cite Greek mythology; Oxford scholars escape to Henley taverns for a leisurely pint and game of cards; Latin-speaking students leave earth to tend bar in hell; a fool pretends to be a prince; an earl pretends to be a Suffolk farmer’s son; scholars conjure up optical illusions of fire-breathing dragons to impress their monarchs. This fluidity of identities and status is not arbitrary, and we should not just attribute it to Greene’s creation of a diverting, incident-laden dramatic plot, for in Friar Bacon he works hard to show how academic, urban, and rural Englands shift and intermingle with each other.

‘WE’LL PROGRESS STRAIGHT TO OXFORD WITH OUR TRAINS’

Much of Friar Bacon takes place on a royal visit to Oxford, and Greene accurately represents this occasion as an intersection of court power, academic prowess, and staged performance. King Henry undertakes to ‘progress straight to Oxford with our trains’ (4.56), and assumes that his son has a similar wish, that Edward has gone to Oxford ‘[t]o hear dispute amongst the learned men’ (4.38). Royal progresses were a recent Tudor rather than distant Plantagenet phenomenon; Greene’s inclusion of a progress in his ostensibly medieval setting is a meaningful instance of institutional anachronism. Contemporary progress narratives illuminate how scholars like Bacon became incorporated into the university’s institutional boasts. As well as in Savile’s oration, Bacon had also been mentioned during Elizabeth’s 1566 Oxford visit by the public orator Roger Kingsmill, for having contributed to the ‘abundance’ of the University’s ‘intellectual authority’.12 Both Savile and Kingsmille offered bookish panegyric in praise of the university (obliquely asserting their own places within a continuum of scholarly excellence), and public advocation before monarch and her courtiers that government and universities should work together for the greater good of the realm. Savile and Kingsmill mention Roger Bacon as an example of how scholarly celebrity can enhance a nation’s standing. Greene, steeped in Elizabethan institutional practice that paid near-hysterical levels of attention to progress visits, similarly invokes Bacon’s reputation, having King Henry describe him as ‘England’s only flower’ (4.60), enmeshing the friar—as in Savile and Kingmill’s orations—within the intricate association between scholarship and political power.

Greene, aware of the similarity between staged rhetorical debate and plays in performance, would also have known how much money was spent on progress entertainments: the progress scenes in Friar Bacon showcase both the rhetorical virtuosity and the lavish spectacle with which the Elizabethan universities entertained visiting dignitaries. While I agree with Linda Shenk that Friar Bacon portrays ‘university men performing spectacle to please royalty’, Greene has other aims besides representing scholarly abjection in the face of political power.13 Bacon, the most prominent ‘performing’ scholar, is not abject, while royalty is shown to be less than omniscient: the King misunderstands why his son is in Oxford (to seek romantic advice, not to ‘hear dispute’); Edward the prince cannot solve his own problems without a scholar’s help; and the climax of the play is Bacon’s ‘mystical’ prophecy (16.42–63), eagerly sought by a monarch still dependent on the friar’s expertise. Greene shows the mutual interdependence between scholar and monarch which Savile emphasized so strongly in his 1592 oration, and stresses the importance of scholarly reputation for a nation’s status, but the Oxford progress visit also offers Greene the chance to make his worlds collide and comic misunderstandings occur.

Most of the Rose spectators would not have witnessed an academic progress. By representing this occasion, Greene brings the Niniversity en fête to the Bankside, irreverently showing that scholarly and royal dignity can always be undermined and interrupted. Friar Bacon’s progress scenes can be read as academic satire, and satire’s purpose has always been to question the privileged and deflate the lofty. Greene’s satire plays out in the debate between the Oxford friars and the German Vandermast, which is not an erudite rhetorical combat as described in contemporary progress narratives, but rather what Robert Maslen has described as ‘a kind of conjurer’s World Cup’.14 We might expect academic gravitas when the German Emperor spies the Oxford ‘scholars seemly in their grave attire’ (9.6), but the staged debate is spectacular rather than sombre, featuring a fire-breathing dragon and Hercules in a lion skin, and Vandermast finally carried away on a tree (9.84–161). The comic timing of this scene is exemplary: Vandermast moves swiftly from institutional boasting (‘I have given nonplus to the Paduans’ (9.110)) to being unceremoniously returned by magic to ‘his study safe’ (9.164). Bacon calls the contest between Bungay and Vandermast ‘this strange dispute’ (9.117); for the Rose audience, too, its mythical phantasms and pyrotechnic displays would have turned the scene into pure spectacle.

Satire in the Bungay/Bacon/Vandermast debate works linguistically too, aimed at making non-academic audiences laugh at the peculiarities of scholarly behaviour. To a Bankside audience, the fact that Vandermast and Bungay’s opening speeches are interlarded with Latin words and arcane names like ‘Hermes, Melchie, and Pythagoras’ (9.29) would have set these characters apart as erudite, certainly, but also as ‘strange’ and potentially ridiculous, particularly when Vandermast is carried off so ignominiously. Academic behaviour so rarefied that it becomes absurd also characterizes the scenes between Holofernes and Sir Nathaniel in Love’s Labour’s Lost (especially 4.2 and 5.1), which are almost always played for laughs. In the ‘strange dispute’, we see an instance of what Janette Dillon characterizes as Latin’s ‘elitist cachet which makes it even more hateful to the non-elite’.15 To illiterate—let alone Latinate—audience members, use of obscure words would have singled out the performing scholars as comic targets. The academic debate offered rich opportunities for satire: Thomas Nashe included a comparable scene set at Hamlet and Faustus’ alma mater, Wittenberg, in The Unfortunate Traveller (1594), as Linda Shenk has observed,16 and perhaps the most brilliantly satirical ‘strange dispute’ of the Renaissance occurs in the French humanist François Rabelais’ Pantagruel (1532), in which an English scholar, Thaumaste, can argue only silently, by signs.17 Here, Rabelais’ hyperbole is perfectly judged; academic discourse is shown to be so rarefied that it transcends mere language, but looks—to the baffled spectator—only like undignified mime. Like Greene’s ‘strange dispute’ between the English friars and Vandermast, with its dragons and classical figures, Rabelais’ mimed debate would be gripping theatre.

Besides the ‘strange dispute’, Greene challenges the dignity of the progress visit in other ways. He shows a disconnection between how the university wishes to appear to the monarch and what happens in practice. At the start of the seventh scene, the doctors Burden, Mason, and Clement gather at the Regent House to ‘talk about the king’s repair’ (7.2) to Oxford, making plans entirely typical of progress entertainment schedules: ‘We must lay plots of stately tragedies/Strange comic shows, such as proud Roscius/Vaunted before the Roman emperors’ (7.9–11). Like Shakespeare’s Holofernes, Burden forces classical analogies into every conversation, and like Holofernes’ own misjudged ‘Pageant of the Nine Worthies’, the scholar’s theatrical ambitions—as well as his hyperbolic claim that an academic amateur can resemble ‘proud Roscius’, the most proverbially skilled actor from Roman antiquity—exist only to be undermined. ‘Strange comic shows’ is a more accurately prophetic judgement of what ensues, anticipating the ‘strange dispute’ with which the visiting worthies are eventually entertained.

Further subverting their grand plans of ‘stately’ entertainment, the scholars’ meeting is next interrupted by a ‘hurly-burly’ (7.33): a Constable suddenly drags a drunken ‘company of rufflers [vagabonds]’ (7.37) in front of the academic authorities to account for their misdemeanours, including the prince’s fool Rafe and Bacon’s sizar (a poor scholar who acted as a servant) Miles, who ‘drinking in the tavern have made a great brawl’ (7.37–8). Shortly afterwards Rafe, still pretending to be the prince, threatens the doctors with a line that must have made the Rose audience roar: ‘Doctors, whose doting nightcaps are not capable of my ingenious dignity, know that I am Edward Plantagenet, whom if you displease, will make a ship that shall hold all your colleges, and so carry away the Niniversity with a fair wind to the Bankside in Southwark’ (7.67–71). Rafe’s drunken claim gets to the heart of Greene’s comic intent. Mocking the headgear of the actors playing the scholars as ‘doting nightcaps’, Rafe implies that the university is lethargic and impotent in the face of ‘ingenious’ satire: in this blatant moment of meta-theatre, Greene makes clear the power of comedy to diminish academic dignity.

ACADEMIC STATE AND COUNTRY FAIR

Throughout the play, then, Greene contrasts the university with the world outside its walls, and shows how the two overlap. Although much of Friar Bacon is set in Bacon’s study at Oxford, the play’s action travels far outside the university precincts. William Empson credited Greene with the ‘invention’ of the double plot, namely the parallel narratives of Bacon in Oxford and the Suffolk courtship of Margaret by Edward prince of Wales (the future Edward I) and Lacy, earl of Lincoln.18 Greene set his love-plot in the East Anglia he knew in youth, in Norfolk and ‘simple Suffolk’s homely towns’ (1.63). The play begins in the aftermath of the young courtiers’ hunt after ‘the deer of merry Fressingfield’ (1.6) which soon turns into pursuit of Margaret, the ‘lovely maid of Fressingfield’ (1.86), followed by an outing to a local fair in Harleston, a few miles north. The rural scenes root Friar Bacon in Greene’s native region and frame the play’s romantic plot, but at the same time, Greene more ambitiously establishes a contrast between these places and the university. Court, country, and academe are brought together at the end of the play when Bacon officiates over the double union of Lacy and Margaret, and Prince Edward and Eleanor of Castile, but it is not just this climactic scene that rests on situational contrasts: Greene sets the three worlds against each other throughout Friar Bacon.

This comedic collision of worlds undercuts academic pomposity, which we have already witnessed in the progress scenes, but right from the start similar reversals occur. In our opening encounter with Friar Bacon, he hails his colleague Doctor Burden as one of the ‘masters of our academic state’ (2. 5), but when Burden disparages Bacon’s magical plans, scoffing that he ‘[thinks] to get a fame by fooleries’ (2.77), Bacon brings in a witness to Burden’s own illicit ‘fooleries’, the ‘Hostess at Henley, mistress of the Bell’ (2.123). The original stage direction signals the strangeness of the visitation, particularly odd in a scholar’s study: ‘Enter a woman with a shoulder of mutton on a spit, and a Deuill’.19 The sly efficacy of Bacon’s magic undermines Burden’s lofty dismissal of ‘all conjuring friars’ (2.138), and comedy arises from Burden’s discomfiture: at the start of the scene he was a respected scholar, but is ultimately exposed as a card-playing truant sneaking off to a Henley pub. A final insult: Miles also implies that Burden suffers from syphilis.20

The collision of worlds does not only lead to comedy. In the thirteenth scene, we meet two ‘Suffolk men’ (13.20), ‘college mates’ (13.23) who visit Bacon’s study. They helplessly watch their fathers, Lambert and Serlsby, quarrel ‘in combat hard by Fressingfield’ (13.62) over ‘fair Margaret’ (13.65), through Bacon’s ‘glass prospective’ (13.27): the vision incites the ‘Suffolk men’ to kill each other. ‘I smell there will be a tragedy’ (13.36), warns Bacon, which is, as Warren Boutcher has observed, ‘the only tragedy in the play’. Boutcher notes how mutual displacement to Oxford may have ‘strengthened their identification’ with East Anglia, and argues that the scholars’ death is ‘quickly forgotten’ because of the marriages in the final scenes.21 It is the students’ combat, though, that causes Bacon to break his glass: ‘Bacon, thy magic doth effect this massacre’ (13.75). Unlike Marlowe’s Faustus, who cannot convincingly repent of his magical art, the students’ duel pushes Greene’s Bacon to abjure his ‘pyromantic spells’ (13.87) and ‘nigromantic charms’ (13.89): ‘it repents me sore/That ever Bacon meddled in this art’ (13.85–6). In Greene’s play, Christ’s blood does not need to stream in the firmament for the magus to repent; the human realization that ‘[t]hese friendly youths, did perish by thine art’ is reason enough for Bacon to ‘[e]nd all thy magic and thine art at once’ (13.78–9). Regret prompts Bacon to contrast the warm friendship of the two ‘Suffolk men’ with his cold ‘art’, ‘spells’, and ‘papers’. Over their corpses, amidst the broken shards of his ‘glass prospective’, he repeats their earlier words mournfully, showing how he has internalized their former friendship and the tragic loss of life: the students’ regional self-identification as ‘neighbouring friends’ (13. 20) is echoed in Bacon’s ‘friendly youths’. When we see how Bacon is moved by a human tragedy caused by a super-human act of scrying, lamenting how the students’ innocent wish to ‘know how that our fathers fare’ (13.29) has turned into a bloody fight, we grasp Greene’s point: the university and the country are not separate worlds, and actions in one have consequences in the other.

As comedy, then, but also for its sole moment of tragedy, Greene’s play depends on the collision of the university with the world outside its walls. Such a juxtaposition of incongruities is central to comedy, but more specifically, Greene draws Friar Bacon’s sense of social contrast from the academic context he had only recently left. He turns into drama the institutional strictures imposed on student behaviour, staging the extra-academic contexts that students at Elizabethan Cambridge would illicitly visit (taverns, fairs) alongside university life, exemplified by Miles’ drunken misbehaviour and Burden’s AWOL visit to the Bell at Henley. Kent Cartwright reads Friar Bacon as a strategic exploitation of Greene’s learning, using ‘humanist techniques of imitation, allusion, and analogy … to attract repeat playgoers to an emergent fixed-venue theatre’.22 I would go further and suggest that Greene deliberately brought late Elizabethan academic anxieties and regulations onto the commercial stage, the very sphere it had sought so concertedly to repress.

In 1575, Greene entered an institution that was staunchly opposed to popular entertainment. In 1570, Elizabeth’s government had forbidden the establishment at Cambridge of schools of fencing, fighting, and dancing, as well as the staging of cock-fights or bearbaiting, and throughout the early 1570s, the universities cracked down on students attending any extra-mural entertainment.23 Robert Maslen has suggested that Friar Bacon responds subversively to the 1559 proclamation requiring that all plays be previewed by the Lord Chamberlain,24 but I think that Greene’s play can also be read as a response to the Queen’s injunction to the university regarding commercial entertainments. Using the town/gown dichotomy to structure his play, Greene stages social contexts about which the university authorities were particularly nervous. Although Friar Bacon begins with a contrast between the rural world as a place of sportive and amorous hunts and the university as an orderly commonwealth, ruled by scholarly ‘masters’ and ‘viceroys’ (2.5–6), this distinction quickly breaks down, suggesting that conspicuous overlap exists between the worlds and neat social distinctions cannot be made. Characters in the play from different social strata share behavioural characteristics, particularly the propensity for festivity we might expect in comedy, as evidenced by Greene’s subtle repetitions of a significant word: Edward calls the rural characters hedonistic—‘the country flocks to Harleston fair’, he says, and Margaret will ‘frolic there’ (1.135–6)—but this word is used for other characters, too. Burden calls Bacon a ‘frolic friar’ (2.51) and Bacon greets the prince as ‘frolic Edward’ (6.1). Clearly, for Greene, all of his characters—scholars, royals, and rustics—are capable of ‘frolic’ misrule.

Elizabethan university records suggest profound fears about ‘frolic’ social mingling. In 1573, the Vice-Chancellor John Whitgift wrote to Lord Burghley expressing concern about ‘certen persons’ who have come to Cambridge ‘to set for the games’, and subsequently causing ‘great occasion of moche disorder among ye youthe of ye vniuersitie and some danger in ye breache of peace’.25 In Whitgift’s letter, as in university records throughout the 1570s, entertainment outside the university walls is figured as directly detrimental both to individual study and to civic order, figured as a place of disorder and vulgarity. Such fears about student attendance at popular entertainment stem directly from the distinction the authorities sought to maintain between town and gown, particularly in relation to local fairs, for their ‘great assemblies of vulger people’, to use the terms of a 1575 letter from the Privy Council.26 For Cambridge residents, Stourbridge Fair (held since the twelfth century on Stourbridge Common near the River Cam) was proverbial as a site for demotic misbehaviour even though it was overseen by the university authorities.27 Like Jonson in his comedy Bartholomew Fair (1614), Greene saw the Bakhtinian potential of the fair for challenging social distinctions: Lacy, earl of Lincoln, goes there disguised as ‘a farmer’s son not far from thence’ (1.140), for instance.28 But Greene goes further and invokes a site of recent socio-political upheaval; he draws, certainly, from a well-established stereotype of the fair as demotic and ‘vulgar’, but adds to this already potent social mixture a charge of political danger.

Greene’s rural scenes are topical, specific, not merely a situational convenience to throw university and court into relief, particularly the third scene at Harleston Fair. Margaret, the Fressingfield dairymaid, exemplifies Greene’s local realism: Edward falls for her when she ‘dived’ her ‘lily arms’ ‘into milk to run her cheese’ (1.77–8), and the dairy-farming for which Norfolk and Suffolk were famous lies behind this characterization.29 A few lines later, Greene figures Harleston Fair as (in Prince Edward’s view) a showcase for local ‘maids’ to ‘come to see and to be seen that day’ (1.137–8). To his audience, though, the name of Harleston would have conjured up a more serious social disruption than the play’s lively, amorous kind. A decade before the first performance of Friar Bacon, the Elizabethan chronicler John Stow recorded how one wave of the Norfolk rebellion that gripped England in 1569–70 had started at Harleston Fair, a site that spanned over 10,000 square yards in the late sixteenth century,30 large enough to contain a significant mob: ‘A conspiracy was made by certayne Gentlemen and other in the Countrey of Norffolke, whose purpose was on Midsomer day, at Harlestone faire, with sound of Trumpet and Drumme, to haue reysed a number.’31 The militaristic music and seditious scheming of this gathering are far from the frivolous pleasures enjoyed at Harleston by Margaret, Thomas, and Joan, who visit primarily ‘to buy needless naughts to make us fine’, ‘fairings’ from ‘a pedlar’s shop’ (3.11, 32, 31). But it is at Harleston Fair that social stability is threatened and characters are not as they initially appear.

Lacy begins to court Margaret: he pretends to be a ‘farmer’ (3.59), but she knows that something is not right, remarking on ‘[h]is courtesy gentle, smelling of the court’ (3.62). In Greene’s play of colliding theatrical worlds, identities and localities are not stable: Lacy is not really a ‘farmer’s jolly son’ (3.68), and Margaret might be a dairymaid, a ‘lovely girl’ (3.37), but she is also an amateur classicist, calling the sun ‘Phoebus’ (3.14) and comparing Lacy to ‘Paris, when, in grey,/He courted Œnon in the vale by Troy’ (3.64–5). Similarly, Harleston might appear to be just a marriage market for local maids, but by setting this scene at the same place where a real challenge to social order had been plotted, Greene perhaps suggests the threats the nobility might face in a rural context. At the very least, a loss of dignity beckons when high mixes with low, which Prince Edward’s fool, Rafe, instantly recognizes (as fools in drama often do) when his master starts to lust after Margaret. Rafe finds an aptly rural, festive metaphor for describing what has happened to his master: ‘I will send word to his father Harry that his son and my master Ned is become love’s morris-dance’ (1.161–3). Elizabethan audiences, hearing that ‘the country flocks to Harleston fair’ in the play’s very first scene, would have remembered the Norfolk rebellion, and reckoned that the risk of becoming ‘love’s morris-dance’ was the least of the prince and his companions’ worries. Harleston is just over eighteen miles away from Norwich, a distance that can be walked in a few hours: we can be fairly sure that at the time of the rebellion, Robert Greene would still have been a Norwich schoolboy. The rebellion clearly stuck in his imagination, and two decades later he used it to intensify the picture of the fair as a place where identities become fluid, where an earl becomes a Suffolk farmer’s son, and where a ‘lovely girl’ cites Greek myth.

MILES

If fluid social identity is one of Bacon’s main concerns, the most socially mobile and multi-faceted person in Greene’s play—and another significant modification Greene makes to his dominant chapbook source—is Miles. We have seen how Greene expands on the minimal description of the university context in the Famous Historie, and he similarly moves beyond the chapbook source in his representation of Bacon’s sizar. In the Famous Historie, Miles is something of a buffoon, participating in crude, physical comedy: he secretes a black pudding in his pocket to avoid a Friday fast, for instance, but Bacon causes the sausage to stick in his mouth, humiliating him by displaying his predicament ‘to all the Schollers’ (sig. B2r). The chapbook Miles’ main verbal display is three lewd songs sung over the brazen head ‘in scorne of it’ (sig. C2v), and this singing of popular ballad tunes aligns him with a demotic, earthy form of entertainment.32 Bacon’s Miles, on the other hand, is a far more rhetorically sophisticated speaker.

Greene himself matriculated at Cambridge as a sizar,33 and Miles has been convincingly read as one of his ‘alter egos’ within the play.34 We have already considered Greene’s tendency to weave autobiography into fiction in the 1592 Repentance, and although Miles does not share the sartorial splendour of ‘Robin Greene’, the two characters have restlessness in common: ‘I ruffeled out in my silks, in the habit of Malcontent, and seemed so discontent, that no place would please me to abide in, nor no vocation cause mee to stay my selfe in: but after I had by degrees proceeded Maister of Arts, I left the Uniuersitie and away to London’ (Greene, Repentance, sig. C1v). In Friar Bacon, too, Miles cannot abide in one place nor stay in one vocation. He moves through society more nimbly than any other character: he is present when his master entertains the Oxford doctors (scene two); Bacon tests his Latin and Edward punches him (scene five); he goes drinking with Rafe and is arrested by the Constable (scene seven); he helps Bacon carry food to the royal visitors (scene nine); watches and speaks with the magical brazen head in Bacon’s study, then gets fired (scene eleven); and finally chats with a devil and follows him down to hell (scene fifteen). Just as Greene’s reputation was formed by his print insistence on scholarly credentials and prodigal behaviour, so Miles’ conduct is marked by fierce intelligence and capitulation to bodily appetites: he speaks more Latin than any other character in the play, but he also visibly eats and drinks more than other characters, putting us in mind of Greene’s own gustatory excess, his eventual succumbing to ‘a surfett of pickle herringe and rennish wine’, in the words of his opponent Gabriel Harvey (Harvey, Four Letters, sig. A4r) Miles’ singular combination of bodily indulgence and intellectual dexterity make him a disruptive presence within the play, and his use of language is particularly subversive.

We have considered how the use of Latin might alienate an audience from a character because of its off-putting ‘elitist cachet’, in relation to the ‘strange dispute’ between conjurors. Miles is also Latinate, but to different theatrical effect: his first words are Latin, even though Bacon has summoned him in English: ‘Hic sum, dostissime [sic – perhaps Greene intended Miles to mispronounce his first Latin sentence] et reverendissime doctor’ [Here I am, most learned and venerable doctor] (2.2). What would Miles’ use of Latin convey to the audience at the Rose? First, Latinity would single him out as an educated character, as would the fact that he enters ‘with bookes vnder his arme’ (sig. B1v). Second, Miles is clearly Bacon’s helper in his magical studies: Bacon’s first question is whether Miles has brought along Bacon’s necromantic books (2.3). But next we have our first inkling of Miles’ irreverence: asked whether he has brought the books ‘de necromantia’, Miles replies with a parodic mangling of the Psalms: ‘Ecce quam bonum et quam jocundum, habitares [sic] libros in unum’ [Behold, how good and pleasing it is to live among books] (2.4).35 To many of Greene’s contemporary spectators, it would be clear that Miles was misquoting the Latin Bible, turning a verse about brotherly companionship (‘fratres in unum’ [among brothers]) to a specifically academic comment (‘libros in unum’ [among books]). From this very first moment when Miles dares to pervert Scripture, his downward trajectory to hell begins.

Miles follows up sacrilegious misquotation with the insinuation that Burden, one of the ‘masters of our academic state’ (2.5), drinks too much and may have syphilis (2.32–4). Just as Miles does not know his place within the academic hierarchy, he does not respect nobility, replying to the (admittedly disguised) Prince Edward, who has come to find Bacon, with teasing and irreverent answers. This frustrates Edward so much that he asks his crony Warren to ‘kill him’ (5.48), but Miles escapes due to Bacon freezing the courtiers’ swords in their sheaths. At this stage of the play, he aligns himself with Bacon and draws his authority from his ‘master’ being nearby (5.54), but has not yet become his own man. We next meet Miles drunk before the doctors planning the progresses timetable (scene seven), and at this point Miles’ linguistic register shifts. We already know that Miles is bilingual: besides his opening Latin, we have also seen Bacon test him on his knowledge of Latin grammar: ‘Come on, sirrah, what part of speech is Ego?’ (5.29). Yet again, Miles’ wordplay frustrates his interlocutor: Bacon cries ‘Oh, gross dunce!’ (5.34), and an unsurprising stage direction (given the ubiquity of corporal punishment within Elizabethan education) follows: ‘Here beate him’ (sig. C3r). Miles’ interchangeable use of Latin and English foregrounds his scholarly status, certainly, but also renders his speech macaronic, marking him as a satirist. Miles is sharply aware of the contradictions and inconsistencies in how other characters perceive his intellectual status: ‘Some call me dunce; another saith my head is as full of Latin as an egg’s full of oatmeal’ (15.14–15). This insight encapsulates Miles’ sense of his own odd bilingualism; unlike other characters he alternates between vividly bawdy, demotic speech and the rhetorical formulae of university and Scripture.

When Miles and the ‘company of rufflers’ (7.37) are brought before the doctors, the poetic form of his lines as well as the linguistic medium changes, and aligns him more closely still with the satire. Miles continues to speak bilingually and moves from prose speech to verse of a kind commonly associated with the Henrician poet John Skelton: ‘Salve, Doctor Burden. This lubberly lurdan,/Ill-shaped and ill-faced, disdained and disgraced,/What he tells unto vobis, mentitur de nobis’ (7.40–2).36 The play gives no explanation for this sudden metrical shift, but now Miles’ words and his drunkenness fix his character as outrageously rebellious. He has moved from his (admittedly unsubtle) insinuations about Burden’s vices earlier in the play to an outright condemnation of the Doctor’s physical appearance and capacity for deceit. Such a clear vocal change in speech pattern would have been immediately aurally obvious to Greene’s audience, and we have to consider what Greene was up to at this moment in the play: by setting Miles’ words in Skeltonic metre, I would suggest, Greene deliberately places the sizar within a particular tradition of courtly and academic comment.

Reputation and truth are difficult to separate in Greene’s case, but some elements of the biography, particularly academic credentials and social mobility, seem irrefutable, and we can look to these two factors to explain Greene’s apparent interest in Skelton. Even if we do not want to view Miles as Greene’s deliberately intentional alter ego, there are too many similarities to discount between the character of Miles and Greene’s own biography, or, at least, the biography of ‘Robin Greene’ in a fictionalized memoir like the Repentance. Like Greene, Skelton attended both Oxford and Cambridge,37 and like Greene, he referred to his institutional experience under the guise of a quasi-autobiographical persona. Skelton was known later in the Elizabethan period mainly as a satirist and a philanderer; his poems continued to be printed long after his death and it is likely that Greene would have known his work.38 An exaggerated posthumous reputation for licentiousness and insistence on academic credentials also link the two poets. In the poem ‘Agenst Garnesche’ (c.1514), for instance, characterized by Greg Walker as ‘a comic mockduel in verse’,39 Skelton’s speaker insists on his intellectual authority and on the courtly and academic regard in which he was held: ‘A kynge to me myn habyte gave/At Oxforth, the universitye,/Avaunsid I was to that degre’.40 The similarity between Skelton’s ‘avaunsid’ speaker and Greene’s insistence on himself as ‘utriusque Academiae in Artibus Magister’ seems clear, as does both poets’ interest in Latin and English bilingualism.

Miles only speaks in Skeltonics during scene seven and at the beginning of scene nine. Verse form and bilingualism turn into satire, and Greene invests his sizar with the linguistic dexterity to which he himself laid claim, situating Miles within a century-old tradition of subversive wit coupled with academic credentials. In both scenes Miles addresses authority figures—the Constable and Oxford doctors, and English and foreign royalty—and his language confuses them all. In either incomprehension or irritation, the scholars ignore him and address their comments to his companions, while after Miles’ bilingual opening gambit—‘Salvete, omnes reges, that govern your greges’ [Greetings, all kings, that govern your flocks] (9.205)—the German Emperor asks, ‘What pleasant fellow is this?’ (9.209). This vague, benevolent description suggests, perhaps, that the emphatically bilingual sizar’s status is not immediately clear to foreign royalty, but the hierarchically minded Henry pinpoints exactly Miles’ place within the university: ‘’Tis, my lord, Doctor Bacon’s poor scholar’ (9.210). Aristocratic and academic norms collide again shortly afterwards, when the Emperor considers the food that Miles has brought to be unworthy of his status: ‘dost thou taunt us with thy peasants’ fare,/And give us cates fit for country swains?’ (9.228–29). Here, the gap between the scholars’ concept of a feast and royal expectations of what a banquet should be is shown as comically wide: although Bacon first emphasized scholarly continence (‘we must keep our academic fare’ (9.223)), the encounter with royal appetite forces him to up his game. Miles contentedly takes away the rejected meal while Bacon promises to conjure food from Egypt, Crete, Persia, Spain, and Judaea.

We end with Miles’ final appearance in the play. Cursed by Bacon after the débâcle of the brazen head, he left Oxford to ‘see if I can want promotion’ (11.124–5). At the start of scene fifteen, we learn that Miles’ confidence in his own employability was misplaced as he laments how unfit his education has made him for work: ‘I would that I had been made a bottle maker when I was made a scholar; for I can get neither to be a deacon, reader, nor schoolmaster; no, not the clerk of a parish’ (15.11–14). Invited by a visiting devil, Miles ends the play in hell, like Faustus. Yet while Marlowe’s tragedy stages Faustus’ descent as a horrific moment of self-recognition in which the scholar regrets his overwhelming appetite for knowledge (‘Ugly hell, gape not! come not, Lucifer!/I’ll burn my books!’),41 Greene’s comedy presents Miles’ fall as consciously willed and pleasantly motivated by his appetite for drinking and money: ‘I know hell is a hot place, and men are marvellous dry, and much drink is spent there. I would be a tapster’ (15.41–3). Rather than eternal damnation, this graduate sees his descent as ‘a goodly marvel, when a man rides to hell on the devil’s back’ (15.61–2), as he finally gets the job he wants. J. A. Lavin notes that this moment echoes the medieval dramatic tradition of devils dragging characters down to hell, but considered in its particular late Elizabethan context, Miles’ descent to hell also represents the ultimate rejection of a university education and the worlds to which a graduate could conventionally aspire.42

Greene’s play continually poses such challenges to conventional ideas of social ascent, and this is perhaps why it was so popular with such a varied audience demographic. Friar Bacon interweaves several strands of cultural experience as the ‘Niniversity’ which Greene had recently attended is transplanted to the ‘Bankside’ for which he was writing, alongside the East Anglian world in which he had grown up. Imaginative engagement with these three worlds allows Greene to position apparently disparate hierarchies and microcosms in relation to each another: academia is balanced against life outside college walls; courtly politics against scholarship; urban against rural. Rather than relying on straightforward contrasts, though, Friar Bacon succeeds because Greene challenges such potentially reductive dichotomies, and suggests, provocatively, that all of these superficially different worlds overlap.
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PART III
ENTERTAINMENTS, MASQUES, AND ROYAL ENTRIES


CHAPTER 22
THE FUNERAL OF HENRY VII AND THE DRAMA OF DEATH

SAM WOOD

WRITING about the civic pageants attendant on the entries to London of Elizabeth I in 1559 and James I in 1604, David Bergeron takes as his starting point Ben Jonson’s comment that ‘all representations, especially those of this nature in court, public spectacles, either have been or ought to be the mirror of man’s life, whose ends … ought always to carry a mixture of profit with them no less than delight’.1 This statement does not seem immediately applicable to funerals because it is not usual to think of them as representations, nor as sources of profit and delight. They are certainly, though, when performed on the scale of Henry’s, spectacles. And, glancing at the effigy atop the coffin, we see that this spectacle has at its centre a representation. Looking at the funeral procession’s route and its meeting at the Southwark end of London Bridge by the officials of London, we see that it has formal affinities with the royal entries studied by Bergeron, although being spread over two days it more closely resembles the coronation it anticipates, with the monarch overnighting at St Paul’s instead of the Tower. These aspects of Henry’s funeral allow us to look at a spectacle on a par with the entry, but with an important difference: in no way can Henry be said to be representing himself to the extent to which Elizabeth and, to a lesser extent, James, represented and fashioned themselves on entering London. And not simply because he is dead, for, although a king, Henry’s funeral took a prescribed form with little room for individual expression. This leads to the question if the pageantry of Henry’s funeral is not about Henry, then what is it about? Where is the profit and delight? The effigy might represent Henry, but what about the rest of the deindividuated procession? The answer, I suggest, lies with the living participants and spectators and the funeral, with its strict order and display of rank. As Bergeron says, ‘These pageants exist as products of their culture even as they help produce that culture’,2 and the funeral offers a vision of a society bringing itself to order, representing itself to itself, at a moment of crisis. It is also as if through the good offices of the College of Arms, order and rank can overcome death. In this sense Henry’s funeral is a deeply affective and participatory drama that reconstitutes the community in the face of death, and it succeeds not least because it is aided by a set of religious beliefs in which death is part of a spiritual journey and the church is a conceived as a community of the living and dead. But this success comes at the expense of Henry.

THE LIFE AND REPUTATION OF HENRY VII (1457–1509)

Henry VII died on 21 April 1509 at his palace in Richmond. He was the first English ruler to die off the battlefield or without suspicious circumstances since Henry V in 1422. He had reigned for twenty-four years, coming to the throne by defeating Richard III on the Battle of Bosworth Field in 1485. Through his betrothal to Elizabeth of York, orchestrated by his mother and Elizabeth Woodville, he united the houses of York and Lancaster, the first stage in consolidating his claim to the throne and bringing increasing stability to England. With political stability restored in England, he was able to turn to the theatre of European politics in which he had several diplomatic successes, most notably the marriage of his eldest son, Arthur, to Katherine of Aragon, daughter of Ferdinand of Aragon and Isabella of Castile. Arthur died in 1502, and was followed by his mother the next year. These deaths are thought to have contributed to the King becoming more secretive and changes to fiscal policy, and, in the final years of his life, Henry was increasingly innovative and more thorough in his tax-raising measures. The result was that Henry died with a reputation for bringing domestic peace and shrewdness on the international stage which was complemented by rapaciousness in financial matters. Most damningly for the time, and despite an encomium praising the King for his ‘shrewd and prudent government’, in one draft of his Anglia Historia Polydore Vergil accuses Henry of avarice which ‘is surely a bad enough vice in a private individual, whom it forever torments; in a monarch indeed it may be considered the worst vice, since it is harmful to everyone and distorts those qualities of trustfulness, justice and integrity by which the state must be governed’.3 In his ‘Coronation Ode to Henry VIII’, Thomas More writes ‘This day is the limit of our slavery, the beginning of our freedom, the end of our sadness, the source of joy.’4 Nearly fifty years later, Edward Hall wrote of ‘the joy that was made for his death, by suche as were troubled, by the rigor of his lawe’.5

Few, if any, of these successes and failures find expression in Henry’s funeral, including John Fisher’s sermon. Instead, we find a drama of religion and power which simultaneously reconstitutes social order and presents Henry as Everyman within that order. For my discussion of Henry’s funeral I have turned to the most widely available source, which is found in Edward Hall’s Chronicle, first printed in 1548. Hall closely follows three manuscript documents, now housed in the British Library’s collection, often using the same phrases. I present Hall’s account supplemented by those sources where they provide additional information. Fisher’s sermon was printed at the request of Henry’s mother, Margaret Beaufort, and I use J. E. B. Mayor’s 1876 edition.6

THE FUNERAL OF HENRY VII, 1509

The .xxv. daie of Aprill was Proclaimed, that the kynges [Henry VIII’s] grace, ratefied all the Pardones, graunted by his father, and also pardoned all suche persones, as was then in suite, for any offence, what soever it was, Treason, Murder and Felonie onely excepte.

After that all thynges necessary, for the enterment and funeral pompe of the late kyng, were sumpteously prepared and done: the corps of the said defunct was brought out of his privie chambre, into the great chamber, where he rested thre daies, and every daie had ther Dirge and Masse song by a Prelate mitered: and from thence he was conveighed into the halle, where he was also thre daies, and had like services there, and so thre daies in the Chapel, and in every of these thre places, was a hearce of waxe, garnished with banners, and .ix. mourners gevyng there attendance, all the service tyme: and every daye they offered, and every place hanged with blacke clothe.7 Upon Wedinsdaie, the .ix. daie of Maye, the corps was putte into a Chariot, covered with blacke clothe of golde drawen with .v. greate Corsers, covered with blacke Velvet, garnished with cusshions of fine golde: and over the corps, was an Image or a representacion of the late kyng, laied on Cusshions of golde, and the-saied image was appareled, in the kynges riche robes of estate with a croune on the hed, and ball and scepter in the handes: and the chariot was garnished with banners, and Pencelles of tharmes of his dominions, titles and genealogies. When the chariot was thus ordered, the kinges chapell, and a gret nombre of Prelates, set forward praiyng: then folowed all the kynges servauntes, in blacke, then folowed the Chariot: and after the Chariot .ix. mourners and on every side wer caried long torches and shorte, to the nombre of .vi. C. and in this ordre they came to saincte Georges felde, from Richemond. There met with theim all the Prestes and Clearkes, and religious men, within the citee, and without (whiche went formoste, before the Kynges Chapell) the Maior and his brethren, with many commoners, all clothed in blacke, met with the corps at London Bridge, and so gave their attendaunce on thesame through the citee: and in good ordre, the compaignie passed through the citie, wherof the stretes on every side, wer set with long Torches, and on the stalles stode young children, holdyng tapers, and so with greate reverence, the Chariot was brought to the Cathedral Churche of sainct Paule, where the body was taken out, and caried into the Quire, and set under a goodly Herce of waxe, garnished with Banners, Pencelles, and Cusshions, where was soung a solempne Dirige, and a Masse, with a Sermon, made by the Busshoppe of Rochester: duryng whiche tyme, the kynges houshold and the mourners, reposed theim[selves] in the Busshoppes Paleis. The nexte daie, the corps in like ordre was removed, toward Westminster, sir Edward Haward, bearyng the kynges banner, on a courser trapped, in the armes of the defunct. In Westminster was a curious herse, made of .ix. principalles, full of lightes, whiche, were lighted at the comming of the corps, whiche was taken out of the Chariot, by

sixe Lordes, and set under the Herse, the Image or the representacion, liyng upon the Cusshyn on a large palle of golde. The herse was double railed: within the firste railes, satte the mourners, and within the seconde raile, stoode knightes bearyng banners of sainctes, and without thesame, stoode officers of armes. When the mourners were set, Gartier king at Armes, cried, for the soule of the noble prince kyng Henry the .VII. late kyng of this realme: then the quire beganne Placebo, and so song Dirige, whiche beyng finished, the mourners departed into the Palaice, where they had a voyde, and so reposed for that night.

The next daie, wer three Masses solemply song, by Busshoppes, and at the last Masse was offered, the kynges banner and courser, his coate of armes, his sworde, his target, and his helme, and at thende of Masse the mourners offered up, riche Paulles of cloth of gold and Baudekin, and when the quire sang, Libera Me, the body was put into the yearthe, and then the lorde Treasorer, lorde Stewarde, lorde Chamberlein, the Treasorer, and Comptroller of the kynges houshold, brake their staves and caste theim into the grave. Then Gartier cried with a loude voyce, Vive le Roy Henry le huitiesme, Roy Dangliter, et de Fraunce, sire Dirland. Then all the mourners, and all other that had geven their attendance on this funerall Obsequie, departed to the Palaice, where they had a greate and a sumptuous feast. (Dillon, Performance and Spectacle, pp. 17–19)

Closer examination of the documents used by Hall reveals more detailed information about the procession to St Paul’s on Wednesday 9 May and shows that services continued there on the morning of Thursday 10 May, before the body was taken to Westminster in the afternoon of 10 May. These services included three masses sung by the Dean of St Paul’s, the Bishop of Lincoln, and the Bishop of London and the sermon from John Fisher, the Bishop of Rochester. It is this sermon that was subsequently printed at the request of Henry’s mother.

The procession through the city was highly regimented, ascending in rank until at the centre was the King’s body. First to arrive in the city was the sword bearer and the vice-chamberlain of London with two masters of the Bridge House. These were followed by the King’s messengers, trumpeters, and minstrels; foreign dignitaries; the gentlemen ushers, low ranking chaplains, and the squires for the body, followed by the aldermen and sheriffs of London. There then comes a second group announced by two heralds in coats of armour on horseback and a knight mourner, his horse draped in black velvet bearing the King’s standard. These lead other knights, chaplains of higher rank, the King’s Council, those Knights of the Garter who were not lords, and high-ranking members of the administrators, judges, who in their turn are followed by the five orders of friars, some singing, and members of the King’s chapel in grey, also singing. Next is the peerage in two columns, the lords and barons on the left, abbots and bishops on the right. The body was announced by three knights and the Mayor of London each bearing signs of the King: a steel helmet with a gold crown, the King’s harness and battle axe, armour embroidered with England’s coat of arms, and finally, his mace. The body itself was carried in a chariot; on the coffin was an effigy of the King in full armour. Immediately following were nine Knights of the Garter on horseback, including the duke of Buckingham, and the earls of Arundel, Northumberland, Shrewsbury, Surrey, and Essex. These were followed by their henchmen on horses draped in black. The first three of these bore the caps of maintenance sent by three popes, the second three bore three swords pointing downwards, the seventh bore a shield with arms of England topped with a crown, the eighth a helmet with a golden lion on it, and the ninth a spear covered with black velvet. The end of the formal procession was signalled much as it began, with the Master of the Horse leading a courser draped in black velvet embroidered with arms of England, and followed by the Captain of the Guard, leading the guard and many other mourners (L & P 1, Item 20.5).8

Two further documents give an indication of the scale and expense of the funeral. A file of warrants related to the funeral details various items, including one thousand pounds for black cloth, twenty pounds for timber for the hearse, 666 pounds in payments to St Paul’s and Wesminster Abbey, and five hundred pounds for scutcheons and banners (L & P 1, Item 19). Another five hundred pounds were paid for torches and sixteen pounds were paid for torch bearers, probably drawn from the poor. Some of the largest items though are not specified and 2,895 pounds were paid to Andrew Wyndesore, Master of the Great Wardrobe, for funeral expenses of the Household and for rewards. A further two thousand pounds were paid for ‘divers things’. The total comes to 8,473 pounds, a colossal sum, put into perspective by the claim that Henry’s annual revenue was 40,000 pounds.9

A separate document tells that 1,557 pounds of wax was used in the hearse at St Paul’s and a staggering 3,606 pounds for the second hearse at Westminster (L & P 1, Item 20.1). This document is particularly revealing about the scale of the funeral, in particular the number of participants. A total of 18,311 yards of cloth was bought. Some of this was hung at Richmond and Westminster Abbey, but much of it was used to clothe the members of the royal household and the participants in the procession. Cloth was distributed to approximately 1,500 named individuals of all ranks, from the duke of Buckingham to Henry’s counsellor, the scholar Chirstopher Urswick to the children of the chapel, Mr Martyn, the King’s fool, and Hugh and Denys, grooms of the stable. The same document also contains items about the distribution of cloth to unnamed individuals, often the bearers of torches and staves. These number 430, bringing the total number of mourners, many of whom would have been included in the procession, to 2,000. Against all this black stood 2,160 scutcheons of metal, 2,940 scutcheons in colour, 5 banners, 118 scutcheons on sarcenet, 1,014 pencels, 3 majesties, 56 bannerolles, and 2 embroidered coats of arms, one to be offered, presumably at the interment in the Abbey, the other for the Garter King of Arms (L & P 1, Item 20.2).

THE DRAMA OF POWER

The material scale of Henry’s funeral might be taken for personal vanity were much made of the deceased as an individual, but one does not have to look closely to see that there is little celebration of his life or individuality. Instead, we find a drama of power, with the aristocracy on full display at the moment when death disrupts their order. This is complemented by a drama of religion in which Henry is almost as equally absent as an individual. I discuss these two dramas in turn before suggesting ways in which they interact to produce an affective and participatory drama constitutive of a wider culture.

The scale and absence of a focus on Henry as a man are in part due to the expectation that monarchs were to provide spectacle in a tradition of European magnificence and in part due to the ritualized form of that magnificence, which gave little room for originality or individual expression. As Sydney Anglo points out in his survey of Henry’s spectacles, magnificence was required of Henry as a king, both to project his authority and legitimacy in England and his status to foreign observers,10 and while Henry could put on a lavish display as occasion demanded, his reign was not marked by the ostentatious display of his son. This bears out Fisher’s claim for ‘politique wifdome’ (Fisher, English Works, p. 269). When ceremony was used it was to consolidate his position on the throne, as it was to great effect on the entry of Katherine of Aragon into London in 1501 together with her marriage to Prince Arthur.11 Further, scope for personal vanity was limited by the extent to which such ceremonies were bound and constrained by ritual. So much so that documents relating to Henry’s coronation contain errors which relate them to that of his defeated predecessor, Richard III.12 Funerals themselves bear a marked resemblance to coronations and the more common royal entry—in both, the relationship between the city and the crown is maintained with the monarch being met by the Lord Mayor and his aldermen, usually at the Southwark side of London Bridge, before being led into the city and following the decorated route down Cheapside to St Paul’s13—but the heraldic form of the funeral itself was restrictive of individuality, being tightly controlled by the College of Arms and, in the Elizabethan period, often subject to interventions of Elizabeth and Lord Burgley.14 The restrictive form and tight controls means that Henry’s funeral does not differ that much from the funerals of Edward IV in 1483 or his son in 1547.15 Nor did the heraldic funerals of kings differ much from those of other elite subjects. As Jennifer Loach notes ‘every feature, from the prominence given to the heraldic “achievements” to the “man-at-arms” on horseback, could be found at any noble funeral of the late fifteenth or sixteenth century’.16 This even extended to the use of the effigy which Loach sees as stressing the monarch’s position as primus inter pares, its role as leader of a feudal band.17

In the absence of personal vanity there is a celebration of social order and the power of the aristocracy. As Gittings notes, ‘the heraldic funeral was not, in many ways, concerned with the deceased at all’.18 Emphasis, she suggests, is on the continuing power of the aristocracy in which individual members are replaceable while social order continues. The drama and spectacle of the heraldic funeral is the means by which this continuity is effected at the moment of crisis. Significantly, such spectacles did not require the presence of the deceased and when overtaken by the process of decomposition, as happened with the funerals of Ludovic Stuart, duke of Richmond and Lennox, and Gilbert, earl of Shropshire in the Elizabethan period, proceeded weeks after their ostensible object for burial was in the ground. Such instances illustrate the symbolic importance of the funeral as a spectacle for the living rather than as an honouring of the dead. Jennifer Woodward has expanded on this idea to see the heraldic funeral as a ‘performance process through which its organizers endeavour to enact and thereby effect the reintegration of the community and the smooth transfer of power’.19 In her view, the heraldic funeral operates on both the emotional and political levels, not to manipulate the spectators who line the streets, but as part of a two-way process in which, after the loss of a key member of their society, ‘the organizers of the funeral were compelled to provide a performance sufficiently rich in symbolic content to enlist the co-operation of participants and observers’.20 In this sense, order and power depended on the aristocracy and their agents in the form of the College of Arms providing a public spectacle commensurate with public loss.

With this in mind it is possible to see how the funeral became a participatory drama. Emphasis on rank means that throughout the procession Henry’s body remains the centre of attention, but there is little beyond the effigy to identify it as Henry; rather it is the body of the King that is the focal point of the procession. The procession itself represents many levels of society, not just the aristocracy and clerical elite, but also the secular and common through the City officials and the poor. In its precise ordering by rank, the funeral procession offers an image of the corporate nature of early modern England to itself, all the more so since it gains power as a visual spectacle not simply through the number of the participants, but also through the number of spectators. In this sense the ‘audience’ is as much a part of the show as its ‘actors’ and to witness is to act. My point is that in the funeral, with some significant exceptions, individuals find themselves representing not simply themselves, but more accurately their position in society, and, because the procession is not just made up of the aristocracy, but also includes numerous members of the poor, often as torch-bearers, Henry’s funeral is made as generally inclusive as possible in terms of rank. Excluded from the funeral procession though, are women and, curiously, Henry VIII. The former of these exclusions is not simply gender bias: mourners in heraldic funerals were of the same gender as the deceased meaning that Henry VII would not have been a mourner at his wife’s funeral in 1503.21 Further, while the heraldic funerals of other members of the aristocracy were the moment when heirs succeeded to the title, emphasizing continuity of social order, this was not the case with the funerals of monarchs as the items offered at Westminster, usually coats of arms, swords, and sometimes horses, pertained not to the crown but to the deceased monarch’s private titles which were not inherited and were instead returned to the College of Arms.22 Where the funeral does suggest continuity is in its anticipation of the coronation, which it resembles in terms of the its two-part structure through London with the monarch stopping overnight at St Paul’s for funerals and the Tower of London for coronations, before proceeding to Westminster.23

THE DRAMA OF RELIGION

Complementing the material spectacle of the heraldic funeral is the scale of the spiritual ceremony. As with the funeral there is little that is specific to Henry. Instead, even in the sermon he is positioned as a kind of Everyman, but the plethora of masses and services provides works to affectively include mourners in a conception of the Church which includes both the living and the dead. As with the heraldic funeral, spectators and participants find themselves represented in these, but whereas the heraldic funeral emphasizes the representation and continuity of worldly rank, the spiritual aspects largely emphasize the spiritual journey of all humanity and the continuity of the Church on earth with the Church in heaven.

Unsurprisingly, little of the criticism of Henry’s last years appears in John Fisher’s funeral sermon, delivered at St Paul’s on 10 May 1509. At the same time, though, Fisher does not claim to praise Henry’s achievements as a king. Instead they—his ‘polytique wifdome’, his ability as a speaker in diverse languages, his amiable and goodly person, his peaceable foreign relations and the peace of his realm, and the sobriety with which he faced peril and danger—are noted before he rhetorically asks:

But what is all this now as vnto hym, all but Fumus & vmbra. A fmoke that foone vanyffheth, and fhadowe foone paffynge awaye. Shall I prayfe hym than for theym. Nay forfothe. (Fisher, English Works, pp. 269–70)

What Fisher is more keen to talk about, using a psalm of David ‘redde in the chyrche in the funerall obfequyes of euery cryften perfone’, is Henry’s diligence in Christian observance, particularly his virtuous end, involving repentance manifested by ‘a true reformacyon of al them that were offycers & mynystres of his lawes’, the promotion in the Church of able, virtuous, and learned men, and that ‘touchynge the daungers and Ieopardyes of his lawes for thynges done in tymes paffed he wolde graunte a pardon generally vnto all his people’ (Fisher, English Works, pp. 269–72). On the one hand these actions look like remorse on Henry’s part; however, studying Fisher’s sermon and Henry’s will in the wider context of his reign, with its pardons and acts of contrition, G. R. Elton is unable to associate Henry’s remorse to his final years. In both he finds ‘a man’s fear of purgatory and hell on account of the things which both as a ruler and a human being he had to do, rather than his considered reflexions on particular aspects of his policy’.24 If this is the case then Fisher’s sermon becomes less about Henry as an individual king and focuses more generally on his life as Christian. Indeed, before proving Henry’s piety, particularly that of his final days, Fisher sets the deceased up as kind of Everyman from which all his congregation can see as an example: ‘Bleffyd are tho whiche haue made vertuous ende and conclufyon of theyr lyfe in our lorde, whiche verily I fuppofe this mooft noble prynce hath done’ (Fisher, English Works, p. 271). The effect is that Henry disappears as an individual and is positioned as a model for anyone seeking Christian salvation.

One of the purposes of Fisher’s sermon is to commend Henry’s soul, a notion which is part of an idea that the prayers of the living can influence the fate of the dead in the afterlife. This idea is important because it draws attention to early modern attitudes to the finality of death and the power of religious community. Particularly prior to the Reformation, when belief in purgatory was still orthodox in England, religious belief meant that physical death did not have the finality which it has in more secular times. Instead there was an idea of the Church that brought the living and the dead together in such a way that the living could alter the fate of the dead and the time they spent in purgatory. We get a sense of this Church of the living and the dead when Thomas More defends it in The Confutation of Tyndale’s Answer (1532–3) and cites Augustine to the effect that:

No man ought to doute, but that wyth prayours of the chyrch and wyth the holsome sacryfyce, and with almoyse that is geuen for the soules of them that are departed, they are holpen to be more mercyfully delt wyth of our lorde, then theyr synnes haue deserued. For this thynge by the tradycyon of the olde fathers, the whole catholyque chyrch obserueth that ys to wyt, that what they that deceaced in the communyon and blood of Cryste at the tyme of the sacryfyce in theyre place and order, rembraunce made of them, prayour shold be made for them and not that onely, but also that specyall rehersall shold then be made, that the same sacryfyce is offerd vp for them to.25

In the context of such beliefs, the masses attendant on Henry’s funeral bring the living and the dead together and remit his sins. Perhaps the most salient testament to this belief is to be found in his will (L & P 1: Item 1), which was drawn up on 31 March 1509. This details instructions for the payment of the construction of the Lady Chapel at Westminster Abbey in which he was to be buried with his wife as well as of the construction of their tomb. Alongside these material remembrances, for which five thousand pounds was paid to the Abbot of Westminster, Henry also requested that 10,000 masses be performed in honour of the Trinity, the Five Wounds, the Five Joys of Our Lady, the Nine Orders of the Angels, the Patriarchs, and the Twelve Apostles and All Saints. All these were to be said within one month of his death, which at the cost of sixpence each, totalled 250 pounds. This he left with the Abbot with a further 2,000 pounds for alms.

That Henry requested the masses should not be understood as an expectation that he would suffer deeply in purgatory for sins committed when living. As we have seen, Elton found that the remorse expressed in his will was not directed to specific policies but was that of a religious ruler at the end of a life in which he had believed the teachings of his religion but had taken the decisions and actions of a ruler.26 Further, we also learn from Fisher that Henry had ‘dyuerfe yeres about lent he fente money to be dyftry-buted from .x M. Maffes peculeer to be fayd for hym’ (Fisher, English Works, p. 272). If when we see their financial nature we bear in mind More’s mention of the services in the same breath as the alms, then we begin to see a relationship between prayer for the dead and the material life of the living poor. In this context it might be suggested that not to have paid for the masses would have been a sin of omission to stand alongside his sins of commission. This close link between alms and prayer is indicated in the extensive instructions Henry gives in July 1504 for masses and other services for Prince Arthur and Elizabeth of York, who died in 1502 and 1503 respectively, and for himself (Calendar of Close Rolls, Henry VII, 2, Item 389). Services were to be held at Westminster Abbey and at other locations and to be performed by specific clerics. Those held at the Abbey were to be performed in perpetuity in the Lady Chapel when it was completed and whose construction Henry had paid for. In addition to other alms, Henry also gave instruction for thirteen almsmen to be continually found, including an unbeneficed priest. A good grammarian, aged over forty-five, would lead the others in prayer for the King’s well-being and after his death, for his soul, as well as those of his family members. For preference the men were to be selected from former menial servants to the King. They were to be housed near the Abbey, and specific instructions were given that their accommodation was to be well maintained. In addition to the accommodation the priest was to receive fourpence, the others two and a half, as well as gowns of a design reflecting their benefactor. Three reputable women of fifty or over were also to be found ‘to purvey, ordeigne and dresse mete and drink for thesaide xiij poure men and wash theyr clothes and kepe theyr house and kepe theym in the theyr sekness’. The allowance for the household expenses, paid to the women, was sixteen pence a week. Two notices were to be placed to remind the men of their duties, which they could perform for the rest of their days, unless they married, came into land, or held more than four pounds. Upon death they would be replaced, for preference by former menial servants from the King’s household, so that the services would be performed in perpetuity. Significantly, the services are the orders of the sovereign to his Church, but are more akin to financial transactions. The document makes money over to the bishops and abbots as well as land to support the continuation of the services and the support of the almsmen and women.

What these documents demonstrate is the belief that the prayers of the living influence circumstances in the afterlife. More important for my purposes is not so much that Henry feared purgatory, but that they indicate that the division between the souls of the living and the souls of the dead was far more permeable than a simple distinction between dead and alive might suggest. Indeed, there was to a certain extent no division: both groups were members of the same Church. In this context, the masses perform a function not simply in acting as remembrance of the dead but also bringing the living into contact with the dead. It also alters the understanding of death, which becomes less absolute, and notions of the funeral. As Gittings notes, funerals and burial rituals, including feasting, bell-ringing, and the distribution of doles, were often repeated four weeks after burial of the body to observe a ‘month’s mind’. Speaking of the arrangements following her death, Margaret Beaufort used the term ‘funerals’ to cover a ‘whole series [of] services and prayers in different churches, involving dozens of clergy and taking place over various weeks’.27 In Henry’s funeral we see two services, one at St Paul’s followed by one at Westminster. Such repetition might reduce the urgency with which the body is buried, despite the absence of modern refrigeration to prevent decomposition. The idea of one Church made up of the living and the dead also found expression in the physical church with the dead often buried in the body of the church as well as in the graveyard, a practice discouraged after the Reformation when ideas of the church and purgatory had radically changed.28

The doles and alms are the material aspect of this spiritual belief and as good works they form a necessary part of the salvation of the departed. As we have seen, Henry made substantial contributions to the Church for these during his life and in his will. Further details may be found in the expenses for the funeral: the three entries for doles amount to 566 pounds out of the total of nearly 8,500 pounds. Related to these is the ‘great and sumptuous feast’ that follows the interment of the deceased. During Henry’s funeral there were several such feasts and these allowed for a re-establishing of social order, not just by giving the aristocracy the opportunity to reassert rank following the replacement of a deceased member, but also, as there was expected to be a super-abundance of food, so that the poor might be fed too as part of the dole.29 The feasts and the doles represent a further way in which, following the death of the King, pageantry and religion made for an inclusive spectacle.

THE DRAMA OF CULTURE

Returning to Jonson’s idea of finding ‘profit and delight’ in representation, we find that the terms are not inapplicable to the funeral of Henry VII, but, as with the other examples of civic drama of the period, the notion of drama is participatory and in that drama the participants are representing themselves to themselves. In the face of the death of a key member of society, participation demonstrates continuation of social order through spectacle. Significantly, the idea of a society representing itself to itself depends on a downplaying of individual identity and an emphasis on the replaceablity of individual members of that society. In contrast to modern narrative forms such as the novel, or, more contemporaneously, plays like 1 Henry IV, which might be characterized as a search for place, for all that Henry’s funeral moves through London, its story is that of a fixed place in a fixed order. Henry is absent but the King and the order of which he, the participants, and the spectators are a part continue. This, I suggest, is the affective message of the drama by the funeral procession. Alongside the material spectacle of the heraldic funeral is a spiritual spectacle. This had the effect of downplaying the importance of individuality, articulating the sufferings of all, king, noble, and subject, in purgatory, but this spiritual dimension also articulated a community of both the living and the dead. In place of individuality these spiritual and material aspects combine to create a powerful community, enabling the participants and spectators to profit and delight in the culture of which they were members and producer
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CHAPTER 23
THE CORONATION OF ANNE BOLEYN

TRACEY SOWERBY

ON 1 June 1533 Henry VIII’s first wife was crowned in Westminster Abbey. Or that, at least, was the impression that Henry wanted to create. Anne Boleyn’s coronation was the climax of numerous events staged over several days either side of the ceremony that were intended to reinforce the message that Anne was Henry’s lawful Queen. The festivities began with a large naval procession that escorted Anne from Greenwich to the Tower on Thursday 29 May. At the Tower, there were celebratory feasts, several new Knights of the Bath were created, and dozens of gentlemen were newly dubbed knights. On 31 May Anne processed through London from the Tower to Westminster Hall accompanied by the civic elite, bishops, judges, and the social elite of England. Along the route numerous pageants and entertainments were staged. At Fanchurch children dressed as merchants ‘saluted her grace with great honour and prayse’. Anne then progressed to the corner of Gracechurch Street, where Apollo and the nine Muses (Cleio, Calliope, Erato, Euterpe, Melpomene, Terpsichore, Thaleia, Urania, Polyhymnia) were stationed on a twin-peaked mount Parnassus complete with the fountain of Helicon, possibly according to the design of Hans Holbein. She next paused to see a pageant by the Leaden Hall on Cornhill where a castle had been erected; under its roof was a grassy knoll, covered in red and white roses, on which sat St Anne, her daughters, and grandchildren. Further along Cornhill Anne encountered a tableau comprising the three Graces sat on thrones. Proceeding along Cheapside, she heard speeches and music at the great conduit and again at the Cross; at the Standard there was a small musical ensemble. A pageant on the judgement of Paris was performed at the little conduit before a tableau of maidens greeted Anne at St Paul’s gate. She then heard speeches by children and singing in the churchyard. A final pageant at Fleet Street centred on the cardinal virtues. Further celebrations took place after the coronation, including the traditional post-coronation feast and jousts.1

The spectacles performed for Anne were the product of collaboration between the city aldermen and the King’s Council who had only had a little over two weeks in which to prepare.2 Consequently they were not straightforward royal propaganda. Ultimately, Nicholas Udall composed the speeches and songs performed at the pageants at Gracechurch Street, the Leaden Hall, the conduit on Cornhill, and the little conduit on Cheapside, while John Leland composed verses that were displayed at Udall’s pageants, the pageant on Fleet Street and at the Standard and Cross on Cheapside.3 Neither appears to have had any involvement in the pageant at St Paul’s gate. Yet the coronation celebrations were designed to be mutually reinforcing. It was originally intended that the joust-ers process in their costumes, the falcon in the naval procession was probably that used in the civic pageant, and the messages contained in the pageants were interwoven. The Muses at Gracechurch Street, for instance, introduced themes and characters that recurred in later pageants and Urania alluded to the jousts that would follow the coronation. Thus it would be wrong to separate out Udall’s pageants from those with which he had no obvious involvement. The meaning of Udall’s pageants would have been constructed in the light of the other festivities, the physical environment in which they were performed, the procession itself, and the political and religious context. All of these elements need to be borne in mind when analysing the verses. It would also be wrong to draw sharp distinctions between Udall’s ‘classical’ pageants and the other spectacles, not least because at least one of the entertainments that Udall had no hand in contained a strong classical element: the children at St Paul’s churchyard recited translated extracts from classical texts. Equally, one of Udall’s pageants was largely biblical in nature. English humanists like Udall and Leland drew eclectically on both religious and classical texts and would not have drawn a sharp distinction between the two influences as some modern commentators have. Nonetheless, the overt classicism running throughout the pageantry was no doubt intended to display England’s cultural credentials, as an increasingly strong premium was being placed on classicism in political discourses and court festivities, particularly those with an international dimension. Several other factors determined the combined classical and biblical content of Anne’s coronation pageants. The procession was simultaneously a civic event and a court celebration and so needed to engage with traditional civic iconographical motifs while also reflecting court trends. Simultaneously, the pageantry had to respond to the government’s ideas about Henry’s claims to spiritual jurisdiction in England and criticisms made of Henry’s recent marital and ecclesiastical policies. The pageants also had to work on multiple levels for the multiple audiences observing them. The Queen, members of the Court, ambassadors, judges, the civic elite, merchants, and ordinary inhabitants of London all witnessed some of the pre-coronation celebrations; these groups will have had varying levels of knowledge of the classical and biblical allusions being made.

The Act in Restraint of Appeals, which Parliament had passed in early April, asserted Henry’s claims to jurisdiction over spiritual matters within his realm and rejected papal claims to plenitudo potestatis. This allowed Thomas Cranmer, newly created Archbishop of Canterbury, to judge the validity of Henry’s marriage to Katherine of Aragon. He declared it illegal on 23 May, ten days after the city had been told to prepare for Anne’s coronation. Henry’s efforts to have his marriage to Katherine annulled had attracted significant opposition in England and on the Continent. Resistance to the King’s policies had become apparent in the city earlier in 1533, while the supporters that the prophecies of the nun of Kent had attracted were just one indication of broader unease.4 Foremost among those condemning Henry was Katherine’s nephew, the Emperor Charles V, whose ambassador in England Eustace Chapuys repeatedly claimed that Charles would see justice done for his aunt. In the run-up to Anne’s coronation, Chapuys regularly informed the Emperor that the English people were so unhappy with Henry’s policy that an imperial invasion would be met with English support.5

Consequently, one of Henry VIII’s key objectives in the summer of 1533 was to secure international acceptance of his new bride and to impress upon foreign observers that his policies had widespread support. Anne Boleyn’s coronation was an international spectacle and an important test case for which foreign polities would accept her as the true Queen of England. Chapuys believed that the presence of an ambassador enhanced a royal procession, as in December 1529 he expressed his view that the presence of the English ambassadors at Charles V’s triumphal entry into Bologna would have been more valuable than the presence of 2,000 men.6 Chapuys did not attend Anne’s coronation celebrations. Two other ambassadors did, however, and their presence conferred international recognition of Anne’s legitimacy. The Venetian and French ambassadors processed accompanied by the two archbishops. They also attended the coronation ceremony, the feasts accompanying it, and the jousts and other festivities that followed.7

Crucially, a dozen of the French ambassador’s servants headed the coronation procession, suggesting that Henry had substantial support from Francis I, who had recognized Anne as Henry’s official consort in November of the previous year. This was apparently done with the French King’s approval as his ambassador, Jean de Dinteville, was later reimbursed for the cost of the outfits. Further evidence that Francis supported Anne’s position came just a few weeks after the coronation, when his gift of a sumptuous litter arrived at court. English support for the amity with France was also apparent. Anne chose to dress in the French fashion. Meanwhile, the pageantry suggested that the French ambassador and his retinue were an important part of, and audience for, the event. At Fanchurch, where Anne was welcomed into the city, children dressed as merchants delivered French as well as English ‘prepositions’. These French verses no longer survive, but they indicate that the French were perceived as an integral part of the coronation celebrations. Elsewhere, the Latin verses spoken, sung, and displayed were intended for the attention of ambassadors as much as domestic elites.8

The naval flotilla that accompanied Anne to the Tower was clearly intended to impress international observers. Boats covered the whole river and as the flotilla returned from Greenwich, guns were fired at the Limehouse, at Ratcliffe, and from barges lining the shore; another impressive cannonade greeted Anne’s arrival at the Tower. Heading the flotilla was a foist representing a red dragon that was filled with artillery and cast fire. Firing guns was a standard part of Tudor celebrations, but this had a polemical message: if Charles were to invade to defend his aunt’s honour, he would find England well provided with boats and ordnance.9

Renaissance princes recognized the political utility of magnificence. Anne’s coronation was an opportunity for Henry VIII to impress his subjects and the ambassadors of his princely rivals with the scale of England’s artistic achievement and the wealth invested in the festivities. With so little notice, however, the aldermen could not create many elaborate mechanical devices. They did, however, produce the red dragon foist and a mechanical angel and falcon used at the Leaden Hall. The magnificence of the event was conveyed through other means such as the number of pageants and covering the streets with tapestries and expensive cloth. Malcolm Smuts is undoubtedly right to point out that for many, the opulence of such events would have been most apparent through the sumptuous clothes worn by the hundreds of participants.10

Music was another essential component of the magnificence of the pre-coronation pageantry. As Anne’s procession travelled from the Tower to Westminster it encountered musical ensembles at several key junctures; music was also integrated into the pageant sequences and several of Udall’s verses were designed not as poetry, but as song. English ballads composed by Udall were sung as Anne departed the pageants at the Leaden Hall and the little conduit on Cheapside. This music was not a governmental ploy to mask the unpopularity of Anne’s coronation, as Sydney Anglo suggested, but an integral part of the entertainment.11 Musical ensembles were a traditional feature of English royal entries and were used by sixteenth-century rulers to enhance the splendour of court festivals and triumphal entries. Theodor Dumistrescu has highlighted that Henry VIII also appreciated the importance of music to the projection of princely magnificence. Indeed it is likely that musicians from the royal household were used in the pre-coronation celebrations, meaning that the standard of much of the musical entertainment was of the highest order.12

During the aquatic procession, the emphasis was on the sheer scale of musical ensembles. The mayor’s barge had shawms, sackbuts, and ‘diuers other instruments whiche continually made goodly armony’, while bells hanging on the end of banners made a ‘goodly noise’. To the left a foist containing the image of Anne’s falcon badge, also contained virgins singing and playing sweetly. Every company’s barge had minstrels playing melodies, with a French observer particularly noting the wind and brass instruments—trumpets, flutes, and hautbois—as well as drums. Such loud instruments were particularly suitable for the naval procession and helped the music carry to spectators on the shore. Once on land, Anne was again accompanied by a musical ensemble as she entered the Tower. In contrast, the more intimate gatherings around the pageants were largely accompanied by stringed instruments and singing. The pageant at Gracechurch Street saw Apollo playing his lute ‘mixing high and low notes’ [mixtus acuto], and the Muses played ‘seueral swete instrumentes’ which, if Holbein’s sketch is any indication, comprised a viol, lute, triangle, shawm, a kind of flute, and drum. Apollo’s lyre playing featured frequently in Udall and Leland’s verses, and at the end of his speech, Apollo exclaimed that each Muse should sing in turn. Later, in the pageant Polyhymnia claimed that the Muses, the three Graces and a large company of gods had come to congratulate Anne and were ‘singing due songs at Phoebus’s bidding’.13

Music played an important role in several other pageant sequences. At the Leaden Hall, melodies accompanied the descent of a mechanical falcon representing Anne’s badge and Anne departed while children sang Udall’s ballad praising her. Leland considered the boys singing and playing lutes in the tower at the Conduit on Fleet Street integral to the performance. Musical ensembles also greeted Anne’s procession at other important city landmarks where no staged pageantry was performed. At the Great Conduit melodies were provided by an organ and female singers; a little further along Cheapside songs and instrumental music were performed at the Standard. Choirs of men and children sang at St Martin’s church by Ludgate and at Temple Bar.14 Kevin Sharpe has suggested that the musical accompaniments to the coronation pageants were designed to emphasize the harmony of England when in reality Henry’s marital policies and Royal Supremacy were fracturing opinions.15 This may well be the case: certainly the flotilla of music on the Thursday created the impression of a much more united polity than was in fact the case. For the most part, however, the musical performances reinforced the polemical messages that the pageants were designed to project.

A queen consort’s coronation established her position as the King’s lawful wife and the future mother of his legitimate children.16 The controversial circumstances of Anne’s marriage to Henry meant that this traditional message became even more crucial. Indeed her coronation celebrations became a key part of the polemical effort to rewrite the King’s marital history and promote the new ‘pure’ marriage that he believed would secure him a legitimate male heir. Katherine of Aragon had been crowned alongside Henry at the start of his reign. If Katherine’s marriage was illegitimate then so was her coronation; this is perhaps why Henry commissioned a new coronation painting for Whitehall in 1532.17 Crowning Anne both underscored the invalidity of Katherine’s coronation and was necessary for Anne to be accorded the same status that Katherine had previously enjoyed.

Henry claimed that his marriage to Katherine had been invalid because it contravened God’s law (Leviticus 18:16 and 20:21) that a man should not marry his brother’s widow. In contrast, in the first pageant in Anne’s procession Apollo and the Muses presented Anne’s marriage to Henry as the will of god and beneficial to the people. Calliope lamented that ‘Our king had, alas! laid too long unmarried in his bed by means of the malevolent fates’ [Hanc, rex, heu nimio, fata per invida/In lecto viduus tempore iam cubans]. The invalidity of Henry’s marriage to Katherine was established by not recognizing the marriage at all. The Muses also commented on the new marriage, with Cleio urging ‘let the gods approve this marriage that they have established’ [Connubia haec, superi, qui statuere, probent] and announcing that Anne was ‘the salvation of your posterity’ [salus vestrae posteritatis]. Calliope heralded Anne as ‘the hope and gentle protection of the English’ [Spes et praesidium mite Britanniae], and Urania claimed that the celestial gods had sent Anne ‘to give birth to excellent princes’ [eximios edere principes].18

This pageant also contained reassurances that the marriage would be successful and that both partners were committed to it, no doubt to counter popular criticisms that Henry’s policies were driven by lust and greed. Thaleia reassured listeners that all men wanted the marriage to be successful while Erato wished that Anne and Henry be bound together by mutual love. Euterpe then placed Henry and Anne in a line of classical couples who Valerius Maximus had held up as paragons of marital devotion. Anne was as faithful as Portia, who had committed suicide upon hearing of her husband Brutus’ death. Equally Henry was as devoted as Marcus Plautius, who felt unable to live after his wife Orestilla’s death, or Tiberius Sempronius Gracchus who chose his own death over that of his wife Cornelia. Similarly, the woodcut title page of the Tryumphaunt coronacyon seems to have been chosen to evoke love and romance as it had previously adorned two romances published by Wynkyn de Worde.19

During the next pageant at the Leaden Hall, the theme of Anne’s queenship as divinely ordained continued. She was told that ‘the gods favour your marriage, Anne’ [Numina connubiis, Anna, favere tuis]. She was encouraged to reach for the crown as she ‘should not hesitate to obey the gods’ most good orders’ [Nec superum dubites optima iussa sequi] as it ‘cummeth from God, and not of man’. The ballad that concluded this pageant also referred to the unjust situation that had prevented Henry and Anne marrying sooner: ‘by wrong/She hathe fleen long/Uncertain where to light’. Now, though, she was free to settle among the roses where she belonged. The judgement of Paris also presented the marriage as divinely instituted; here Anne was told that ‘God, that of his goodnes all thing dooeth us send/Hathe sent us your Grace, our hartes to make glad’.20 This was just one way in which Udall’s verses tried to establish support for Anne.

Despite Katherine of Aragon’s popularity, large crowds of people made their way out onto the streets to witness Anne’s coronation procession, though whether this represented support, coercion, or curiosity is impossible to know. Hall claimed that spectators so crowded the river banks that ‘he that sawe it not would not beleue it’ and that in the city ‘all the wyndowes were replenished with ladyes and gentlewomen to beholde the quene and her trayne as they shuld passe by’, claims that are substantiated by Leland and the Venetian ambassador Carlo Cappello.21 John Spelman recounted how the judges had to travel through a ‘great prease of peple’ to get to the Tower where they were to join the procession, but he also records that the judges only attended those parts of the coronation celebrations that they were explicitly commanded to, perhaps suggesting a degree of reluctance.22 Chapuys, perhaps predictably, reported that the coronation had been dismal and the people unwilling, and was probably responsible for the scathing account that claimed that the audience had to be forced to congratulate Anne.23

At several points actors appeared to instruct the audience on correct behaviour. Such instructions punctuated the pageant of Apollo and the Muses. Calliope exhorted that ‘You, citizens, receive your mistress with dutiful minds and eager applause and as, bejewelled, she is borne through the streets of the city, utter cries of happiness’ [Vos, cives, dominam mentibus et piis/Et plausu excipientes alacri, suae/Urbis qua vehitur gemmea per vias/Voces laetitiae date]. Urania later directed that ‘wherever noble Anne goes let the crossroads resound with happy songs’ [qua nobilis Anna eat, Laetis carminibus compita personent]. Similarly, Leland’s Latin verses at the Standard exclaimed that young and old alike cried out in support of the marriage.24 Concurrently, several of Udall’s verses conveyed the impression of popular support for the marriage. Cleio, for instance, claimed that Anne and Henry’s marriage ‘has been wished for by so many entreaties and prayers’ [Tam cupidis igitur votis precibusque petita], a sentiment repeated later in the same pageant by Thaleia. The last Muse to speak, Polyhymnia, enthused that people of all ranks and stations congratulated Anne and that the day would be noted as significant by all. At the Leaden Hall, Anne was told that ‘Noo penne maye write, nor any tongue expresse’ the city’s joy, while at the Conduit on Cornhill Aglaia enthused that the ‘citie doeth rejoyce’ to see Anne. Finally, at the Conduit in Fleet Street, the popular enthusiasm for the occasion was again asserted, as Leland’s verses informed readers that they were witnessing rare spectacles produced with good will by grateful citizens.25 The impression of popular support, or at least assent, was also conveyed by the large numbers of city governors, judges, bishops, and nobles processing with Anne. The Tryumphaunt coronacyon, meanwhile, seems intended to endear Anne to readers through consistently recounting how graciously she received the honours done in her name.26

Several aspects of the pageants were designed to cultivate support for Anne by establishing a mutually beneficial relationship between the capital and its new queen. During the pageant of Apollo and the Muses Thaleia wished that Anne be blessed with all that was good and to the benefit of her people, a clear reminder to practise good queenship. At the pageant’s conclusion, the Muses collectively exhorted Anne to progress through the city often and ‘be received into the ardent bosom of the people’ [avido populi suscipienda sinu].27 Now that Henry had married her, ‘the city, which under Henry’s rule has ever been the freest, will be yet freer’ [Quaeque sub Henrico fuit urbs liberrima semper/Anna erit adiuncta coniuge liberior]. Anne was again cast as the defender of the city at the Leaden Hall, where Anne’s child was the hope that ‘this cittie from all damages preserved’. Leland’s verses about this pageant also explicitly appealed to Anne to show favour to the city.28 Anne was the first queen to receive a gift from the city on Cheapside, an innovation that probably reflected anxiety on all sides that the city be seen to support Anne’s position.29

Although it was traditional for pre-coronation pageants to praise the Queen’s virtues it was critical to do so when that Queen was, to many people’s minds, supplanting the virtuous legitimate Queen. Consequently, Udall and Leland’s verses sought to demonstrate that Anne had all of the virtues required of a good queen. One recurrent theme was Anne’s noble status. At Gracechurch Street, Calliope praised Anne’s noble pedigree, while the ballad at the end of the Judgement of Paris pageant also emphasized Anne’s noble blood ‘Queen Anne so gent/Of high descent/Anne excellent/In noblenes’.30 Anne traced her lineage back to Edward the Confessor and was initially crowned with his crown. This emphasis on Anne’s nobility was no doubt intended to counter criticisms like those of Roger Dycker who had been in trouble one year earlier for commenting that Henry would not reject a noble wife like Katherine for Anne.31

The pageants also praised Anne’s beauty and pre-eminent virtues. At Gracechurch Street Cleio lauded Anne as the fairest woman in the world and a splendid image of chastity. Significantly, Udall’s vernacular verse and songs also extolled Anne’s virtues. At the Leaden Hall, children sang that ‘The vertues all/No man mortall/Of this bird may write’, praising Anne by proxy. The ballad went on to commend Anne’s courage and reassure listeners, who could see that Anne was pregnant, that ‘In chastitie/Exceedeth shee/Moste like a virgin bright’. In the pageant itself, Udall’s verses praised Anne’s piety, claiming that she was ‘Highly endued with all giftes of grace/As by your living is well apparente’. At the little conduit on Cheapside, children sang that Anne was ‘Passing beautie/And chastitie/With high degree’.32 No doubt this emphasis on Anne’s chastity stemmed from the fact that she had been labelled a concubine and whore by Katherine’s supporters.

The pageant that did most to flatter Anne was the Judgement of Paris, which was largely performed in English. Here Mercury, Paris, Juno, Pallas, and Venus sat on lavish thrones. Paris, charged by Mercury with choosing the most beautiful goddess and rewarding her with an apple, was offered bribes by each goddess in turn before deciding that Venus was the most beautiful. But seeing Anne, ‘pereles in riches, wit, and beautie’, Paris decided that Anne deserved the prize most of all. Anne received a golden ball representing the gifts the goddesses bestowed on her—wisdom, riches, and felicity—but was told that she deserves a higher prize as ‘this aple of gold/Is to symple a reward a thousand fold’. Anne’s true prize of a ‘croun imperiall’ was waiting for her elsewhere. The ballad which was sung as Anne left this pageant likewise praised her qualities: Jupiter had known that wise Paris would choose Anne as he ‘Well understood/Your virtues good’.33

Udall’s pageant sequences also linked Anne’s character to the virtues necessary to exercise good queenship. The poet introducing the three graces proclaimed that ‘thei attend with their contynuall presence’ and ‘offer faithfull assistance’ to Anne, before each grace in turn pledged to aid Anne. Aglaia (hartie Gladnes) announced that all three would ‘never faill your Grace t’endue and enhaunce’, Thaleia (Stable Honour) promised to assist and advance Anne, while Euphrosene (Contynuall Successe) vowed to bring Anne ‘long fruicion’. Similarly the final pageant in Fleet Street emphasized Anne’s queenly virtues. A tower had been erected over the conduit; in each of its four turrets were representations of the four cardinal virtues who promised never to leave Anne.34 Here, then, the civic pageant highlighted to Anne that her subjects expected her to rule with prudence, justice, temperance, and courage, whilst simultaneously suggesting to those same subjects that this was exactly what Anne would do. In Udall’s pageants and in those designed by others, flattery of Anne also served to create expectations of her queenship and expressed the duties that Englishmen and women expected her to embrace. Significantly, these pageants largely took place in what Manley has identified as the ‘liminal’ phase in royal entries from Gracechurch to St Paul’s, where pageants outlining expectations of the monarch were traditionally performed.35

The coronation poetry consistently cast Anne’s coronation as heralding a new golden age for England. Udall exploited the prophecy of Virgil’s fourth eclogue, which forecast that the return of a virgin and the birth of a boy child would usher in a new Saturnine golden age in which would see man become more virtuous and the gods return to earth under Apollo’s rule. The theme of a princely marriage heralding the Saturnine golden age also found currency on the Continent, featuring in festivals such as that which celebrated the marriage of Cosimo de Medici and Eleanora in 1539.36 For Udall, however, the Virgilian golden age was also tied to the rejection of papal power, the true faith, and the foundation of a godly dynasty.

Udall’s pageant of Apollo and the Muses was the first to invoke the golden age. The Virgilian overtones were emphasized by the players’ costumes and instruments, which were based on Virgil’s descriptions. Apollo himself announced the arrival of Anne’s procession ‘bringing with it better times than those of times gone by’ [ferens secum potiora prioribus annis]. Later in the pageant Terpischore announced that the power of Anne’s divinity had drawn to her flora, stars and the gods, implying that Anne was responsible for renewal, and also claimed that the festivities were ‘truly more brilliant than ancient triumphs’ [Nempe priscis splendidior triumphis]. At the culmination of this pageant, the joint song of the Muses, the Muses explicitly linked the golden age augured by Anne with the golden age of Virgil’s fourth eclogue, singing ‘Now the honour of eternal spring will return, now will return kingdoms like those that existed under the rule of Saturn’ [Aeterni iam veris honor, iam secla redibunt/Qualia Saturni regna tenentis erant]. With the new reign of Apollo, the Muses jointly proclaimed that ‘the gods promise to give more fully now than in times past’ [praesentia numina spondent/Tempora praeteritis commodiora dare].37

In the next pageant, at the Leaden Hall, Udall’s verses suggested that it was Anne’s son who would, like Apollo, preside over a golden age resplendent in virtue.38 This was the main theme of the civic pageant at St Paul’s gate that Udall and Leland seemingly had no hand in. Here, three virgins posed with tablets, and underneath the tableau vivant was a scroll that linked the child Anne was carrying to a new golden age, just as the St Anne’s progeny pageant had. The scroll read: ‘Regina Anna novum regis de sanguine natum tum paries populis aurea secla tuis’ ‘Queen Anne whan ye shalte beare a newe sone of ye kynges bloode there shalbe a golden worlde unto thy people’. Here, moreover, the message was disseminated on wafers that were cast out into the audience and over Anne.39

This rhetoric of regeneration and the auguring of a golden age was reflected in the physical environments in which Udall and Leland’s verses were delivered and displayed. Several of the staging points for pageants were refurbished for the event, as were important features in the urban landscape that did not have specific pageants associated with them. Moreover, expensive cloth and tapestry was displayed along the route of Anne’s procession on Cornhill, Gracechurch Street, and Cheapside. This display of the collective wealth of London further augmented the splendour of the event while contributing to the ethos of renewal.40 In Cheapside, Leland’s verses explicitly linked the physical rejuvenation of the city with the allegorical golden age Anne brought. The Great Conduit had been ‘newly painted with armes of deuices’ and here, it seems, verses by Leland were posted. These proclaimed ‘Now at last is the Golden Age returned to us, fair Anne, thanks to your auspices’ [Aurea nunc tandem sunt saecula reddita nobis/Illa, sed auspiciis, Anna serena, tuis] and offered as proof the ‘most glittering appearance of things’ [facies nitidissima rerum]. Leland also tied this golden age to the plentiful fountains and musical interludes stationed at regular intervals along the processional route. Beside the Conduit a fountain had been erected to provide wine, which Leland’s verses cited as proof of the Golden Age flourishing: ‘for the rivers, everywhere flowing with much wine, testify to this well enough’ [Flumina nam passim multo labentia vino/Illud testantur … satis]. This was no doubt also meant to evoke memories of the fountains that had been flowing with wine at Gracechurch corner and the conduit in Cornhill, and to establish the link in advance of the procession reaching the final fountain gushing wine for the day at the conduit in Fleet Street, where Leland’s verses focused on the bounty of the castle over the conduit. Similarly, Leland’s verses at the Great Conduit invoked the organ music and the chorus of maidens as evidence of the advent of the golden age.41 Once more, there were musical parallels from across the entire processional route to witness the golden age’s return.

Next the procession arrived at the Standard, which ‘was richly painted with images of kings and queens’. Here verses by Leland again linked the renovation of the area with Anne: ‘all the city’s appearance and colour have been changed’ and ‘the column which recently stood squalid and without honour now shines at your arrival noble Anne’ [Totius est urbis facies mutata, colorque, Squalida quae nuper stetit et sine honore columna/Splendet in adventu, nobilis Anna, tuo]. Not only had the Standard been replenished, but Leland claimed that it had been painted with a new picture of Henry, with Anne ‘joined to his handsome side’ [lateri stas coniunctissima pulchro], that would rival the work of the celebrated ancient artist Appelles. Thus the Virgilian message was augmented by the invocation of a golden age of the arts, while simultaneously linking Anne, and the child she was carrying, to the rightful succession of the crown through the images of kings and queens that were already displayed on the sides of the Standard. A little further along Cheapside, the procession passed the Cross; this had also been regilded for the occasion, linking Anne, her child, and the golden age to former monarchs including Edward the Confessor whose images adorned the Cross.42

After the pageant at St Paul’s the procession passed through several other important areas which had also been refurbished for the occasion. Much of this renovation, like that on Cheapside, reinforced the idea of a golden age at locations that had longstanding associations with monarchy, linking it to Henry’s new dynastic ambitions. Ludgate was decorated with medieval and mythic English kings; its refurbishment linked Anne’s procession to the line of legitimate rule. Further along the processional route at the Fleet Street conduit a ‘standard of masonwarke’ had been ‘costly made’ and the conduit itself repainted. Here, the painted arms had been refreshed, presumably indicating a repainting of royal dynastic motifs.43 Further along the route Temple Bar had also been repainted and repaired and parts of Westminster Hall had been re-glazed.

Augmenting this message were simple dynastic motifs that were displayed throughout the pre-coronation processions and, in various forms, adorned the streets down which it progressed. Most prominent in the naval flotilla were two foists: one in the shape of a red dragon, the other containing Anne’s falcon badge. Roses covered the grassy hill at the Leaden Hall, a garland of roses was erected at St Paul’s gate, and the pageant there ended with rose leaves and wafers being scattered. They also featured prominently in the pageant of Apollo and the Muses, where Udall’s verses suggested that the charming Muses were encircled with wreathes of Paestum roses, Apollo exhorted that Parnassus should be adorned with garlands of roses, and Cleio urged the Muses to ‘bind your temples with crimson roses’ [cingite puniceis tempora laeta rosis]. Another recurrent motif was Anne’s white falcon. Indeed at the Leaden Hall, praise of Anne’s falcon ‘that all birds dothe passe’ was used to confer praise on the new Queen and link her to the Tudor rose ‘chief floure that ever was’. It seems that H A monograms were also displayed across the city.44

Yet the golden age that Henry and Anne’s son would bring was not only an age of great plenty and artistic achievement, but also one in which true religion would flourish. The pageant at the Leaden Hall, which centred on St Anne and her progeny, comprised a castle with a heavenly roof, under which was a green hill covered in white and red roses. As verses were read explaining the significance of the event, a mechanical falcon descended from the heavens to rest upon a golden root growing on the hill. A mechanical angel then descended and crowned the falcon, in front of which sat St Anne, the Virgin Mary, and Anne’s two other daughters Mary of Cleophas and Mary Salome, with their husbands Alphaeus and Zebedee, and their six children. The pageant linked the angelic crowning of Anne’s badge with the godly children Anne’s marriage to Henry was sure to produce. Udall’s verses on the pageant declared how St Anne’s daughter had ‘produced the first seeds of our sacred faith’ [sacrae olim fidei semina prima tulit]. Like her namesake, Anne would produce an heir who would rule, like Henry, as fidei defensor: ‘Wee the cittizens, by you, in shorte space/Hope suche issue and descente to purchase/Whereby the same faith shall be defended’. Just as St Anne’s children had been a holy generation, so too would Anne’s offspring herald a godly dynasty. This not only alluded to the messiah-like male heir, but also a broader family network that would help to govern the realm in the true faith, just as St Anne’s other progeny James the Apostle and John the Evangelist had ‘by teaching and good life our faith confirmed’. To underline the message, it was delivered by one of St Anne’s grandchildren.45

Although Henry had rejected papal claims to authority over the English Church, at this stage the matter was about legal jurisdiction rather than doctrine. Anne’s coronation procession did not herald a protestant reformation: quite the opposite, in fact. It was in both Henry’s and the city’s interests to emphasize traditional religious values. Henry’s challenge to the papacy had brought accusations of schism and heresy from critics at home and abroad, while religious conservatives no doubt worried that a rejection of the papacy was the first step towards even greater heresies. The need to assert Henry’s claims to the title of Defender of the Faith, indeed his very claims to doctrinal orthodoxy, had become apparent in the previous year, when John Dryver, prior of the crossed (crutched) friars in London, was reported for saying that Henry would soon be known as destructor fidei.46 No wonder then that the theme of protecting true religion recurred throughout the pageant sequences. At St Paul’s gate, the tableau of the virgins was designed to cement Henry’s actions within God’s plan and advertise that his policies were undertaken with God’s blessing. Thus the virgins held silver tablets with verses from Scripture. On one was written ‘Domine dirige gressos meos’—‘Lorde god direct my ways’ and another was inscribed with the command ‘Confide in Domino’—‘Trust in God’.47 Moreover these inscriptions helped to link the messiah-like child of the Leaden Hall pageant with the Virgilian boy-child who heralded the return of the golden age through the inscription displayed underneath. This served to emphasize the newly rediscovered role of the English king as responsible for upholding the Christian faith in England. Although Henry had been represented as defensor fidei during the celebrations marking his meeting with Charles V in 1522 it took on new meaning in 1533.48 If the Pope had no jurisdiction in England and Henry was sole head of the English Church, then it was incumbent upon him to preserve doctrinal orthodoxy. Concurrently, those who knew Virgil could draw further allusions from the theme: the golden age heralded the return of justice and virtue, just as Henry claimed that his rejection of the Pope’s usurped authority heralded the return of justice and true religion to the English Church.

A commitment to traditional religious worship was also reflected in the physical environment of the procession: the images of saints on Cheapside Cross were newly gilded, and at the conduit in Fleet Street a ‘standard of masonwarke costly made with ymages and aungels costly gylted with golde’ had been erected for the occasion.49 Equally, the coronation ceremony itself largely followed the traditional ritual, and was marked with the usual Te Deums and mass.50 As Jennifer Loach has argued, the purpose of ceremonial is to reinforce tradition rather than to innovate.51 This was especially important in 1533 when innovation was being presented as the re-establishment of traditional norms, jurisdictions, and ideas that had wrongly fallen into disuse. This explains why, as Kipling and others have shown, the pageants at the Leaden Hall, St Paul’s gate, and the Fleet Street conduit drew upon Marian themes traditionally invoked in queens’ coronations by emulating the Virgin’s assumption and coronation. The pageant at the Leaden Hall linked Anne to the Holy Family, that in Fleet Street took place in a castle representing the holy city, and at St Paul’s gate Anne was exhorted ‘Veni amica coronaberis’ [come my love, thou shalt be crowned] and showered with wafers engraved with the same statement, a clear evocation of the coronation of the Virgin. The Marian theme underlined the religious orthodoxy of the King and his wife while simultaneously exploiting the parallels between the Virgin and the Queen as intercessor.52

Cranmer’s ability to dispense on the validity of Henry’s first marriage rested upon the King’s claims to imperium. As the Act in Restraint of Appeals announced, ‘this realm of England is an empire’, meaning no foreign power could claim any jurisdiction within it. Consequently, as Alice Hunt and Stewart Mottram have noted, the imperial theme was prominent during Anne’s coronation procession. The iconography of the imperial crown recurred at several points during the coronation procession. Holbein’s sketch of the pageant of Apollo and the Muses suggests that it was at one point intended to have pillars topped by imperial crowns on either side of the pageant.53 During the pageant of St Anne’s progeny, the mechanical angel crowned the ‘empire-deserving’ falcon representing Anne with a ‘diadem imperiall’, a theme which was reprised in Udall’s English verse written for the event. Later, at St Paul’s gate one, or possibly two, angels held a ‘close crowne of golde’ as Anne was exhorted to ‘Come my love thou shalbe crowned’ [Veni amica coronaberis].54 Moreover, the other verses linked Anne’s coronation and the imperial crown to God’s will, as the other tablets commanded that readers ‘trust in god’ and let the ‘lord direct my ways’. Although the imperial crown had been used as part of the iconographical armoury of English kings for over a century, in the summer of 1533 the imperial crown took on new significance.55 Henry’s imperium was also emphasized in Udall’s verses and songs. After Paris had made his decision, the closing oration promised Anne a ‘croun imperiall’. Elsewhere, Henry’s empire was linked to the children who would follow him, as Urania forecast that soon Anne would produce a son ‘who will rule the empire well together with his parents’ [quae imperium regat/Una cum senibus rite parentibus], a message reprised by the Muses collectively at the end of the pageant.56 Thus the perpetuity of Henry’s imperial rule was asserted and simultaneously linked to the rhetoric of a golden age.

Anne’s pre-coronation procession, and the pageants composed by Nicholas Udall in particular, developed several themes that were key to establishing the legitimacy of Henry’s marriage to Anne and any children that it produced. Anne’s suitability to be queen was asserted, her marriage to Henry was depicted as divinely ordained, and at several points Udall both asserted her popularity and the assent of the commons whilst simultaneously seeking to cultivate it. Udall and Leland also drew upon the rhetoric of empire that had proved so crucial to the rejection of papal jurisdiction in England and presented the child Anne was carrying as one who would rule over a golden age of plenty, artistic achievement, and true religiosity as head of the English Church. Throughout the pageant sequences, these themes were mutually reinforcing and were further supported by the physical appearance of the city. Such rhetoric was not straightforward propaganda, but rather the result of a collaboration between the government and the city that created a flattering iconography at the same time as it placed expectations on Anne, Henry, and their future offspring. Cliff Davies has recently argued that there was no conscious effort made by the Tudors to fashion themselves as a separate dynasty.57 While it may be true that the term ‘Tudor’ was rarely used and that in the first few decades of Tudor rule the ancient lineage of Henry VII and Henry VIII was consistently emphasized, the 1530s witnessed a development in royal polemic. The annulment of Henry VIII’s marriage to Katherine required a reorientation of dynastic propaganda. In Udall’s verses for Anne Boleyn’s pre-coronation pageantry we can see the seeds of a polemic which held Henry up as the founder of a God-given dynasty that would defend the true faith in England.
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CHAPTER 24
HALL’S CHRONICLE AND THE GREENWICH TRIUMPHS OF 1527

KENT RAWLINSON

ON 12 March 1527 two French ambassadors, the viscount of Turenne and the bishop of Tarbe, were received by Henry VIII at Greenwich Palace.1 In the tiltyard, where they visited Henry’s famous armoury, preparations had been underway for two months on the staging of a magnificent festival to celebrate the completion of their protracted and often difficult embassy.2 This was to be no ordinary court entertainment, but rather a series of associated events comprising ceremonial receptions, religious services, jousts, feasting, dancing, and theatrical performance. Contemporaries termed such extraordinary occasions ‘triumphs’ recalling ancient Roman celebrations of martial victories. They were, in turn, partly inspired by the sophisticated civic ‘triumphs’ recently revived by the rulers and cultural patrons of contemporary Italian city-states.3 This ‘triumph at Greenwich’ was one of two held in the palace and its tiltyard in 1527, both of which celebrated the conclusion of a French embassy.4 Each incorporated a significant theatrical set piece, while more broadly, every aspect of these triumphs was a performance that reflected and reinforced the personal and political status of the courtly participants and their audience.

The Greenwich triumphs were two episodes in a year dominated by Anglo-French diplomacy and European politics.5 The French embassies they celebrated sought to strengthen a nascent Anglo-French alliance that formed the centre of a wider league of European states opposed to the growing political and territorial power of the Emperor Charles V. The first embassy arrived in February to negotiate a series of treaties whose centrepiece was the proposed marriage of Princess Mary to Francis I or one of his two sons, both of whom were hostages of Charles V. In early May, just as these negotiations ended with no firm commitment to a marriage, Charles V’s troops entered and sacked Rome, placing Pope Clement VII under de facto house arrest. The second embassy arrived in October to confirm the treaty of Amiens, a more militant alliance negotiated in person between Wolsey and Francis I over the summer, which sought the release from Imperial custody of both the Pope and Francis’ sons. The French ambassadors in England (and those of England in France) partook in lengthy, but sporadic, negations interwoven with formal receptions, feasts, hunting, and all manner of courtly entertainments: ‘Thus contynued the kyng [Francis I] & my lord [Wolsey] in Amyens the space of ij wekes & more consultyng & feastyng eche other dyuers tymes.’6 The Greenwich triumphs epitomize a courtly culture that consistently mixed pleasure with politics.

The triumphs of May and November 1527 now appear amongst the most elaborate and significant of early Tudor court festivals, in part because they are amongst the best documented.7 A number of first-hand narrative descriptions, together with extensive ‘revels accounts’, provide a uniquely detailed record of the preparations, performance, and reception of both occasions. The most significant narratives are those of Edward Hall, whose detailed descriptions of court entertainments recur consistently throughout his Chronicle.8 As a London lawyer, an established royal servant, and a member of parliament, Hall was a well-placed and close observer of Henry VIII’s court.9 Upon his death in mid-April 1547, he bequeathed to Richard Grafton, the printer and historian, ‘my Cronycle late made trusting that he will sett it forward’.10 Grafton published this in 1548, with his own dedication and preface, under the title The Union of the Two Noble and Illustre Families of Lancaster and York.11 Known as Hall’s Chronicle, it comprises eight ‘histories’ each dedicated to an individual monarch, beginning with Henry IV and ending with Henry VIII. That dedicated to Henry VIII is in great part an original work drawn from Hall’s immediate knowledge and experience.12 Grafton credits Hall with the entire work, stating he had ‘nether altered nor added any thyng of my selfe in the whole woorke, otherwise then the aucthor writ the same’.13 However, he also admits that Hall ‘perfited and writt this historie no farther then to the four and twentie yere of kyng Henry the eight: the rest he left noted in diuers and many pamphletes and papers’.14 For the period from the early 1530s onwards, Grafton therefore ‘gathered the same together, & haue in suchewise compiled them, as may after thesaied yeres, apere in this worke’.15 Given the potential scope of Grafton’s editing and additions, Hall’s Chronicle is best considered, at least in part, as a collaborative work.

Hall may have been present at one or both of the triumphs; certainly his narratives give every impression of being based on first-hand descriptions. Two unrelated eyewitness accounts survive to complement Hall’s narratives. The first, which describes the May triumph, was written by Gasparo Spinelli, the secretary of the Venetian embassy, and occurs in a letter to his brother Lodovico composed the next day.16 The second, which in turn describes the November triumph, appears in George Cavendish’s The Life and Death of Cardinal Wolsey (composed between 1554 and 1558).17 Other contemporaries also wrote of the 1527 triumphs, albeit in less detail, in particular in diplomatic correspondence. These narratives are complemented by a substantial volume of financial accounts (loosely termed ‘revels accounts’) which detail many aspects of the preparations for both triumphs including architectural fabrication, the production of decorations and furnishings, and the manufacture of costumes for the tournaments, masks, and theatrical performances.18

The survival of such a breadth of sources is in part fortuitous, but also reflects the extraordinary nature of the Greenwich triumphs. These were spectacular events that represented the apogee of contemporary court culture. As such they required carefully administration and, in turn, prompted much discussion and description. This short study of the 1527 triumphs attempts, first, to provide a simple narrative of each triumph based on the sources identified above.19 Thereafter it briefly examines four aspects of these court spectaculars: the preparations involved in their staging, their performers, their audience, and finally, the manner in which they were received or understood by contemporaries.

THE MAY TRIUMPH

The first triumph began on 4 May 1527 when the French embassy received a royal audience at Greenwich.20 This was a moment of great political significance when private negotiations ended and their outcome was publically declared. Dodieu, the secretary of the embassy, reports that:

After the King had embraced them, they sat in front of his throne with the Knights of the Garter behind them. [The bishop of] Tarbe recited a Latin speech, thanking the King for his good wishes, and saying how Francis desired to maintain his friendship, and to marry the Princess. The King … told the bishop of London to reply; which he did, standing bareheaded at the foot of the throne, thanking Francis, and promising a more detailed answer.21

On 5 May, Cuthbert Tunstall, the bishop of London, officiated at mass in the Chapel Royal, during which the French ambassadors and Henry VIII swore at the high altar, in Cardinal Wolsey’s hands, ‘to obserue the peace & league concluded between them’.22 The audience and oaths were the legal climax of the diplomatic process and the elaborate rituals and liturgy that attended them were an essential element of the triumph’s cumulative celebrations. The ambassadors dined with Henry VIII, Wosley and other leading courtiers, before being entertained in the Queen’s apartments, ‘where the Princess danced with the French ambassador … Turenne, who considered her very handsome’.23 The following day, 6 May, for ‘more enterteinyng of the French ambassadors the king caused a solempne Iustes to be done’.24 Spinelli reports that this tournament was marred by rain, but was regardless ‘a very delectable sight, by reason of the prowess of the knights’.25 The costumes of the knights and their horses were richly decorated, with cloth of silver and gold, and incorporated symbols and mottos that emphasized the diplomatic values of loyalty and trust: ‘Bi pen, pain nor treasure, truth shall not be violated’.26

At dusk, Henry VIII and Katherine of Aragon led the ambassadors into the banqueting house that ‘adjoined the other chambers [the tiltyard towers] from whence the King and nobility view the jousts’.27 This chamber was hung with tapestries ‘representing the history of David’ and was provided with hundreds of finely decorated torches and chandeliers, ‘illuminating the place very brilliantly’.28 Henry VIII sat between Queen Katherine and his sister Mary, the former Queen of France, at the high table, with their guests disposed down ‘two long tables, at one of which, on the right-hand side, were seated the French ambassadors … each pairing with some great lady’.29 Hall and Spinelli remark upon the enormous cupboards of gold and silver plate, one ‘ix. stages high … and so brode that it was maruaile to beholde’, which reached ‘from the floor to the roof’.30 The meal was served in silver gilt dishes, except the plate used for the royal table which was ‘all of gold … so massye that thei troubled sore the bearers’.31 Both writers extol the food and the accompanying musical entertainment: ‘to reherse the fare, the straungenes of dishes, wyth deuises of beastes and fowles it were to long, wherefore I will let passe ouer the supper with songes & minstrelsie’.32

After the supper, the guests were ‘marshalled, according to their rank’ and led to the screens passage ‘at the nether ende’.33 This was gilded and painted with bice (blue) and had three entrances used for service, with a minstrels’ gallery above. It took, according to Spinelli, ‘the form of a very lofty triumphal arch, fashioned after the antique’.34 Hall describes the ‘many sondri Antikes & diuises’, including ‘Gargills and Serpentes’, and Spinelli the ‘sundry busts of Emperors, and the King’s motto, “Dieu et mon droit” and other Greek words’.35 As the royal party passed under this structure, a carefully prepared incident occurred:

when they were betwene the vttermoste dore and the Arches the kyng caused them to turne backe & loke on that syde of the Arches, and there they sawe how Tyrwyn [Thérouanne, captured by Henry VIII from the French in 1513] was beseged, and the very maner of euery mans camp, very connyngly wrought, whiche woorke more pleased them then the remembring of the thing in dede.36

The party proceeded down ‘a long galerie richely hanged’ and entered ‘the disguysing house’ (also referred to as the ‘Revelling house’ or ‘hows of revell’).37 Slightly smaller than the banqueting house, this was fitted out with seating stands (seemingly of three tiers) down its length, which rested on pillars supporting rails, upon which to lean, and candelabra, ‘so well disposed and contrived as not to impede the view’.38 The floor was covered with ‘cloth of silk embroidered with gold lilies’ and the ceiling made of stretched canvas, ‘well nigh flat’.39 This was painted with an elaborate map of world, ‘the names of the principal provinces being legible’, encircled by the sea, the twelve signs of the zodiac, and the seven planets.40 Henry VIII was seated beneath a canopy of estate with Katherine of Aragon and Queen Mary ‘at his feet’, seemingly at the near end of the chamber facing down its length.41 Spinelli describes the arrangement of the audience: firstly by sex, the men on the tiered seats to the right of the King, the women on the seats to his left; and secondly by rank, the guests of honour, the ambassadors, on the lowest tier, the nobility on the middle tier, and others ‘to whom admission was granted, they being few’ on the uppermost.42

Opposite the King, two thirds of the way down the chamber, stood ‘a gate, the Arches whereof stretched from side to side’.43 This gate was a decorative set piece and the focus of the first part of the evening’s entertainments or revels: a theatrical dialogue between ‘Love’ and ‘Riches’, part rhetorical debate and part mock battle. It was adorned with low-relief classical or ‘antique’ devices, but possibly retained something of the character of a late-medieval tower or gatehouse.44 Hall describes its ‘pillers wrapped, beyng Dormants Antike’ and its adornment with ‘the pictures of Hercules, Scipio, Iulius, [and] Pompei’.45 The inner walls were ‘decorated with a number of beautiful figures in low relief’.46 Like the screens passage it was highly coloured, ‘the hole arche was nothing but fine Bice & golde’.47

The dialogue, known as ‘Love and Riches’, began with the entrance of a handsome young man, dressed in blue silk decorated with golden eyes and wearing a cap of gold adorned with a laurel wreath and golden berries.48 Spinelli identifies this character as ‘Mercury, sent to the King by Jupiter’.49 He was escorted by eight ‘young choristers’ singing songs in English, who presented themselves before the king and departed.50 Left alone, Mercury delivered a Latin oration which praised the ‘Ioye … great loue, league, and amitie, that was betwene the two kynges of the same Realmes’ and lauded Henry VIII, Francis I, and Wolsey respectively for granting, seeking, and mediating the present peace.51 He announced that Jupiter had appointed Henry to judge whether Love or Riches had preeminence, a dispute Jupiter had been unable to resolve. Mercury having departed, the eight singers returned richly dressed and disposed themselves into two groups before the King, a leading member of each group taking the respective roles of Love and Riches.52 They were joined by a singer ‘in the guise of Justice’ who introduced the dispute in English after which Love and Riches made their respective cases, their fellows ‘defending their leaders, by reciting a number of verses’.53 Their dispute unresolved, Love and Riches called for a trial by combat, where by one party of three knights defended the gate, whilst another three attacked. Their battle was a mock version of ‘fighting at barriers’ fought over ‘a bar all gilte’, which fell ingeniously from within the gate ‘by some unseen means’, and it ended when a second bar fell and separated the participants.54 Spinelli remarks that the combat ‘commenced valiantly, man to man, some of them dealing such blows that their swords broke’ and he considered the defenders to have been victorious.55 Following the knights’ departure, a player entered dressed as ‘an olde man with a siluer berd’ and concluded: ‘that loue & riches, both be necessarie for princes (that is to saie) by loue to be obeied and serued, and with riches to rewarde his louers and frendes’.56

The second part of the revels was a mask, or series of dances, led by Princess Mary. A large painted curtain, probably the ‘great partycyun of kanvas’ of the accounts, was let down at the far end of the chamber revealing ‘a goodly mount’ upon which stood a fortress walled with golden towers and earthworks.57 This was adorned with ‘rich rockes of rubie cureously conterfaited & full of roses & pomgranates as though they grewe’; all seemingly made of paper purchased ‘for levys and flowers and daffadylles prym roos and syche branchys … for the mount or roke’.58 The mount was constructed of rough timber (‘trasshe’) by carpenters paid for ‘framing the great pageant, the ports and towers, [and] cutting stairs’.59 Four steps led into ‘a most verdant cave’ within the mount guarded by eight ‘chief gentlemen of the Court’ who sat upon it holding torches.60 The mask began when these ‘Lordes … sodenly descended from the mounte and toke ladyes’, possibly from the seated audience, ‘and daunced diuers daunces’.61 Following this prelude, Princess Mary and the marchioness of Exeter, leading a party of ladies in classical costume, issued from the cave to a fanfare of trumpets. Once they had danced, they stood aside whilst the eight lords did likewise and then both parties danced together before returning to the mount. Six maskers wearing ‘visers with syluer berdes, so that they were not knowne’ then entered and danced with ‘such ladies as they pleased for their partners’.62 Meanwhile, Henry VIII, the viscount of Turenne, and six others, discreetly departed to be dressed in costumes of cloth of gold and visors with golden beards. In addition, all wore ‘black velvet slippers … lest the King should be distinguished from the others, as from the hurt which he received lately on his left foot when playing at tennis he wears a black velvet slipper’.63 This royal party then entered the chamber and danced with eight chosen ladies, of whom Katherine of Aragon appears to have been one, until she ‘plucked of the kynges visar’ and each of the ladies likewise unmasked their partners. Henry VIII made a gift of his own masking apparel to the viscount, ‘which were very riche, [and] for whiche he thanked hym’.64

The mask concluded when Princess Mary and her companions descended from the mount and joined her father and the ambassadors. As they met, Henry released ‘her cap, and the net being displaced, a profusion of silver tresses as beautiful as ever seen on human head fell over her shoulders, forming a most agreeable sight’.65 Henry VIII and Katherine then led their guests back into banqueting house where a banquet ‘with every sort of confection and choice wines’ was served and the ‘ioy, myrth and melody’ lasted until ‘the day [was] even at the breakyng’.66 The following morning the ambassadors took their leave of the king ‘and had great rewardes geuen them’.67

THE NOVEMBER TRIUMPH

On 1 November Henry VIII, a second French embassy, and ‘all his nobilitie rode to the Cathedral church of S. Paule … [where] the kyng of England before the aulter sware to kepe and performe the league’.68 In celebration, a second triumph was held on 10 November, which began with the ceremonial admission of Henry VIII into the French chivalric order of St Michael (as in Paris, the same day, Francis I was admitted into the Order of the Garter). Henry received the robes and insignia of order from the ambassadors, a symbolic act reported by Venier, the Venetian ambassador:

They next placed round his neck a collar worth 3,000 crowns, of the same pattern as the border of the mantle, viz., round gold scallop shells, connected by links of six chains; and from the collar there hung a small St. Michael in armour, trampling under foot the devil; such being the insignia of this order of knighthood.69

As in May, such court ceremony, with its processions and chapel services, was an essential counterpart of the evening’s entertainments. Cavendish recounts how he ‘sawe the kyng in all this apparell & habytt passyng thoroughe the chamber of presence vnto his Closet & … in the same habytt at masse benethe in the Chapell’.70

In the afternoon, another tournament, ‘Iustes of pleasure’, was held in the tiltyard, which lasted until dusk.71 The ambassadors were then led to the ‘bankettyng Chamber in the Tyltyerd … by the noblest persones beyng than in Court’.72 This had been refurbished and hung with ‘costly verdor’ (tapestry woven to depict dense foliage), which ‘by the brightsomenes of the gold, the flowers appered so freshly that they semed as they were growyng’.73 The arrangements were similar to those in May: ‘the cupberdes of gold and gilte plate with the eweryes, thesame I ouer passe, because you haue herd thereof in the beginnyng of this yere’.74 Henry VIII and Katherine of Aragon again presided over the meal, which comprised one hundred and thirty ‘disshes … subtylltes … [and] straynge devysis’.75 Mock battles provided entertainment: ‘In the myddes of this bankett ther was tornyng at the barriers (evyn in the Chamber) wt lusty gentilmen in gorgious complett harnoys [i.e. armour] on foote … [and then] the lyke on horssebake’.76

Henry VIII again led the ambassadors and guests into ‘the great chamber of disguisinges’.77 The arches forming the screens passage and the great gate had all been repainted and gilded, while the mount of May had been entirely replaced with a new set piece: ‘A Fountayne and an Arber’.78 Constructed of painted and gilded timber around an iron framework, the fountain appeared to Hall to be ‘all of white Marble grauen & chased, the bases of thesame were balles of golde’.79 This may have symbolized the peace between England and France. The lower of two bowls was supported by ‘rampyng beastes’ (possibly Henry VIII’s king’s beasts), whilst the upper was gripped and ‘enuironed with wynged serpentes all of golde’ (possibly Francis I’s badge, a winged salamander). On top was ‘a fayre lady’, perhaps a personification of Peace, ‘out of whose brestes ran aboundantly water of merueilous delicious sauer’.80 The accounts record the purchase of ‘xlij gallons of swete waters for the Conduite to Roune with’.81 The arbour around the fountain comprised both a hawthorn tree in flower, upon which stood the English royal arms surrounded by the collar of the Order of St Michael, and a mulberry tree, laden with berries, in turn topped with ‘the armes of Fraunce within a garter’.82 About the fountain were benches ‘of Rosemary fretted in braydes layd on gold’ and branches of roses ‘as they wer growyng’.83 The arbour was surmounted by another symbol of peace, an olive tree, the iron stem of which stretched ‘frome the toppe of the Arbor unto the Roof of the housse’.84 The fountain and arbour (together with the verdure of the banqueting house) were probably intended to symbolize the fruits of the peace concluded between Henry VIII and Francis; the overall effect was to conjure an illusion of spring at the onset of winter.85 Henry VIII’s court and guests temporarily inhabited this bountiful fantasy; on the benches were seated eight ‘fair ladies in straung attier & so richely apparelled in cloth of gold … that I cannot expresse the connyng workmanship therof’.86

The first half of the revels was, again, a play performed, according to Hall, ‘in the Latin tongue in maner of Tragedy’, but described by Cavendish as a ‘diguysyng or enterlude made in latten & frenche’.87 Although no text of this survives, a detailed costume list within the revels accounts enumerates a large cast:

The kyngis plesyer was that At the sayd Revells by clarkes in the latyn tonge shold be playd in hys hy presence A play, whereof insuythe the namys, Frist [sic], An oratur in Aperell of gold, A poyed in Aperell of cloth of gold, Relygeun, ecclesia, veritas lyke iij novessis In garmentes of sylke and vayelles of lawne And sypers, Erryssy, Falles interpretacion, Cor[ru]pcio scriptoris, lyke laydys of beeme inpereld in garmentes of sylke of dyvers collors, The herrytyke Lewtar lyke A party frer in rosset damaske and blake taffata, Lewtars wif lyke A frowe of spyers in almayn in red sylke, Petar, Peull, And Jamys, in iij abettes of whyghte sarsenet, And iij red mantylls and heris of sylvar of damaske and pelleuns of skarlet, And a Cardenall in hys aparell, ij sargents in ryche aparell The Dolfyn and his brother, in cottes of velvit inbraudrid withe gold and capis of satyn bownd withe velvett, A messyngar in tynsell satyn, vj men in gownys of gren sarsenet, vj wemen in gownys of cremsyn sarsenet, war in ryche cloth of gold and fethers And Armyd, iij Almayns in Aparell all cut and sclyt of sylke, Lady pecs in Ladys aparell all whyght and ryche, And Lady quyetnes, And dame tranquylyte rychely beseyn in Ladis aparell For ye Aparell of thes xlviij parsonagis, was bowght and provydyd …88

In turn, the basic narrative is outlined by Hall:

the effect wherof was that the pope was in captiuitie & the church broughte vnder the foote, wherfore S. Peter appeared and put the Cardinal in authoritie to bryng the Pope to his libertie and to set vp the church againe, and so the Cardinall made intercession to the kinges of England and of Fraunce, that they toke part together, and by their meanes the pope was deliuered. Then in came the French kynges children and complayned to the Cardinal, how the Emperor kept them as hostages and would not come to no reasonable point with their father, wherfore thei desired the Cardinal to helpe for their deliueraunce, which wrought so with the kyng his master and the French kyng that he brought the Emperor to a peace, and caused the two yong princes to be deliuered.89

As in May, the second part of the revels was a mask that began with four alternating companies of ladies and gentlemen, all richly attired, entering and dancing in turn. The royal masking party comprised Henry VIII, the French ambassador Montmorency, the duke of Suffolk and five others, who entered to a fanfare, ‘with the noyse of mynstrelsie’, dressed in purple satin and cloth of gold.90 They ‘toke the ladies that sat about the fountaine and daunsed with them very lustely’ until ‘they put of their visers and were knowen’.91 Cavendish writes that the revels continued ‘from .v. of the cloke vntill ij or iij after mydnyght at which tyme it was convenyent for all estattes to drawe to ther rest’.92 The next day the embassy took their leave of Henry VIII and Wolsey and received their rewards:

uery honorable person in estymacion had most comenly plate to the valewe of iii or iiij [hundred pounds] … & some more & some lesse … but this I knowe that the lest of them all had a Somme of Crowns the worst page among them had xx Crownes for his part …93

THE PREPARATIONS

The Greenwich triumphs were ephemeral events, which ‘next mornyng semyd to all the beholders but as a ffantasticall dreame’.94 Nevertheless, they required great expenditure and months of preparations, which ranged from the decoration of buildings, through the production of costumes, to the preparation of the banquets. These works were principally undertaken and managed by leading courtiers and court officers. George Cavendish was responsible for a ‘tryhumphant feast’ held for the November embassy at Wolsey’s palace of Hampton Court:95 my lord Cardynall sent me beyng gentilman vssher … to hampton Court to fforsee all thynges … to be noblely garnysshed accordyngly ower paynnes ware not small or lyght but travellyng dayly frome Chamber to Chamber Than the Carpenters, the Ioynors, the Masons, the paynters, And all other Artificers necessary to glorefie the howsse & feast ware sett a worke there was cariage & recariage of plate, stuffe, and other riche Implementes So that there was no thyng lakkyng or to be Imagyned or devysed for the purpose …96

Preparations for the May triumph began in mid-January, a month before the arrival of the embassy, and resumed again a full month before the November triumph. One account book opens with the statement that: ‘For as myche as the kyngis plasour was That Revelles shold be holdyn at his Manor of Grenwiche … Was mayde by sondry artyffecers A place of plesyer’.97 This description, ‘a place of pleasure’, might be extended to the entire Greenwich tiltyard, a part of the palace completely given over to courtly entertainment. The tiltyard was an open area of grass laid out for the jousts and mock combats that constituted Tudor tournaments. It had been remodelled for Henry VIII, between 1515 and 1518, by ‘the making of the towers and a howse … set on the grene’.98 These towers, with their slender turrets, are clearly visible in later views of Greenwich.99 These also depict two large rectangular buildings, linked by a gallery, which adjoin the towers: the banqueting and disguising houses.100 These were seemingly of recent or new construction in May 1527. Dodieu refers to ‘the house in the garden, newly built, near the lists’, while Hall states that: ‘The kyng agaynst that night had caused a banket house to bee made on the one syde of the tylt yarde’.101 The tiltyard, which might nowadays be termed an ‘entertainment complex’, also included its own kitchen and possibly superior guest lodgings.102 Although the banqueting and disguising houses had some architectural decoration (Hall describes the former’s windows as ‘all clere stories … strangely wrought’) they were essentially architectural shells intended to be redecorated and refurnished as different occasions demanded.103 Unlike royal halls or greater chambers, which were also used for revels and dramatic performance, these were spaces entirely dedicated to courtly entertainment, where lengthy and complex preparations could proceed undisturbed by other events or routine uses.

The decoration and furnishing of the banqueting and disguising houses was managed by two men: George Lovekyn, the clerk of the stable, and Richard Gibson, the yeoman of the revels.104 Their account books reflect a broad division of responsibilities. Lovekyn oversaw the physical fabrication and major decorative works, in May, ‘the making of ij Archis tryumphant antiquewise for the kinges banketing and disguysing housses’.105 Gibson managed the production of hundreds of costumes, ‘somptus Aperellis wroght & mayd’, both for the tournaments and the revels.106 He also contributed to the decorations, accounting in November for painting the arbor, ‘treys boshis branchis … as rosis rosemary hauthorn molberis …’.107

Both men relied upon specialist suppliers and craftsmen, many of whom were London tradesmen, such as the Mercer’s company which supplied Gibson with cloth, or foreign artisans resident in the city.108 ‘Frenchemen Jeynors’ constructed the triumphal arches and gate, which were covered with low-relief decoration made by ‘Mowlders of paper’ and ‘Casters of leade’.109 Moulds of classical or ‘antique’ designs were bought from John Wildeman, a London brazier, including ‘a mulde callyd the grete pillar’ and another ‘Callyd the ij dolffins’.110 The huge amount of painting and gilding required throughout both houses was overseen by the Italian, Vincent Vulpe, and the King’s serjeant painter, John Brown, who managed a small group of ‘Ytalians payneters’ and a larger number of English ‘gulders payneters and Grynders of collors’.111 Tailors were paid to sew and rig up large canvases for the biggest decorative and pictorial works.112 These were painted by Hans Holbein ‘and hys cumpany’ who collaborated with the King’s astronomer, the Bavarian scholar Nicolaus Kratzer, on the design for the astrological ceiling in the disguising house.113 Giovanni da Maiano, a Florentine sculptor well established in England, was also responsible for some design work, ‘drawing the picturs’, and with his company provided equipment and materials for the moulding and casting works.114 His most significant contributions, however, were finely sculpted classical busts ‘for the Arche in the disguysing house’, described as ‘vj Antique heddes gilt silveryd & paintyd’.115

The lighting, which had to serve both houses into the small hours, was a specialist task ‘in the Reknyng of Clement Urmyston’.116 Richly finished candelabra were ranged along the walls, suspended below the ceilings, mounted on the triumphal arches in the banqueting house, and built into the seating in the disguising house. The entrepreneur and dramatist John Rastell was paid for ‘Lyons. dragons & grayhoundes holding Candelstickes’.117 More significantly, Rastell appears to have been personally responsible for the composition of ‘Love and Riches’: ‘for the writyng of the dialoge & makyng in Ryme bothe in inglishe & Latyn’.118 Payments to John Redman, a London stationer, were probably for copying out the parts.119 Large quantities of existing furnishings, including the highest quality tapestry, plate, and jewellery, were transported to Greenwich, much by river. The yeomen of the Jewel House claimed ‘for ij bottes with Basketes ffull of plate from the tower of London to grenewich. And ffrom grenwich to the Tower agayne’.120 The most valuable items were delivered under cover of darkness, ‘in to the galerye in the tilt yarde at mydnyght’.121

The extent and complexity of preparations, like those for a modern-day royal wedding or Olympic games, were themselves a semi-public expression of the wealth and ambition of the royal court. In May, Spinelli reminded his brother that the revels took place in ‘the apartments which I informed you in a former letter were being prepared for the reception of the French ambassadors’.122 Remarkably, as we have seen, Henry VIII himself accompanied Turenne and Tarbe on a tour of the armoury at Greenwich on 12 March, two months before the May triumph. Dodieu records that they went ‘to see the furniture and riches of the King, who ordered a suit of armour to be made for Turenne, like his own, which are said to be the safest and the easiest that are made’.123 In the nearby banqueting and disguising houses, construction and decoration had been underway for two months. The ambassadors may even have been shown these preparations, since the previous day, Henry had personally inspected the works, including Holbein’s large and elaborately painted canvases, ten men being paid ‘For to hang the clothes in the kynges syght and takyng them down agayn’.124

All the preparations were financed, overseen, and probably in part conceived by Sir Henry Guildford and Sir Henry Wyatt, the treasurer of the chamber. Both men were political intimates of the King and members of his council. Guildford in particular was a long-time companion of Henry VIII and served as de facto ‘master of the revels’.125 Gibson’s accounts consistently record payments abated ‘by the kounsell’.126 Something of the status, cultural sophistication, and possibly camaraderie of those responsible for the Greenwich triumphs is suggested by Holbein’s production in 1527–8 of a series of portraits of Guildford, Wyatt, Kratzer, and Nicholas Carew (the Master of the Horse and a leading figure in the tournaments).127 With both courtiers and court servants central to their preparation, the triumphs of 1527 were a production by the royal court, for the royal court. The ‘Redy money’ employed by Guildford and Wyatt in May amounted to a total of six hundred and sixty pounds.128 The complete cost of both triumphs, including accommodation and gifts, was doubtless many times greater. Justification for this huge expense, were that needed, may perhaps be found in the attention paid to the decorations, furnishings, and costumes by those who attended and subsequently described the triumphs. ‘The magnificence of this arch was such that it was difficult to comprehend how so grand a structure could have been raised in so short a space of time’, remarks Spinelli, who could ‘never conceive anything so costly and well designed … as what was witnessed on that night at Greenwich’.129 No doubt this was exactly the reaction desired by Henry VIII, his courtiers, and their workforce.

THE PERFORMERS

Court festivals and triumphs in particular were showcases for many different kinds of performance: music, theatre, tournaments, dance, and rhetorical exposition. The principal performers on these occasions were also leading members of the royal court, including the King himself. In turn, the King, his guests, and courtiers comprised the principal audience for these same entertainments. Indeed, a defining characteristic of early Tudor court festivals was a playful fluidity between the roles of performer and spectator.130

Music, although rarely described in narrative accounts, was a ubiquitous element of contemporary court culture, encompassing sung liturgy, ceremonial fanfares, the accompaniment of dances and meals, and sung sections of theatrical performances. The roles of musicians, singers, and actors were interrelated and amongst the most professionalized at court. Hall states that the play in November was performed ‘by children’ and Gibson’s accounts reimbursed ‘master Ryghtwos’ of St Paul’s school ‘for dobelletes hossis and showise for the chyldryn that wer powir menys sonys’ and ‘for fyar in tyme of Lernynge of the play’.131 Spinelli subsequently attended a dinner given by Wolsey after which ‘the scholars of St. Paul’s, all children, recited the “Phormio” of Terence, with so much spirit [galantaria] and good acting [bona attione] that he was astounded’.132 A company of adult and child actors ‘of the kynges Chappel’ seemingly performed ‘Love and Riches’.133 The entire piece could have been played by a chorus of eight choristers supporting a single adult singer, who consecutively played Jupiter, Justice, and the old man (possibly Wisdom). Six members of this chorus, leaving aside Love and Riches, could also have performed the mock battle, incorporating this fully within dialogue. Thus even the most professional of the triumphs’ participants, the musicians and actors, appear to have been members of court, such as the Chapel Royal, or of institutions associated with it, such the choristers of St Paul’s. Again, as with the preparations, the overall impression is of the royal court and London’s civic community collaborating to stage entertainments, rather commissioning them from others.

Triumphs provided an elaborate means of exhibiting a breadth of courtly talent. They required members of the court, including the King himself, to perform before each other and before their guests. Courtiers demonstrated their physical agility or prowess in both tournaments and dances. Tournaments were particularly thrilling spectacles.134 Hall records how in May the competitors ‘ranne many a faire course with little missyng … [breaking] iii. hundred speres’.135 These displays of male vigour were complemented by the dances, in which both ladies and gentleman participated, but which the former arguably led.136 This relationship was personified in May by the prominence given to Henry and Gertrude Courtenay, the marquis and marchioness of Exeter.137 Henry, a close companion of the King, led a party of fourteen knights at the jousts, whilst ‘hand in hand’ with Princess Mary, Gertrude led the first party of gentlewomen dancers, ‘their dance being very delightful by reason of its variety, as they formed certain groups and figures most pleasing to the sight’.138 Clerical members of court, by contrast, were called upon to demonstrate their scholarly skills by improvising orations or partaking in debates; as Tunstall did at the reception on 4 May.139

The physical performance of tournaments and dances was heightened by the provision of elaborate costumes at royal expense.140 These garnered high praise from observers:

there came in an other maske of ladyes so gorgiously apparelled in costly garmentes that I dare not presume to take vppon me to make therof any declaration lest I shold retther deface than beawtifie them therfore I leave it ontouched …141

One effect of such costumes was to exaggerate, for dramatic effect, the movements of their wearers. The bards and bases worn by the mounts of Courtenay and his companions were ‘covered with riches’, one half golden damask, the other half of cloth of silver ‘set with mountaynes full of Oliue braunches, made of gold all mouyng’.142 Masking costumes cut from cloth of gold and silver, embroidered with lustrous threads, and decorated with jewels, would have caught and reflected the light thrown by hundreds of candles. Princess Mary’s party in May dressed ‘in cloth of gold, their hair gathered into a net, with a very richly jewelled garland, surmounted by a velvet cap, the hanging sleeves of their surcoats … so well and richly wrought as to be no slight ornament to their beauty’.143 Such costumes emphasized the inevitable eroticism of mock battles and courtly dances:

came in suche a nomber of fayer ladys & gentilwomen that bare any brute or fame of beawtie in all this realme in the most richest apparell and devysied in dyuers goodly facions that all the connyngest tayllours could devyse to shape or Cut to sett forthe ther beawtie, geesture, & the goodly proporcion of ther bodyes who semyd to all men more Ayngelyke than yerthely made of flesshe & bone …144

Identical costumes were provided for parties in tournaments and maskers. The eight lords of the mount wore ‘cloth of Tissue & siluer cut in quater foyles, the gold engrailed with siluer … al loose on white satin, and on ther heddes cappes of blake veluet set with perle and stone, they had also mantelles of blake saten’.145 These uniforms no doubt encouraged camaraderie, as well as visually reinforcing the structure of masks where distinct parties danced in turn. Likewise, the status of each party, who commonly entered in reverse order of precedence, was articulated by the comparative richness of their costumes. For spectators, especially those watching from above, matching costumes probably emphasized the patterns that groups of maskers formed and reformed as they danced either alone or with another party.

Henry VIII and Princess Mary were the physical focus of much of the triumphs. The King took centre stage at the courtly and liturgical ceremonies that confirmed the Anglo-French treaties. On Shrove Tuesday 1527, he jousted before the first French embassy, ‘in a newe harnes all gilte, of a strange fashion that had not been seen’.146 He probably intended to do so again in May, but was prevented by his tennis injury.147 He presided over the meals in the banqueting house and personally led the ambassadors into the disguising chamber, where the audience was arranged hierarchically around the royal party. In May, Mercury identified Henry VIII as Jupiter’s deputy and hence as the principal actor in the dispute between Love and Riches. The King’s apparent passivity in this role may have implied his wisdom in rejecting judgement in favour of concord.148 The mask in May began when Princess Mary was dramatically revealed, opposite her father and mother, framed at the centre of the rich mount by beautifully apparelled lords and ladies. Spinelli’s description of this tableau vivant no doubt records the very reaction intended by those who conceived it:

Her beauty in this array produced such effect on everybody that all the other marvellous sights previously witnessed were forgotten, and they gave themselves up solely to contemplation of so fair an angel. On her person were so many precious stones that their splendour and radiance dazzled the sight, in such wise as to make one believe that she was decked with all the gems of the eighth sphere.149

Henry VIII and Princess Mary both led royal parties of dancers. On each occasion the King’s party included the principal ambassadors and leading courtiers. Cavendish suggests that the cultural sophistication of the female maskers was a further aspect of the performance or entertainment offered to the embassy:

Thes ladys maskeresses toke eche of theme a frenche gentilman to daunce & maske with theme ye shall vnderstand that thes lady maskers spake good ffrenche which delighted myche thes gentilmen to here thes ladyes speke to theme in ther owen tong …150

THE AUDIENCE

The nature of audience of the Greenwich triumphs was even more varied than that of the participants. It can be considered, most simply, in two groups: spectators who attended the triumphs; and those to whom the triumphs were reported (a group to which the present author and reader both now belong).

The Greenwich triumphs were very well-attended events. Spinelli describes how, in May, Henry VIII and Katherine of Aragon took ‘some 200 damsels’ to the banqueting house.151 In November, Hall describes a heaving palace: ‘all the galleryes and chambers were full of lordes, knightes & gentlemen, & the garrates aboue full of French lackays & verlettes’.152 The principal audience were first and foremost the French embassies, who in November numbered ‘above iiij xx [eighty] persons of the most noblest & worthiest gentilmen in all the Court of ffraunce’.153 Other resident ambassadors were invited, as they were to most court entertainments, hence Spinelli’s attendance. The audience became essentially a microcosm of the wider royal court, which comprised many high-ranking officials and servants in addition to the nobility. Cavendish, a senior household officer, was present in November, presumably as an onlooker, while in May, Spinelli tantalizingly refers to the upper tiers in the disguising house as occupied by ‘those to whom admission was granted, they being few’.154 These invitees may have been drawn from London’s civic and ecclesiastical elite, conceivably including Edward Hall himself. Together those fed and entertained in the banqueting and disguising houses probably numbered in the middle hundreds. Despite the volume of attendees, the entertainments were carefully stage-managed in a manner that particularly impressed Spinelli:

All the spectators being thus methodically placed [in their seats in the disguising house], without the least noise or confusion, and precisely as pre-arranged, the entertainment commenced. One thing above all others surprised me most, never having witnessed the like any where, it being impossible to represent or credit with how much order, regularity, and silence such public entertainments proceed and are conducted in England.155

Such careful choreography of courtiers, guests, and servants was a defining characteristic of English court life, which revolved around the performance of recurring cycles of secular ceremony and religious liturgy.156 Court officers ensured that everyone was in the right place at the right time, or as Spinelli has it, ‘were marshalled, according to their rank’.157 Cavendish, a gentleman usher, describes how at Hampton Court, after trumpets announced supper, ‘Officers went right discretly in dewe order And conducted thes nobyll personages [the ambassadors] frome ther Chambers vnto the Chamber of presence where they shold Suppe And they byng there caused them to sytt down.’158 Careful stewarding allowed for the contrivance of particular incidents, as in May when Henry VIII drew the ambassador’s attention to Holbein’s painting of the English siege of Thérouanne. Remarkably, the number of people who personally witnessed the unique architectural ensemble and lavish furnishings of the banqueting and disguising houses went far beyond the royal court and its guests, since once the May triumph had end the Greenwich tiltyard was briefly opened to the public:

These two houses with Cupbordes, hangynges, and all other thinges the kyng commaunded should stand still, for thre or foure daies, that al honest persones might see and beholde the houses & riches, and thether came a great nombre of people, to see & behold the riches & costely deuices.159

The guests in May and November were quickly outnumbered by those to whom the triumphs were reported by mouth or in writing. This audience was no secondary consideration for those conceiving, planning, and financing the triumphs. Court entertainments were intended to excite comment, description, and comparison. Cavendish has Wolsey instruct his household officers, before the entertainment of the French at Hampton Court:

nother to spare for expences or travell to make them suche tryhumphant chere as they may not oonly wonder at hit here but also make gloryous report in ther Contrie to the kynges honour & of this Realme …160

Foreign ambassadors constantly reported on significant events in the life of the English court. In turn, Henry VIII was the frequent recipient of descriptions of festivals and entertainments given for, or attended by, his own emissaries.161 Spinelli’s account of the May triumph for his diplomat brother was personal, but probably also intended to be shared more widely. Scarpinello, the Milanese ambassador, described the May triumph in more than one letter. His account for the duke of Milan appears unfeigned in its praise:

The king here has shown the greatest magnificence in providing festivities and banquets for the French ambassadors. He is now leaving two large halls built with triumphal arches about them, and other most sumptuous preparations, including four great repositories, full of gold vessels. In one he is giving a supper after a banquet, in the other they are to have combats, comedies, dancing and music, for which the arrangements surpass the magnificence of all ancient and modern princes in like matters.162

Indeed, descriptions of court entertainments were part of a literary, as well as a material, culture. Cavendish, praising the November triumph, claimed he ‘neuer sawe the lyke or rede in any story or cronycle of any suche feast’.163 Officially sanctioned narratives of particularly significant ceremonies or festivals were often composed and occasionally published.164 Charles V’s earlier reception into London, in 1522, is reported in Of the tryumphe and the verses that Charles themperour & the most myghty Kyng of England Henry the .viii. were saluted with passyng through London.165 No official account of the Greenwich triumphs was produced; however, a French description of the entertainments laid on in Amiens, during the summer of 1527, for Wolsey was published entitled Lantree du legat dedans la ville Damayans avecz la triumphe de la ville.166 Hall’s richly detailed accounts of court entertainments themselves testify to a conviction that these were proper subject matter for a modern chronicle and would maintain his readers’ interest.

MESSAGES AND RECEPTION

Whether triumphs or other court entertainments were intended to influence or communicate politically, and how effectively they did so, remain debated questions. Walker argues that court dramas reflected current political issues and sought ‘to persuade, cajole and convince their audiences’.167 Whereas Anglo, the leading authority on early Tudor court spectacles, has questioned whether entertainments were indeed ‘a means of communication and influence’, suggesting that historians ‘should never overlook the play element—the extent to which entertainments were devised to entertain’.168 It is, however, noteworthy that narratives of court events are, with few exceptions, contained within texts of a marked political character, such as Hall’s Chronicle or Spinelli’s diplomatic correspondence. Moreover, triumphs such as those of 1527 were self-evidently conceived to mark political events. Given this authorial and political context, it seems reasonable to assume that triumphs were intended or employed, at some level, as means of political (or more broadly, royal or courtly) influence.

At their simplest, triumphs, such as those of 1527, served as exuberant expressions of the political status quo or royal will. Their overt political messages were simple and self-evident, but nonetheless significant. They explicitly emphasized the nature of the current political settlement and required the acquiescence in this of the royal court and its associates, in particular the city of London. In November, Cavendish has Wolsey publically demand that ‘all trewe Englisshemen … auaunce & setforthe this perpetuall peace bothe in Countenaunce & gesture with suche entertaynment as … [the Frenchmen will] make of the same an noble report in ther countries’.169 The diplomatic settlement in May was reiterated in the signing of the treaties, in the orations by the bishops of Tarbe and London, and in the swearing of the treaties in the Chapel Royal. Mercury’s Latin oration, before Henry, mirrored those of the bishops, likewise celebrating ‘the great loue, league, and amitie … betwene the two kynges of thesame Realmes’.170 ‘Love and Riches’ in turn alluded to the fundamental matters at play in the recent negotiations: on the one hand, the new amity or ‘love’ between the two realms, expressed in a future French marriage for Princess Mary; on the other, the role of finance or ‘riches’, in the form both of the pensions Francis I had agreed to pay Henry VIII and the financial support Henry had committed to the anti-Imperial league.171 It further implied that disputes, such as those between Francis I and Charles V, not settled by debate or negotiation might lead to martial conflict, whilst peace could only be achieved through wise arbitration, Henry VIII being cast as such an arbiter.

Political theatre of this nature lacked subtly. In the manner of modern-day political pronouncements, court plays concerned presentation rather than reality, as was readily appreciated by contemporaries: ‘At this play [in November] wisemen smiled & thought that it sounded more glorious to the Cardinal then true to the matter in dede.’172 The changeability of the relationships between realms was universally recognized and seemingly alluded to in Holbein’s painting of the siege of Thérouanne. When Henry drew the attention of the ambassadors to this, hidden on the reverse of the screen in banqueting house, the intent may have been to demonstrate that although England and France shared a history of recent conflict, this had now, quite literally, been put behind them. Whereas the May triumph lacked any overtly anti-Imperial message, the play in November dealt bluntly with contemporary events and was explicitly anti-Imperial. Mendoça, the Imperial ambassador, duly reported this to Charles V:

Then came the play (farsa), which represented the King and Cardinal supporting the falling Church by their writings against Luther, and also procuring the Pope’s liberation. In which play the Spaniards were called barbarians, and the Emperor a tyrant … the whole argument tending to show that the Emperor was the enemy of England.173

Immediately after the triumph Tunstall publicly confirmed to the ambassadors ‘that the King … would assist the King of France to the extent of his power, both in obtaining the liberty of the Pope, and regaining possession of his sons’.174 Thus English royal policy was so clearly articulated that Mendoça reported it ‘without cipher, because the thing is too public to require any’.175

Triumphs and other court entertainments also made a wider political impression through the display of material wealth, cultural sophistication, and royal authority. Every aspect of the triumphs involved some form of display of wealth or luxury. The Story of King David tapestries in the banqueting house in May alluded to Henry VIII’s identification with David as a divinely anointed ruler, but were also believed ‘the most costly tapestry in England’.176 Raw wealth, solid gold and silver, was extravagantly displayed in the cupboards, ‘on which was a large and varied assortment of vases, all of massive gold, the value of which it would be difficult to estimate, nor were any of them touched’.177 The shear extent of the material wealth accumulated in one place was remarkable, comprising buildings, room furnishings, dress of all kinds (from liturgical vestments to masking attire), horses and armour, court entertainers and musicians, food and drink. In this extraordinarily sensual world all the senses were catered for, even smell. In November, the nave of St Paul’s was lined with ‘vessels full of Parfeumes bornyng’, whilst Lovekyn bought powdered perfumes ‘to putt under the pagiannt’ (to give a scent to the artificial arbour).178

Triumphs further impressed by means of culture display, in particular by their adoption of ‘antique’ or classical forms of architecture, decoration, iconography, and mythology. Each reflected the extent to which Henry VIII and his court appreciated, and aspired to emulate, the culture of Imperial Rome and the wider ancient world. This recent (and ever-evolving) concern with ‘antique’ culture was common to most European courts.179 By the late 1520s, Henry VIII’s court boasted a cosmopolitan group of ‘humanist’ scholars and ‘renaissance’ artists, both English and foreign, in addition to their patrons, many of whom were involved in the management and staging of the Greenwich triumphs. The ‘antique’ flavour of the triumphs could be appreciated equally by English courtiers and their French guests, and possibly served to mitigate personal or national rivalries. Some historians have sought to contrast the ‘cultural’ or ‘renaissance’ character of the entertainments in 1527, with the ‘chivalric’ or ‘gothic’ nature of the tiltyard and the tournaments.180 However, triumphs such as those at Greenwich were, in both conception and practice, a deliberate fusing of the martial, or ‘chivalric’, with the cultural, or ‘renaissance’. Just as ancient triumphs celebrated martial victory, so Tudor triumphs celebrated the martial accomplishments and virtues of the English court. The entertainments in 1527 were replete with martial illusion: the Story of King David tapestries depict mounted knights in full harness;181 mock battles were performed in both May and November; the culinary subtleties (at Wolsey’s Hampton Court feast in November) incorporated model of sword-fighting, jousting, guns, and crossbows;182 the classical busts on the gate in the disguising house were ‘pictures of Hercules, Scipio, Iulius, Pompei, and such other conquerours’;183 while a trial by combat was a central element of ‘Love and Riches’. The French desire for English participation in (or funding of) military campaigns against Charles V was a key subject of the Anglo-French negotiations. During the festivities in May, Henry advised the ambassadors that, ‘Francis had better reinforce his armies in Italy … he did not give this advice to save the aid he had promised against Flanders, but because he did not think it well to send a large army thither unless to do some great exploit’.184 More generally, the balance of the martial and cultural exemplified by early Tudor triumphs was particularly well suited to the celebration of embassies or peace treaties, given their immediate concern with peace, but eye to past and potential conflicts.

Triumphs provided repeated opportunities for Henry VIII to reinforce his royal image or authority. Firstly, they emphasized his qualities as a contemporary ruler. His leading role in the liturgical celebration of both treaties reinforced his identity as a contemporary Christian prince, as did the iconography of the Story of King David tapestries and the anti-Lutheran message of the November play. Throughout, the martial prowess of his court, and the wealth required to fund military campaigns, were openly displayed. Likewise, dynastic pride and ambitions were articulated in rich displays of heraldry and most dramatically, in May, in the highly contrived presentation of his only child, Princess Mary. The mount from which she physically issued was decorated with the heraldic emblems of her father and mother, red roses and pomegranates, and with its towers and defences, appears to have been a symbolic representation of the Tudor dynasty, the house of Richmond or ‘rich mount’ (as well, perhaps, of the Spanish house of Castile, also heraldically represented by a castle). The bejewelled eleven-year-old was displayed (as far as possible) as a mature woman and potential spouse; the marchioness of Exeter who partnered Mary was herself a recent mother.185 Most pointedly, at the close of the mask, when Henry VIII let down Mary’s hair, he was presenting her to the ambassadors as a virginal bride (who customarily wore their hair long and freely flowing). It is, however, important not to mistake image for reality.186 This carefully constructed image of Mary as a dynastic bride served an immediate political purpose, but stood in marked contrast to Henry VIII’s newfound intent to divorce her mother. Later the same month the first legal steps towards a divorce were taken and the ‘long hyd & secrett love bytwen the kyng and mistress Anne Boloyn began to breke owt in to euery mans eares’.187

Secondly, the triumphs associated Henry VIII with the rulers and heroes of the ancient world. This was most powerfully expressed in the architectural decoration of the banqueting and disguising houses, where layers of antique ornament and elaborate classically inspired set pieces, most notably the triumphal arches decorated with ‘sundry busts of Emperors’ and the ‘marble’ fountain, conjured an impressive, if fanciful, illusion of a classical palace.188 In May, Mary and her masking party sustained this conceit, being ‘all appareled after the romayne fashion’.189 Scarpinello twice repeated his praise that the ‘festivals and triumphs … [of] this most powerful king … have surpassed all the splendours of modern or ancient kings’.190 Further, and thirdly, the triumphs associated Henry VIII with the classical gods, presenting him as divinely appointed or even semi-divine. In May, ‘Love and Riches’ directly associated Henry, seated beneath a ceiling depicting the world and the heavens, with Jupiter. Indeed the evening’s revels and the decoration of the disguising house appear intended to evoke a celestial court presided over by a divine ruler. The combination of rich food and copious alcohol, of music and dancing, of richly dressed young gentlemen and ladies, of gilded furnishings and sparking lights, all presumably conspired to enhance this temporary fantasy. As Spinelli gazed from his seat at the ladies ranged on the tiers opposite he found that their ‘various styles of beauty and apparel, enhanced by the brilliancy of the lights, caused me to think I was contemplating the choirs of angels’.191

CONCLUSION: COURTLY DRAMA AND PERFORMANCE

The Greenwich triumphs of 1527 were two of hundreds of entertainments celebrated at the early Tudor court and described in indispensable detail in Hall’s Chronicle. Both triumphs demonstrate the central place that dramatic performance occupied in such court festivals. Plays such as ‘Love and Riches’ and the anti-Imperial disguising of November were painstakingly conceived productions that demanded the complete and focused attention of the assembled courtly and diplomatic audience.192 These plays cannot be divorced from their courtly context. Indeed, in their every aspect—narrative, cast, script, staging, costuming, and architectural setting—such plays referenced and mirrored the immediate cultural and political context of the royal court.

Although these two plays are recorded in rare detail they were not the only notable dramatic performances of the year. In January 1527, Plautus’ comedy, the Menæchmei, was performed by ‘the Cardinal’s gentlemen’, while the following January Wolsey had the choristers of St Paul’s stage Terence’s Phormio.193 Earlier, at Christmas 1526, a ‘goodly disguisyng’ at Gray’s Inn resulted in the imprisonment of its author, since Wolsey ‘imagined that the plaie had been disuised of hym, & in a greate furie … sent hym to the Flete’.194 Together the plays of 1527 emphasize the varied nature of early Tudor court drama, in terms of genre, subject matter, language, performers, and staging. This same variety and sophistication was reflected, more broadly, in the overall conception and orchestration of the Greenwich triumphs. Ceremony, liturgy, martial display, banqueting, dance, and dramatic performance were each harnessed as a means by which the royal court might reflect upon its communal identity and policy, and in turn, communicate these to the wider world. The magnificent reality of the Tudor court—its lavish ceremonies, chivalric ambitions, and classical learning—was reflected and re-imagined in the banqueting and disguising houses by a cast of performers and participants drawn from that very same court. While Henry VIII appeared as contemporary ruler, an ancient prince, and a god, his courtiers and guests could, in turn, count themselves amongst the modern elite, the worthy ancients, and the companies of heaven. Spinelli captures this alluring, but fleeting, mixture of fantasy and reality in his closing remark on the May triumph:

The sun, I believe, greatly hastened his course, having perhaps had a hint from Mercury of so rare a sight; so showing himself already on the horizon, warning being thus given of his presence, everybody thought it time to quit the royal chambers, returning to their own with such sleepy eyes that the daylight could not keep them open.195
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CHAPTER 25
ENTERTAINING THE QUEEN AT WOODSTOCK, 1575

ERZSÉBET STRÓBL

QUEEN Elizabeth I visited the royal manor of Woodstock during her longest progress around her country in the year of 1575.1 The travel of the Queen during this summer was especially memorable including forty-four different visits, among them the nineteen-day-long stop at Kenilworth Castle in July with its magnificent entertainments, and the thirty-three-day stay at Woodstock with its more intimate and poetic reception.2 Kenilworth and Woodstock were among the first scenes where a web of mythical motifs was established and woven around the Queen’s figure. Yet while Kenilworth dazzled the contemporaries with its spectacle, Woodstock provided the major themes for the courtly literary discourse of the next decade, and the main threads in the tissue of the cult language of the Queen. A number of literary works can be attached to the devices presented at Woodstock. In the park of the manor house the Fairy Queen made its first appearance in Elizabethan literature3 to inspire the masterwork by Edmund Spenser, and in a short play the motif of the dispute between the love and chastity of a monarch was explored to mark out the central interest of the courtly plays by John Lyly in the 1580s.

From a formal point of view, the Woodstock entertainment’s text is one of the first surviving accounts about the Queen’s reception by a private host in a garden. The atmosphere of the al fresco staging contributed to the development of the thematic innovations in which classical imagery was moulded with native romance, the masquing tradition with dramatic performance, and dumb show with elaborate speech. The material was strongly influenced by the scenery of the open countryside. Renaissance gardens presented a place not just of science but also of magic, and in the intricacy of the elaborate patterns and arrangements visitors were invited to wonder at and decipher the deeper mysteries of nature. This mystique of the countryside inspired a freedom of mixing material from widely different sources with loose borrowings from the medieval romance tradition and classical mythology. It also enforced the correspondence between different modes of artistic expression, where literary texts were seen as parts of a greater ritual in which visual devices, emblematic representation, musical accompaniment, and ingenious scenic arrangements all contributed to the desired effects of the performance. The Woodstock entertainment thus played a major role in the establishment of the ritual praise of the Queen.

The dramatic content of the Woodstock shows needs to be underlined. While the extant texts give some hints at the possibilities of the staging, the described entertainments are not more than dramatized speeches or argumentative disputes. The major dramatic element of the occasion was the Queen’s presence: her role as recipient of and participant in the shows, her readiness to take part in the celebrations and don the theatrical role assigned to her. She was audience and actress in a drama created for her by courtiers, poets, and all who contributed to the invention of the multi-faceted entertainments. A further innovation in celebrating the Queen was the creation of a continued fiction that gave a frame for the events at Woodstock. It also established a wider mystic context, which functioned as an exposition to further courtly revels and laid the grounds for the yearly custom of the semi-dramatized Accession Day Tilts.4

All the texts presented at Woodstock appear anonymously in the extant sources. Like most of the other early progress entertainments of the Queen they can be regarded as the common effort of several people. The organizer of the shows, Sir Henry Lee, must have had a major role in the invention of the devices although the actual writing of the text could have been done by a professional.5 The scenic designer was also considered by contemporaries important enough to merit the pamphleteer’s attention and remark that ‘hee was not so satisfied for his skil, by more then 40. pounds’.6 Yet Woodstock was among the first entertainments to be executed in a style that sought wider literary acceptance. The performance of one of the devices, the ‘Tale of Hemetes’, was recorded and translated into three different languages for the Queen by the most original writer in the generation before Shakespeare, George Gascoigne. His bid for courtly preferment through literary accomplishment is among the first of such endeavours and signals the milieu of literary patronage of the mid-Elizabethan artistic scene with its hopes, aspirations, and realities.

The entertainments are recorded in two surviving accounts, one a manuscript presented to the Queen as a New Year’s Gift of 1576 by George Gascoigne,7 the other a pamphlet published ten years later anonymously.8 The texts describe only two days, disappointingly little, in comparison to the Kenilworth entertainments. The first day’s happenings are presented in great detail, but from the other day only the text of a play survives.

‘THE TALE OF A HERMIT’: POETICAL INVENTION AND ALLEGORICAL REPRESENTATION

The first show prepared for the Queen was a tale told by a hermit in the garden of the royal estate. The ‘Tale of Hemetes’ started with a dramatic exclamation ‘No more, most vaylant Knights’ interrupting the fight of two gentlemen. A hermit standing next to a young girl explained to the Queen the cause of the conflict thus providing a fictive story to the martial dumb show. A long and complicated narrative followed about three knights, two of them the ones performing the tilt and the third the hermit himself. All three had a romance-like tale where the knights in love journeyed to perfect their love and virtue. Their three different loves proved to be all in some ways imperfect, and were directed by oracles and advice to find ‘a Ladie in whome enhabiteth the most virtue, learning, and beawtie, that ever was in creature’ (‘The Hermit’s Tale at Woodstock’ i.562) and in whose presence they would obtain what they were looking for. The first knight, Contarenus, loved Gaudina, the daughter and the only heir of a prince, but being much lower in social rank and fortune their love was prevented by Gaudina’s father with the help of the machinations of an enchantress who carried the knight to the bounds of the Ocean. The second knight, Loricus, loved a matchless lady, whom he served for a long time, but as his love was not requited he adopted the trick of seemingly loving another. This made him further unworthy of the lady so he ultimately ventured on a quest to deserve her service and love. At the cave of Sybylla he met Gaudina in search of her lover, and they were promised help should they come to the country where ‘government [is] most just, and the Princes most wourthy’ (i.560). The third line of the plot included the hermit, who was also unsuccessful in love as he parted his affection between love and learning and loved with fear in his heart. As a punishment from Venus he was struck blind until he met the ‘most vertuous lady in the world’ (i.562). Ultimately the characters came together in front of the Queen where Contarenus and Gaudina were reunited, Loricus advised on the ways of true service due to a lady, and Hemetes was cured.

The success of the ‘Tale of Hemetes’ was unquestionable. At the end of the day of the entertainment the Queen left ‘earnest command that the whole in order as it fell, should be brought her in writing’ (The Queenes Maiesties Entertainment C3r). Gascoigne’s manuscript in the introductory letter to the Queen praises the ‘first invention’ of the story as being the superior factor with which the translations cannot vie. For contemporaries the excellence of the invention was seen as primary in creating good poetry. Gascoigne’s A Primer of English Poetry, the earliest literary critical essay in English and published in the same year as the tale was performed, mentions invention in the first place on a list of sixteen items necessary to consider when writing poetry: ‘The first and most necessary point … in making a delectable poem is this, to ground it upon some fine invention.’9 He calls ‘the rule of invention’ the one which of all other rules should be most marked, ‘for, being found, pleasant words will follow enough and fast enough’ (163). It was for this most highly regarded criterion that the ‘Tale of Hemetes’ was admired.

The chief invention of the tale was that three different stories were bound in one and all three were resolved by the appearance of the Queen, whose virtues were praised as being capable of working wonders. It put an end to the dispute and fight between two knights, it fulfilled the oracle of a sibyl and the priest of Apollo, it cured the blindness of the hermit, it reunited two lovers separated by enchantment, and it gave a new purpose to the life of an honourable knight. With the words of the hermit, the three plots demonstrated ‘how much you [the Queen] are bownd to the immortall godds, and mortall men be bownd to you’ (‘The Hermit’s Tale’ i.558). Within the performance Elizabeth appeared as a divinity ‘forepoynted from above’ (i.558) assuming the role of a pagan goddess. In A Primer of English Poetry Gascoigne describes just such an invention: ‘If I should undertake to write in praise of a gentlewoman, I would neither praise her crystal eye, nor her cherry lip, etc. For these things are trita et obvia. But I would … find some supernatural cause whereby my pen might walk in the superlative degree’ (163). The remark shows that the Queen’s praise for being able to work wonders was not trita et obvia yet in her encomium of 1575. It signalled a new mode of addressing the monarch and it gave rise to a new cult discourse in which the Queen assimilated motifs from classical mythology. Yet the Woodstock invention still drew on a medieval tradition, where the virtue of virginity had supernatural power over wild nature and its creatures. In a number of medieval illustrations maidens were depicted leading a tamed wild man in chains. The idea that Elizabeth the royal virgin could transform her environment was first acted out at Kenilworth in a dialogue of a wild man with Echo.10 At Woodstock the compliment was stretched further and thus the Queen’s mere appearance exerted such a wonderful power that as a dea ex machina it resolved the three heroes’ quest.

The theme became the basis of many later progress entertainments after the Armada year. While the early progresses of the Queen were marked mostly by civic entertainments, during the second phase of her extensive progress trips the private entertainments performed in the gardens of the host were more numerous. In these small-scale performances the Queen’s power of working wonders was illustrated on several occasions.

At Cowdray in 1591, several wonders were attributed to the presence of the Queen. A porter told the Queen of the influence of her personal charm:

It was a prophesie since the first stone was layde, that these walles should shake, and the roofe totter, till the wisest, the fairest, and most fortunate of all creatures, should by her first steppe make the foundation staid, and by the glaunce of her eyes make the turret steddie. … And now it is: for the musick is at an end, this house immoveable, your vertue immortall.11

Later Elizabeth was to witness a humorous fishing scene, in which the angler was grumbling at not being able to catch any fish as ‘something there is over beautifull, which stayeth the verie Minow … from biting’ (10). In a masque presented in front of the Queen in 1592 two women were reformed ‘by that mortall power of … [her Majesty’s] more than humane wisdome’.12 At Ditchley the old hermit Loricus was healed by the Queen’s ‘miracle’ (140). Such instances of flattery were used to substantiate the major aspect of the progresses that the Queen’s presence could tame and reform the countryside, and resolve conflicts of her subjects.

The manuscript text of the Woodstock entertainment ends with the hermit escorting the Queen to a banqueting house on a hillock and leaving her there to participate in a delicate banquet. The 1585 account adds further details about the first day’s devices. It describes the ingenious design of the banqueting house, the appearance of the Fairy Queen in a wagon of state drawn by six children, her presents to the Queen and the maids of honour of nosegays accompanied by a posy each of two verses, and a performance of a song in an oak tree. All these facts help to envision the mode of the outdoor performance.

From the first day of the entertainment there are four different places described where devices were prepared for the Queen. The fight of the two knights was performed in an open space, the tale of the hermit was told in a small bower, the Fairy Queen appeared in a banqueting house, and the Song in the Oak was performed next to a pathway. The geographically scattered arrangement of the entertainment was typical of royal entries and was taken over from that tradition by private hosts for the staging of their reception of the Queen. The day’s programme thus acquired an episodic structure in which the individual elements could stand independently but they also contributed to a greater overall extended narrative.

One important element of the Woodstock entertainment was the establishment of the imagery of the Fairy Queen in the praise of Queen Elizabeth. It was also the first occasion that her figure appeared and made her debut in English literature. The Fairy Queen belonged to the native lore of the countryside and was, at least at Woodstock, free of all the sinister associations with the underworld and witchcraft. She was represented as the equal of the English Queen, one whose realm was the natural landscape surrounding the royal company. She was called immortal, and demonstrated a supernatural understanding of all happenings. Yet the Fairy Queen’s world reflected a Renaissance interpretation of nature, one that was imbued with mystery, allegory, and wonder. The banqueting house where she paid the Queen a visit was an example of nature turned into magic. Although the hermit claimed the place to be a ‘most simple hermitage’ with ‘small cunning, but of nature, & no cost, but of good wil’ (The Queenes Maiesties Entertainment B4v), the banqueting house was prepared with the most care and ingenuity. It was an artificially raised space of a circumference of 200 paces, with an entrance covered by gold plate. The ground reared slightly, a winding path set with flowers leading up to the central space arranged around an oak tree, the top of which was forced to bend down, the branches covering the house. In the midst there were two tables, one in the form of a crescent moon, the other round, ‘so replenished with sorts of dainty, and diverse dishes belonging to banquet, that the beholders might well have thought, Jupit had hoped the comming and trusted the pleasing by banquet of his faire Europa’ (B4r). The place was hung by a number of allegorical pictures which the narrator could not decipher, but which caused the French ambassador present to make ‘great suit to have some of them’ (B4v). As the Queen was feasting, ‘divine sound of unacquainted instruments’ sounded from under the earth from a hollow room placed under the house. The exquisite arrangement of the banqueting house evoked wonder in its beholders to provide fit surroundings not just for the Fairy Queen but also for the English monarch. The individual significance of the details might be lost to posterity yet their importance in the general concept of the entertainment is evident. The symbolic value of the crescent moon formed table, alluding to the praise of virginity through its association with the Diana cult, was already there, although not as central yet as it became in later representations, as for example at Elvetham, where for the reception of the Queen in 1591 an artificial lake in the form of the crescent moon was dug. The meaning of the emblematic pictures and their allegories are lost but their centrality for the host of the entertainment can be judged from a later entertainment given at Ditchley in 1592. There the Queen was presented by the ‘Old Knight’s Tale’ which referred back to the allegorical paintings at Woodstock. They were firmly connected to the Fairy Queen and her world of wonders:

Not far from hence, nor verie long agoe,

The fayrie Queene the fairest Queene saluted […]

Of all the pleasures there, among the rest,

(The rest were Justes and feates of Armed Knights),

Within her bower she bides her to a feast,

With which enchanted pictures trim she dights,

And on them woordes of highe intention writes:

For he that mighty states hath feasted, knows

Besides theire meate, they must be fedd with shewes.

(‘Ditchley, 1592’ 130)

These paintings transported to Ditchley could be deciphered only by one person, the English Queen, who was praised as being able to do and undo magic. The first formulation of this trope was at Woodstock.

The figure of the hermit sheds light on another aspect of the Queen’s emerging cult discourse. The hermit is not just the narrator of the tale of the three romances but has a key role in the story. He is the one who had received the gift of Apollo ‘to be able to decipher the destyny of every one in love, and better to advyse them, then the best of her [Venus’s] dearlings’ (‘The Hermit’s Tale’ i.562), and who advised Loricus in the proper form of loyal service of a lady. He acted not as a representative of religious zeal but as an authority on courtly service. Hermits in medieval romances were stock figures who often featured as advisers to knights. Frances Yates pointed out the figure’s connection to the handbook of chivalry Book of the Ordre of Chyvalry, written by the medieval Catalan philosopher, Ramon Lull. The work was a popular volume as it was translated into English by William Caxton and printed among the first books between 1483 and 1485.13 Lull opens his narrative by telling the story of an old knight living in a hermitage and giving a textbook on chivalry to a young knight seeking his help. The hermit figure was thus not only associated with Christian virtue and wisdom, but also with courtliness and the knowledge of the traditions of chivalry. His long faithfulness in service firmly connected him to the values of the court. In a similar manner in the ‘Tale of Hemetes’ the hermit turned out to be an old knight who retired to a hermitage to obtain the knowledge of true courtly service and thus assumed a position to provide advice to the fictitious Loricus on the correct manner of service due to a lady, and the audience on the way of service to a queen.

The question about the nature of the service of a female sovereign is addressed openly at Woodstock. For the first time in the eulogy of the Queen service is connected to the idea of being in love with her. Such love is termed loyal service, and its end is allowed to be at its best ‘rewarde, att least most reputation’ (‘The Hermit’s Tale’ i.562). The theme received a central position more than a decade later in John Lyly’s Endymion. The play performed in front of a similar intimate audience as at Woodstock echoed the lines of the hermit’s tale in the conversation between a faithful knight, Endymion, and his queen, Cynthia:

END. The time was Madam, and is, and euer shall be, that I honoured your highness aboue all the world; but to strech it so far as to call it loue, I neuer durst. There hath none pleased mine eye but Cynthia, none delighted mine ears but Cynthia, none possessed my heart but Cynthia. I haue forsaken all other fortunes to followe Cynthia, and here I stand ready to die if it please Cynthia. Such a difference hath the Gods sette between our states, that all must be duetie, loyaltie, and reuerence; nothing … be termed loue. …

CYNTH. Endymion, this honourable respect of thine, shalbe christened loue in thee, & my reward for it fauor. Perseuer Endymion in louing me, & I account more strength in a true hart, then in a walled Cittie.

(V.iii 161–70, 179–82)

At the end of the performance of the ‘Tale of Hemetes’ the hermit engaged in conversation with the Queen. As they ‘fel into some discourse’—the content of which can only be guessed at—the pamphleteer assures his readers that the tale did not end yet, in fact it had ‘scarce fully begun’ (The Queenes Maiesties Entertainment B4r). Could this remark mean that the Queen enquired after a sequel to the tale? And could this suggest that the play related further on was even more important in its implications than the tale of the hermit?

‘PAINTED OUT BY POETS PUBLIKE PEN’: THE QUEEN ON STAGE

The story of the love of Gaudina and Contarenus was continued in the second day’s entertainment. A play was acted out in which the two lovers sacrificed their affections for the common weal of their country. The final decision was left to Contarenus, who feared that his deed would be deemed inconstancy by posterity and would be ‘painted out by Poets publike pen’ (The Queenes Maiesties Entertainment F3r). His anxiety about the public opinion is appropriate, as the play does exactly the same: it presents the private struggle of a monarch between love and duty to a wider audience. The audacity of the theme was excused by the careful handling of the topic and its positive reception by the Queen. The success of the play encouraged further writers to explore the topic amid various historical or mythological circumstances14 in which the Queen was mirrored on stage in an allegorical character. The following section will explore in what way the entertainment ventured to mirror and stage a politically sensitive theme connected to the private feelings and choices of the Queen.

The only device described by the pamphlet of 1585 for the second day was the play acted out by nine actors. It was staged ‘on the 20. day of the same month’ (The Queenes Maiesties Entertainment C3r), but from the circumstances of the performance there is no information provided. The only additional comment is about the success of the play, which was deemed so moving ‘that her Graces passions, and other the Ladies could not but shew itselfe in open place more then ever beene seene’ (C3r). This fact must be underlined, as the play’s topic was the conflict between the love and duty of a monarch’s daughter, Gaudina. That Gaudina’s fate aroused so much compassion from the Queen shows how Gaudina’s character was intentionally devised to mirror the Queen’s own situation. Looking at the first day’s entertainment it is conspicuous that Gaudina was also the only character, apart from the Fairy Queen, who participated at the banquet with Elizabeth. Thus the Queen shared her table with two fictitious characters, both of whom reflected an aspect of her personality: one her public and powerful royalty, and the other her private and passionate gendered self.

In the play Gaudina’s father, the prince of Cambaya, arrived in search of her daughter in order to persuade her to leave Contarenus and obey her duty at home. The argument centred on the discourse of the two bodies of a monarch. Theoretically all monarchs had a body natural, that is, a physical body subject to age and emotions, and a body politic, which was immortal, void of imperfections that represented the continuity of government. The play’s tension resulted from the irresolvable conflict between the affections of the body natural of Gaudina, and the duty of her body politic.15 The question of what course Gaudina was to follow was debated in the play in a scholastic fashion sounding well-founded arguments on both sides. The Fairy Queen, who acted as a character of the comedy, assumed the role of arbitrator, listening to both parties. Finally it was her judgement that decided that ‘love of choice’ had to give way to ‘love of kind’ (The Queenes Maiesties Entertainment E1v) and she was the one who tried to persuade Gaudina to abandon Contarenus and obey her father. The Fairy Queen represented the royal sovereign within the play, unaffected by the emotional turmoil, majestic and immortal, and praised by Gaudina’s father as one ‘whose skil is such, as nought is hid from you,/Nothing so darke but you know the same’ (E1v). She was the character to whom all the others turned for advice and who finally resolved the conflict in a similar manner as Queen Elizabeth had done in the ‘Tale of Hemetes’.

The final solution of the play that love was sacrificed for reasons of state can be compared to many of Queen Elizabeth’s speeches. In her speech of 15 March 1576, she stressed her readiness for self-sacrifice for the sake of her country: ‘Yet for your behoof there is no way so difficile [difficult] that may touch my private, which I could not well content myself to take, and in this case as willingly to spoil myself quite of myself as if I should put off my upper garment when it wearies me.’16 The theme of the play also referred back to the entertainment at Kenilworth Castle, where exactly the opposite was argued: that the Queen should marry and enjoy the blessings of Juno.

The entertainments at Kenilworth Castle were hosted by the Queen’s favourite, Robert Dudley, the earl of Leicester in the July of the same year. The devices presented there were a bid for the hand of the Queen with an eye to Dudley’s own interests. The entertainments included a play by George Gascoigne which presented a dispute about the virgin state of the Queen, arguing for her marriage. The theme was against the liking of the Queen, and although the show was ‘being prepared and ready (every Actor in his garment) two or three days together; yet never came to execution’.17 In the play Queen Elizabeth would have featured as a nymph of Diana called Zabeta, coined from the last three syllables of her name in Latin. The text offered direct correspondence between Zabeta and Queen Elizabeth. Zabeta after serving Diana for more than twenty years had been lost in England and ‘in these sixteen yeres … She hath beene daily seene’, ‘In richest realme that Europe hath, A comlie crowned Queene’ (i.510). Diana and her train of nymphs should have been led up to the Queen and would have rejoiced and praised her upon rediscovery. The final act, consisting of a monologue by Iris, would have finished off the entertainment with words persuading Elizabeth to consent to ‘Juno’s just desire, Who for your wealth would have you wed’ (i.514). Such direct counsel was unwelcome to the Queen, and it is no wonder that the performance was cancelled, and the Queen left Kenilworth earlier than planned.

The Woodstock play was a reaction to the happenings at Kenilworth; it aimed to appease the Queen and its language was formulated to correct the mistakes committed at Kenilworth.18 In front of a courtly audience encompassing European diplomats a political issue was openly discussed, drafted, and debated by means of drama: the Queen’s choice between remaining a virgin queen, or acting as the best prize on the European marriage market. The final conclusion of the play was according to Elizabeth’s taste.

VISIBILITY, ACCESSIBILITY, THEATRICALITY

The Woodstock entertainment belongs to the first period of the Queen’s progresses, when she was ready to actively participate in the spectacle staged for her. Looking at the chronological table of the visits,19 it is conspicuous that in the first twenty-one years of her reign Queen Elizabeth went on a progress every year leaving out only four summers. This very active period of travelling was followed by a pause in the practice. Between 1580 and 1590 there were no extensive summer trips as these were the years of trouble, when the catholic conspiracy against Elizabeth was ripe, Mary Stuart was executed, and the coast of England attacked by the Spanish fleet. Thus in the second part of her reign, that is, in the last twenty-four years, Elizabeth went on a summer progress only five times, and these five occasions were undertaken during the last twelve years.

During her first period of visits the central element of the Elizabethan progresses was her availability to her subjects. Compared with her predecessors, in this period Elizabeth Tudor travelled far more extensively and frequently and was eager to meet crowds. In the towns she visited she could fashion her own public image through participation in the spectacle offered to her, either by accepting or rejecting it, or most importantly by engaging in dialogue with her subjects. The openness of the Queen to display her features entailed some danger to her person,20 and Elizabeth never took the risk to visit trouble spots. On her progresses she remained within a safe fifty-mile distance from London,21 and in this limited area she exhibited her royal authority and received the exuberant displays offered to her. Queen Elizabeth’s progress entertainments were unique compared to other contemporary similar events. On the Continent monarchs never took part directly in the entertainments presented to them.22 But Elizabeth was reported to have spontaneously reacted to orations and presents, and accepted her personal involvement in devices asking for it.

During the early years of her reign only Queen Elizabeth’s civic receptions were deemed memorable enough to be recorded for posterity. The Queen received the formal and traditional elements of such entries (pageant stages, learned welcoming orations, and sometimes the performance of local customs) with singular attention and showed herself ready to get involved in the semi-dramatic performances. In the Veritas Temporis Filia pageant at the London Coronation Entry she not only accepted an English Bible but theatrically kissed it, held it up by both hands and then laid it upon her breast.23 At Bristol in 1574 she was asked to lend allegorical support to the castle of Peace under siege by War. This spontaneous element of reciprocity in Elizabeth’s entry is in marked contrast with the passivity of the royal persons in earlier Tudor entries and with the open boredom demonstrated by James I.24

Queen Elizabeth was aware of the theatrical importance of such events, and she was often reported to be preoccupied by the visual effect she created on her ‘audience’. It is typical of her early progresses, those before the 1580s, that she not only tolerated the curious view of the multitudes, but relished every occasion of presenting herself to the people. At Warwick in 1572 she caused ‘every part and side of the coache to be openyd, that all her subjects present might behold her’.25 At Worcester in 1575 within the cathedral church ‘at three several places … being upon the greftes, or steppes, she turned herself back, showing herself unto the people’.26 And in the city ‘ryding on horseback’, she displayed herself ‘with a cheerful princely countenance towards her subjects, turning her horse on everie side, and comfortable speeches to her subjects’.27 In her speech of 1586 to her Parliament she compared her role as a queen to that of an actor: ‘Princes, I tel you, are set on stages, in the sight and viewe of all the world duely observed: The eyes of many beholde our actions: A spot is soon spied in our garments: A blemish quickely noted in our doings’ (Collected Works 194).

The visit of the Queen to the estate of Woodstock was different from the city entries, as it was a private entertainment, staged in the intimate atmosphere of the estate gardens. The itinerary of the visit was burdened with no formal requirements, the audience of the shows was the refined company of the Queen’s court, often even visiting diplomatic delegates, the organizers and commissioners of the entertainments were high-ranking courtiers. The authors and the actors of the performed texts were mostly professionals. Amid such circumstances the style, the quality, and the thematic content of the Queen’s entertainment were also strikingly different from her civic receptions. Private hosts were inclined to use dramatic performance rather than stiff pageants, shows that required a restricted audience, and which proved to be good occasions for the direct address of the monarch and her prompting to respond. The account of the Woodstock entertainment is the earliest surviving text which records the involvement of the Queen with characters of a show or device.

The ‘Tale of Hemetes’ was delivered to the Queen personally. After the display of the fighting knights she was led to an elaborately decorated bower with turf seats by the hermit. While the hermit was speaking to the seated monarch the other characters were standing around (as at the end of the speech Loricus was addressed and the girl, Gaudina, joined the company of the Queen for a banquet). Could they have been miming parts of the story of the hermit during the recital? Although it is only speculation, their presence throughout the long narrative could have added a visual enforcement to some parts of the complicated plot. At Kenilworth a similar long speech was delivered by George Gascoigne, acting as Silvanus, to the Queen at her departure. Running along the side of the Queen who ‘stayed her horse … fearing least he should be driven out of breath by following her horse so fast’ (‘The Princely Pleasures’ i.517) his story was validated by the performance of a voice and song heard from a shaking bush. At Woodstock the monologue of one single interlocutor was illustrated by the presence of the characters and the Queen who had just as important a role as the other characters of the tale.

The banquet, during which the Fairy Queen appeared, was another type of theatrical staging of the Queen’s person. Sitting on a raised platform, with music sounding form below and allegorical pictures and gilded detail accompanying, she seemed to be placed on a multi-storeyed pageant stage. Her banquet with the Fairy Queen and Gaudina presented a visual image of female royalty and majesty to the surrounding courtiers.

PATRONAGE AND AUTHORSHIP

The host of the visit of the Queen to Woodstock was Sir Henry Lee, the Steward and Lieutenant of the royal manor from the year of 1571 until his death in 1611.28 The Queen had previously paid two visits to Woodstock, in 1572 and 1574, and her third visit attested to Lee’s ascending favour with the Queen culminating in his role as Champion of the Queen at the annual ritual of the Accession Day tournaments. Lee was one of the most gifted men-at-arms of the period, ‘excellently mounted, richly armed, and indeed the most accomplished Caualiero’29 according to the report of the ambassador for the Low Countries, Monsieur de Champany. William Segar writing in 1602 attributed to him the establishment of the annual Accession Day Tilts and recited how Lee ‘voluntarily vowed (unlesse infirmity, age, or other accident did impeach him) … to present himself at the Tilt armed’ yearly ‘to performe in honour of her sacred Majestie’ (197). Although the first record of an Accession Day Tilt dates from 1581, Lee must have acted in several courtly tournaments by that time. At the 1574 royal visit to Woodstock Lee issued a challenge ‘ageynst all nobellmen, and gentyllmen at Armes’ to fight for the sake of Love and Virtue,30 ideals propagated by the ‘Tale of Hemetes’. The 1575 entertainment also featured two knights fighting in front of the Queen. Loricus was performed presumably by Lee himself showing off his skill in front of a royal company.31 As the Queen’s Champion32 Lee not only demonstrated martial skills at tilts, but his literary talent lent the tournaments a framework of fiction marked out by the use of narratives, emblems, impresa, costumes, and scenic devices. Among the papers of Lee there are several texts that he either wrote or commissioned for one of the entertainments hosted by him or for a tilt.33 Whether Lee wrote the texts or just ordered them for Woodstock cannot be substantiated. But it is certain that he had a decisive influence on its theme and upon its invention. A manuscript version of the ‘Tale of Hemetes’ was found among the Ditchley papers containing scripts of devices prepared for Accession Day Tilts, which led scholars to point to Sir Henry Lee’s influence in at least supervising the material.34

The account of the Woodstock entertainment stands out as one of the first occasions when a sustained fictive storyline to praise the sovereign was created. The idea of thematically connecting pageants performed on different days was adopted already at the Queen’s visit to Bristol. On three continuous days a battle of War against the fort of Peace on sea and land was staged, involving not only a spectacular military skirmish but also semi-dramatic dialogues between the allegorical figures of Salutation, Gratulation, and Obedient Good Will and that of Persuasion and the City. At Kenilworth there were also several parallel fictions: one involving an Arthurian myth with the Lady of the Lake, another a savage man, and a further the delivery of gifts by pagan gods. At Woodstock the frame story of Gaudina and the help of the Fairy Queen were moulded into a unified story, one which comprised widely differing fantastic elements, but which was harmoniously put together to show off not so much the wealth of the host, but rather his taste. The mode of using a prolonged fiction in the form of a frame story became the standard means to celebrate Elizabeth in the tilt of the 1580s and in the entertainments of the last decade of her reign. One of the instigators of this cult discourse was the 1575 entertainment hosted and overviewed by Lee.

Lee’s Woodstock entertainment also laid the basis for the imagery of the cult language used in the following decades, a mode of praise which relied on myth and chivalric romance. Seventeen years later at the reception of the Queen at Ditchley, an estate acquired by Lee in 1581 not far from Woodstock, the major elements of the earlier events were revived: the hermit, the Fairy Queen, the question of true service of a monarch, and constancy in love. By that time the mode of references, cross-references, and the web of mystique established for the praise of the Queen were widespread, yet their cumulative use again in an entertainment by Lee proves the host’s insistence on the themes, and most probably, his role in the invention of the tropes.

The latest research argues that the ‘Tale of Hemetes’ was the work of Robert Garrett, Reader in Rhetoric at St John’s College, Oxford at the time of the Queen’s visit to Woodstock.35 His name was indicated in a marginal reference in a manuscript written in the early seventeenth century by a fellow student of Garrett. Yet his anonymity in his own time as opposed to the significance of Lee’s reputation of devices for the Accession Day Tilts and Gascoigne’s claim for the translations of the text underlines the collective nature of the performance, in which the composition of the text was only one factor in the success of an entertainment.

The earliest record of the ‘Tale of Hemetes, the Heremyte’ can be found in a manuscript presented as a New Year’s gift to the Queen by the poet George Gascoigne. In the introductory letter Gascoigne rejects all claims for the composition of the speech36 and offers the recording of the tale, ‘wherewith I saw your lerned judgement greatly pleased at Woodstock’ (i. 556) and its three translations into Latin, Italian, and French to the Queen as a type of humanistic exercise. The writing is the first example of a gift to the Queen describing a progress entertainment,37 and the earliest text relating the events of a private visit of the Queen.38

Gascoigne esteems the text important enough to use it to seek courtly service. In the introductory letter to the Queen he shamelessly propagates his skills and asks for employment as ‘I fynd in myself some suffycyency to serve your Highnes […] only employ me, good Queene, and I trust to be proved as dillygent as Clearchus, as resolute as Mutius, and as faythfull as Curtius, […] [and serve you] with a penne in my righte hand, and a sharp sword girt to my left syde’ (‘The Hermit’s Tale’ i.556–7).

On the frontispiece portrait of the manuscript a similarly bold representation of Gascoigne kneeling in front of the Queen is shown. In the presence chamber the Queen appears pushed to the left side of the composition seated under the canopy of state, while Gascoigne occupies the central axis with a laurel wreath hovering above his head and a hand piercing the ceiling suspending his motto on a ribbon Tam Marti quam Mercurio (‘Dedicated as much to Mars as to Mercury’). Gascoigne is holding a spear in one hand and with the other offering his translations while the accompanying verse again reiterates his wish for service ‘In feilde, in towne, in courte, or any where […] employe this willinge man/In your affayres, to do the best he can’ (‘The Hermit’s Tale’ i.553).

Gascoigne built his hopes on the fact that he had ‘byn (more than ones) recomforted with the pleasant sound of your [her Majesty’s] cherefull voyce’ (‘The Hermit’s Tale’ i.57), referring most probably to his role as the Wild Man and Sylvanus at the performance at Kenilworth. He also might have had in mind the Woodstock entertainment in which, as a client of Leicester to whose circle Lee belonged, he could have participated.

The only other source about the Woodstock entertainment, a pamphlet of 1585,39 sheds light on the relation between the actor of the hermit and the Queen. Finishing the tale the hermit led the way to his ‘hermitage’ and the Queen ‘refused her steed’ and accompanied him in ‘like sort to the use of her feet’ and ‘fel into some discourse and praise of his good tale’ (The Queenes Maiesties Entertainment B4v). This intimate situation of the relaxed dialogue between actor and monarch substantiates the claim that it could have been Gascoigne himself who presented the tale to the Queen.40 Gascoigne performed a similar function of a deliverance of a fictional tale (although composed by himself) to the Queen a few weeks earlier at Kenilworth Castle, where he ran next to the horse of the Queen, who stopped to allow him some breath. If he had been the actor of the hermit, then he knew the text well enough to translate it into three languages and present it as a gift to the Queen a few months later for New Year. Furthermore the direct dialogue in which the hermit engaged with the Queen can be explained by the rising literary reputation of Gascoigne.41 He was familiar enough in courtly circles to be invited to participate in the exchange of New Year’s gifts, and his self-presentation on the title page of the Hemetes manuscript as the poet laureate of the Queen, and the bold closing couplet of his manuscript in which he calls himself ‘Petrark’s heire’ whose Laura the ‘coomlyest Quene that ever was … nedes must be’ (‘The Hermit’s Tale’ i.582), shows him confident in the company of the monarch.

After the tale of the hermit the Fairy Queen presented the Queen and her ladies with wreaths accompanied by verses, called posies. The connection of the flower imagery with poetical works shows again Gascoigne’s possible influence, as he had rearranged his earlier works and published them under the title Posies in February of the same year. Furthermore the author of the pamphlet describing the posy of the Queen acknowledges his inability in recording the lines as it was in Italian; but Gascoigne was familiar with this language and chose it as the medium of his second translation of the ‘Tale of Hemetes’.

The biographer of Gascoigne, Gillian Austen sees 1575 as a turning point in the career of Gascoigne,42 who realized the possibilities of offering his service to the Queen as a writer, actor, translator, and draughtsman (making illustrations of the Queen during hunting). Gascoigne’s career was typical of the age where the emerging courtly cult around the Queen called for literary talents employing the new mode of discourse.

The chances of finding favour with the Queen by participating in her progress entertainment seemed boundless in 1575, as the example of the fortune of Edward Dyer at Woodstock suggests. At the end of the first day’s entertainment as it was getting dark Elizabeth passed an oak tree from the hollow of which a song was heard performed and written by Dyer.43 The Queen liked the song so much that Dyer, who had been for several years out of favour by 1575, could return to court and found special grace with the Queen in receiving the monopoly of regulating tanners the next year.44 Elizabeth was no ungrateful audience, and her magnanimity raised hopes among the literary talents of the era, such as Gascoigne, Lyly, and Spenser.

Gascoigne’s chosen pose as the self-promoted eulogist of the Queen demonstrates that a new mode of service to the Queen was born and a new type of skill of courtliness could be acquired: an expertise in the discourse of the Queen’s cult. From this time on there was a competition for such a service, and a generation of literary talents devoted their poetic skills to participate in the forming of the cult around the Queen.

CONCLUSIONS

The text of the 1585 pamphlet on the Woodstock entertainment invites the reader to speculate about the multiple layers of significance of the presented devices. It describes the narrative of the hermit as a tale that contains hidden meanings and merits a second reading even from the most learned:

if you marke the woords with this present world, or were acquainted with the state of the devises, you shoulde finde no lesse hidden then uttered, and no lesse uttered then shoulde deserve a double reading over, even of those … that have disposed their houres to the study of great matters. (The Queenes Maiesties Entertainment B1r)

The language of allegory with its imagery of magic and myth was new in the encomium of Elizabeth I, and its success at Woodstock established a model upon which the ritual of the annual Accession Day Tilts and the poetical tributes of the next generation of literary talents were founded. The central element of the entertainment, that the Queen’s virtue could work wonders, became the firm basis of the Queen’s mythological cult discourse in the second part of her reign.

The extended story of the Woodstock entertainment connecting events performed at different periods of time was a relatively new means to entertain the English monarch. Its inherent dramatic quality became the basis of a prolonged myth used on various courtly celebrations in the following decades of Queen Elizabeth’s reign.

The success of the entertainment also rested on the Queen’s willingness to participate in the spectacle and adopt the role assigned to her in the performance. At Woodstock Elizabeth realized the propagandistic value of presenting the question of her marriage in the form of a courtly play in front of a wider public. The theatricality of the performance was enhanced by the ingenuity of combining the praise of a monarch with poetic literary text, elaborate scenic arrangement, and a mythical subtext.
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CHAPTER 26
THE RARE TRIUMPHS OF LOVE AND FORTUNE, 1582

ALLYNA E. WARD

ALTHOUGH the author of the court drama The Rare Triumphs of Love and Fortune remains unidentified today, in his application of multifarious dramatic innovations he demonstrates a working knowledge of the forms and practices of contemporary drama.1 The play shares similarities with a range of dramatic works from the Tudor period and demonstrates shifting perspectives on Providence and Love from the work of the morality plays to the romantic comedies of John Lyly and the dramatic conventions of the 1580s and 90s. The author blends conventions of love drama and romantic comedy as well as conventions typical of early English tragedy. In Marlowe and the Early Shakespeare F. P. Wilson comments, ‘few of the plays acted in the fifteen-eighties have survived. So serious are the losses that the historian of the Elizabethan drama—especially of this period, before the practice of printing plays to be read became popular—often feels himself to be in the position of a man fitting together a jigsaw, most of the pieces of which are missing.’2 This play is one of the few surviving texts that helps us to see more clearly the development of English drama, closing the gap somewhat between the early dramas and the great works of the 1590s.

According to an account kept by the Office of the Revels, a play called The History of Love and Fortune was performed before the Queen in 1582 by Derby’s Men during the Christmas Revels season of 1582–3 at Windsor Castle. From the account of the play and the title page of the first printed edition, there is little doubt that this is the same play printed anonymously in 1589 as The Rare Triumphs of Love and Fortune by Edward Allde for Edward White with the running title, A Pleasant Comedy of Love and Fortune. The Revels entry reads: ‘A Historie of Love and Fortune, shewed before her Majestie at Wyndesor, on the sondaie at night next before new yeares daie. Enacted by the Earle of Derbies servauntes’.3 The account tells us much about the staging. We know that there were two canvasses decorated for this play, one a city and one a battle scene: ‘newe provision was made of one Citty and one Battlement of Canvas, [four] Ells of sarcenet, a [bolt] of canvas, and [eight] paire of gloves, with sondrey other furniture in this office’.4 Because the gods and goddesses remain onstage to watch the action, there must have been a balcony with the gods and goddesses on one side and Fortune, Love, and the musicians on the other side. Because Tisiphone rises up from hell, the stage must have contained a trap door. The account in the Stationers’ Register mentions that the props were newly made, so it is likely that the play was written shortly before it was performed and probably especially for this occasion, or that it was adapted from an earlier play, ‘The Play of Fortune’, that is mentioned in the account but performed ten years prior. The evidence that these are the same play is scant and it is doubtful that a play performed at court in 1572 would have employed as many contemporary dramatic techniques, especially the play’s occasional use of blank verse.

CONVENTIONS OF POPULAR DRAMA

G. K. Hunter and David Bevington describe the dramaturgical elements of the morality tradition and the plays performed in the 1550s and 1560s that filtered through to playwrights like John Lyly as effecting two distinct styles of drama: ‘on the one side there existed a tradition of romantic adventures—chivalric tales of distressed love between princesses in disguise and noble orphans lost at birth by careless landowners, usually set in forest glades inhabited by shepherds and hermits or on pirate-infested seashores, and continuously alternating threats of disaster against un-expectable discoveries. In stylistic terms such worlds inevitably demanded for their expression a great variety of linguistic registers, styles and metrical forms.’5 Bevington and Hunter go on to say that The Rare Triumphs ‘has a number of highly effective theatrical moments’ and that the ‘versification, veering between heroic couplets, hexameters, poulter’s measure, fourteeners, blank verse and prose (for madness), augments the general confusion by concentrating our attention on the power of particular effects—and one must allow that they show considerable power’.6 They further state that such ‘gallimaufry has a clear appropriateness for a court occasion in which the spectators are at least as interested in one another as in the play’.7 Like the author of The Rare Triumphs, John Lyly was also poignantly aware of the market value of certain conventions and formats in published work and dramatic performances and was cautious not to tire the audience with ‘too long concatenations of events’.8 Many writers in the period were conscientious of genre; Nandini Das notes, for example, Robert Greene’s ‘fascination and anxiety’ about wit in Mamillia and sensitivity to genre: ‘[The] implicit defence of women is a significant first sign of Greene’s sensitivity to the moment of literary trends, and of his future reputation … But by putting the wit of his Euphuistic hero, Pharicles, on trial for its ethical lapses, Greene also neatly undermines the authorial “wit” of his predecessor [Lyly].’9 Das remarks that Robert Greene’s ‘phenomenal success depended on a crucial combination: his unerring sense of the developing literary trends and tastes, his ability to identify and assimilate the needs, fashion and fantasies of a rapidly growing readership, and his speed in adapting to the demands of this notoriously changeable market’.10 Equally, Thomas Nashe’s concern with wit and genre is a commonplace in the writers of prose fiction in the period. As acutely aware of the relevance of the market value of popular fiction, Nashe may have taken his literary cue from Greene’s own imitation and criticism of Lyly in combining elements from both authors in his own works. The author of The Rare Triumphs is also well aware of the popular conventions for stage dramas in the late Tudor period and draws on the increasingly popular genre of romance comedy with some conventions of popular stage tragedies in the preceding decades. Examples of this include the wager motif, the use of the dumb shows, and the divine onstage framing device.

The debate between the goddesses Venus and Fortune that frames the dramatic action of the play immediately establishes the play as a wager play, with Jupiter setting the terms of this contest. The deities then retire to a part of the stage where they can view the action of the human characters and the play changes to a play-within-a-play, setting up the two different levels of audience: the onstage audience (the deities, who are also actors in the play proper) and the stage audience (the Queen and her court audience watching both levels of the dramatic action). The common attribution of The Rare Triumphs to Thomas Kyd in the early twentieth century was predicated largely on the use of this a play-within-a-play model: a similar technique is employed in The Spanish Tragedy when Kyd establishes Revenge and Don Andrea as an onstage audience. (Kyd, in fact, takes this one step further and stages the playlet Soliman and Perseda within the play-within-a-play structure.) The use in The Rare Triumphs of the Fury to introduce the divine dispute and the onstage presence of the deities as the human action unfolds is something Kyd adapts in The Spanish Tragedy when he places the spirit Revenge onstage throughout the play with the ghost of Don Andrea to watch the human dramatic action. The first divine debate in Kyd’s play is a matter of judgment, the three judges of souls arriving in the underworld cannot decide on Andrea’s place, so they send him to the deities Pluto and Proserpine, who then send Andrea back to earth with Revenge to watch human events unfold. The device used in The Rare Triumphs, with the gods onstage watching the action as it unfolds, is distinctive, however, for the earlier period. This idea of the godheads onstage commenting on the experiences of human characters, such as love affairs, personal tragedies, and death comes from Petrarch’s collection of poems called Trionfi, translated into English as the Triumphs in 1549 by Henry Parker. Petrarch’s text details the various triumphs of love, chastity, death, fame, time, and divinity. The author of this court drama uses a typically classical motif of the gods involved in a petty dispute to initiate the dramatic action of the human characters. In the early 1580s the use of this motif to frame a play-within-a-play—the deities are the audience for the human characters—is unique. This technique, however, became more popular with the development of English drama. The result is a dramaturgy that moves away from the aggressive advisory nature of some of the tragedies from the 1560s (e.g., especially Cambises and Gorboduc) but also a rich dramaturgical history that clearly shows how dramatic works develop to suit popular and courtly trends.

The Rare Triumphs of Love and Fortune seeks to educate its royal audience through illustration, just as Jupiter seeks to educate Love and Fortune by example. So, the human characters enact an example for the onstage divine audience and the deities comment on the action in turn for the actual audience. The human action in the play works to support the claims of the wager; there are various instances that demonstrate the power of Fortune in human events and several others that demonstrate the power of Love. Overall the play demonstrates that earthly events are governed by a higher power than either Fortune or Love. This is intimated by Mercury when he tells the goddesses that Jupiter requests an end to their debate in the final act:

[Jupiter’s] pleasure is that Lady Venus you,

Shall be content never to hinder [Fidelia and Hermione]:

To whome Dame Fortune shall for freendship showe,

Of wretched to procure them happy men,

Ne shall you Fortune once presume to take, […]

If Lady Venus to them quite forsake, […]

But whome soever one of you preferred,

The other shall be subject unto her.

(G v–r)

So while Fortune and Love can maneuver human characters’ minor actions, it is ultimately Jupiter who has the final say in how the human events and situations are resolved; acts of love and fortune are inherently part of a preordained plan that governs the world of the play.

LITERARY PRECEDENTS

The play begins with Mercury onstage followed by a rising Fury. The stage directions tell us that an assembly of gods and goddesses then enter and join them: Jupiter and Juno, Apollo with Minerva, Saturn with Mars, and Vulcan with Venus. Jupiter then makes a statement asking what is the cause of the discord that the presence of the Fury signifies: ‘Who causeth thee to shew thy selfe in light,/and what thy message is, I charge thee tell upright’ (Aiir). If the presence of the Fury with the gods did not make it clear that something was amiss, Tisiphone then rises up from the trap door to join the onstage assembly of deities and responds to Jupiter’s query, introducing herself in very tragic terms:

Tysiphone the daughter of eternall night,

Bred in the bottome of the deepest pit of hell:

Brought up in blood and cheri[shed] with scravling snakes,

tormenting therwith all the damned soules of them,

Heer upon earth that carelesse live of [Jupiter’s] commaundment.

The infernal Fury relays to Jupiter a message from his brother in hell (Pluto) that their daughters are at odds with each other and asking him to force Venus to cease her condemnation of Lady Fortune (Pluto’s daughter).

Affronted with this challenge to his authority Jupiter sends Tisiphone, ‘the messenger of discorde and debate’, back to hell to fetch Pluto’s daughter Fortune so he can hear both Venus’ and Fortune’s side of the story. In order to get back to hell, the fury beckons the earth to open up and swallow her: ‘Give place thou aire, open thou earth, gape hollow hell belowe,/and unto all that live and breathe, I with a worlde of woe’. The earth opens up for the Fury so that the spirit can travel from the space of hell (below the stage) up to earth (on the stage) and back again. Thus, in its opening scene, The Rare Triumphs leans in the direction of tragedy with all the classical trappings of the convention such as the presence of a Fury, two angry deities vying for power, and the simple presence of Fortune who can bring men and women from prosperity to poverty at her whim.

This court romance even applies the dumb show, a customary device used especially in the tragedies performed in the 1560s (Gorboduc, Cambises, and Jocasta to name a few); the use of the trap door to indicate the space of hell beneath the stage; and incorporates allegorical elements from the traditional morality plays. In his work on the origins of the dumb show in English drama, Dieter Mehl recognizes the unconventional use of the customary dumb show and miming that is a central part of The Rare Triumphs.11 The songs, dances, and elaborate stage directions included in this romance are typical of the court dramas of the period. In the first scene Mercury commands (on Jupiter’s order) the guard of hell Cerberus to send up to the earth some ‘Ghostes of them that Love and Fortune slue’ (B.v). Mercury then adds the instruction that the ghosts must perform in silence: ‘Let them appeare to us in silent showe,/To manifest a trueth that we must knowe’ (B.r). The author provides a running commentary to explain the action of the dumb show, perhaps added to the printed text for the benefit of later readers, but it is also likely that the action provided some explanation of the dumb shows in performance. Later in the play, in act four, there is a stage direction which uses the phrase ‘some dum shew’ to mean that the actors should improvise, as part of the main dramatic action. This shows us something about incipient dramatic convention—Mehl tells us that pantomimic elements were becoming a stock feature of the stage dramas, ‘much less formal and inflexible than the rhetoric of Senecan drama, offering in consequence a much wider scope for experiment and improvisation’.12 On the use of the dumb show in The Rare Triumphs Mehl comments, ‘it is remarkable that the pantomime no longer stands outside the dialogue scene, but is included in it. It is directed at the characters in the play, not at the audience in the theatres. We have here an example of how the dumb show, even at this early stage, could take on completely different forms and was not necessarily isolated between the scenes.’13

In the earlier tragedy Gorboduc (1561) by Thomas Norton and Thomas Sackville, the dumb show was used to elucidate meaning from the action for the audience before each act. Gorboduc mistakenly rejects the advice of his wisest counselor Eubulus at the start of the play and the first dumb show then presents an allegory for this by showing us that the king rejects a simple glass cup in which he can clearly see the contents in favor of the aesthetically pleasing golden cup containing poison (here representing the hidden motives of the king’s flatterers). The information provided in the dumb shows allows the audience to make judgments about the moral slant, or the political lessons, the authors are aiming for in the play’s discussions of tyranny and obedience. Similarly, the classical tragedy Jocasta (1566) by George Gascoigne uses the dumb show to explain events that occur in the play. It begins, like Gorboduc, with an explanatory prologue that details the events of the play alongside a dumb show that introduces ambition as a primary theme of the play; following this, the explanatory dumb shows between each act characterize Eteocles as a tyrant and Polynices as a rebel. Gillian Austen provides a convincing argument that the core material in Jocasta is to be found in the sub-textual narrative of the dumb shows added to the material by Gascoigne and Kinwelmershe: ‘Jocasta follows Gorboduc in its theme of a ruined succession as well as making its own significant formal innovations, not least of which is the use of blank verse …. The sequence of emblematic dumb shows forms a counter-narrative to the inexorable movement of the rhetorical tragedy.’14

In contrast, the dumb shows in The Rare Triumphs do not follow the example of earlier dumb shows on the English stage; instead they are a fusion of various dramatic techniques adapted from the earlier morality tradition and from early English stage dramas. In The Rare Triumphs, Fortune and Venus sit and watch the dramatic action of the human characters unfold, offering their comments on the action, helping to clarify the meaning of the dumb shows. Here, the dumb shows, or pantomimes, replace the morality tradition of staging allegorical figures to elucidate meaning. Robert Y. Turner comments, ‘it seems as if playwrights or audiences, conditioned by the habit of the moralities, could not rest assured that the characters’ thoughts without an external correlative were dramatically sufficient to motivate action. Therefore, an additional allegorical exposition prefaced a concrete or literal story.’15 Because the drama is framed as a play-within-a-play, the action of the supernatural beings has been incorporated into the drama proper so the Fury rising up has elements of the dumb show but is fused with the dramatic action to become part of the main action—this is not an addendum but an episode that the stage audience should take into account, the Fury is there to intimate meaning from the action that will follow, but also as a dramatic character herself.16 Much like Kyd’s Revenge and Don Andrea, the passive role of the infernal deities onstage does nothing to confirm or suggest that they play an active role in human actions but that ultimately there is a higher providential plan underlying the fickle verbal or non-verbal claims of the deities concerning the human action. When Lady Fortune first appears onstage, she complains to Jupiter that Venus unduly interferes with her work. Venus, in turn, inveighs Fortune, claiming that ‘She never overthrows but at the top of joy.’ Fortune counters by criticizing Venus for using her beauty to sway hearts while at the same time bringing grief and tragedy: ‘I graunt she may doo much with her aluring smiles,/But soon your Godheads can perceive her words be full of wiles./What be tragedies, the terors that she makes’ (A.iv r). In turn, Love criticizes Fortune for being openly cruel; bringing about a fall from prosperity is nothing to boast about. Fortune then responds that her methods are an improvement on Love’s, who allows people to fall in love even when she knows that this love will conclude tragically. The criticism that Fortune offers hints to the providential theme that runs through the play: when the gods know an affair will end in tragedy, why is Love allowed to interfere with their actions?

After a tightly knit tête-à-tête between the two young deities, Jupiter intervenes and decides that to settle the dispute they must turn to paradigms of human actions. He beckons,

By examples this may best be learnde,

In elder ages led within your lawes,

therefore a while hereof I meane to pause.

And bring in Mercury in open view,

the Ghostes of them that Love and Fortune slue.

(B.v)

Mercury then commands Charon and Cerberus to call forth souls who can report the deeds of Fortune and Love. These examples from Hades further place this drama in the frame of tragedy, not least because they are brought up from Hades but because of the nature of their stories: Troilus and Cressida, Alexander the Great, Queen Dido, Pompey and Caesar, Leander and Hero. All these examples end in death, not just by their historical frame but also the tragic nature of their histories.

As we learn from the stage directions, the five shows representing these historical and mythical figures are performed before the divine audience. However, the written text does not give the reader of The Rare Triumphs any information about what transpires except in the divinities’ comments following the shows. These were probably performances in pantomime of the elemental climax of each story so that the audiences (divine and courtly) could witness how either love or fortune influenced their falls. The use of a pantomime in this way, directed at the onstage audience rather than the stage audience, is a unique stylistic quality that will eventually morph into the incorporation of the typical dumb show into the dramatic action proper. The shows must have been silent because there is nothing written in the text as speaking lines for the figures. Instead it is left to the onstage audience to provide commentary. After the show of Troilus and Cressida, for example, Mercury comments, ‘behold how Troylus and Cressida,/Cryes out on Love that framed their decay’ (B.r); after the show of Alexander, Mercury remarks, ‘Alexander the great that all the world subdude,/Curseth fell Fortune that did him delude’ (my emphasis). The crying and cursing could certainly have been demonstrated without sound and this is reaffirmed by lack of reference to spoken lines in the following dumb shows: Dido stabs herself and yields to love; Pompey and Caesar were spoiled and Leander presents his fall with Hero (from both love and fortune).

After viewing the dumb shows Jupiter says that he has a different type of contest for the goddesses. He proposes that in order to demonstrate her sovereignty Venus must increase the joy of a Prince and his lover, Hermione and Fidelia; Fortune’s task is to destroy their pleasures: ‘she that most can please them or dispight,/[Jupiter] will confirme to be of greatest might’ (B.ii.v). This dramatization of the story is entirely didactic in the overarching frame of Providence that presides over the play: Jupiter allows Venus and Fortune to witness the futility of their powers in controlling human events when they are ultimately governed by his will. The godheads watch over the debating goddesses, enforcing a double level of Providence that presides over the human action in the play. If the onstage action presents this didactic frame for the debating deities then the stage audience must also reflect on this theological truth—the author presents a double-level play for the court audience to reflect on earthly events that take place among the human characters in the play and their ultimate reliance on godly Providence that presides over all human events not just in the world of the play but in the court and in England.

IN THE DIRECTION OF TRAGEDY

In the second act the court audience meets the wretched human characters who are the subject of this godly contest. When we first see them they are already in love with each other, engaged in a debate about the nature of love and absence, establishing the tone of what might follow. This scene engages with the conventions of the dumb show’s format for mimicking the action that will follow (or, in some cases, has just been witnessed) onstage. Hermione, a gentleman raised at court but not (so far as we or the dramatic characters know) of noble birth, asks Fidelia, the ruler’s daughter, ‘what is the greatest price in love?’ (B.ii.v). Fidelia answers that absence is the greatest price and explains, ‘[absence] leaves a doubt within the others thought […] least change of ayre should change the absent minde’. Their discussion moves to distinguish between faithful love and fervent love; one being subject to suspicion (making ‘fancy blinde’) and the other impossible ‘where suspect doth dwell’ (B.ii.v). Imagining that they may be parted, Hermione then asks the fateful question of his lover, ‘Tell me, wilt thou mean space suspect inconstancy in me?’ As if prompted by their discussion Fidelia’s brother enters the scene, marking the start of the sinister action of the play. Armenio accuses Hermione of social transgression: ‘thou clime ungratefull and untrue,/these steps, at firste thine honour to advance./Hath Fortune promiste so much hope at birthe,/to make thy conquest of a Princes childe’ (B.iii.r). Alerted by the noise of their dispute, the prince Phizanties enters. He is simply identified in the stage directions as ‘a lord’ and is accompanied by his servant Penulo, who later identifies himself as a parasite. The scene moves to mimic the introductory scene in human form: Phizanties witnesses the argument between the proud (and ambitious) prince Armenio (Fidelia’s brother) and Hermione. Echoing Jupiter’s mediation in the first scene Phizanties hearkens, ‘Give me to know the occasion of this strife’ (B.iv.v).

While Armenio tells his father the reason behind their dispute, the author uses this opportunity to explain to his audience the characters’ relationship to one-another. His rebuke of Fidelia voices his primary concerns about class transgression: ‘Forgetting love and fear of Gods and thee,/And honour of her name’ (B.iv.v). Armenio does not only reprimand his sister for this transgression, but also Hermione. Although, Aremenio addresses Hermione as a gentleman, it seems he was, in fact, sold to the prince: ‘Hermione, whome for a Jewell of some price,/Olde Hermite give your highnesse long agoe’. The prince believes that Hermione is of unequal birth to his daughter and therefore an inappropriate match. His sensibilities offended, Phizanties then banishes Hermione in order to protect his daughter. He frames his defense of his actions in passive terms: he banishes Hermione but, in fact, sets no restrictions on his movements; his only commandment is that it is forbidden for him to see Fidelia—this is the only way he can see to end the ‘grudge’, as he calls it, and ‘stop the love that each to other owe’ (B.v.r).

What follows gives further depth to the discussion of social equality that seems to concern Armenio. Hermione makes a lamentable reply to Phizanties but nonetheless agrees to leave the court since his action (unwillingly) offends the prince, whom he respects immensely. Fidelia’s brother (and Phizanties’ son) Armenio responds despicably, showing more of his true self than was evident a moment ago. Hermione laments that fortune blends his happy moments of discovered love with the unhappy chance of his banishment to which Armenio comments: ‘No force forsooth: unpitied might he dye,/That to his soveraigne meanes such villanye’ (B.v.r). Hermione emerges from this verbal battle with Armenio the better man, calmly explaining that he loves Fidelia honestly. He offers gracious prayers to both Phizanties and Armenio before taking his leave: ‘Long live my lord, long live my lady’s grace: God send them friends as loyal in my place’ (C.v). The prince offers his hand and this advice, explaining that banishing Hermione ‘is done to avoide a further ill […] Unequall love is enemy to rest,/She is too yong […] Time may afford bothe your hartes desires:/New choice to cool these newly kindled fires’. Phizanties clearly thinks of both his daughter Fidelia and Hermione as juveniles and, believing their love to be nothing more than youthful lust, he feels a paternal duty to banish the young lover and protect the virginity of his daughter. Armenio is now cast as the only true defender of birth rank; the difficulty he voices here regarding the love Hermione bears to his sister rests solely in their unequal social status (so he claims) and Phizanties behaves as a paternal protector. When Fidelia responds to her father’s accusations she reinforces his concerns with her emotional exclamatory, ‘never, alas!’ and in her plea to let him stay. In a patronizing response, Phizanties tells Fidelia that she will get over her foolishness and find another love: ‘Let it suffice that thou shalt live in Courte,/Where, if among the jolly brave resorte/Of sundry knightes of noble personage,/Worthy thy love for giftes and parentage,/Thou shalt espye one such as we do like,/Our favours shall not be too far to seek’. Phizanties and Fidelia leave the stage and Armenio lingers on to follow the banished lover, but only to mock him one last time before making his stage exit.

Hermione is left onstage, presumably walking away from the city canvas and towards the battlefield canvas. After Armenio exits, Phizanties’ servant Penulo, also onstage but not known to Hermione, speaks for the first time, ‘my good Lord Hermione’, to which Hermione responds, ‘I am indeed as thou dost say Hermione’. Hermione’s response is either with a tinge of sarcasm or is an earnest introduction because he has never spoken with Penulo, which seems odd considering he accompanied the prince onstage and that Hermione was brought up at court yet does not seem to recognize or be familiar with this character (another possibility of course is that this was an oversight on the part of the author). Penulo reveals himself to the audience to be a Machiavellian schemer, an early dramatic informer, whose claims warn us that he will be a trouble-maker. Hermione’s failure to perceive anything out of the ordinary and his immediate trust in Penulo leaves him vulnerable to Penulo’s offer to help him in any way he can. Hermione quickly hatches a plan to meet Fidelia in a cave that they both know and he asks the appeasing Penulo to bring her hither, revealing a secret meeting place that will now be made public by Penulo. The court audience and the onstage audience of gods and goddesses are privy to information about Penulo’s nature that neither Fidelia nor Hermione know. We learn this through the use of the aside and Penulo’s open acknowledgment of his nature once Hermione has exited:

This is a step that firste we use to clime:

We that, forsooth take holde on every time:

Men of all howers, whose credit such as spites,

In heate forsooth hath calde us Parasites.

But, Penulo, thou spendest wordes in waste,

A foole, Hermione, that for hurting thee,

One slender trust will give a knave his fee.

(C.ii.r)

Penulo here identifies himself as a parasite and confesses that his motives for approaching Hermione are rooted in a deep-seated grudge for which he now seeks revenge. The introduction of the vice figure Penulo and the revelation of his motives at the close of act two prompts the temporary triumph of Fortune: the playing of trumpets and drums at the end of the scene mark her importance in human affairs. This act concludes: ‘this is Fortunes Imperie, […] Wherein consisteth Fortunes Soveraintie,/that Fortune can on earth do what she will’ (C.ii.r).

The third act opens with an inversion of the opening scene of act two: instead of the two lovers discussing the nature of love, the scene opens on Bomelio, alone, ‘like and Hermite’ (C.ii.r), musing on the vicissitudes of Fortune:

He that in his distresse despaireth of reliefe,

Let him begin to tell his tale to rip up his greefe.

And if that wretched man can more then I recite,

Of Fickle Fortunes froward checke and her continuall spite,

Of her unconstant change, of her discurtesie,

I will be partner with that man to live in miserie

(C.ii.r–C.iii.v)

He tells the audience his personal tragedy: that he was once in high regard in Phizanties’ realm but that by an act of treachery he was accused and banished. Bomelio’s lament extends over three pages and includes a final song. He also reveals that he intends to return to the city and reinstate himself into Phizanties’ favour. This movement towards the tone of tragedy and the threat of a revenge plot is soon compromised by the comic introduction of his servant Lentulo who responds to his master’s requests with sarcasm and mocks Bomelio as soon as he is out of earshot.

Penulo encounters Lentulo in the next scene; one is en route to enact his revenge (we later learn that he too loves Fidelia) and the other is seeking provisions, although he has no money. After a comic interlude concluding with Penulo offering Lentulo some preferment in the court, Armenio appears onstage, ready to catch his sister and Hermione in the cave. He dismisses Penulo and Lentulo before expressing his grievances against Hermione in a brief soliloquy:

Now serves the time to wreak me of my foe,

My dastard foe that to dishonour me:

In privie corners seekes to shame me so,

That my discredit might his credit be.

And hath my father from thy tender youth,

Vouchsafe to bring thee upp did I therefore

Believe so earnestly thy perjurde trueth,

Advancing still thine honour evermore.

That not contented with a common wrack,

Thou shoudst intend the ruine of us all:

And when thou seem’d afraide to turne thy back,

To make a glory of our greater fall.

Before thou triumphe in thy treachery,

Before thou scape untouched for thy sinne:

Let never fates nor Fortune favour me,

But wretched let me live and dye therin.

Few wordes shall serve,

my deedes shall prove it now:

That ere I sleepe I meane to meete with you.

(D.r)

The psychological insight this soliloquy offers into Armenio’s secret thoughts and anxieties is striking; indeed, this insight may help the audience towards an understanding of his aggressive behavior towards Hermione. There is no evidence in the play that Hermione seeks to ruin his benefactor and their family; in fact, the text shows us that Hermione is a noble man who honors Phizanties and is genuinely in love with his daughter Fidelia. Armenio’s words convey a deep-seated insecurity at the heart of his dismissal of Hermione’s love for Fidelia and here show the audience that this dismissal was not actually directly predicated by the disparity of rank between the lovers.

Armenio’s soliloquy, a prequel to Bomelio’s upcoming dark soliloquy on revenge, further steers the play in the direction of tragedy. The tone of his language is vindictive and suggest the threat that his deeds will prove. His words use the language of the tragic, not the comedy anticipated in the running head of the 1589 printed text, A Pleasant Comoedie of Love and Fortune. Armenio draws Fidelia away from the cave, leaving Bomelio alone onstage, musing on the Furies and voicing his desire for revenge in an address to firstly heaven and earth, then Pheoebus and Alecto, and finally Tisiphone and Rhadamanth, ‘the Judge of hatefull hell’ (D.iii.r). He prays to the infernal figures to assist him with his revenge: ‘Send forth a fury that may further well/The guilt? Revenge that heere I undertake’. He reveals his relationship to the court, and, for the first time in the play, the audience has some understanding of why Bomelio seeks vengeance:

Think’st thou I knew thee not, yet well I wis[h],

And that thy sister daughter to my Prince:

Now brag abroad what thou hast got by this,

So live thou dumme, that be thy recompence.

And when thy ghost forsakes thy body quite:

Vengeance I writhe upon thy soule to light.

(D.iii.r)

The complexities of plot multiply: having witnessed Armenio’s treachery, Bomelio knows that Fidelia loves Hermione; he knows that that Armenio, having learned of the lovers’ clandestine meeting, will tell his father Phizanties that Fidelia has disobeyed him in arranging to secretly meet with the banished Hermione, who we now learn is Bomelio’s son. When Hermione arrives at the agreed meeting place he is met only by Bomelio, who reveals all to his son and the audience. The triumph of Fortune at the close of act two is now reversed, with Venus claiming to reign. This draws a warning from Fortune: ‘Brag not too much […] my sport is not yet begun’ (D.iii.v).

COMIC RESOLUTION

The penultimate act introduces magic into the plot. Bomelio disguises himself as a physician, reveals that Armenio is stricken dumb, and punishes his former servant Lentulo by removing his nose: ‘Ah my nose my nose, Oh God is my nose in my hand’ (G.ii.v). Having thus shown his capabilities in magic, Bomelio sends Lentulo away and then reveals his intentions to the audience:

Eternall Gods that know my true intent,

And how unjustly wronged I have been:

Vouchsafe and [direct] dangers to prevent,

And further me as yet you doo begin,

Sufficeth you my travel heretofore,

My hunger, cold, and all my former paine,

Here make an end and plague me now no more.

(G.ii.v–G.iii.r)

When Phizanties, Penulo, and the dumb Armenio join Bomelio onstage, they seek his help as a physician to cure the disabled prince. Bomelio advises them that they must seek out the prince’s greatest enemy, and Penulo and Phizanties arrive at the conclusion that this must be Fidelia (they reason that because her lover was banished she had the most reason to despise Armenio). This allows Bomelio the opportunity to be alone with Fidelia and explain his disguise, and then agree to bring her to the cave where Hermione is still hiding.

In the next scene Hermione enters onstage, ‘with bookes under his arm’ (F.v). He tells the audience that he knows Bomelio is his father but has discovered in his cave these magic books whereby Bomelio hopes to bring about his revenge. Believing himself to be saving Bomelio from a life of sin, ‘For a man to sell his soule to sinne, ist not a greevous thing?’, Hermione vows to dispose of the books: ‘And with his leave Ile be so bolde wilste he abroad is gone,/To burn them all: for best that serveth for this stuffe,/I doubt not but at his returne to please him well enough’ (F.ii.r). Following Hermione’s speech there is a break in the main action for a brief dumb show enacted by Lentulo: ‘Enter Lentulo with a Ring in his mouth, a Marigolde in his hand, a faire shirte of apparel on his backe’ (F.ii). The stage directions simply state that he ‘[makes] some dum shew’ and exits the stage. Both the props identified in the text and the scene that follows suggest that this was a show of marriage (the ring and marigolds, the flower symbolizing marriage).

Following a brief scene involving Lentulo and Penulo the audience witnesses the union of Fidelia with Hermione. After he has united the lovers, Bomelio is once again alone onstage. He reveals his private thoughts to the audience:

Whilste they recorde the sweetnesse of their blisee,

I will apply to further as they with.

Their sweet delight by magickes cunning so,

That happy they shall live in spite of foe.

(F.iii.r)

The audience is now more convinced of the happy resolution that it anticipates from a comedy when we learn that Bomelio intends to make ‘sweet delight’ and nothing more sinister. But this is contradicted when Bomelio exits the stage to allow the lovers a moment together and immediately returns frantic, crying out to the devil in straight prose about the loss of his books:

I have been robd, robd, robd, where be the theves, my books, bookes, did I not leave thee with my bookes, where are my bookes, my bookes, where by my bookes villin, arrant villen. (F.iv.v)

At this late stage in the narrative Bomelio’s rant again guides the direction of the play towards tragedy, especially when he flees the stage, refusing to listen to Hermione’s response: ‘I conjure thee foule spirit down to hell, ho ho ho the devil the devil’. At Hermione’s exit from the stage Fortune’s triumph plays (trumpets, drums, coronets, and guns) and Venus vows to bring the lovers back up again.

The fifth act is dedicated to bringing about the happy ending required by the construct of romance-comedy; finally righting the wrongs underlying the dramatic human action of the play. Decisively, the godheads have had enough and Mercury interjects with a plea for a resolution. The gods and goddesses agree to let him interfere and he enters as part of the main dramatic action: ‘Now with my musick ile recure [Bomelio’s] woe’ (G.ii.v). Following some music the god charms Bomelio so that he falls asleep and tells the human characters how to cure Bomelio’s madness: ‘take her blood and cast it on this brake./And therwith all besprinckle all his face./And he shall be restored to his sence,/His health and memory as heretofore’. It is likely that Mercury leant over the balcony and addressed his words to the human characters who are not quite sure how to react to the voice and cannot believe that they have been watched over by the gods.

Moving quickly on to the other strand of the play involving Phizanties, Armenio, Penulo, and Lentulo the author tries to resolve the entire play in two short scenes. The characters onstage hatch a plot to capture Hermione and save Fidelia from him but the godheads interfere once again and Venus and Fortune reveal themselves to the human characters and tell Phizanties to allow Fidelia to marry Hermione. They also reveal that Hermione is the son of the noble Bomelio, whom Phizanties’ father had banished in anger. Predictably, the lord is appeased by the noble birth of Hermione and consents to their marriage. The goddesses say that Fidelia’s blood will cure both Armenio and Bomelio: although the reader of the play is not privy to how this blood is spilled it happens onstage and Armenio is able to respond verbally to the action that has just taken place. He apologizes to his new brother-in-law, who graciously accepts and Phizanties restores Bomelio to the court. In the end everyone rejoices; even Penulo and Lentulo are assured happiness in the court.

Ultimately neither goddess claims total dominance over the events of the human characters in the play. Instead Venus and Fortune are united in friendship and agree to work together rather than set discord among men: ‘Fortune and love makes all amendes./Let us rejoice then for the same,/And sing hye praises of their name’ (H.v). Although the play began with a Fury rising up from hell, The Rare Triumphs of Love and Fortune is ultimately a comedy (despite the fact that the play has been wavering towards tragedy throughout its preceding acts). When Fortune and Venus can no longer claim to control the human events in the play and agree to share the stage, they disclose a fundamental truth about their involvement: although they can influence the paths humans take, ultimately earthly fates are subject to the greater force of Jupiter, the ‘greatest might’.

LITERARY HERITAGE

The play shares elements with the dramatic forms popular in the earlier period, especially during the 1550s and 1560s. It certainly combines elements from Senecan drama, but also English Senecan plays such as Gismond of Salerne, first performed in 1567/8, and republished in 1591 as Tancred and Gismond. These elements include the test of fidelity, the father who interferes in his daughter’s love affair, and the use of the supernatural. The Tragedie of Soliman and Perseda, wherin is laide open Love’s Constancy, Fortune’s Inconstancy, and Death’s Triumphs17 was (probably) performed in November 1592.18 The full title bears obvious parallels to the play discussed here, but in the later play three deities vie for responsibility over the actions of the human characters and similarly, at the play’s resolution, no single deity can claim control over the events because they are worked out according to a divine plan. Again the audience bears witness to the futility of the argument between Love, Fortune, and Death in light of the powerful forces of fate and predestination.

Additionally, Michael Baird Saenger convincingly shows that Sir Philip Sidney, who was present at the Christmas Revels of 1582–3, probably watched this play and furthermore that in the First Quarto edition of Astrophil and Stella (1591), Sonnet 45 refers to the performance: ‘Yet Hermes late, a Fable who did show,/Of Lovers never knowne, (a pittious case)’—Hermes, being a substitute for Mercury. In the Folio edition of 1598 Sidney changed these lines, omitting the reference to Hermes, making the reference less topical for his audience.19

The Rare Triumphs of Love and Fortune is often overlooked in studies of early drama despite its unusual treatment of women for the period. Fidelia, the female protagonist of The Rare Triumphs, like her counterpart in the earlier Cloyomon and Clamydes, Neronis, mediates gender conventions and steps outside the boundaries of conventional women’s roles. Only three romances from the 1570s and 1580s survive: Common Conditions (1576), Cloyomon and Clamydes (c.1576), and The Rare Triumphs of Love and Fortune (1582), although we might also include the anonymous Mucedorus (c.1590) and George Peele’s The Old Wive’s Tale (1590) in this group. Whereas the plays from the earlier Tudor period tend to represent women in places that are socially appropriate and true to the cultural strictures of the period, the stage romances from the 1570s and 1580s (and also some plays from the early 1590s) present female protagonists who have been endowed with authority and with what Kent Cartwright calls ‘theatrical magnetism’.20

It is doubtful whether the play was revived or performed again during Elizabeth’s reign since there is no record of it in the registers of the Stationers’ Company or in Henslowe’s diary of performances. Its text was, however, perused by William Shakespeare in the early seventeenth century and mined for themes that might prove popular on the Jacobean stage. Indeed, this early drama is probably known to most modern scholars as a source text for Cymbeline. The entry for Cymbeline in Michael Patterson’s The Oxford Dictionary of Plays,21 Barbara A. Mowat and Paul Werstine,22 and J. M. Nosworthy23 all date Cymbeline to 1609–10. These three sources name Raphael Holinshed’s Chronicles (1587), A Mirror for Magistrates (edited by Thomas Blenerhasset and John Higgins, 1587), Boccaccio’s Decameron, Spenser’s The Faerie Queene, and the anonymous The Rare Triumphs of Love and Fortune as materials for Shakespeare’s play. J. M. Nosworthy argues that Shakespeare may have turned to the largely forgotten drama The Rare Triumphs of Love and Fortune when writing for a sophisticated Jacobean audience because it was fashionable, or at least expedient, for the King’s players to revive some of the popular romantic comedies from the recent past: the similar romance drama Mucedorus, for instance, stages Envy and Comedy in a dispute over human affairs which then turns to a wager play where Comedy vows to make the audience laugh and Envy vows to challenge her. Mucedorus was revived onstage in 1607 while The Rare Triumphs was reprinted fifteen times between 1607 and 1670, perhaps because it proved better read than performed. Shakespeare borrowed themes from both these earlier plays for the story of Cymbeline: ‘As a chief shareholder in the King’s company, Shakespeare would have a ruling voice in the selection of plays, and if this question of reviving old plays arose, it would fall to him to read them through in the hope of finding something suitable.’24 Although The Rare Triumphs was not revived, Shakespeare was able to borrow some elements, namely the Belarius/Posthumus and the Fidelia/Imogen particulars, for his own drama. Shakespeare turns Armenio into a potential suitor by making him Fidelia’s (Imogen) brother only by marriage, not by birth. In Cymbeline the Queen seeks to marry her son from a previous marriage (Cloten) to the King’s only known heir, Imogen. The jealousy between Cloten and Imogen’s lover Posthumous, also brought up at court as an orphan, is therefore concretely explainable. Conversely, in The Rare Triumphs there is no obvious reason that Armenio should be so offended and his confession to the audience only complicates the matter further since he does not mention the class difference that had troubled him so much in an earlier scene. Elements of The Rare Triumphs also appear in The Tempest, written around the same time as Cymbeline; simplistically, Prospero replaces Bomelio, the banished lord who takes up magic and uses it to commandeer a union and reestablishment of his status via his child; Hermione appears as Ferdinand; Miranda as Fidelia; and Lentulo is cast as the wretched Caliban figure on Prospero’s island/Bomelio’s cave. At Bomelio’s exclamation, ‘My books, my books’, modern readers may recall Prospero’s ‘Knowing that I loved my books, he furnished me,/From mine own library with volumes that/I prize above my dukedom’ (I.ii.195–7) and his vow to abandon his magic books if he is restored in Milan. As such, Shakespeare’s interest in this play reflects the shift in his work away from history and tragedy writing to happy endings and the genre of Romance.
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PART IV
HISTORIES AND POLITICAL DRAMAS


CHAPTER 27
MORALITY, THE ATRICALITY, AND MASCULINITY IN THE INTERLUDE OF YOUTH AND HICK SCORNER

ELEANOR RYCROFT

THE Interlude of Youth (c.1513) and Hick Scorner (c.1514), while often cited in discussions of early Tudor drama, have rarely been the subject of focused critical attention despite their status as among the earliest extant printed drama known to the English stage.1 This is more surprising still when one considers the unique window they offer onto early modes of theatrical production, patronage, and dramatic inter-textuality2 during the early 1500s. Both anonymously written and published by notable early English printers,3 Youth and Hick Scorner are embroiled in an extraordinary dialogue with one another: a dialogue which exposes the tension between regional aristocracy and an increasingly centralized Henrician court, as well as attitudes towards (and perhaps even those of) the new young monarch. While no records exist to confirm the performance history of the plays, internal evidence found in Youth and Hick Scorner provides rare insight into the burgeoning theatre of the sixteenth century.

While Youth and Hick Scorner are described by critics as ‘interludes’, and sometimes more particularly designated as ‘moral interludes’, much early theatrical nomenclature remains obscure to contemporary literary criticism. Even the precise meaning of the word ‘interlude’—let alone a fixed set of dramatic practices that can help to identify the form—continues to elude theatre historians, with no conclusive evidence as to whether this form of drama was a part of a larger program of entertainment (literally an inter-ludus or ‘between-play’, perhaps performed in banquet halls between courses of the meal) or whether the interlude can be viewed as a discrete form of theatre in itself.4 Youth and Hick Scorner offer little help in identifying the interlude as a distinct form of theatre, combining features of the morality play in their representation of vices and virtues vying for control of man’s soul (known as psychomachia, after the work of the Roman poet, Prudentius, which served as a model for this kind of medieval allegory), while also exhibiting the short length and the foregrounding of the comic associated with the interlude. To add to the terminological confusion, what we now call the ‘morality play’ was also referred to in the medieval period as an ‘interlude’.5 The term ‘moral interlude’ was developed during the era to incorporate such dramas as Youth and Hick Scorner which display the disparate elements of the psychomachia alongside the greater focus on the secular and the social that would come to define theatre texts later in the century.6 At the turn of the century, David Bevington claims, ‘The genre was characterized primarily by the use of allegory to convey a moral lesson about religious or civil conduct, presented through the medium of abstractions or representative social characters.’7

Yet the problem of definition goes right to the heart of the question of what we may call theatre in the early Tudor period.8 While they are often considered in distinction from each other, there is still a tendency to categorize together all of the forms of playing to be found in late medieval England under the umbrella of ‘theatre’. Thus the origins of the Renaissance drama are found in such diverse forms as liturgical drama, morality plays, mysteries, mummings, disguisings, pageants, moral interludes and interludes, as well as the many forms of entertainment, including royal entries and tournaments performed at court. In Drama, Play and Game, Lawrence M. Clopper provides a useful corrective to this broad notion of drama, which ultimately sees ‘theatre’ as descending from ‘mimi of the ancient world’.9 He claims that clerics would not have understood a connection between their mimicry of historical and biblical figures and the development of the theatre; further, that secular theatre practice can be seen to develop as an attempt to resist the control of the Church, and that from the late Middle Ages, ‘as lay people began to institutionalize themselves—as civic corporations or trade or religious guilds … they also seem to have tried to find acceptable entertainments that reflected their concerns for their own spiritual welfare’.10 This distinction helps to explain the ecclesiastical opposition to playing in churchyards evident in dramatic records of the late medieval period onwards. Thus the sort of drama that lay people were producing or watching was not the sort of ‘theatrical’ representation endorsed by the Church, however much it appropriated and redeployed the systems of signification found in mystery and miracle plays.

However the heterogeneous origins of early English drama are theorized, it is certainly the case that Youth and Hick Scorner assimilate both the allegorical and didactic elements of the morality play in conjunction with the farce, ribaldry, and more complex characterizations of the interlude. In other words the distinct moral element to Youth and Hick Scorner means that the plays can be included in a body of drama at least connected to, if breaking away from, religious origins; reaching as far back as The Pride of Life (c.1300), via Wisdom (c.1460) and Mankind (c.1465), extending through to the mid-sixteenth century and plays such as Lusty Juventus (c.1550) and Like Will to Like (1568).

A HISTORY OF YOUTH AND HICK SCORNER

While the order of the plays has been critically contested, Ian Lancashire’s identification of topical allusions and dating of sources make apparent that Youth’s composition antedated that of Hick Scorner. Through detailed exposition of these, Lancashire provides persuasive evidence of a date of 1513–14 for Youth, noting how legislative innovations relating to clothing, penalizing of clergy, and a political allusion to Henry’s candidature as Holy Roman Emperor11 designate the limits of composition between August and May of these years. The specificity of political allusions in Hick Scorner similarly help to narrow down dates; notably the play’s parody of the threatened invasion of England in 1514 by the Yorkist pretender to the throne, Richard de la Pole, helping to restrict the dates to between June and July of this year.12

Several aspects of the dialogue of Youth also point to northern English auspices.13 Lancashire proposes that the play was patronized by Henry Algernon Percy, fifth earl of Northumberland, on the basis of his existing household troupe of players as well as an almoner referred to in the Percy household book as a ‘maker of Interludys’.14 Many details that can be gleaned about the Percy household from this text make Lancashire’s case for Northumberland’s patronage of Youth convincing; one instance being the verses inscribed on the chamber ceiling of Percy’s heir and over the bath at Leconfield, which closely echo the antagonism between errant youth and ‘moralising adulthood’ represented in the play.15 In addition, Lancashire suggests that Percy is the only northern aristocratic retainer of a theatre troupe who would hazard the consequences of the criticisms of power made in the play. For while the play has often been interpreted as a didactic allegory directed by Northumberland at his wayward son, strained relations between the senior earl and the young monarch during the period may well have had some influence on the play’s content.

During the early decades of the sixteenth century, changes in the sources of patronage meant that the drama was beginning to reflect the political interests of the ruling class. Peter Happé writes that interludes during this time, ‘were often produced under the patronage and with the support of powerful magnates, and it follows that there would be many opportunities for powerful men and their supporters to make political comment through the entertainment they provided’.16 The altered conditions of performance and sources of patronage form the basis of Susanne Westfall’s study, Patrons and Performance, which argues that the advent of the aristocratic patron brings about a theatrical shift from a drama concerned with ‘the moral health of the individual … to the social, political, and economic ideologies of the ruling class’.17 The evidence in Youth that the represented dramatic relations concern the nobility is felt most keenly in the interactions between the protagonist and Riot—who calls him ‘Master Youth’ (219)—and the engagement into his service of Pride: ‘And thou wilt my servant be/I shall give thee gold and fee’ (329–30).18 Alongside other master/servant references, there is additionally an allusion which places the interlude’s concerns amongst the ruling class when the ceremony of dubbing Knights of the Collar is evoked by Youth (269–72).

However, the citation of Knights of the Collar also supports the contention that Youth may well be a satire upon Henry VIII himself, with Lancashire alleging that the writer is parodying the over-creation of knights following recent battles at Thérouanne, Tournai, and Flodden Field.19 While Youth’s boast to be ‘peerless wherever I come’ (43) may be simply a declaration of a young nobleman’s authority, it could equally indicate Henry VIII—a notion augmented by Youth’s boast that he supersedes other aristocracy later in the play:

By right I am king eternal—

Neither duke ne lord, baron ne knight,

That may be likened unto me …

(592–4)

Youth’s commitment to roistering in the play mirrors Henry’s perceived propensity for boisterous behaviour, such as the hunting, jousting, and revelling that characterized the first two decades of his reign.20 The arrogance and vanity of the young Henry experienced by visitors to the English court such as Pietro Pasqualigo, the Venetian diplomat to whom the King showed off his muscular leg in 1515,21 may therefore be suggested in lines which imply both the braggart and the sovereign such as, ‘My hair is royall and bushed thicke’ (48). If this is the case then the portrait of Henry serves as a warning to the young heir of a form of ignoble aristocratic masculinity, one guided by self-indulgence and a preference for reckless activity rather than a regard for the common weal and the employment of wise counsellors. That Youth’s form of government deviates from the ideal is highlighted by his ironic praise of Riot’s ‘counsel that is so good’ (355).22 Youth, then, could be seen as highly, if obliquely, critical of Henry. Westfall writes that, ‘Noble patrons had several reasons for providing theatre for their retainers: to impress, to educate, to entertain, to communicate, and ultimately to control.’23 If the earl of Northumberland did patronize Youth, then we are provided with a historical instance of such control extending outside of the ostensible boundaries of his household to transmit a message to the youthful King himself. And if the character of Youth is a satire of Henry VIII, then the conclusion, as Fiona S. Dunlop writes, ‘proposes a course of action to remedy personal, household and public disorder, which begins with the king’s personal reform’.24

Hick Scorner’s absorption of the language of Youth is therefore highly significant. If, as Lancashire suggests, Hick Scorner was patronized by Charles Brandon, the earl of Suffolk (a favourite of Henry VIII’s and ‘rich enough to sponsor banquet interludes’25) then the interlude’s acknowledgement of Youth means that those moving in elite spheres were aware of the existence of a play which was implicitly critical of the monarch, further, that they responded to it. If this is the case, then the verbal and dramaturgical connections between the plays could signify that Hick Scorner concedes this criticism whilst simultaneously forwarding a vision of a monarch whose concerns are rather less frivolous than those suggested by Youth, in its depiction of a political setting beset by troubles both internal (thieving, whoring, and lawlessness) and external (invading usurpers and continental war). In this way, the inter-textuality of Hick Scorner can perhaps be seen as a dramatic rendering of the King’s acknowledgement of criticism—the acceptance of the counsel he has been accused of neglecting—while one of his close advisers sponsors the representation of a rather more complicated political setting and central moral dilemma than the merry monarch’s playground allowed by the Northumberland.

MORAL AND SECULAR DIMENSIONS

Youth, perhaps rather more than Hick Scorner, can be seen to act within the theatrical confines of the morality play. Both plays start in prototypical morality drama fashion, with Charity the first to enter the playing space in Youth, and Pity in Hick Scorner, to sermonize to the audience upon God’s grace as a prelude to the dramatic action. As with other moralities such as Wisdom, Mankind, and Magnificence, both Youth and Hick Scorner dramaturgically adhere to the morality play formula in that they involve a protagonist being tempted by vices embodied in the form of men during the course of the drama (in Youth these are Riot, Pride, and Lady Lechery; in Hick Scorner, Free Will and Imagination) who draw them from the virtuous teachings of Charity and Pity. By the end of the plays, repentance is concomitant with an increased number of virtues on stage: Contemplation and Perseverance in Hick Scorner, and Humility in Youth. A sermon, the appealing and dangerous representation of corrupting vice, and, ultimately, penitence; these are the ingredients of the morality. And yet, the vices in each of these interludes are not classically prosopopoeic; notably Riot in Youth, and Free Will and Imagination in Hick Scorner.26 Their names serve to indicate the predominantly secular concerns of these dramas. As Sikorska writes, ‘Although written within the mode of the psychomachia … the play does not pursue typical abstractions but is committed to show social types of Tudor times and is thus more akin to exemplum than the classic morality play.’27

Hick Scorner also deviates from the normative plot conventions of the morality play in an important way: the character of Hick Scorner never repents. The structure of the moral interlude is consequently unsettled and undermined by the fact that Hick Scorner is not permitted the same spiritual trajectory undergone by Free Will and Imagination. Rather, he leaves the stage to pursue sinful activity and never returns to the playing space again. In this way there is a lack of containment of his viciousness; Free Will and Imagination may be recuperated within the moral scheme of the drama but Hick Scorner’s perilous combination of lewdness, aggression, and rebellion remain perpetually outside of the play’s scope. Bevington attributes this to a structural weakness of the play produced by a limitation on the numbers of players, writing that:

The writer is preparing for a final scene in which only four characters appear, Contemplation, Perseverance, Freewill, and Imagination. The implication is that only four actors are available; no more than four ever appear on stage simultaneously. Hickescorner is simply not heard from again, suppressed presumably for casting reasons … Thus the play ends, rather lamely no doubt, lacking its title role and its hero.28

Yet the possibility remains that the absence of salvation for Hick Scorner was purposeful on behalf of the playwright. Why should he have omitted to bring back Hick Scorner, rather than Free Will or Imagination, and thus depart from the dramaturgy of the morality play in which the title character is always redeemed? If the playwright has deliberately chosen to leave Hick Scorner out of the final scene of redemption, it may serve as comment upon the status of vice in contemporary society, and so innovate the conventional structure of the moral interlude. It can thus be seen to function as the secular displacing the spiritual in Hick Scorner. Topically concerned with the issue of a Yorkist usurper, and geographically dominated by a London beset by criminal activity, it is not only the individual’s immortal soul that is in danger in Hick Scorner, but society at large. Despite seemingly appropriating this dramatic genre, therefore, Hick Scorner remodels the dramaturgical conventions it employs.

While Hick Scorner is often grouped with other morality plays such as Wisdom, Mankind, Nature, and Magnificence, as well as Youth, this formal departure requires interpretation. We might consider what it is that ‘Hick Scorner’ represents to early Tudor society that accounts for his inability to repent. What is the connection between the phrase ‘Hick Scorner’ and the wickedness with which he is associated in the play that bears his name? As a diminutive form of Richard, the Hick part of the name has been seen by critics to invoke Richard de la Pole, strengthening the thesis that this is to whom the title alludes. However, the phrase ‘Hick Scorner’ recurs in later Tudor works, and descriptions of the character of the ‘Hick Scorner’ repeatedly conjoin the name with sinfulness. While the origins of this type remain obscure, surviving mid-century references such as those found in Nicholas Udall’s translation of Erasmus’ Apothegms (1542), John Bale’s The epistle exhortatory of an English Christian (1544), Thomas Becon’s The works of T. Becon (entered in the Stationers’ Register in 1560), and Thomas Harding’s A rejoinder to M. Jewel’s reply (1566), among others,29 all indicate a set of associations between character and behaviour, which can be distilled into the idea of a scoffing person. Thus fleering, smirking, mocking, and scorn are the accusations repeatedly levelled at the ‘Hick Scorner’, verbal characteristics that were common enough for George Puttenham to crystallize as ‘Micterismus’ in his 1589 Art of English Poesy.30 The ‘scorner’ part of his name thus operates at a literal level.

There is also an association of the character with other forms of verbal misrepresentation, such as irony, hypocrisy, and debased speech. One of the dangers he poses to society therefore derives from his misuse of language. It is perhaps in this way that ‘Hick Scorner’ became a term associated with the theatrical Vice—the embodiment of evil in the morality drama who overlaps with the jester and the fool31—although whether the notion of the ‘Hick Scorner’ influences the development of the Vice or vice versa is unclear. Lynn Forest-Hill has shown that vice and virtue were represented linguistically in medieval drama, so that the stichomythic ‘abusive exchanges’ of morally dubious, often lower-class characters are contrasted with the ‘aureate language’ of characters such as Mercy in Mankind.32 Vice speech patterns in such plays are more fragmented, and the Vice characters frequently swear at and insult the Virtues, as well as each other. The base speech of Vices, Sikorska writes ‘reflects the fact that the Vices were always more spectacular on stage, more down-to-earth and thus more performative. Their behaviour as well as language, although entertaining, serves as a warning to the audience, and facilitates the absorption of the homiletic message related to the recognition of sin and temptation in both religious and social spheres.’33 It is perhaps because of the shared expectation of linguistic misrepresentation and corrupt speech that Holinshed is able to conflate the two terms in his Chronicle by referring to a ‘vice or hickscorner’.34 It is plausible also that Hick Scorner is the first instance of a play being named after the Vice.35

By the end of the century, references to a ‘Hick Scorner’ also explicitly connect the role with catholicism, as with Walter Haddon’s Against Jerome Osorius Bishop of Silvane (1581) or William Barlow’s An answer to a Catholic Englishman (1609). The trend is evident in Becon’s Works, probably composed in the 1540s and in which the ‘Hick Scorner’ is elided with the theatricality of the catholic church. In this text, Becon accuses clerics:

Thus, as men well harnessed for an interlude, ye come forth to play hickscorner’s part with your shameless, smooth, smirking faces, and with your lusty, broad, bald shaven crowns, antichrist’s brood of Rome

And later:

Ah, what riding fools and very dolts make ye the people! Ye send them a piece of wood or of some metal to kiss, and in the mean season ye eat and drink up altogether. Is not this a pageant of hickscorner? Is not this a toy to mock an ape withal?36

The relationship between Becon’s words and the actual interlude of Hick Scorner remains unknowable,37 but the pejorative force of the ascription ‘Hick Scorner’ in combination with catholicism is certainly produced by its theatrical heritage. Thus the connection between the artifice of the catholic cleric and the theatrical player, specifically as expressed through clothing, inheres in Becon’s disparagement of:

The massmonger, like hickscorner, being dressed with scenical and game-player’s garments, as with an humeral or ephod, with an alb, with a girdle, with a stole, with a maniple, with an amice, with a chesible, with a fannon, & c.38

The proliferation of garments to fabricate an identity was thus to become as much an issue of (dis)honesty for the catholic cleric later in the century as it was for the Vice, and the player himself, in the early 1500s.

Clothing and honesty function at the forefront of Youth and Hick Scorner as a determinant of moral subjectivity, with spiritual transformation figured sartorially in both. As Free Will assumes a new coat in Hick Scorner—on Contemplation’s, ‘Hold here a new garment./And hereafter live devoutly’ (876–7)—so does Youth when Charity gives him a garment following his conversion and subsequent rejection of his former fellows: ‘Here is a new array’ (767).39 Sikorska asserts that, ‘The garment is a typically medieval way of representing worldliness. Necessary as it is, clothing the body can signify either the renunciation of the world … or social position explicitly related to life in the world.’40 While the exact nature of the garments in Youth and Hick Scorner must remain speculative, it seems likely that their appearance must have a plainness which contrasts, for example, with Free Will’s ‘feather’ (190), or whatever clothing Youth deems appropriate, ‘To jet here in this place’ (202). The notion of ‘jetting’ especially can be seen as a form of social display associated with the gallant and performed within specifically aristocratic or courtly settings.41

Indeed the milieu of the court is often the location of a ‘Hick Scorner’, or his courtly aspirations may be deciphered by his ostentatious clothing. The sartorial flamboyance of the court was a source of anxiety and Pity’s lamentation that nowadays there is ‘cloth enough in our clothes’ (555)—an allusion to the Henrician sumptuary legislation that attempted to limit the ‘the maximum quantity of cloth for gowns or coats proportionally to the wearer’s social rank’42—equates a superfluity of clothing with a debased spiritual state. Given the play’s noble spectators, barbed comment upon the immorality of showiness would have no doubt hit home. The notion of excess in clothing stands in antithesis to the state of innocence signified by the torn, naked flesh of Christ vividly invoked by Contemplation at the beginning of Hick Scorner:

In his bosom true love was gaged with a spear.

His veins brast and bruised, and to a pillar bound,

With scourges he was lashed—the knots his skin tare.

(34–6)

So while the character of the Hick Scorner would be increasingly applied in the later 1500s to attack popery, his troubling misuse of language and dissimulating clothing meant that the player, vice, and courtier could all be denoted in the figure in the earlier part of the century. The assimilation of these three cultural figures in the ‘Hick Scorner’ type points up that the central moral problem derives from social obfuscation and verbal chicanery, in opposition to the simplicity and truth of godliness. How far the titular Hick Scorner of the play has travelled from these precepts of honesty and piety becomes clear shortly after his first entrance, when he joyfully relates the mass mortality in a shipwreck of some returning English voyagers:

Great was the people that was in them,

All true religious, and holy women,

There was Troth and his kinsmen,

With Patience, Meekness and Humility

And all true maidens with their virginity …

And all true monks that kept their religion,

True buyers and sellers and alms-deed doers …

(ll. 338–42, 345–6)

Hick Scorner’s speech repeatedly foregrounds the ‘truth’ and moral purity of this virtuous company, who ‘will nevermore come to England’ (329). The instance serves as an example of the somewhat bleaker moral landscape of Hick Scorner in comparison to Youth, where a devout citizenry can be decimated, but Hick Scorner and his boatload of ‘Falsehood, Favel [duplicity] and Subtilty,/Yea, thieves and whores, with other good company’ (368–9) continue to thrive.

But the speech also exposes the tension in the play between the spiritual and the secular, for it refers directly to contemporary events. As Lancashire writes, ‘Not only does his landing represent Richard de la Pole’s threatened invasion, but Hick Scorner’s news ridicules some recent harsh losses in the naval war with France—particularly of Henry’s own ships the Regent and the Anne of Foy.’43 The play’s repeated invocation of its political context leads Sikorska to conclude that it is, ‘more of a social satire than an allegorical psychomachia’,44 and Lancashire to claim that, ‘The entire play can be taken, indeed, as a satirical reflection of the times.’45 While the fact that Youth and Hick Scorner were published show the appetite of a larger readership, the interludes’ primary concerns remain astonishingly local and specific: the former, a message from father to son (and perhaps beyond) via the medium of the moral drama, and the latter, a particular view of London at the beginning of the sixteenth century.46 In Hick Scorner, for instance, it is from a brothel that Free Will emerges into the dramatic space, having not only eaten food but also consumed ‘a piece of flesh’ (174). The play might frequently echo passages of Youth but the allusions to London are what distinguish Hick Scorner from its predecessor, with references to ‘Newgate’ (234, 236, 422, 508, 681, 684, 801, 949), ‘Westminster’ (217, 842), ‘Tyburn’ (255, 264, 829, 831, 941), or the ‘King’s Bench’ (512)—all sites of criminal justice or punishment. The urban setting and the lure of the market may have moral application in the sense that, ‘From its inception trade had an ambiguous status, because for Christians, whenever money was concerned the temptation of sin was strong.’47 However, the shift in focus from the temptations of an individual to an exploration of a sinful society exceed the boundaries of the traditional morality play, and so presents something novel to its audience in terms of both content and form.

EVIDENCE OF EARLY TUDOR STAGECRAFT

The window that Youth and Hick Scorner offers onto early Tudor society is not limited to contemporary events. The interludes also contain important evidence pertaining to early Tudor stagecraft and the relationship between text, actor, and audience. In Hick Scorner especially, indications of the dramatic action are consistently found in the text, as if the playwright has prepared the text for performance beyond its original production. While useful for actors, these textual signposts also help the audience to follow the play’s trajectories. As Southern notes, stage directions tend to be inserted into the dialogue so that, ‘an entrance is commonly anticipated some lines in advance by a character already in the action; and an exit is often preceded by a farewell speech or a statement of intention to leave’.48

In both plays the dialogue suggests that the venue of the performance is a banqueting hall. In Hick Scorner, for instance, Free Will calls for a drink (158) and Perseverance’s concluding speech refers to ‘all our mirths’ (1027), implying the series of revels of which the dining hall entertainment usually consisted, paralleled in Youth’s ‘all this cheer’ (205). Southern’s analysis of the opening of Hick Scorner demonstrates that the announcement of comings and goings functions to engineer the stage presence of Pity, Contemplation, and Perseverance, ‘in the manner of a normal chance meeting in a street or in a private house—where of course there would be no entrances or exits’.49 As well as minimal call for entrances and exits, very few props are needed in either interlude—no more than a dagger, fetters (so perhaps a seat), and a change of garments in each50—all of which point towards the interludes’ availability as touring plays.51

Entrances and exits of the vices or protagonist in both interludes tend to take place in between and amongst the audience. Youth enters on the line, ‘Aback, fellows, and give me room’ (40), and the audience is often addressed directly when new characters enter: for instance, Riot’s self-introduction, ‘I am Riot, full of jollity,/My heart is light as the wind’ (211–12). Both Imagination and Free Will in Hick Scorner emerge from the audience; the stage practice serves as a potent dramatic technique for signifying the proximity of vice to the audience. Interestingly, Hick Scorner’s entrance is anticipated twice in the dialogue between Free Will and Imagination, but he fails to appear, leading Imagination to say, ‘Some of these young men hath hid him in their bosoms, I warrant you’ (297); a line which has the effect of internalizing vice into the actual bodies of the male audience members.

Thus, while the text is at pains to make a distinction between the high- and low-born members of the audience through verbal nods towards the noble elements (the ‘masters’ in Youth (196, 546) and ‘sovereigns’ or ‘lords’ in Hick Scorner (2, 546, 767)) and there is a sense of the descending spatial hierarchy of the banqueting hall (most explicit in Hick Scorner’s exhortations to the ‘young men’ (297, 568) and ‘fellows’ who might stand at the lower end of the hall), there is also a dissolution of hierarchy at the level of stagecraft. As with John Heywood’s The Play of the Weather in which Merry Report commands the audience, ‘Frendes, a fellyshyppe, let me go by ye!’,52 a blurring of the distinction between actors and audience is advocated by the dialogue of Youth and Hick Scorner. The collapsing of the performer with the spectator places the onus on the audience member to recognize and eschew temptation, while at a linguistic level makes the parallels between audience and actor hard to resist. This disintegration of difference is a feature of other interludes of the period as well. For example, Medwall’s Fulgens and Lucres, in which an actor who is playing a spectator claims that:

Ther is so myche nyce aray

Amonges these galandis now aday

That a man shall not lightly

Know a player from a nother man53

Conversely in Hick Scorner, a piece of internal evidence concerning Pity’s appearance in which he is likened to a doctor, priest, or friar (696) places him outside of the compendium of courtly types who seem to make up the vices. In terms of costumes and stage business, the text repeatedly advances the propinquity between the enactor of vice and the audience member, while locating the masculine authority of the virtues outside of the ruling class and in a higher age bracket than the morally adrift characters. Indeed, it is upon just this axis of youth/age that much of the ordering of male–male relations in Youth and Hick Scorner depends.

MANHOOD IN YOUTH AND HICK SCORNER

Youth is the first English comedy to employ the archetype of the prodigal son;54 the theme would recur in the English drama over the next two centuries. The shift in the location of sinful behaviour from the humanum genus figure to a member of the aristocratic household is contingent upon the arrival of noble patrons during the early Tudor period. As Westfall has argued, during this period there was a recodification of the systems of signification in the drama in order to represent the concerns of patrons so that, ‘the ranting vice, Herod, becomes the boastful noble, Youth. These new signs contribute to the creation of subtle cultural codes that form the structures of the plays, for many years labelled simplistic because of alleged physical and artistic limitations.’55 In Youth, therefore, a morality play structure is conflated with the advice literature for young aristocrats, a tradition evident in such works as Erasmus’ Education of a Christian Prince (1516), and Thomas Elyot’s The Book named the Governor (1531) so that, alongside the moral lesson, the play, ‘addresses the themes of proper education, abuse of maintenance and the evils of facile social ascendancy’.56

However, another factor in the title character’s predisposition towards vice, as the title of the play makes manifest, is the protagonist’s immaturity. Youth’s entrenchment in homosocial spheres of activity signifies a deviation from the path of normative heterosexuality and thus a defiance of the principles of primogeniture that have enabled him to become the ‘heir of all my father’s land’ (57, 309). In choosing to spend time with his companions in taverns and stews he substitutes power over his servants for equality between fellows, and so renounces his cultural authority, as shown by his question to Pride, ‘What shall I do? tell me,/And I will be ruled by thee’ (339–40). Dunlop argues that this abdication is figured geographically in the fictional nobleman’s literal removal from the performance space, writing that, ‘The hierarchical structure of the household was designed to place the members of the familia under the ultimate authority of the noblemen; but by decamping to the tavern the young noblemen threaten this arrangement.’57

Indeed, Youth cares ‘not a cherry/Whatsoever I do!’ (55–6): the definitive statement of social irresponsibility which belies his hereditary position. That he has dissolved the social boundaries by which his authority can be maintained is apparent when Riot ventriloquizes the line soon afterwards: ‘I will make as merry as a king/And care not what I do’ (238–9). Youth’s assertion can be interpreted as a manifesto of his temporary freedom; for in the character the audience are exposed to a young male at the point of inheritance, having left the constraints of childhood, become heir to his father’s assets, and yet still not assumed the bulk of adult responsibility: marriage, children, occupation, and household governance. The questions raised by Youth therefore directly concern the elite audience in front of whom the play appears to have been performed in its problematization of their social status. Grantley writes that the ‘ease of access afforded by wealth to the material benefits of an elevated position constitutes a danger to young heirs, in that it does not encourage rigour in the acquisition of qualities of minds and manners that the elite were increasingly coming to believe (or at least were being told) defined them’.58 He goes on to argue that many of the behaviours and activities at which a young nobleman was supposed to be adept, such as hunting, card-playing, banqueting, and dancing, could also potentially tempt him down a vicious path; noting that, ‘the exhortations on Charity’s side are made in the name of virtue, whereas the Vice’s claims are made in the name of rank’.59 The issue of the moral consequences of an aristocratic life is therefore pressing in a play such as Youth. Along with the interludes Of Gentleness and Nobility and Magnificence, Youth engages with the problem of nobility derived from birth but divorced from behaviour, and rehearses the cultural and moral debasement that might result from a purely blood-based definition of gentility.

Yet many of the characteristics ascribed to the character of Youth are contingent not only upon his economic status but upon his life phase as well. Since the medieval era, masculinity had typically been compartmentalized into Ages of Man schemes which conflated particular behaviours with particular chronological stages.60 Lancashire writes that the figure of Youth in such topoi, is, ‘traditionally twenty-five to thirty years of age’ and ‘widely analysed in scholastic encyclopaedic works, described in poems like The Parlement of the Thre Ages (c.1352–90) … and depicted in medieval manuscript illustrations, woodcuts, and tapestries’.61 In Youth, sinfulness is mapped onto the youthful male body as it is constructed in such scientific, medical, and moral discourses. Indeed, the determining factor for Youth’s delinquency is his age. As Alexandra Shepard writes, ‘The main vices for which young men were excoriated related to intemperance and pride. Lust, drunkenness, anger, and idleness were demonized as particular pitfalls stemming from an incapacity for self-control, while the vanities of flamboyant dress and swaggering gesture betrayed a contemptuous disregard of position.’62 In the title character of Youth the audience are presented with a figure who, during his opening speech, brags vaingloriously about his physical magnificence (42–53); is wasteful (claiming, ‘For nowadays he is not set by/Without he be unthrifty’ (64–5)); aggressive and hot-tempered (84); unreasonable (120); and wayward, both socially and sexually.

So Youth displays all of the typical traits of a sanguinous personality according to humoral theory from the instant he enters the playing space. And yet, the moral and the medical conveniently overlap in the production of the youthful male body because, according to medieval moral literature as well as prevailing medical beliefs, the young man is prescribed as being inclined towards vice. The double damnation of the young man’s biology may help to explain a dramaturgical deviation from other morality plays to be found in Youth: rather than his fall being witnessed by the audience, as in Mankind or Magnificence, the protagonist has already fallen by the time he comes on-stage. That Youth is already sinful from his first appearance in the play can be interpreted as symptomatic of his biological and chronological locus. It is perhaps in the sin of blasphemy that the close relationship between both the physical and spiritual corruption of the young man reaches its apotheosis; for instance Youth’s ‘typical blasphemy’ at lines 698–708 which culminates in an offer to buy God alcohol.63 Profanity was considered a common sin of youth, as well as being a particular property of the Vice in the medieval and early Tudor drama.64

The worldly sins of lechery, drunkenness, thieving, and gambling which appear in the interludes are all social problems with which youthful masculinity was characteristically associated; the foundation being the surplus of bodily heat in the young man.65 The aggression among the lads of Youth and Hick Scorner might also point towards choler;66 another typically masculine physiological state defying the ideal of moderation and temperance that a male was expected to achieve by the time of the Age of Manhood. Much of the hot-temperedness in both interludes seems to be aimed at the males in the play who attempt to give the errant youths directives for virtuous living. Charity is threatened (84, 131–2) and fettered (541), dramatic action which is repeated in the menacing and binding of Pity in Hick Scorner (458, 527). While the ages of the virtues in the plays are not made explicit, we may surmise from such lines as Imagination’s, ‘Avaunt, old churl!’ (457) and the recognition of Perseverance as, ‘a priest, a doctor or else a frere’ (696)—all figures of authoritative and professional masculinity—that the difference between vice and virtue is largely drawn along the axis of age. Certainly this is suggested by illustrations accompanying sixteenth-century editions of the plays. A woodcut from the title page of the so-called ‘Lambeth Palace’ fragment of Youth (c.1532–3) depicts an elderly bearded man, and in John Waley’s edition (c.1546–53) an admonishing bearded man is nominated as Charity. The second illustrated page of an undated edition of Hick Scorner also depicts the same bearded man from the ‘Lambeth Palace’ fragment, but this time he is named as Pity. At the same time, the title characters portrayed in these woodcuts are beardless;67 evidence of an age/youth categorization at the centre of the plays materialized through facial hair, a signifier of adult masculinity during the early modern era.68

It is the temporal classification of the masculinities represented in Youth that enables Riot to evoke the proverb, ‘A young saint, an old devil’ (615), or Pride to encapsulate the spiritual myopia of Youth and his fellows in the lines, ‘It is time enough to be good/When that ye be old’ (645–6). It is also a chronological medical model which influences Charity’s comment that, ‘Yonder ye may see Youth is not stable,/But evermore changeable’ (551–2), a reference to the mental flux resulting from humoral instability, and the particular socioeconomic conditions underlying Youth’s point in the life cycle that provide him with the capital to waste on gambling, apparel, and servants who lead him astray. Age is the stratifier which Pity invokes when he is bound and left on-stage by the vices of Hick Scorner, when he laments that, ‘Youths walketh by night with swords and knives’ (562) and warns, ‘How you do marry, beware, you young men!’ (568). This last caution points up precisely the intended target of the moral lessons of Youth and Hick Scorner: males still yet to embark on the next stage of masculinity that is instituted by matrimony. Nobility may be the designated audience of the interludes of Youth and Hick Scorner, but so too are the young; and it is particularly the sins of youth which, through exposing, these interludes hope to reform.
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CHAPTER 28
‘PULLYSHYD AND FRESSHE IS YOUR ORNACY’: MADNESS AND THE FALL OF SKELTON’S MAGNYFYCENCE

PETER HAPPÉ

IN recent years the study of sixteenth-century interludes has put strong emphasis upon the political contexts in which these plays have been created. I do not wish to undermine the value of this approach: indeed I think it is a major contribution to our understanding of how and why many of these plays were designed and came about.1 It is now possible to consider a narrative in which interludes were developed as part of the political struggles in the long reign of Henry VIII. Many changes of government policy in these years are reflected or addressed in the work of John Skelton, John Rastell, John Heywood, and John Bale. In all likelihood some of these dramatists directly influenced one another and we can now perceive a growing awareness of the potential of this dramatic form as a means of influencing public events. Though our view may be hampered by what has been lost, the surviving work of these dramatists does at least suggest a distinct possibility of interaction, especially as Skelton, Rastell, and Heywood were all connected with the court in various ways and are known to have been in London at the same time.

It would seem to me, however, that studies concerned with political events and circumstances will benefit increasingly by taking account of the complexities of the artistic achievement of these plays. Here I want to build upon the importance of Skelton’s Magnyfycence, the survival of which in itself may be seen as a piece of good fortune for those interested in the history of theatre as well as politics because it is one of the earliest extant interludes to carry a palpable political reference. In doing so, I would like to dwell upon the mechanisms of the play itself in terms of its structure, its language, and its theatricality. This may seem a rather risky plan in the light of the importance currently attached to political discourse, but it is also revealing to pursue the aesthetic features of the play, not least because I think that Skelton was concerned with some issues which are not distinctly political. Indeed his use and development of the literary and theatrical features of his play show that they interested him greatly in themselves. In short Skelton’s play has much political significance without doubt, but this will be complemented if we can take account of its aesthetic characteristics.

To develop some aspects of this point of view I propose to deal with three topics which I hope will be seen to be interrelated. I shall discuss first the structure of the play, paying particular attention to the portrayal of Magnyfycence’s fall and recovery. The second topic is the way in which Skelton has foregrounded language in the play. This, I should like to suggest, is a pre-eminent feature, to the extent that language is very much a part of the action of the play and that it is treated meta-theatrically, bringing out its special function here. Finally I should like to look at some features of the theatrical techniques Skelton uses. In these he shows a remarkable inventiveness and, perhaps rather surprisingly, a skilled ability to manage stage effects. I suggest that attention to these aspects leads to a closer perception of how Skelton became concerned with Magnyfycence’s psychological predicament and they are an approach to madness.2

I

Skelton’s management of the fall of Magnyfycence follows a pattern discernible in earlier morality plays in that it shows him first in a state of prosperity, albeit somewhat flawed, and then reveals a fall in his circumstances leading to despair, followed by the arrival of beneficial characters who restore him to prosperity and a purer state. However, this commonplace outline has some distinctive features here, even though it has analogues in some of the extant morality plays, as in The Castle of Perseverance where the process is shown twice. Although Magnyfycence comes near to suicide in his adversity, the circumstances of his fall and subsequent rise are not seen explicitly in terms of the salvation of his soul. The key figures in marking the extent of his downfall and in his revival, Adversyte, Redresse, and Good Hope, are allegorical abstractions which may be seen as supernatural in that they are not human beings, but the presentation of the divine is virtually nonexistent. Admittedly Adversyte calls himself the ‘stroke of God’ (1882).3 He points to the contrasts between Magnyfycence’s eminence and his now fallen state and then broadens his self-description to show how he works to remind men of their sins; of the heads that he does strike sometimes he sets out to ‘prove men of theyr pacyence’ (1917). But in a notable phrase he allies himself to Fortune who has frowned upon Magnyfycence (1947), thus directing attention to the unpredictability of events. Good Hope eventually frustrates the attempt by Dyspayre and Myschefe to bring Magnyfycence to suicide.

The management of the restoration of Magnyfycence thus requires careful evaluation. There is certainly a rejection of sin by Good Hope, and he talks of God’s grace after purgation and devotion. The change in Magnyfycence is signified by Redresse who gives him a new garment. These elements imply a moral concern, but the direction seems to be the improvement of Magnyfycence’s behaviour in this world, including an increase in his ‘Worshyp’ (2470), a word implying earthly respect rather than the prospect of salvation. Sad Cyrcumspeccyon produces some explanation of misfortune, but he also enables Magnyfycence to see things more optimistically. Here it is surprising that there is no consideration of confession and absolution. The emphasis is upon this world rather than the next. It is noticeable that although Magnyfycence himself does behave in evil ways, including showing pride and lechery, the conventional motif of the Seven Deadly Sins, which had appeared commonly in dramatic as well as non-dramatic contexts, is not invoked. Nor indeed are there any devils to be seen, and this has to be noted as rather rare in the early religious drama concerned with salvation, whether English or continental. What we are seeing here, in fact, is a secularization of some aspects of the morality play genre, and a change in subject matter which, I believe, became more than fruitful for dramatists who came after Skelton. It is not easy to find a motive for this change in attitude, especially as Skelton was himself a priest. In the past forty years we have had much examination and rejection of the older view that drama started in the church and then moved outside, but here in the interludes we do have something which looks suspiciously like it. A concern about religion was rarely absent in them; but secular issues did come more and more into focus.

At this point it may be useful to notice the possibilities of dissemination of this and other innovations in the play. There seem to be three. There is no record of performance but the active and meticulous nature of some of the stage directions suggests that the text as we have it is close to the stage. It is apparent that we have lost a great deal of information about the interludes which were performed in and about the court in this period. I have noted elsewhere that the extravagant court entertainment provided for and by the King began to be more and more political in intention under Wolsey’s influence.4 Moreover, there were many annual payments at the Christmas season to players performing interludes whose contents are now lost. There is, next, the possibility the play was circulated in manuscript, and this may be enhanced by the fact that by 1518 Skelton was living in Westminster, almost certainly through the years when the play is thought to have been originally composed, and perhaps performed. And thirdly we have the remarkable circumstance of the posthumous printing of the play for John Rastell in 1529. Perhaps Skelton had been wary about printing the play and his decisions about which of his works to print are worth further investigation. It may well be that Rastell had acquired a manuscript copy at the time of Skelton’s death in that year. His publication of a play which may have been about ten years old is likely to have been a political act and one which in the new circumstances of the divorce crisis had a particular relevance to the nature of kingship. Rastell has already showed himself to be one of the first to appreciate the opportunity of printing interludes, and in this he was eventually followed by his son, William. Soon after John’s promotion of Magnyfycence, William, on his own behalf, as a dedicated catholic, undertook the publication of four, possibly five of John Heywood’s politically alert interludes in the years 1533–4, the critical years of the royal supremacy and the King’s divorce. Here I think we should bear in mind that London was still a fairly intimate community and presumably one small enough to make communication very easy. But the family link between John and William Rastell and John Heywood seems likely to increase the possibility of the influence of Skelton’s play spreading.5 Skelton’s own posture remained traditional in regard to religious opinion, as the Replycacion written in 1527 against two protestant clerics, makes clear.

Returning to the structure of the play itself, I should like to pick out two features which are noticeable because of the kind of action they generate. One is the establishment of the initial formulation of an allegory which is an elaboration of the proverbial motif ‘Measure is Treasure’.6 In the first 162 lines of the play, and before Magnyfycence’s first entrance, Skelton sets up a basic proposition, a point of departure, in the need for Measure to be used in all things and especially as a means of controlling wealth (here called Welthful Felycyte) and for it to be used as a means of restraining Lyberte. This sequence is presented like a debate, a scene in which persuasion and selection between differing points of view are the principal activities. Both Lyberte and Welthful Felycyte are shown to be morally neutral and in need of control. The tone of most of the exchanges is notably elevated and a high proportion of the dialogue is in rhyme royal, though this contrasts effectively with the much lighter trimeters used for the dialogue and speeches of Lyberte. This distinction has the effect of making Lyberte seem a superficial character, and indeed one who certainly needs restraining. His role and his language are marked by ambiguity. However, the link between the concepts of wealth and magnificence is clearly established. We can also add that his moral debate is conducted in secular rather than religious language.

On his arrival, Magnyfycence quickly agrees with the formulation which has emerged, and he supports Mesure’s control of Felycyte and Lyberte (195–6). But in doing so he becomes vulnerable, and he subsequently loses control of the situation as the vicious court characters seek to change this decision and obtain Lyberte’s release. The first line of attack comes through Fansy who succeeds in persuading and guiding Magnyfycence under the alias of Largesse. However, the process by which this is brought about is carefully managed by Skelton and it is Fansy who first promotes language as a subject. At his entrance he immediately focuses upon Felycyte’s previous words: ‘Tusche, holde your pece, your langage is vayne’ (251). Magnyfycence begins well: he is decidedly critical of Fansy’s behaviour, accusing him of drunkenness and being careless and he singles out his language as ‘to large’ (295), a pun on Fansy’s alias Largesse in this scene. His mistrust of Fansy is apparent and he becomes angry dismissing him in colloquial language.

At this point Fansy succeeds in diverting the displeasure and suspicion of Magnyfycence by means of a counterfeit letter. This forgery is not made clear to the audience until Fansy begins to talk with other villains shortly afterwards (531–2), and Skelton is clearly engaged making our mistrust of him grow gradually. Magnyfycence himself is not made aware of the deception until much later, during the final stages of the denouement of the play (2440). We should also note that Fansy’s true name is not revealed to the audience until it is given away in a piece of comic byplay in which Magnyfycence overhears the name and Fansy has to deceive him, denying his true identity by a quick-thinking trick of the tongue. For this first encounter with Magnyfycence he gives his false name Largesse and it is in this assumed identity that Magnyfycence adopts him as his most powerful servant. He believes largess to be appropriate to his own elevated position and his need to demonstrate magnificence and the disposal of wealth. Thus the initial scepticism of Magnyfycence is replaced by dependence upon ‘Largesse’ and the allegory of Magnyfycence’s fall is underway as he leaves the stage in his company saying they must talk further together (393).

This leads to a second notable structural feature. Once Fansy’s dominance is established, Magnyfycence is removed from the action for nearly one thousand lines (396–1374). During this long sequence which amounts to almost half of the total length of the play, Skelton concentrates upon an extended portrayal of the court vices who ultimately accomplish his downfall. However, though there is a certain amount of conspiring and an agreed objective is established in the intention to remove Mesure’s power over Lyberte, we don’t really see much direct action relating to this objective, nor is the mechanism revealed by which the deposition of Mesure is to be achieved. The emphasis is rather upon the actual revelation of the nature of these villains which is achieved partly by their self-description in soliloquy and partly by the interaction between them. It is a theatrical tour de force, and yet it also contains one disturbing device. The intriguing similarity of names is a challenge to audience and readership alike. Skelton apparently derived the names from elsewhere, but he must have wanted to make the similarity a feature here in this play. The action performed on stage shows no direct attack upon Magnyfycence himself and his removal from the scene for such a long period is remarkable. It is not apparently a plot against him personally, though the outcome does in fact portray his ruin. Most of the evil activity takes place offstage and it is actually inserted into the action by means of rather sketchy reports rather than enactment. It is only his fallen state and the consequences which are given direct representation.

Thus the purpose of this long section of conspiracy is not to show how the evil objectives are to be obtained, but rather to reveal in detail the differing nature of the court vices and to do so by a series of theatrical devices. These include soliloquies by five of them, a closely contrived episode of fooling by Fansy and Foly, and some elaborate routines which enable the vicious characters to acquire aliases. I shall return to some of the details of this sequence shortly, but first I want to notice that after this sequence is over we do indeed see Magnyfycence’s state change from prosperity to poverty, but we still do not see how exactly this is brought about. The absence of information seems to me intriguing because it means that there must arise some doubt about whether Skelton really did mean to suggest that the play is referring to the fall of the King’s minions. In other words, even if the play does carry political meaning there is no direct allegorical link between the minions and the evil characters who work to bring things to their own advantage in despite of Magnyfycence. It is possible that this indirectness is part of his intention to safeguard his criticism, as we shall see below.

In support of this idea let us now look more closely at what goes on during Magnyfycence’s absence. The absence is a deliberate choice by Skelton: he must have wanted him out of the way so that he could concentrate upon presenting the activities of the villains. It is noticeable that many years before Skelton had been thinking of a cluster of ideas which turn out to be fundamental to the plot of Magnyfycence. In an interpolation into his translation of Diodorus Siculus he has a passage which contains several of them.7 One motive could have been the desire to entertain his audience and in considering the theatricality of the play we shall see that there are a number of devices in this sequence where this seems palpable, especially in the writing for comic effects.

The six evil characters all appear in the sequence: Fansy reappears after his talk with Magnyfycence and is present in two substantial sections (494–688 and 912–1326); Foly comes on near the end and has a double act with Fansy. The four court vices appear in the following order: Counterfeit Countenaunce, Crafty Conveyaunce, Clokyd Colusyon, Courtly Abusyon. (Of these only Fansy and Countenance had appeared before the sequence begins.)8 Probably the play was constructed to be doubled for five actors, but there are never more than four characters on stage in this sequence: the most are Fansy, Colusyon, Conveyaunce, and Countenaunce onstage together at 573–688. It becomes apparent from the dialogue that there are already links between all these characters. Fansy was apparently at school with Foly—raising the possibility that is might have been a school of fools. When Fansy comes in with Conveyaunce, Countenaunce recognizes them both (499–500) and suggests that now they should ‘dwell togyder all thre’ (509). Fansy and Conveyaunce recall their aliases, Largesse and Sure Surveyaunce, and they now call Countenaunce Good Demeynaunce (674). They note that Mesure still controls Lyberte but are unable to decide how to supplant him. Their rather heated exchanges, symptomatic of quarrelsome villains, are interrupted by the arrival of Colusyon who, as the stage direction indicates, comes in with a superior air and walks up and down (572sd). However, it appears that he knows the other three even though they do not at first recognize him because of his ecclesiastical costume. After they identify Mesure’s role in overseeing the treasure of Magnyfycence, Conveyaunce and Fansy agree to attempt to have the other two admitted to the household, with Colusyon renamed Sober Sadnesse, perhaps in line with his ecclesiastical disguise. All this suggests a conspiracy, but it is somewhat ad hoc and it is not at all specific about how the defeat of Mesure is to be accomplished.

When Abusyon, the fourth court vice, arrives he is recognized by Colusyon and it is decided that he too must be found a place at court. But it appears that things have already turned in the villains’ favour. Shortly afterwards Fansy reappears and acknowledges that he already knows Abusyon and he gives him the name Lusty Pleasure (965). Just before this point Fansy also reports that there has been a conflict between Conveyaunce and Mesure: Mesure has been cast out and Lyberte is now free from him. Thus the conspiracy, such as it is, is not directly related to what has actually gone on in the offstage court of Magnyfycence. Instead the villains have revealed their true natures in soliloquy and the implication is that the evils they describe are active there. The first is Countenaunce who praises those who can tell lies and stand by them (412–16). He ranges over merchants, knights, lawyers, sexual morals, worship, and preaching. Colusyon’s soliloquy (689–744) is about double dealing, crafting, and hafting. He says that his ‘tonge is with favell forked and tyned’ (727), and he uses flattery and obsequious smiling (‘to flery’, 738), all to bring about discord. Abusyon dwells upon his elaborate and fashionable costume which enables him and those who follow his fashionable extravagance to hide evil behaviour within it (829–911). Conveyaunce, whose soliloquy comes after the defeat of Mesure, explains that he conveys (or ‘fixes’) things by craft and he shows that deception is his main device, and he also uses flattery and falsehood (1327–74). Taken together these abstract evils, which, it must be admitted, overlap with one another to a certain extent, constitute a general satire of court behaviour and they echo, sometimes in explicit words, some of those which Skelton had targeted years before in The Bowge of Court. As Ramsay noticed, the three evil characters Favell, Dissimulation, and Subtility or Deceit in that poem had predecessors in Brant’s Ship of Fools (Ramsay, Magnyfycence, lxxix). Skelton’s own reference to his play in A Garland of Laurel makes special mention of trickery: ‘Who pryntith it wele in mynde/Moch dowbleness of the worlde therin he may find’ (1196–7). But it would seem that Skelton’s interest in court vices was neither original nor new when he came to write his play. Nevertheless his emphasis upon the language of these villains is newly developed here.

But there is yet another soliloquy to be considered in this long sequence, and for this the objective is a state of mind and one not necessarily connected with the rather more conventional court evils Skelton has presented. Fansy is by far the dominant villain and he is onstage so often that it would be difficult to double the part with any other. He has initially demonstrated his power over Magnyfycence by exploiting his own language and his soliloquy now reveals how his mind works (968–1007). In considering his significance, it seems to me that we should notice that Skelton has moved away from the purely political level of interest. Instead he is more concerned with a psychological phenomenon. The word ‘fansy’, it has been noted, is related to ‘fantasy’ or even delusion in Middle English and it may well be that the false letter he presents to Magnyfycence as a testimonial is an example of the latter and it involves creating an alternative reality.9 In dimeters he describes the bird he carries in admiring detail, and it is a matter of pointed theatrical decision as to what appearance might be given to it. The bird is allegedly an owl, but it is not clear that it should actually be one, as we shall see. The relation between the appearance of the bird and what he actually says about it could indeed be a matter of fantasy. His mental state is revealed by his treatment of the bird, but it is questionable whether, in spite of his evil deception of Magnyfycence, the fancy he represents is morally wrong in the way the court vices are. Instead he is nearer to madness as his self-exposition suggests.

His description of himself follows in contrasted tetrameter couplets and this shows him to be inconsequential and one who capriciously puts things together inappropriately, exhibiting many changes of mood. The phrases he uses are compelling and often antithetical ‘I make on the one day and I marre on the other’ (1039); ‘Nowe I wyll this, and nowe I wyll that’ (1028). There is also nonsense: he will ‘Make a wyndmyll of a mat’ (1029). He is so changeable and busy that he dances up and down until he is dizzy (1041). Shortly after the soliloquy Foly backs up this impression of him by calling him ‘Frantyke Fansy’ (1047).10

This long sequence is thus full of detail which exhibits the corruption of the court as well as the peculiar nature of Fansy. It may not point directly to the fall of the minions so much as dilate upon the vulnerability of the court to corruption, especially as it appears by the use or misuse of language in lies and flattery. We have attention to the threat presented by deceptive language and some indication of it in this enactment.

As far as his fall is concerned Magnyfycence is not down yet, but during this passage his judgement has been shown to be undermined. Skelton now brings him back and shows the completion of the fall more directly. It takes about 500 lines, but I will summarize it briefly to show how it occurs. Magnyfycence submits Felycyte to Lyberte and Largesse (Fansy) and he sends for Lusty Pleasure (Abusyon). He has a boastful soliloquy in which he challenges Fortune. He follows Abusyon’s advice to take a mistress, though we don’t actually see her, and he spends money. He indulges in a demonstration of anger as he again dismisses the supplicant Mesure. He is compromised by his acceptance of Colusyon’s advice—

To chose out ii. or iii., of such as you loue best,

And let your Fansyes vpon them rest.

(1769–70)

This key reference to Fansy marks a tightening of the allegory and it is also possible that this is indeed a reference to the minions. But if it is, Skelton has masked it with allegory and so he has employed a strategy he noted in Speke Parott: ‘metaphora, allegoria withal,/Shall be his protection, his pavys and his wall’ (202–3). In response to the advice given by Abusyon, Magnyfycence instantly nominates him, whom he knows only under his alias Pleasure, to supervise both Lyberte and Fansy. He expresses a further challenge to fate ‘I drede no dyntes of fatall Desteny’ (1798). And so we reach a moment in which he is most exposed in a scene with Foly, alias Consayte. Here he repeatedly expresses his admiration for what Foly says, though Skelton also reminds us of the mistake Magnyfycence is making when he has him say ‘Thy wordes hange togyder as fethers in the wynde’ (1818). This time, unlike the earlier moment with Fansy/Largesse, Magnyfycence takes no notice of the truth of his own observation. As Magnyfycence revels in Foly’s flood of nonsensical language—‘Cockes bones! Herde ye euer suche another?’(1841)—Fansy comes in weeping. Foly, seeing that mirth has turned to sorrow (1849), immediately leaves, never to be seen again. Fansy tells Magnyfycence that he is undone with stealing and robbing, and he makes the telling judgment: ‘madnesse has begyled you and many mo’ (1856). He quickly reveals the aliases of the evil characters who have caused Magnyfycence to waste all his wealth through his lack of wit. The revelation points directly once more to the deceptions involved. Although there is moral disorder in the intentions and behaviour of the court vices, Skelton is directing attention unmistakably to madness and folly, which are interlinked. Adversyte’s arrival signifies that the fall is complete.

I should like to pick out two further distinct elements in this fall which may reveal Skelton’s motives. One is the reliance upon the allegory about the corruption of language in the court. We have seen that this operates through the interesting indeed diverting detail of the intentions and behaviour of the court vices. The other is the restrained but clearly discernible vein which refers to the tragic fall of princes. Magnyfycence’s defiance of Fortune which is set out in his provoking soliloquy is a reference to the theme of the falls of princes which Skelton inherited from Boccaccio and Lydgate, amongst others. To some extent this tragic fall may be related to Christian teaching about divine punishment, but here it is restrained and it seems to match the shift in Skelton’s play away from salvation towards the secular matters of the court and its wealth. When we reach the end of the play we have received a lesson about the danger of corruption to one in earthly authority, but he continues to wield it.

II

If Skelton wrote Magnyfycence in about 1518, he came to it after many years of experience as a poet. The result is that if we compare it with other plays of the decade, such as Youth, Hickscorner, and The World and the Child, this play is manifestly much more sophisticated in its use of language. We can look at this central feature of the play in two ways. The versatility of Skelton’s linguistic devices enables him to enrich the levels of meaning; and there is a marked technique in the self-conscious use of language in the play which goes as far as to make language an element in the plot. Skelton’s interest in layers of meaning may well have to do with his role as a satirist in as much as he sought to expose the follies of the court. His personal situation at this time was that he was now outside the court, having been deprived of his former eminence as Prince Henry’s tutor, and a good deal of his effort in his other writings was concerned with his desire to recover his former status. Yet to write satire was risky and this is perhaps why language, matching the allegorical structure we have been considering, had to be so guarded. But it is also likely that by employing such rich and dazzling modes of expression he was seeking to divert adverse comment. Moreover there is another streak in his makeup which deliberately seems to have courted obscurity in expression.11 As a laureated poet, he liked to show off his skill, and to relate his achievement to the work of distinguished and learned predecessors, but he also liked to express himself in ways which challenged comprehension and promoted his own individuality. In this respect we touch upon his acceptance of the traditional role of the poet as learned, as one who presents a challenging array of material to an educated readership. There is thus a remarkable combination of deliberately oblique expression with complex ingenuity. The intention to communicate in a deliberately complex way seems to have had an appeal for him.

These characteristics are apparent in much of his non-dramatic poetry, and to an extent we can see that much of the language of the poems is similar to that used in the play. But a play gives special scope for such expression because dramatic speech enables interaction between different kinds of language and Skelton has manifestly exploited this in the ways in which he manipulated similarity and contrast in the variations of speeches by the characters. Thus the enriched language becomes more powerful. I should now like to look at the versatility of the language he uses and then to examine the way in which the self-conscious use of language becomes part of the action of the play.

He chooses appropriately different levels of language for contrasted scenes. Thus the first sequence of the play which establishes the headline concept of ‘Measure is Treasure’ is written in largely simple and dignified language using rhyme royal. However, the disruptive element in the scene, the desire of Lyberte to be set free, comes in rather more colloquial language, containing some ambiguity, and the verse form varies into couplets divided into fast single-line speeches, and in trimeters:

Ye, Syr, passyng well

But and you wolde me permyt

To shewe parte of my wyt,

Somwhat I coulde enferre

Your Consayte to debarre.

(56–60)

The metrical variation also sets up one of the basic techniques for the rest of the play, because throughout Skelton is adept at changing the mood from scene to scene and within scenes by metrical contrast. Such variations also have significant returns in variations of pace.

Another feature of this first scene is the fact that its theme is proverbial. It is striking that while the play’s title is not itself a proverb, the central message is proverbial in urging moderation upon Magnyfycence, and to show the effects of the failure to do this. Proverbs become another way by which mood can be established and by which character can be indicated. Some proverbs are used in connection with disaster, either to prepare for it or to reflect upon it: as in Mesure’s ‘Syr, yet beware of “Had I wyste!”’ (211). Paula Neuss identified at least 110 proverbs in the play and noted that the evil characters, especially Fansy, show a high concentration of proverbs in their speeches, and that also there is a tendency to cite proverbs about their folly.12 There are several about various kinds of folly: as in ‘A fole is he with welth that fallyth in debate’ (5), which sets up at the beginning of the play the risk between the main proverbial theme and the ways of folly. Fansy is particularly fluent when it comes to proverbs, and he uses them subversively as in ‘a blaunched almonde is no bene’ (381) and ‘hugger mugger’ (387). But Skelton’s use of proverbs shows that he sees them as have a double purpose overall. They can encapsulate wisdom and present valuable idea in a memorable way; but also by the crafty wisdom which they so often exhibit they can draw attention to moral ambiguity.

Fansy’s fluency in respect of proverbs is paralleled by his addiction to oaths and expletives, as in ‘the deuylles torde’ (397), which are remarkably frequent among the villains of this play. Indeed the incidence of transgressive language among these characters is a distinctive feature and one in which Skelton shows his ingenuity.13

Colloquial language also contributes to the image of the villains. When Magnyfycence, now in his fallen state, is at last recognized by those who have brought him down they turn upon him in mockery:

CONVEYAUNCE: In faythe, I gyue the four quarters of a knave.

COUNTENAUNCE: In faythe, and I bequethe hym the tothe ake.

COLUSYON: And I bequethe hym the bone ake.

(2252–4)14

This episode with the villains is preceded by one in which they reveal their quarrelsome nature in vivid language, using oaths and tavern jokes. There is also one notable instance where Abusyon actually provides Magnyfycence with the words he might use as part of his demonstration of anger. First he is to pretend to be sick, and then to call out:

With ‘Cockes armes! Rest shall I none haue

‘Tyll I be reuenged on that horson knaue.

‘A, howe my stomake wambleth! I am all in a swete.

‘Is there no horson that knaue that wyll bete?’

(1615–18)

Once again the colloquial language is a pointer to culpability.

However, there is a need for more intricate styles in which Skelton uses word patterns as well as metrical variation. He uses anaphora, for example in a number of different circumstances. There are perfectly serious instances near the end of the play where Cyrcumspeccyon is commenting upon human vulnerability, as in the passages beginning with ‘Sodenly …’ (2521–32) and ‘To day …’ (2536–45). He also finds this effective for the villains. Countenaunce works on his own name in ‘Counterfeit …’ (466–75); Fansy has ‘Somtyme …’ (1010–15) and for Magnyfycence when he is in despair in a variation of the traditional ubi sunt motif (‘Where is …’ 2055–61).

Beyond these tactics there are two rather more general features of the use of language in the play. One is the persistent attack upon lies and flattery which are part of the cause of Magnyfycence’s downfall. Fansy is another exponent, not only in his false letter, but he also talks of two others who betray the sovereign:

There be two lyther, rude and ranke,

Symkyn Tytyuell and Pers Pykthanke;

Theys lythers I lerne them for to lere

What he sayth and she sayth to lay good ere

And tell to his sufferayne euery whyt;

And then he is moche made of for his wyt.

(1267–72)

Both these characters, Tytyuell and Pykthanke, existed independently of the play. The former was the name for a devil who had one manifestation in the fifteenth-century play Mankind and in many other places. This does not necessarily mean that Skelton knew the earlier play, but it is highly likely that he might have encountered this devil elsewhere. Neuss notes a Pickthank in Dunbar ‘To the King’, (430), and in Shakespeare, Henry IV, Part One (3.2.23–5).15

The corrupting languages of Fansy and Folly are also salient features of the action and in both cases Skelton gives demonstrations of their foolish speech. In two places they are direct indications of Magnyfycence’s plight. At the beginning of the play Fansy’s language is condemned by Magnyfycence who reproves his speech in that ‘[you] with your lorde and mayster so pertly can prate’ (305). In spite of this disapproval by Magnyfycence, Fansy achieves dominating influence over him, as we have seen. The capitulation to Foly is prepared for in part by the emergence of Abusyon. He is the last of the court villains to appear and he has extensive contact with Magnyfycence presumably to help reveal the extent to which he has fallen after the critical offstage actions of the other court villains. Magnyfycence shows himself to be impressed by his language. Addressing him through his alias Pleasure, he approves the eloquence with which Abusyon seeks to please him:

… with Pleasure I am supprysyd

Of your langage, it is so well deuysed;

Pullyshyd and fresshe is your ornacy.

(1529–31)16

This last line draws attention to the elaborate or decorated language which interested Skelton. Magnyfycence backs this up by further expressions of approval of Abusyon’s language:

… your speche is as pleasant as though it were pend,

To here your comon, it is my hygh comforte. (1538–9)

Thy wordes and my mynde odly well accorde. (1605)

At the crisis of the play there is a whole scene showing how Magnyfycence is carried away by Foly’s flood of nonsense as the latter admits his progenitors in foolishness: ‘Sym Sadylgose was my syer, and Dawcocke my dame’ (1834).17 Foly’s alias as Consayte no doubt adds to the sense that Magnyfycence has lost the use of his reason. The word ‘conceit’ points to the ways in which an idea or attitude of mind can become dominant. The scene is evidence that he has been corrupted in his mind and that his judgement is no longer effective. It is a marked contrast with the more critical first encounter with Fansy in which Magnyfycence was able to show some discrimination. The action of the play shows that Magnyfycence has been corrupted by words and the corruption itself is manifest in the ways in which he succumbs to nonsense. This nonsense and the madness are ultimately related. Skelton uses his linguistic skills and interests to elaborate the concept of mad folly.

III

In considering the theatricality of the play and its relationship to the two previous topics, the method of presenting Magnyfycence’s fall and the language, we find ourselves faced with some puzzling questions as to context. It is not apparent that Skelton had a great deal of theatrical experience himself, though in The Garland of Laurel he does refer to his other dramatic works now unknown.18 Nor is it apparent when and where Magnyfycence was performed, if indeed it ever was, and yet, as we shall see, there are many features which suggest that Skelton was writing with the sort of skill that does indeed suggest a theatrical milieu and experience of it. Perhaps, however, we do have two clues about a possible context. One is the frequency with which court payments were made to actors for interludes at the Christmas season. This suggests that there was indeed a dramatic currency which Skelton might have been able to draw upon: but the absence of further detail is still somewhat frustrating. It is apparent, for example, that Skelton’s play could be performed by as few as five actors and it must seem likely that to construct it according to this restraint or discipline for doubling was purposeful and reflects the size of company for which the play was written.19 Secondly, as I have suggested elsewhere, there was indeed a marked shift in the court entertainment towards political reference, and it may well be that this was due, in part at least, to the growing influence of Wolsey who came to be dominant at court from about 1513. In the following fifteen years he provided specific items for the entertainment of the royal court in the King’s palaces as well as setting up events at his own residence, York Place, showing, in the process, an increasing interest in using such events for political ends. It is perhaps ironical that the very word ‘magnificence’ could be used for the scale of entertainment which he promoted, and with which, presumably, he pleased the King. If this were indeed the case, the creation of this play would seem to accord with this development.

To illustrate Skelton’s theatrical versatility I should like to look at some aspects of his overall strategies and then to point to some individual tactics where his sense of how to intrigue an audience is manifest. For the former, we notice that the play is clearly structured, with a pointed introductory allegory defining the problem of Mesure. The main action shows the ways in which the decline can be conceived through the presentation of the villains. This works especially well because of Skelton’s reliance upon soliloquies from each, strategically placed. These speeches to the audience provide the actors with performing opportunities and they are carefully linked to surrounding action. It seems that the soliloquies form a major part of the stage effect of the play, and as there are so many of them, they are likely to have been a major asset in entertaining as well as controlling the audience.20 Skelton was not the first to use soliloquies for evil characters, but in this play they are a significant feature structurally. They are interspersed with tightly written dialogue between the villains, and in one particular instance with the set piece double act between Fansy and Foly. After the fall, the recovery of Magnyfycence attracts attention, first by the representation of the depth to which he has fallen and then by the appropriate reassertion of kingly virtues.

But it is perhaps rather in the tactics of shorter scenes and incidents that we find more plentiful evidence of Skelton’s grasp of theatrical effects. Fortunately there are a number of stage directions which point these up clearly, though we also have to extrapolate in some other incidents.

Of the former one is worth citing in full as it shows an ingenious piece of stage business in detail:

Here let [Magnyfycence] act as though he were reading the letters in silence. Meanwhile Counterfet Countenaunce should arrive singing, and when he sees Magnyfycence with hesitant step he should retreat quietly. But after a while Counterfet Countenaunce shall come back once more, looking and calling from a distance; and with his hand Fansy signals silence (324sd).21

This is carefully worked out so that the silence is established. Once Conveyaunce has urgently stopped singing, the sequence has to be enacted without words. Next Countenaunce, in a stage whisper, calls out Fansy’s real name, thus threatening to reveal the latter’s alias to Magnyfycence, who does indeed hear the whisper and raise the question. This also reveals the name to the audience. It is open to some speculation whether Skelton did originally envisage all this in its full detail: there must be a possibility that the business was worked out in rehearsal. But the fact that the following text builds on the business argues against such an interpretation. Besides this, there is further evidence suggesting that entry moves were perceived as effective and worth careful attention. In a number of places these are simple directions as to the mode of speech to be adopted, as when two of the courtly villains come in laughing (2159), or when Magnyfycence ‘dolorously maketh his mone’ (2047). But there is a more elaborate effect when Colusyon first enters. There is a preparatory cue in Countenaunce’s astonished exclamation: ‘Cock’s woundes! See, syrs, se, se!’ (572), followed by this stage direction (my translation): ‘Here shall Cloked Colusyon come in with a superior expression on his face, walking up and down’. This visual impact is sustained by the superior manner of some of his subsequent speeches. There are some further comparable examples of special business at entries. The Latin direction at line 493 is probably textually corrupt, but it is clear that Fansy comes in with Conveyaunce talking vigorously, and then they eventually (tandem) spot Countenaunce, and Conveyaunce speaks to him. On another occasion Conveyaunce comes in pointing his finger from a distance to emphasize the urgency of Magnyfycence’s summons of Colusyon (778sd). At a later point where Colusyon is pretending to further Mesure’s restitution, having already prompted Magnyfycence not to welcome the appeal, Magnyfycence is advised to maintain a disdainful expression (vultu elatissimo at 1692sd).

Foly’s first entry matches the impact of some of the others noticed here. The Latin direction indicates that he is to shake his bauble and make a commotion by beating on tables (1043).22 This stage direction draws attention to the lively entry as well as drawing attention to his fool’s costume. What follows is a demonstration of foolishness. A comic double act (1044–1158) begins with an exchange of purses, a purse being a traditional part of a fool’s costume. Fansy gets the worse of the exchange because he finds Foly’s contains only a shoe buckle. After a passage in which Foly twice plays deaf, much to Fansy’s exasperation (which he shares with the audience), they proceed to the exchange of Foly’s dog for Fansy’s owl. Exactly what form these properties, or perhaps real animals, might have taken originally is not clear to us from the text. Two modern productions have chosen to use comic soft toys.23 Moreover it is not quite clear whether Fansy’s owl is a hawk: Foly later refers to it as a ‘butterfly’ (1150) and it is also called a kestrel and a dotterel (proverbially foolish) (1175–6). As Lynn Forest-Hill has pointed out, Skelton is apparently manipulating conventional signs of recognition here.24 Nevertheless it is clear that extensive comic business is intended in this episode, and it may well be that the text also set up the possibility of improvisation. The dog’s name is Grime, and, after some derogative description of his appearance, there is a proposal, to make a verse upon it (1152). This becomes a competition between the two in which they incorporate bits of Latin (1155–6).

The fools are joined by Conveyaunce and he becomes a victim of Foly’s skills. Foly bets him a groat that he will laugh him out of his gown, which he succeeds in doing. A stage direction says he ‘maketh semblaunt’ of taking a louse from Conveyaunce’s shoulder (1198sd). The latter in a panic, with cries of alarm, tears off his gown (1203sd). There is then further byplay as Conveyaunce opens his purse and Foly appears to take money from him (‘maketh semblaunt’ 1207sd). Both these actions suggest that Foly is doing some sort of conjuring trick. There follows an account by Foly of the many ways in which he makes fools of other people. This part of the play may thus be reminiscent of the contemporary French sotties in which all the characters were fools. The somewhat self-conscious dialogue about the nature of folly is particularly reminiscent of a similar process in the sotties.25 The wider implication of this is that these two fools become associated with the madness which comes upon Magnyfycence later in the play, especially as it is Foly, with his wild language, who is his close companion at the moment when disaster is announced. In the present scene it is notable from the tricks we have observed that Foly is the craftier of the two fools: he consistently comes out on top. By contrast Fansy exhibits extravagant ideas rather than Foly’s skilful exposure of the weakness of others. There had been fools in plays before Skelton but his exploitation of what he inherited, from English as well as French drama, in all probability, shows both an ability in working out long-term effects within his play as well as lively tactical success. The interaction between Fansy and Foly at this point in the play is a highly wrought theatrical preparation for Magnyfycence’s catastrophic fall into madness later on. As such this scene rivals the exposition of the courtly vices in helping to expose what might go wrong with the princely virtue called ‘magnificence’. It should perhaps be added that although Skelton was aiming at an audience containing some people, at least, who might be alert to remote connotations, it is difficult to resist the impression that some of the language is virtually unintelligible. If that were so, it would add to the sense of instability of language and it would help to make the language more effective as part of the action of the play.

The prominence given to the distortion of language and its proximity to madness is a leading motif in the play. Skelton’s ingenuity in presenting the delusions embodied in Fansy and Foly is matched by his theatrical inventiveness which has made these parts attractive to actors and directors and remarkably effective theatrically. But Skelton’s devices are also related to the psychological disintegration of the protagonist. Looked at from this perspective it may well be that Skelton’s portrayal of madness is a principal feature of the play. If it is so this may also reflect the psychological tension underlying his own self-portraits in his poetry, especially that in Speke Parott.

NOTES

1. A potential contemporary context for Magnyfycence, the so-called expulsion of the king’s minions, is discussed in Greg Walker, Plays of Persuasion: Drama and Politics at the Court of Henry VIII (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1991), pp. 66–74, and Persuasive Fictions: Faction, Faith and Political Culture in the Reign of Henry VIII (Aldershot: Scolar Press, 1996), p. 36. For some dissent from this view see John Scattergood, ‘“Familier and Homely”: The Intrusion and Articulation of Vice in Skelton’s Magnyfycence’, Medieval English Theatre 27 (2005), 34–52 (pp. 34–5).

2. Dermot Cavanagh’s consideration of the play as tragedy seems to me to be related to the predicament I discuss here: see his ‘Skelton’s Magnyfycence and Tragic Drama’, Medieval English Theatre 27 (2005), 53–68.

3. References are to Magnyfycence: A Moral Play by John Skelton, ed. R. L. Ramsay, EETS, ES 98 (London: Oxford University Press, 1908).

4. Fuller details of the subjects of these entertainments see my ‘Dramatic Genre and the Court of Henry VIII’ (forthcoming in Henry VIII and the Court: Art, Politics and Performance, ed. Thomas Betteridge and Susanna Lipscomb). See also W. R. Streitberger, Court Revels 1485–1559 (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1994).
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6. Morris Palmer Tilley, A Dictionary of the Proverbs in England in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries (Ann Arbor: AMS Press, 1950), M805 for 1475; and Bartlet Jere Whiting, Proverbs, Sentences and Proverbial Phrases (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1968), for 1440.

7. Skelton interpolates the following into his translation a long passage describing the Muse Erato: ‘when she hath enriched theym with the glorious tresour of connynge and wysedom, they shal stande in fauour of royal pryncis, and so atteyne vnto spirytual rowme of prelacye or other temporal promocion—but yf foly by his fantasie, disguysed with his gyrded habillementis of worldly vanyte, induce noble astates to daunce the comyn trace of abusion; wherupon, sone after, ensueth extreme confusion of fallyble fortune ful of deceyte’ (my emphasis). See F. M. Salter and H. L. R Edwards, eds., The Bibliotheca Historica of Diodorus Siculus translated by John Skelton, EETS, OS, 233, 239 (Oxford, 1956–7), 1.359.

8. Henceforward I use the substantive rather than the adjective in referring to each of the courtly vices.

9. Jane Griffths, John Skelton and Poetic Authority: Defining the Liberty to Speak (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 2006), pp. 66 and 134.

10. There seems to be a related link between Fansy and Foly in ‘Frantyke frenesy/And folyshe fantasy’, Why Come Ye Not To Court, pp. 186–7.

11. Jane Griffths suggests that there is a significant precedent for the poet’s need to veil truth in Boccaccio and Hawes, John Skelton and Poetic Authority, p. 58.

12. Paula Neuss, ‘Proverbial Skelton’, Studia Neophilologica 54 (1982), 237–46 (p. 242). See also Robert S. Kinsman, ‘Skelton’s Magynyfycence: The Strategy of the “Olde Sayde Sawe”’, Studies in Philology 63 (1966), 99–125 (p. 102).

13. Lynn Forest-Hill draws attention to oaths, curses, and mutual abuse frequently used by the villains in Transgressive Language in Medieval English Drama (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2000), pp. 109–33 (pp. 119–21).

14. Neuss annotates the first line as proverbial: the other two might be described as proverbial in style even if they cannot be so designated.

15. Margaret Jennings, ‘Tutivillus: The Literary Career of a Recording Demon’, Texts and Studies, Studies in Philology 74 (1977). Paula Neuss, ed., Magnificence (Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1980), note to l. 1268.

16. Skelton uses ‘ornacy’ three times in his early translation of Diodorus Siculus (?1488), usually with an implication of highly wrought or finished artistry: see Salter and Edwards, eds., The Bibliotheca Historica of Diodorus Siculus, p. 85, l. 34, p. 147, l. 34. But here in the linguistic context created within this play, it has a false ring.

17. Neuss glosses both these names as fools.

18. ‘Of Vertu the soverayne enterlude’, a comedy called Achademios, and ‘Pajauntis that were played’ are mentioned in A Garland of Laurel, 1177, 1184, 1383.

19. I give a possible doubling scheme in my Four Morality Plays (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1979), pp. 678–9.

20. As though to emphasize the isolation of the speaker for soliloquies the formula ‘alone in the place’ appears in four stage directions: 828sd, 1326sd, 1456sd, and 1796sd.

21. Hic faciat tanquam legeret litteras tacite. Interim superueniat cantando Counterfet Countenaunce suspenso gradu, qui uiso Magnyfycence sensim retrocedat; at tempus post pusillum rursum accedat Counterfet Countenaunce prospectando at vocitando a longe; et Fansy animat silentium cum manu (my translation).

22. The Latin word tabulas has aroused some conjecture; see Neuss, ed., Magnificence, notes to 1041.2 and 1222. Her favoured view, however, is that these are the tables surrounding the playing space in a Tudor hall.

23. See the illustration from the 1975 Poculi Ludique Societas production in Neuss, ed., Magnificence, p. 134; and the video of Elisabeth Dutton’s production in 2007.

24. Forest-Hill, Transgressive Language, p. 114.

25. For a fuller discussion of the parallels between Magnyfycence and the sotties see my ‘Fansy and Foly: The Drama of Fools in Magnyfycence’, Comparative Drama 27 (1993–4), 426–52 (pp. 429–34). For the interaction between Fansy and Foly see my ‘Skelton’s Magnyfycence: Theatre, Poetry, Influence’, in Interludes in Early Modern Society: Studies in Gender, Power and Theatricality, ed. Peter Happé and Wim Hüsken (Amsterdam: Rodopi, 2007), pp. 71–94.


CHAPTER 29
PARANOID HISTORY: JOHN BALE’S KING JOHAN

PHILIP SCHWYZER

ON a winter’s evening in the Christmas season of 1538, an assembly of guests in the house of Archbishop Thomas Cranmer saw a dead king arise and speak. The royal revenant introduced himself as one of the most abhorred despots known to English history. ‘To shew what I am I thynke it convenient/Johan, Kyng of Ynglond, the cronyclys doth me call’ (lines 9–10).1 The infamous King John (d. 1216) was soon joined on the stage by a cast of his long-dead contemporaries, including Stephen Langton, Cranmer’s predecessor in the office of Archbishop of Canterbury, and Pope Innocent III. King John’s opening reference to his status in chronicles must have contributed to the atmosphere of unsettled temporality—no one, unless perhaps a ghost, should be able to express knowledge of what the history books record about their lives. The figures on the stage seemed to participate with the audience in the present moment, often addressing them directly, yet at the same time could be observed speaking and behaving as if events proper to the early thirteenth century were happening for the first time.

For anyone informed by dramatic conventions of the later sixteenth century, such effects may seem unworthy of comment. By Shakespeare’s day, the sight of figures from England’s medieval past living again on the stage would hardly have given an audience pause for thought. Yet prior to the first performances of John Bale’s King Johan, nothing of the kind had been witnessed on an English stage. For all of its panoply of means of maintaining contact with the dead, pre-Reformation England had effectively no historical drama. Mystery plays might feature characters with a presumed historical existence in the ancient Near East, but the English or British past remained untouched by dramatic representation. That the birth of the history play should coincide so exactly with abolition of so many other links between the English and their ancestors can hardly be accidental. That the play should have been performed in the Christmas holidays, the traditional season in medieval catholic tradition for the return of spirits from Purgatory, seems entirely appropriate.2

Discussions of King Johan almost invariably draw attention to its place in the genealogy of the history play, not least because of the two Elizabethan King John plays with which it invites and rewards comparison (for which, see Stephen Longstaffe’s chapter on The Troublesome Reign, later in this volume). Yet this is not the only way of identifying the play’s remarkable originality and inventiveness, nor its political and cultural significance in the context of the English Reformation. If one of King Johan’s literary heirs is the Shakespearean chronicle play, another can be detected in the modern genre of paranoid narrative exemplified in modern times by films such as The Matrix and Inception and by the novels of Philip K. Dick. Bale’s play poses a provocative question: what if everything you thought you knew about your country’s past was wrong? What if the history books themselves were the fabrication of a hostile and alien power designed to prevent you from grasping your real situation? What if King John, the arch-villain of medieval English history, were in fact a hero?

Whilst Elizabethan and Jacobean apologists for history plays typically commended them for bringing the truth of the chronicles to a wider audience, Bale’s play adopts a more radical and provocative stance towards its source materials. In this case, the function of the history play is to rescue historical truth from the lies and biases of the chronicles. Whatever the justice of his charges against the chroniclers, Bale was in a better position than most to gauge the strengths and weaknesses of medieval historians. Before his sudden and zealous conversion to protestantism in the mid-1530s, he had spent long years as a monastic historian, compiling a history of the Carmelite order. At some point in his travels and researches he clearly became impressed with the sense that many of the sources he consulted were of dubious accuracy and objectivity. Such scepticism about medieval sources was widespread among his contemporaries, including those who never wavered from the catholic faith. In Bale, however, growing doubts about the veracity of his sources combined with the influence of the new protestant thinking to produce a violent reaction against the institution that had defined his world and outlook since childhood. As late as 1534, Bale was still a respected member of the Carmelite order, serving in the office of Prior of Doncaster; a year later he was a secular priest and an outspoken reformer, suffering imprisonment more than once for his radical preaching. Yet in spite of the zeal and indeed the viciousness with which he now attacked the monastic life and its practitioners, there remained a degree of continuity in his career and interests. Whether as a Carmelite historian or as a protestant polemicist and playwright, Bale’s overriding interest was always in the history and character of the English Church.

To what extent Bale’s interest in the drama may have predated his conversion is difficult to determine. When examined for heresy in 1536, he spoke of having once ‘set … forth’ a play on the Harrowing of Hell whose doctrinal content he had since felt obliged to reject.3 If he had been the author of traditional religious drama in his Carmelite years, it is understandable that he showed no interest in preserving or publishing these texts following his conversion. By 1538, he was leading a small troupe of players sponsored by Cromwell, who had rescued him from imprisonment on account of his plays. Five plays survive from his hand, though we have the titles of many more.4 After Cromwell’s fall in 1540, Bale went abroad to wait out the conservative backlash; it seems likely that his career as a playwright ceased at this point, giving way to historical and polemical prose which could more easily cross the channel. Yet he continued to take an interest in his dramatic productions, arranging to have several of his plays printed at Wesel in 1547–8. (King Johan was not among them.) When, under Edward VI, he briefly served as Bishop of Ossory in Ireland, he oversaw the revival of several of his plays in, to say the least, contentious circumstances. Even in his last years, as a prebendary of Canterbury Cathedral under Elizabeth I, he continued to make revisions to the text of King Johan, and may perhaps have overseen a staging of the play.

All of Bale’s surviving dramatic works are explicitly and uncompromisingly reformist in their teachings; yet all of them are closely modelled on the traditional religious drama with which he had been familiar, and which he may well have composed earlier in his career. Three plays printed at Wesel in 1547, The Chief Promises of God, John the Baptist’s Preaching, and The Temptation of Jesus Christ, are in the mode of the traditional mystery play, depicting incidents from biblical history, but with adapted theology and emphasis. Thus Bale’s Satan, in the Temptation, speaks of ‘False prestes and byshoppes’ as his servants and warns Christ ‘Thy vycar at Rome, I thynke wyll be my frynde.’5 Bale’s faith in the polemical power of these works—and also, one might say, his streak of bloody-mindedness—come across in an anecdote he recorded regarding his last days as Bishop of Ossory. On 20 August 1553, the day upon which Mary Tudor was proclaimed queen, Bale arranged for these three plays to be staged at the Market Cross of Kilkenny.

The yonge men in the forenone played a Tragedye of Gods promises in the olde lawe, at the market crosse, with organe, plainges, and songes very aptely. In the after-none agayne they played a Commedie of sanct Johan Baptistes preachinges, of Christes baptisynge, and of his temptacion in the wildernesse, to the small contentacion of the prestes and other papistes there.6

Within a few weeks, the erstwhile Bishop had been driven out of Ireland, narrowly escaping assassination at the connivance of his own clergy and chaplains. He was forced to leave behind his extensive personal library of rare manuscripts, a loss he would lament for the rest of his days.

Bale’s one surviving work in the morality mode, A Comedy Concerning Three Laws, has been termed with only mild hyperbole ‘the most violently controversial drama in English literature’.7 The play features a memorable vice character named Sodomismus who appears in the garb of a monk, and glories in his triumph over the Law of Nature, through the subversion of celibate monks and priests: ‘If monkysh sectes renue,/And popysh prestes contynue,/Whych are of my retynue,/To lyue I shall be sure.’8 The play concludes with the Laws of Nature, Moses, and Christ speaking in praise of ‘your late Iosias, & valeaunt kynge Henrye’ who has rescued all three from the clutches of Sodomy, Idolatry and other vices.9

King Johan was probably composed within a year of Three Laws, and shares with it the allegorical framework of the morality play. Where the vices of Three Laws bear names such as Infidelitas, Sodomy, Idolatry, Ambition, and Covetousness, their equivalents in King Johan are called Sedition, Dissimulation, Usurped Power, and Private Wealth. Yet woven into the play’s allegorical framework is an account of a specific juncture in English history, the years between 1207 and 1216 in which an English king tried and ultimately failed to challenge the power of the papacy, whilst embroiled in conflict with his own barons.

The play begins with King John musing on the responsibilities and prerogatives of his role. He is approached by a distressed widow pleading for justice, who soon reveals that her name is England. King John marvels at the change that has come over her. They are interrupted by a lewdly jesting figure, Sedition. Hearing England’s complaints that the clergy have reduced her to poverty and that God, her husband, has been banished from the realm, Sedition dismisses her concerns as ‘babling maters’ (156) and pours scorn on the prospect of clerical reform. John, who has resolved to aid England in her cause, attempts to hold Sedition for further questioning but he escapes, saying he is bound over the sea from Dover. John then calls in Clergy, Nobility, and Civil Order to instruct them in their true duty to England. These three characters, although allegorical types, are drawn with some subtlety and insight. Nobility is torn between his duty to the king and to the ‘gret othe’ (362) he took to defend the Church when he was dubbed a knight; Clergy, meanwhile, bridles at the first hint of royal interference with the business of the Church, and threatens to ‘seke remedy’ (347) from the Pope. Having urged the three to reform themselves and look to the state of the England, John leaves the stage; Clergy reveals his intention to ‘sewe unto Rome for the Churches lyberte’ (626), whilst Nobility confesses himself baffled by the competing claims of church and crown.

The next scene shows Sedition in lewd bantering conference with his old acquaintance, Dissimulation, a monk. They are soon joined by Usurped Power and Private Wealth. These Vice figures, representing the general sins of the medieval catholic church, also represent or take on the guise of specific individuals. Usurped Power is Pope Innocent III, Sedition is Stephen Langton, the papacy’s candidate for the Archbishopric of Canterbury, Private Wealth is the Cardinal Pandulphus, and Dissimulation Raymundus, charged with raising the powers of catholic Europe against John and England. The four pronounce a formal curse against John, damning him to hell with bell, book, and candle. The Interpreter then enters the stage to summarize the events of the first Act and to foretell John’s downfall, whilst promising that his failure will be redeemed by the eventual triumph of Henry VIII over the power of the papacy.

The second act commences with Sedition, in clerical guise, using the cover of confession to wean the hapless Nobility away from his duty to the king. Clergy and Civil Order are likewise all too easily seduced from their rightful allegiance by the blandishments of Stephen Langton. Finding himself abandoned by the props of his throne, and threatened by Pandulphus/Private Wealth, King John turns to England and her poor and blind son Commonalty. Commonalty’s natural inclination is to follow John, but he is unable to withstand the threats of Pandulphus, who drives him from the stage and threatens John with foreign invasion. Although England herself protests against the deed, John concludes that he has no other way of saving his realm than to relinquish his crown to Pandulphus and place himself under the Pope’s authority. In spite of his submission, the anti-Christian powers remain determined to eliminate him. Dissimulation, taking the form of the monk Simon of Swynsett, undertakes to give the king a poisoned drink, and to consume half of it himself, having made prior arrangement for the prayers which he thinks will keep him safe from hell or purgatory. (An act of courage and self-sacrifice is thus refigured as one rooted in cowardice and self-delusion, much as in modern Western responses to the moral problem posed by the suicide bomber.) King John dies in the arms of widow England, who affirms yet again the godliness of this maligned ruler, ‘report what they [the chroniclers] wyll’ (2191).

In the final scene, a new character called Veritas enters to uphold John’s historical reputation against the slanders of the chroniclers. Veritas charges Clergy, Nobility, and Civil Order with their many crimes against John. He is joined by Imperial Majesty, who likewise chastises their disloyalty and wins from them new oaths of allegiance and opposition to the Pope. When Sedition re-enters he is questioned by Imperial Majesty and condemned to death, with his head to be displayed on London Bridge. The play concludes with Clergy, Nobility, and Civil Order rejoicing in their escape from the trains of Antichrist, and celebrating England’s Queen, who will vanquish the papists and Anabaptists alike.

The summary of the play provided here reflects the final form of Bale’s text, as it has come down to us in a manuscript revised over a period of at least twenty years. The text as it stands is clearly no sure guide to what was performed in Cranmer’s house and other venues in the late 1530s. The first two thirds of the text, up to the scene of John’s humiliating capitulation to Cardinal Pandulphus, are a scribal copy of a manuscript reflecting the play in its original performance state of 1538 (the A text). This part of the manuscript, however, contains corrections and insertions in Bale’s own hand, usually with the aim of sharpening the play’s anti-catholic satire or underscoring the political import. The role of the Interpreter at the conclusion of the first Act is one such addition. The last part of the play, from King John’s encounter with Treason following his surrender to Pandulphus, is a fair copy in Bale’s hand on paper bearing the watermark 1558 (the B text). It is possible to compare this revised version of the play with cancelled sheets of the scribal copy up to the scene of John’s poisoning, but there the scribal copy breaks off. We can have no definite knowledge of how the original version of the play concluded. As Greg Walker has suggested, certain references to monasteries, recalcitrant bishops, and a recent rising in the north in the last pages of the B text suggest composition in the late 1530s.10 Yet the conclusion, with its reference to Queen Elizabeth’s 1560 proclamation against the Anabaptists, makes it clear that Bale was still undertaking revisions at that stage.

In gauging the impact of the play on contemporary audiences, it is important to recognize that King John had, in Bale’s time even more than in our own, the lowest possible reputation amongst English monarchs. Richard III was more perfectly villainous, to be sure, yet he was a type of personal evil more than misrule. Indeed, by the 1530s he was already emerging as an exemplar of the rule that a bad man may be a good king, or that a bad king may make good laws.11 John’s hands were stained, like Richard’s, with the suspected murder of a nephew, Arthur of Brittany, and he, like Richard, could be charged with usurpation. His reign had been marked by conflict with Philip II, which led to the loss of England’s territories in Northern France, and with his own barons, culminating in the humiliating capitulation of Magna Carta. Worse yet, John had made an enemy of the Church, especially over the appointment of Stephen Langton as archbishop of Canterbury, which John resisted, leading to his excommunication and the placement of the entire realm under a sentence of interdiction. John had been forced to relent and surrender his crown to Pope Innocent III, from whom he received it again.

Monastic chroniclers in the years after John’s death told tales of the King which emphasized his inhuman cruelty, his lustfulness, his treachery, and above all his irreligion. Roger of Wendover reported that he granted free pardon to the murderers of priests, and sentenced an aged archdeacon to be crushed beneath a cope of lead. In the following generation, Matthew Paris embroidered the dark legend of John still further, recording that, in his struggles with the papacy, John had proposed to convert to Islam and make England tributary to a North African emir.12 The overwhelmingly negative reputation went unchallenged throughout the later Middle Ages and well into the sixteenth century. The portrait in Fabyan’s chronicle is of an unstable and ineffective figure, ‘frette with malyce [and] fury’.13 John Rastell wrote that John ‘wolde holde no lawe but do all thinge at his owne wyll … he hylde his owne brothers wyfe & lay by many other great lordes dobghters [sic] and spared no woman that hym lyked’.14 Polydore Vergil, in his Anglica Historia, laid against John the still greater charge of usurpation.15

Other reformers before Bale had broached the idea that John had been the victim of monkish propaganda because of his stand against the Pope. Simon Fish portrayed John as a ‘good and blessed king of great compassion’, who was punished ‘for no other cause but for his righteousness’.16 William Tyndale, in The Obedience of a Christian Man, charged monastic chroniclers with wholesale bias, which was nonetheless insufficient to cover up the evidence that John, in his dealings with the Church, was more sinned against than sinning:

Reade the cronycles of Englonde (out of which yet they have put a greate parte of their wekednisse) and thou shalt fynde them all wayes both rebellious and disobediente to the kynges … Considere the story of kynge John where I doute not but they have put the best and fayrest for them selves, and the worst of kinge John, for I suppose they make the cronycles them selves.17

In spite of these revisionist arguments, there is little reason to doubt that, when Bale’s play was first performed, John still retained his status in the popular imagination as the archetypal tyrant and failure. Early audiences of King Johan would have needed to overcome received opinions about its protagonists in order to appreciate the action; indeed, that experience of overcoming, with the raising of attendant doubts about the reliability of the Church’s version of national history, is central to the play’s intended affect. Not long after the Christmas performance of 1538–9, one Thomas Browne, giving evidence in court, described the play as:

one of the best matiers that ever he saw, towching King John; and than sayd that he had harde divers tymes prelates and clerkes say, that King John did loke like one that hadd run frome brynning of a house, butt this deponent knewe now that it was nothing treu; for as he percyved, King John was as noble a prince as ever was in England; and therby we might perceyve that he was the begynner of the puttyng down of the Bisshope of Rome, and thereof we myght be all gladd.18

King John’s heroic resistance to papal corruption, in Bale’s account, is rooted less in his religious sensibility than in his (rather anachronistic) English patriotism.19 The historical Angevin monarch was arguably as much French as English, at least until the loss of his territories across the channel forced him to adopt a more insular mode of life; it is quite possible that, like his brother Richard I, he spoke no English. Bale’s monarch, by contrast, is motivated from the start by his commitment to aid and see justice done for widow England. The play repeatedly figures patriotism in terms of a child’s natural duty to its parent.20 This leads England to denounce the rebellious clergy as ‘bastardes’, and for Sedition to scorn the idea that he might be England’s child, proclaiming that he was rather born ‘under the Pope in the holy cyte of Rome,/And there wyll I dwell un to the daye of dome’ (183–4).

Linked to John’s patriotism is his inflexible insistence, backed at every point by widow England, on the supremacy of the royal prerogative. Indeed, the play begins with John alone on stage, musing not on the cares of state but on the allegiance to which he is entitled: ‘How that all pepell shuld shew there trew alegyauns/To ther lawfull kyng Christ Jesu dothe consent …’ (5–6). England reassures him on this very point: ‘Trwly of the devyll they are that do onythyng/To the subdewyng of ony christen kyng./For be he good or bade he is of Godes apoyntyng:/The good for the good, the badde ys for yll doyng’ (101–4). Thus the play, whilst insisting that John was a just and godly ruler unfairly maligned by his enemies, underwrites this argument by stressing that even outright tyranny would not justify the rebellion of the Church and the nobility against a divinely appointed monarch.

It is the danger posed to England’s economic as much as her spiritual well-being that first opens John’s eyes to the corruption and rapacity of the Church:

Unresonable is the spoyle

Of her londes, here goodes, and of her pore chylders toyle.

Rekyn fyrst yowre tythis, yowre devocyons and yowre offrynges,

Mortuaryes, pardons, bequestes and other thynges

Besydes that ye cache for halowed belles and purgatorye …

(417–21)

John’s antagonists in the play, Sedition, Dissimulation, Usurped Power, and Private Wealth, are seen as representatives of an international criminal conspiracy who will stoop to anything to protect the Church’s various streams of illicit income. Every despised feature of traditional religion, from the doctrine of Purgatory (421, 1566), to the adoration of saints (708–13), to the use of Latin (715–19), to the insistence on papal prerogative in clerical appointments, is revealed as a means of winning yet more ‘profytable lucre’ (696). Such a Church is incapable of reform; fraudulence is its very essence, corruption its raison d’être.

Whilst Usurped Power, Sedition, and their fellows represent specific churchmen of the early thirteenth century (Innocent III, Stephen Langton), they also embody the forces behind the original and irretrievable corruption of the Roman Church, which must be understood to have begun at a much earlier period. The whole history of the Church is enfolded in the deadly struggle between the papacy and King John. Thus, when Dissimulation boasts of how Usurped Power will bring all kings and peoples under his commands, he collapses events and doctrinal developments spanning more than a millennium into the occasion of the Fourth Lateran Council (1215):

He shall make prelates, both byshopp and cardynall

Doctours and prebendes with furde whodes and syde gownes.

He wyll also create the orders monastycall,

Monkes, chanons and fryers with gaye coates and shaven crownes,

And buylde them places to corrupt cyties and townes.

The dead sayntes shall shewe both visyons and myracles

With ymages and rellyckes he shall wurke sterracles. …

He wyll apoyn fastynges and plucke downe matrimonye;

Holy water and breade shall dryve awaye the devyll;

Blessynges with blacke bedes wyll helpe in every evyll.

(991–1004)

Standing against these innovations, King John can be read as a figure for the uncorrupted early Church, as well as the would-be restorer of its threatened values.

A good many of the doctrines which are mocked and derided in King Johan were in fact still part of the orthodoxy of the Church of England in the late 1530s. Despite the play’s insistent championing of the royal prerogative, Bale repeatedly nudges (and at some points comes close to shoving) his monarch towards a more radical reforming position.21 Auricular or ‘ear confession’, to which Henry VIII remained firmly committed, is revealed in the play as a ‘secret traytor’ (269), with Sedition boasting that ‘by confesssyon the Holy Father Knoweth/Throw owt alle Christendom, what to his holynes growyth’ (273–4). Purgatory, too, which would not be disavowed until the reign of Edward VI, is revealed in the play as among the corrupt innovations of the Fourth Lateran Council (1022). Even the episcopal hierarchy, which would remain central to the organization of the English Church under all of Henry VIII’s successors, is cast in a suspicious light. Early on, Sedition enquires of King John if he is content for bishops to continue, and John replies that he is, ‘yf they ther dewte fullfyll’. Sedition replies with triumphant scorn, ‘Nay than, good inowgh! Yowre awtoryte and powre/Shall passe as they wyll; they have sawce bothe swet and sowre’ (233–5). (The lines appear doubly ironic in light of Bale’s reluctant consent, under Edward VI, to assume the office of Bishop of Ossory.)

The play’s real radicalism is expressed not only in its satire of specific doctrines and actions associated with the Roman Church, but, more profoundly, in its provocative representation of John as a model of Christian kingship. If Bad King John was a righteous man, then what in the English chronicles can be relied upon? The play suggests that chronicle history is not only inaccurate but a kind of mirror world or negative inversion of the truth. Following up on Tyndale’s cue that the monks make the chronicles themselves, characters in the play repeatedly draw attention to the fact that John’s reputation will be sullied by the pens of his enemies. Nobility recognizes this from the outset, telling Clergy:

Yow pristes are the cawse that Chronycles doth defame

So many prynces and men of notable name,

For you take upon yow to wryght them evermore

And therfor Kyng Johan ys lyke to rewe yt sore

Whan ye wryte his tyme for vexcyng of the clargy.

(585–9)

The point is strongly underscored in the first words spoken by Veritas in the final scene, with specific reference to Polydore Vergil’s depiction of John in his Anglica Historia (1534):

I assure ye, fryndes, lete men wryte what they wyll

Kynge Johan was a man both valeaunt and godlye.

What though Polydorus reporteth hym very yll

At the suggestyons of the malicyouse clergye?

Thynke yow a Romane with the Romanes can not lye?

Yes! Therfor Leylande out of thy slumbre awake

And wytnesse a trewthe for thyne owne contrayes sake.

(2193–9)

The reference to the ‘slumbre’ of the antiquary and topographer John Leland takes on various shades of poignancy depending on the date of composition. Certainly, when Bale copied out these lines around 1560, Leland had been dead for several years. There is something at once appropriate and eerie about a character in a historical drama calling upon a dead man to arise and speak. If the lines belong to an earlier period of revision in the late 1540s, ‘slumbre’ might conceivably refer to the violent insanity to which his friend had by then succumbed. Alternatively, if some version of these lines occurred in the original version of 1538, then arguably Leland’s somnolence consisted in his developing obsession with British antiquity. Leland had been no less outraged by the contents of the Anglica Historia than had Bale, but his indignation centred on Polydore’s denial of the historicity of King Arthur, leading him to pen his refutation, Assertio inclytissimi Arturij Regis Britanniae [A Defense of the Renowned Arthur, King of Britain] (1544). From Bale’s perspective, the matter of Arthur must have seemed a side issue compared to the more urgent matter of John. Such a reading would be consistent with Bale’s later efforts, as Leland’s literary executor, to direct his friend’s projects in a more explicitly reformist direction than seems to have been Leland’s intention.22

Bale no doubt hoped that somewhere in Leland’s copious, disorganized, and often impenetrable notes might be found the materials, perhaps in the form of a lost charter or a forgotten chronicler, for an alternative account of John’s reign. In the absence of such fresh evidence, Veritas’ insistence that other chroniclers are capable of disproving Polydore’s assertions falls flat, since most of those named, not least ‘Mathu Parys’ (2202), are themselves highly critical of John. Bale seems to have conducted relatively little research among these primary works, relying to a large extent on a single chronicle, the English Brut.23 His revisionist account of John’s reign is not rooted in alternative sources, but in an alternative hermeneutics. Firstly, Bale subjects the extant chronicle material to a rigorously paranoid interpretation, taking it as axiomatic that Romans will lie, and that the motives and methods of both parties in the dispute between King John and the papacy are likely to have been the very opposite of what is recorded. Secondly, he views John’s reign in the light of historical typology, uncovering its full significance by disclosing parallels with other eras and other epochal struggles, both ancient and modern.

The origins of typological or figural interpretation lie in early Christian experiments in reading the matter of the Old Testament in light of the New. Read typologically, events in the ancient history of the Jewish people revealed themselves as prefigurations or fore-shadowings of the birth, preaching, and sacrifice of Christ. Long before the Reformation, this mode of reading one historical occurrence in light of another, as type and antitype or figure and fulfilment, had spread far beyond the confines of Scripture, to embrace both pagan and Christian history. Late medieval civic pageantry had developed a versatile and convenient mode of praising the living monarch by hailing him as the embodiment of past rulers and heroes. Thus, a pageant written to welcome Henry VII to Worcester in 1486 hailed the new ruler as a modern Jacob, Jason, Caesar, and ‘Arture the very Britan kyng’.24 Protestant reformers and polemicists, Bale foremost among them, made considerable use of typology in interpreting the conflicts of the present in light of past prefigurations. As we have seen, Henry VIII is hailed in Three Laws as ‘your late Iosias’, drawing a link between the king who restored true religion to Judah and he who would done the same service for contemporary England.

The typology of King Johan points both backward to biblical prefigurations and forward to fulfilment in the Reformation era. John himself is a shadow of Henry VIII, the embodiment of Imperial Majesty who will fulfil John’s historical mission. Sedition foresees this, telling his fellows ‘We four by owre craftes Kyng Johan wyll so subdwe/That for three hundred yers all Englond shall yt rewe’ (775–6). At the end of Act 1, the Interpreter’s explication invites the triangulation of the present with the medieval past and the Old Testament.

Thys noble kynge Johan as a faythfull Moyses

Withstode proude Pharao for hys poore Israel …

Conventional scriptural typology read Moses as a figure or foreshadowing of Christ. There is at least a hint, then, that John is a medieval Moses prefiguring Henry VIII’s Jesus. But at points in the play John himself becomes a type of Christ. He dies in England’s arms, presenting a tableau which seems designed to recall the pietà:

KING JOHAN: Than plye it Englande, and provyde for my buryall.

A wydowes offyce it is to burye the deade.

[Dies.]

ENGLANDE: Alas, swete maistre, ye waye so heavy as leade.

(2184–6)

The play’s typology is greatly complicated by the fact that a number of its characters have two distinct persons, one historical, the other allegorical. The relationship between these historical and allegorical dimensions is by no means straightforward, as seen in the complex connection between the vice Sedition and Stephen Langton, the papal candidate for the see of Canterbury:

USURPID POWRE: … I made this fellow here the Archebysshope of Canterbery,

And he wyll agree therto in no condycyon.

PRIVAT WELTH: Than hathe he knowlege that his name ys Sedycyon?

DISSYMULACYON: Dowtles he hath so, and that drownnyth his opynyon.

USURPID POWRE: Why do ye not saye his name ys Stevyn Langton?

DISSYMULACYON: Tush, we have done so, but that helpyth not the mater …

(937–42)

On one level, then, ‘Stephen Langton’ is a disguise or persona adopted by Sedition to further the aims of the papal conspiracy. At the same time, however, Stephen Langton remains a real historical figure of the thirteenth century, interacting in the play with other historical figures such as King John. The allegorical and historical personae are equally ‘real’; their relationship might be most fully and justly expressed by saying that, in the reign of King John, Sedition took the specific form of Stephen Langton. The sixteenth-century audience is thus challenged to consider who in the contemporary world embodies the principle of Sedition. Bale’s play offers not just a vision of history but a method of historical interpretation which can be applied to any era. As David Womersley argues, ‘what Bale added to the morality play form he inherited is the specific linkage between an historical episode (which is foregrounded) and the paradigmatic, apocalyptic, template, which is always latent beneath the surface of historical circumstance, but which makes itself visible only occasionally’.25

Certain of the characters take an active role in training one another and the audience how to read the play’s events and personae correctly. Thus, when King John expresses dismay at Commonalty’s blindness, England patiently explains that ‘His owtward blyndnes ys but a syngnyficacyon’ (1582). In a lengthy passage (748–817), the relationship between the various vice figures and their contribution to the corruption of the Church is explicated by having each one bring another onto the stage:

That yt maye be sayde, that fyrst Dyssymulacyon

Browght in Privat Welth to every Cristen nacyon,

And that Privat Welth browght in Usurpid Powre,

And he Sedycyon in cytye, towne and tower …

(793–6)

Greg Walker points to this passage as one in which Bale’s laboured didacticism and consciousness of his polemical purpose undermines the play’s dramatic effectiveness.26 Yet while the instruction here may be considered heavy-handed, the scene retains a playful dramatic irony. Sedition and his fellows seem entirely aware of their status as allegories, and in scenes such as this they revel in their capacity to make meanings. This self-awareness heightens the contrast between the conspirators and their royal opponent, who throughout the play struggles to grasp his story’s allegorical dimension. There is something both comic and poignant in the King’s repeated failure to grasp ‘significations’. When, following his submission, he is at last brought face to face with Stephen Langton, he can only remark bemusedly, ‘Me thynke this bysshope resembleth moch Sedycyon’ (1783). Arguably, King John’s tragedy—and the source of his profound loneliness—is that he is the only character who does not have an allegorical other half, and who does not recognize the deeper game being played.

The self-conscious theatricality of the catholic characters contributes to a tension at the root of this play, and indeed seems to highlight a contradiction in Bale’s project to expound reforming doctrine to lay audiences through the means of dramatic performance. Bale undoubtedly believed, as did Cromwell and other leading advocates of reform, that drama could prove a powerful propaganda tool. In a discourse presented to the King in 1538, Richard Morison had argued that the new doctrines must be ‘dryven into the peoples heddes’ by means of visual spectacles such as plays, which might be employed to ‘set forthe and declare lyvely before the peoples eies the abhomynation and wickedness of the bisshop of Rome, monkes, ffreers, nonnes, and suche like, and to declare open to the them thobedience that your subiectes by goddes and mans lawes owe unto your magestie’.27 Yet just as Morison’s observation that the common people are more easily instructed ‘by the eies than by the ears’ is difficult to reconcile with protestantism’s habitual suspicion of visual culture, so the adoption of the drama as an instrument of reform sits oddly beside the tendency to denounce catholic ritual and ceremony as empty theatrics. This tendency is certainly no less ubiquitous in Bale’s plays than elsewhere in Reformation polemic. King John accuses Clergy of holding England ‘in dysdayne/With yowre Latyne howres, serymonyes and popetly playes’ (414–15). Theatrical disguising, Sarah Beckwith has argued, is not the tool so much as the very essence of John’s catholic antagonists: ‘Theater itself is written as anti-theater: the exposure of the defrocked; the discovery of their true nature as deceivers.’28

A good deal of instantly recognizable catholic ritual and liturgy is incorporated into King Johan, either verbatim or in parodied form.29 The monkish Dissimulation makes his first entrance ‘syngyng of the Letany: Sancte Dominice ora pro nobis’, to which Sedition responds sarcastically ‘Sancte pyld monache, I beshrow vobis’ (639–40). In what is surely one of the play’s most extraordinary moments, the chief Vice figures conduct the ritual excommunication and cursing of King John, with bell, book, and candle.

For as much as Kyng Johan doth Holy Church so handle

Here do I curse hym wyth crosse, boke, bell, and candle.

Lyke as this same roode turneth now from me his face,

So God I requyre to sequester hym of his grace;

As this boke doth speare by my worke maanuall,

I wyll God to close uppe from hym his benyfyttes all;

As this burnyng flame goth from this candle in syght,

I wyll God to put hym from his eternall lyght;

I take him from Crist, and after the sownd of this bell

Both body and sowle I geve hym to the devyll of hell.

(1034–43)

Unlike other passages in which the traditional liturgy is quoted, there is no attempt to send up or parody the rite being represented—or, we might wish to say, being enacted—here. The verse form aside, the curse pronounced by Usurped Power conforms closely to the rite of anathema as practised in the late medieval Church. The performance cannot have failed to trigger memories in many of the spectators at Cranmer’s house of having witnessed or participated in similar rituals, or indeed this very ritual. The translation of the rite from the chancel to the stage (truly a case of extraordinary rendition) invites the audience to consider how similar or different these two kinds of performance space might be. The conclusion the audience is meant to reach is clear: the performance in the church was no less theatrical, no less empty, than that now witnessed on stage. Yet the moment might also work in the opposite direction, heightening the power and authority of the drama by borrowing from traditional ritual some of its charisma and capacity to compel assent and awe. Though such borrowings from the old religion would become common practice on the Elizabethan stage, they can rarely have had such a powerful and immediate impact as in early performances of King Johan.

This chapter began by describing King Johan as a forerunner of the Elizabethan history play. Yet Bale’s late revisions to the text and its probable revival for performance before the Queen around 1560 mean that it is also itself the first Elizabethan history play (slightly preceding Sackville and Norton’s Gorboduc of 1562). Chronologically, the text in its final state stands roughly midway between the original of the 1530s and Shakespeare’s early chronicle plays of the 1580s, and it would be foolhardy to rule out the possibility that it had some influence over the latter. Attempts to demonstrate a direct link between King Johan and Shakespeare’s King John have met with limited success.30 Yet clearer echoes of Bale’s play may perhaps be detected elsewhere among Shakespeare’s early histories. With its melding of aspects of the morality Vice onto real historical individuals, and with its paranoid questioning of the reliability of all historical sources, King Johan begins to look less like an early version of King John, and more like a prototype for Richard III.
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CHAPTER 30
RESPUBLICA

SARAH CARPENTER

RESPUBLICA is a play rooted in the particularity of its own time. Its only surviving manuscript opens by telling us it is a ‘merye entrelude’, a ‘Christmas devise’, made in ‘the first yeare of the moost prosperous Reigne of our most gracious Soveraigne Quene Marye the first’.1 This apparently bland information locates it much more precisely in its various Tudor contexts than most surviving mid-sixteenth-century plays, alerting us to its dramatic form and genre, its performance mode and auspices, and its immediate political and topical implications. These overlapping contexts are key to both its strengths and its limitations: it is a poised, courtly entertainment that engages dynamically with contemporary theatrical traditions and with political circumstances, drawing in its audience with skill and demonstrating the active power of Tudor performance. Yet that very attentiveness to its own circumstances and theatrical strategies keep it more than usually tied to its own moment. The play is a revealing example of how creatively Tudor drama could respond to its immediate contexts.

The play presents the plight of its protagonist, the Lady Respublica, a figure for the commonwealth of England. A suffering widow, she is deceived by comic but threatening figures of political vice: Avarice, Insolence, Oppression, and Adulation. Disguising themselves as political virtues—Policy, Authority, Reformation, and Honesty—these four, unrecognized by Respublica, persuade themselves into roles of power. Once there they use bribery, extortion, and corruption to enrich themselves at the expense of the people of England and the good governance of the country. People, a comic but canny yokel representing the common folk of the country, tries to warn Respublica and resist the four vices but has no power against them. The tide turns only when Mercy, accompanied by the other ‘Four Daughters of God’, is sent from heaven to comfort the distressed Respublica. The Four Daughters challenge and expose the vices, referring them for judgement to the goddess Nemesis who finally enters in state to sentence the offenders and establish Respublica once again ‘in tholde goode eastate’ (1922). This deceptively simple action engages intimately with its political, theatrical, and literary circumstances, creating both stated and unstated meanings for its Tudor audience. It is therefore worth considering all these contexts more closely, establishing the background of understanding its playwright and first audience would have brought to the play, before moving to explore its particular theatrical engagement.

POLITICAL CONTEXTS

The manuscript of the play defines a precise moment of performance. The rubric explains it was written in 1553, while the Prologue talks with the audience about the Christmas season and festive occasion of performance. In locating the time, the manuscript also reveals the political stance of the play: this is the first Christmas of ‘the moost prosperous Reigne’ of ‘our moste gracious Soveraigne’. Respublica is a play which celebrates the accession of Mary Tudor.

Mary’s accession was very close in time to the performance, and intimately informs the action of the play. The fifteen-year-old Edward VI died in July 1553, having worked with his Protectorate government to extend his father Henry VIII’s secession from the Roman Catholic church into a full commitment to protestantism. In the weeks before his death, in order to safeguard his reforms he agreed with his chief minister, the Duke of Northumberland, a new order of succession to bar his Roman Catholic sister Mary from the throne and to crown instead his protestant cousin, Lady Jane Grey. For a fortnight or so after Edward’s death the country was in a state of turmoil with both women proclaimed as Queen, but both popular and aristocratic support swung behind Mary as the eldest daughter of Henry VIII and rightful heir, and in August she entered London in state, her coronation following on 1 October 1553.

Mary came to the throne on a wave of positive feeling. An Italian observer reported how the Council was persuaded that she would bring ‘real justice, perpetual peace, lasting merciful rule, unfounded [sic] clemency and excellent government’.2 The city of London greeted her proclamation ‘with song, and the organes playhyng, and all the belles ryngyng thrugh London, and bone-fyres, and tabuls in evere strett, and wyne and bere and alle, and evere strett full of bonfyres’.3 But, while Mary seemed largely able to sustain this consensus during the first few months of her reign, it was clear from early on that a number of contested issues might threaten her position.4 In the three months between her coronation and the Christmas for which Respublica was designed three issues emerged as primary political concerns for the beginning of her rule. Perhaps most immediate was the fall-out from her brother’s reign and the collapse of his administration following her own successful accession. Following the defeat and execution of Northumberland in August 1553, the economic and financial difficulties of the realm and in particular the appropriation of Church property remained as challenges for Mary’s government. Religious practice was another central issue. It is not clear how far celebration of her accession took account of her faith, but she herself clearly saw her chief duty as the re-establishing of Roman Catholic devotion in England. The third issue that loomed large was Mary’s marriage. As an unmarried female ruler she was in a potentially vulnerable position. These issues were all current at Christmas 1553, and form an active and at times tense context for Respublica’s performance.

The play openly acknowledges its political context. It presents itself initially as a simple merry entertainment and straightforward celebration of Mary’s first Christmas. The Prologue cheerfully proclaims:

we that are thactours have ourselves dedicate

with some Christmas devise your spirites to recreate

(5–6)

But this speech also makes a careful disclaimer of provocative intent, although interestingly avoiding the common defence that its allegory is only intended generally. It acknowledges that the play does indeed deal with ‘highe mattiers’ (39), and asks for thoughtful interpretation:

… our poete trusteth the thinge we shall recyte

maye withowte offence the hearers myndes delyte.

In dede no man speaketh wordes so well fore pondred

But the same by some meanes maye be misconstred.

(7–10)

In spite of the emphasis on recreation, the play thus acknowledges itself as a serious topical allegory. It goes on to make its political allusions explicit, inviting the audience to rejoice:

That he hath sent Marye our Soveraigne and Quene

to reforme thabuses which hithertoo hath been …

She is oure most wise and most worthie Nemesis

Of whome our plaie meneth tamende that is amysse.

(49–54)

Respublica thus engages openly with the political circumstances of its moment; though as we shall see it does so in carefully crafted and indirect ways that are appropriate to the courtly auspices of its performance.

Within and through the play’s poised and entertaining surface, it proceeds to show a knowledgeable and detailed understanding of the political issues at stake. As several critics have pointed out, of the major political issues outlined above it focuses most overtly on ‘what was least likely to offend’:5 the corruption of the previous administration and the economic problems it had brought on the country, offset by the glorious new beginning brought by the new regime. Issues of religion are touched on less extensively and less explicitly, although they do significantly inform parts of the action; the question of marriage is never openly raised.6

The stage action of the first four acts of the play is dominated by the Vices, who most obviously define the political targets of the allegory. They personify general forces of corruption and malpractice in government and are not identified with specific individuals; but the play associates their ascendancy very clearly with the Edwardian administration. Recent studies have pointed out how precisely the play refers to the immediately preceding period of the Protectorate as the source of Respublica’s sufferings.7 Both People and Respublica identify their problems as arising ‘Vive or zix year ago’ (1021) or ‘five yeres past’ (1777). The particular financial mismanagement and fraud that the Vices exercise are also explicitly tied to the economic situation of 1553. They enrich themselves by ‘the encrochinge of landes’ (293), ‘pastures and townships and woodes’ (307), by ‘flytch[ing] the bisshoprikes’ (793). Avarice’s numerous purses are named after gains from re-sold leases, usury, bribes, and rents, selling counterfeit wares, expropriating church goods, trading resources out of the country, and enclosures (853–84).8 The court audience of 1553 would have been in a position to appreciate that the play’s ‘treatment of commerce was knowledgeable, sophisticated, and applicable for its era’.9

The issues of religion and of marriage, more problematically related to Mary’s own initiatives and government, are much less directly dramatized. In the early months of her reign the Queen was moving rather further and faster towards religious reform than her advisers counselled.10 Her early restoration of the mass seems to have been broadly welcomed, but the repealing of much of Edward’s religious legislation in October led to some protestant unrest. From 20 December protestant services were made illegal, and there were certainly increased fears of the restoration of papal authority.11 In the circumstances it is perhaps not surprising that issues of devotional practice are not directly addressed in this Christmas interlude, the explicit engagement with religious matters confined largely to the Vices’ improper appropriation of Church land and assets. But there are more oblique and mediatory allusions to Roman Catholic devotion in the dramaturgy of the play, especially in the appearance of the Four Daughters of God, which as we shall see would be likely to resonate suggestively with the contemporary spectators.

Allusions to Mary’s marriage are even less explicit although, or perhaps because, it was a controversial political issue by Christmas 1553. Things had moved very quickly following Mary’s accession. Negotiations for a match with Philip of Spain began in September, a marriage treaty was agreed by November, ambassadors arrived from Spain to complete it on 27 December and the treaty was signed on 14 January. But Mary’s choice of husband was contentious, provoking significant opposition to the Spanish match which culminated in an armed uprising, ‘Wyatt’s rebellion’, in January.12 If Respublica was performed during the Christmas season of 1553, its audience would have been well aware both of the betrothal and the uncertain welcome it received. The very lack of any reference to the situation in the play may have been eloquent in such a context. The interlude offers images both of the dangers besetting an unmarried woman, in Respublica herself, and of the autonomous and independent power of a female figure of authority, in Nemesis. Either or both might be taken as oblique, if opposite, allusions to the marriage treaty.

LITERARY AND DRAMATIC CONTEXTS

The author of Respublica is unknown, although the play has for some time been often attributed to Nicholas Udall, in part because he was commended at the second Christmas of Mary’s reign for ‘his diligence in setting forth Dialogues and Enterludes before us for our royal disporte and recreacion’.13 If Udall was indeed the author, then his career as a schoolmaster, as a deviser of interludes and pageantry in particular for the coronation of Anne Boleyn in 1533, and as a scholarly translator of Erasmus’ Paraphrases with Katherine Parr, in which Mary herself had been involved, would offer an interestingly mixed and ambivalent background to the play.14 Udall was dramatically experienced and highly educated, yet his allegiances so far had been primarily to protestant causes. If he is the author, this reinforces our understanding of the flexible and subtle ability of Tudor court dramatists to work with shifting regimes, to compose plays which can at the same time support and critique prevailing rulers and governments. It also confirms the complexity and indeterminacy of vision for all those immediately caught up in events of the time. With hindsight we see the religious and political imperatives and affiliations of Edward’s and Mary’s reigns to be diametrically different, even violently opposed. In December 1553 the situation would appear much less clear cut, more fluid and uncertain. Respublica and its author can support Mary herself wholeheartedly, without fully committing to any established religious and political programme.

The genre chosen for the play was by 1553 a familiar one to court audiences. Respublica is a political allegorical interlude, of a kind already richly developed under Henry VIII. Skelton’s Magnyfycence, Bale’s Kynge Johan, and the fragmentary Albion Knight, as well as now lost interludes such as the 1526 play at Gray’s Inn in which ‘lady Publike wele was put from gouernance’, all present a comparable central action and range of allegorical characters.15 They establish a strong but flexible generic paradigm for Respublica to adapt: a group of (comically dramatized, deceptive) political vices attack and oppress figures representing the nation, the ruler, or both, working through to a conclusion that exposes and judges the vices, rescues the state, and redeems the ruler. Respublica could have found models for its four Vices in all of the plays mentioned here, for Respublica herself in Lady Public Wele or in Bale’s Widow England, for Nemesis in Skelton’s Redresse or Bale’s Imperial Majesty. This is not to argue for a direct influence from any of these interludes; rather it suggests that both Respublica’s playwright and, more importantly, its audience would be familiar with these ways of imagining the rule of the realm and its problems. It is likely that such a familiar format would be culturally reassuring in the uncertain early days of a new reign established out of tension and disorder. Potential anxiety over the associated ‘high matters’ might be soothed by the traditional dramatic pattern that tacitly asserts continuity and stability, as well as Christmas jollity. It also suggests that the first audience would be prepared to notice and respond to this play’s particular inflection of its generic model.

THEATRICAL CONTEXTS

The performance auspices and conventions of Respublica contribute significantly to shaping its contemporary meaning. But although we know more about its immediate occasion than that of most Tudor plays, paradoxically we cannot be sure whether or not it was ever actually performed. The manuscript indicates that the play was designed for Christmas 1553; the Prologue makes clear that it is written for performance by a children’s company, which along with its style and respectful address to its audience (‘this moste noble presence’) suggests court performance. It is openly reverent to ‘Marye our Soveraigne and Quene’ (49), commending both her and her council to God, though it is not clear that it specifically assumes either Mary’s presence, or her absence, at the performance. But if we look at the court records for evidence of Christmas productions in 1553, what we find is enigmatic. A warrant to the Revels Office on 26 September refers to a play prepared by the gentlemen of the Chapel Royal for the Queen’s coronation, which is now to be postponed until Christmas. Four days later another warrant outlines a set of costumes for the same gentlemen of the Chapel for a coronation play. It is clear from the cast, which includes Genus Humanum, Reason, Plenty, Scarcity, and Deceit, that this play, although an analogous political allegorical interlude, is not Respublica; but it is not clear whether or not it is the play now to be postponed or a different production. We have no further records of spending on entertainment specific to the Christmas season, so cannot tell whether or not the Genus Humanum interlude, Respublica itself, or any other play was performed at that time. However, there is nothing in the records that would firmly contradict the evidence of the manuscript.16

In understanding the play-script we have, whether or not it was actually performed is less important than what we can deduce of its performance intentions. The interlude presents itself for a court or elite production. It appears to expect a select audience, one that was both aware of and involved in the immediate political situation, and able to follow its allusions ‘not as by plaine storye,/but as yt were in figure by an allegorye’ (17–18). The Prologue envisages an audience that will interpret what it hears, though hoping the players’ words will not ‘by some meanes … be misconstred’ (10); spectators are assumed to be, unlike the boy actors, ‘disscussers’ of ‘suche highe mattiers’ (39–40). If the audience’s elite status draws it into the issues of government the play dramatizes, it also suggests a closely knit community who can respond readily to the rapid humour of the Vices. Satirical backchat from stage to spectators, quick-fire comic routines, and political and educated in-jokes all depend on the kind of relatively closed community offered by a Tudor court.

The use of child performers not only confirms this elite environment of the play but also contributes to its structure, tone, and range of effects. The Children of the Chapel Royal were involved in the performance of plays at court throughout Henry VIII’s and Edward VI’s reigns.17 Children’s companies, maintained only by select establishments such as the court or St Paul’s, allow for large casts—the final act of Respublica brings all characters, eleven players, on stage at the same time for the final festive resolution. Generous rehearsal time available to the children enables complicated routines to be developed and polished, while wealthy resources allow for elaborate costuming and special effects such as the wonderfully multi-pursed, reversible gown of Avarice, or the emblematically spectacular presentation of Nemesis. Less tangibly, the performance of adult themes by child players determines a particular mode of playing. This is directly acknowledged by the Prologue: he draws attention to the fact that the boys cannot have a full adult understanding of the issues they perform; yet he cites the biblical text ex ore infantium (41: ‘out of the mouths of babes …’ Matthew 21:6) to emphasize the special insight such child players can offer to adults. There is a strong sense through Respublica that the concepts and qualities performed by the boys cannot realistically be ascribed to the actors who perform them: boys might demonstrate ideas about Avarice or Oppression, but could not directly represent avaricious or oppressive ministers. One effect of this is to reinforce the allegory, by directing spectators away from a focus on literal realism and towards the ideas that are represented. It may also serve to implicate the spectators more forcefully in the play: responsibility for and even understanding of the issues it dramatizes belong with the watching adults rather than the performing children.

The theatrical context of the play is therefore not incidental but has a powerful effect on the way Respublica is composed and performed, and on its reception by its original audience. Indeed, all the contexts considered here contribute dynamically to the play’s meanings. They are not passive explanatory backgrounds but active elements in the way the play imagines and conveys its ideas, as it engages with the specific circumstances of its first performance.

RESPUBLICA AND MARY’S ACCESSION

If Respublica is a play which grows out of its Tudor contexts, it also shapes and exploits them to make powerful and distinctive statements of its own. It is a play which looks traditional, festive, and consensual, yet offers a strong but subtle understanding of the uncertain situation at the beginning of Mary’s reign. If we explore more closely key groups of characters and strands of action, they reveal not only a thoughtful critique of the issues confronting the original court audience, but also a manipulation of the play’s theatrical resources to manage the reception of those issues.

The Vices

With the Vices, who dominate the stage action, laughter is the key strategy to control and direct the audience’s engagement with the allegory. Both allegorically and theatrically, the four agents of political corruption offered their first audience a familiar group. They are led by a chief, Avarice, identified in the cast list as ‘the vice of the plaie’ who adopts the vivid theatrical role accorded to ‘the Vice’ from Heywood’s Merry Report onward, full of mocking and self-mocking verbal play, acting as comic intermediary between stage and audience, stage managing parts of the action.18 Avarice dominates three subordinate ‘gallaunts’, Adulation, Insolence, and Oppression, the whole group engaging in comic routines with each other and the audience as they disguise and move into deception and oppression of the protagonist Respublica. In both style and action they closely resemble the similar groupings in Magynfycence, Kynge Johan, or Lyndsay’s Satyre of the Thrie Estaitis. These four plays address widely different political and religious regimes, yet their groups of Vices are strikingly similar, confirming the characteristic ‘ideological malleability’ of the morality form.19

Yet the very openness of the qualities represented will invite the first audiences of such political interludes to seek particular referents and local identities for their Vices. Respublica certainly makes sharp enough topical allusions to create a contemporary field of reference for its generic personifications. But it does not lead to any simple one-for-one identification with known individuals. It might seem that locating the main source of abuse in the previous reign would keep the particular targets of the satire safely in the past. After all, the Prologue does suggest that with Mary’s accession: ‘yls whiche long tyme have reigned vncorrecte/shall nowe foreuer bee redressed with effecte’ (51–2). Mary’s arrival as Nemesis at the end of the play appears to demonstrate that the period of control by the Vices is already over. But the situation at Christmas 1553 was significantly more complicated than this implies. Northumberland, leader of Edward’s council and the attempt to bar Mary from the succession, had indeed been tried and executed in August. But as has been cogently pointed out, many of Edward’s counsellors and ministers continued to serve Mary, dominating her Privy Council.20 The original court audience of the play must have been sharply aware that responsibility for the abuses the Vices comically demonstrate is ascribed by the play to those still among them. The very fact that particular individuals are not identified spreads the responsibility for the alleged disastrous pillaging of the economy more broadly across a court community largely continuous with its Edwardian predecessors.

Respublica thus identifies its targets in part with the audience, rather than uniting the audience against an evil ‘other’. But it is clearly not designed to attack or unsettle that audience. It presents itself as fostering positive and celebratory relations between the Queen and her subjects, rather than apportioning satirical blame. This has important implications for how the play works with the audience in performance. Interlude Vices have always been potentially polyvalent figures: they represent negative qualities that the audience are invited to reject, yet theatrically the laughter and liveliness they generate draws the spectators into congenial affinity with them. In Respublica this tension is heightened, since the Vices are offered not only as personifications of culpable qualities to be scorned and condemned in others, but as in some sense pleasurably comic representations of the audience themselves. In negotiating these complex allegiances in Mary’s early court, Respublica lays especial emphasis on the generation of laughter, drawing its spectators into a reassuring theatrical participation that can enable, yet contain and even defuse, the criticism levelled at them.

The play insists on the importance of laughter. When the Prologue introduces the first scene of the play he observes: ‘Nowe yf yowe so please, I wyll goe, and hither send,/That shall make you laughe well yf ye abide the end’ (57–8). This leads us immediately into Avarice’s comic opening soliloquy. Through the play the Vices are repeatedly engaged in skilful and highly polished comic routines which bear little direct relation to the moral or satirical content of their roles. Avarice, for example, has a wonderfully virtuoso affectionate ongoing ‘dialogue’ with the mass of personified purses lining his gown: he lists them, names them, offers them endearments:

Come forewarde I praie youe swete bags; ah will ye soo?

Come or I muste drawe youe whether ye will or noo …

… pepe out ye litel knave.

how thinke youe by this bunting? is he full or no?

And his felowes all dothe not theire skinne stretche for wo?

(753–70)

The Vices as a group fall into comic routines of extravagant insult, or farcical misunderstanding as they repeatedly mistake each other’s new alias names. The manuscript is at pains to record the carefully orchestrated quick-fire exchanges in which comedy of pattern precedes any sense:

Av. what saie ye? Inso. hake. Adul. tuff. Op. hem. Av. who haken tuffa hum …

Av. dyd ye speake or not? Ins. no. Opp. no. Adul. no Ava. nor yet doo not?

(247–9)

Such routines make no explicit moral points but serve simply to generate a community of laughter.21

In establishing this stage presence, the Vices in Respublica draw on techniques not so much, or not only, associated with satirical comedy, but those now most familiar from the more informal and audience-interactive mode of stand-up comedy. Jason Rutter, in a structured analysis of stand-up that highlights its socially shared and interactive mode, outlines the common components of, for example, the comedian’s introductory speech: the greeting, the ‘consolidation of liveness’ by establishing a common frame of reference with the audience, self-reflexive remarks by the performer on his performance, direct engagement with individual audience members, etc.22 Avarice’s opening monologue includes all of these, as well as various other techniques Rutter identifies as enabling a rhetorically interactive relationship between stage and spectator, such as the climactic list or alliteration.

Dramatic theories of comedy tend to focus on the oppositional role of laughter: we laugh at fools, buffoons, cowards, tricksters. From Aristotle’s suggestion that comedy invites us to laugh at ‘mistakes and deformities’ to Philip Sidney’s sixteenth-century claim that ‘laughter almost ever cometh of things most disproportioned to our selves, and nature’ the common argument is that we laugh at what we reject, distancing ourselves from what we scorn.23 In one sense the Vices clearly fit this pattern. Yet it appears that stand-up comedians combine elements of this role with the more socially cohesive function for public laughter proposed by anthropologists. Lawrence Mintz suggests they act not only as negative exemplars but as comic spokespersons who draw the audience into a ‘celebration of a community of shared culture’.24 The techniques used by the Vices in Respublica reinforce this view. The laughter they provoke functions not just to satirize moral and political failings, but to draw the audience into a wider mood of cheerful complicity with their community and shared culture. The play carves out a productive comic space for an audience to negotiate its transition between past and present allegiances.

Respublica

Although the Vices dominate the action of the play and have the most direct theatrical relationship with the spectators, its protagonist remains the Lady Respublica. She is the focus both of the plot, and for all the other characters. This makes her identity, the quality she personifies both in the allegory and in the theatrical experience of the play, especially important. The Tudor implications of her Latin name may no longer be clear, but the play establishes from the beginning that it is simply an educated version of the vernacular ‘common weal’. The prologue explains that while ‘the Name of our playe ys Respublica … oure meaninge ys … that all Commen weales Ruin and decaye’ (16–19). Respublica herself similarly parallels her own troubles with ‘Comon weales decaye’ (456), while People with his Dogberry-like malapropisms makes the synonym comically clear: ‘Whares Rice pudding cake? … alese dicts comonweale’ (636–7).

In using the term ‘common weal’ the play references an active debate of the mid-sixteenth century resulting in many works, perhaps most famously Thomas Smith’s Discourse of the Common Weal of this Realm of England (c.1549).25 Whitney Jones demonstrates how the term, originally simply ‘a synonym for “body politic” or “realm”’, was by the mid-1550s generally used to refer to ‘the welfare of the members of that body’.26 Literary discussions emphasized in particular the socially inclusive nature of the common weal and its dependence on the ethical management of economic forces. Respublica would be readily recognized as representing the state of the nation of England, distressed by the economic mismanagement of her resources, and especially protective of the otherwise powerless common people.

This primary allegorical identity of Respublica seems clear; but there have been interesting proposals in recent studies that theatrically the resonances of the character might extend more widely, inflecting the tacit meanings of the play more variously. Michael Winkelman, Greg Walker, and Alice Hunt have all argued, increasingly forcefully, that Lady Respublica might in performance be read at least in part as a figure for Queen Mary herself.27 Respublica is a female protagonist, embodied as a woman of dignity and authority, who takes maternal responsibility for her common people, yet is unmarried, dependent on male counsellors and ministers. At Christmas 1553 this coalesces poignantly some of the issues posed by Mary’s position as the newly invested, unmarried, first queen regnant of England. The play might then be read as presenting for its first audience not just a triumphant celebration of Mary’s accession, in the figure of Nemesis, but the more ambivalent, uncertain and anxious underlying reaction to the new ruler in the early months of her reign.

This argument is very suggestive, enriching the range of the play’s critique of its immediate political circumstances. The evidence put forward in these studies supports the view that such an identification, though oblique, could certainly have been available to spectators in the Tudor court. But there are also difficulties with the interpretation, both in terms of its political advisability and in the way the theatrical experience is managed. It may problematize, rather than enhance, the relationship established between the spectators and the play.

Politically, there would have been difficulties in implying parallels between the Queen and Respublica, a poorly dressed figure who is not only patently vulnerable to evil counsellors and economic corruption, but markedly impercipient about the Vices who worm their way into power. People, with all his comic clumsiness and lack of education, is far shrewder, far readier to perceive and challenge the corrupt deceptions of the Vices. Respublica herself is shown not only as helpless but as unable to see or understand the operations of government. She identifies herself not as a ruler but as one ruled: ‘I will putt miselfe whollye into your handes’ (499) she tells Avarice, openly referring to the Vices later as ‘my rewlers’ (973). In the stage routines, she appears as a victim, almost comically unable to see through the Vices’ manipulations even in the face of People’s explicit warnings. Whatever the fears of the members of court at Christmas 1553, it is unlikely that they would be publicly encouraged, even obliquely, to understand the problems of queenship in this way, especially if Mary herself might conceivably be among the spectators. At this early point in her reign her exercise of power and future policy was not as yet clearly established; nor had there yet been time to develop a tradition of dramatic counselling, a theatrical voice in which the Queen might be addressed. This might seem an unlikely moment for a drama hinting at her dependence, gullibility, and lack of agency.

But in trying to weigh how the play influences audience response to Respublica, theatrical presentation may be more important than probable political expediency. The play draws on a range of strategies to manage the spectators’ experience of the protagonist. Most obviously, the Prologue directs the audience quite explicitly before the play proper begins. They are told who represents the Queen: ‘Marye our Soveraigne and Quene … is oure most wise and most worthie Nemesis/Of whome our plaie meneth’ (49–54). Before entering the action, the spectators are encouraged to see Respublica not as Mary but as ‘Common Weale’. This of course, as Walker and Hunt have persuasively argued, does not confine the audience’s freedom of interpretation—oblique parallels and suggestive images which move beyond the Prologue’s straightforward explanation may be generated in the process of performance. So it is suggested that Respublica’s gender is especially forceful in performance in forging an association between her and Mary, turning the play into ‘an allegory about female rule’ which manifests the awkwardness of adjusting to that rule ‘by figuring the state as a woman’.28 Yet female personification of the abused common weal was by this time a well-established tradition. Lady Public Wele in the 1526 interlude or widow England in Bale’s Kynge Johan both demonstrate the same vulnerability of the female state to corrupt or incompetent male political leaders; Dame Scotia in the almost contemporary Complaynt of Scotland is similarly vividly characterized as a noble but afflicted and ragged woman, eloquently reproachful of the three estates who have failed to support her. All three clearly distinguish the personification of the state from the monarch, and see the parlous state of the common weal as the fault of failing ministers rather than of the ruler. Variously written and performed under both kings and queens, none of these works appears concerned about the gender of the monarch. Given this established tradition, the first audience of Respublica seem unlikely to have made an association between the protagonist and the Queen purely on the grounds of gender.

In fact, it seems at least as likely that both theatrically and allegorically the original spectators would be prompted to focus on their own relationship to Respublica. Allegorically the spectators were inevitably included in the common weal, which was always figured as embracing all ranks and classes; political and religious teaching encouraged them to ‘consider that no one person is born into the world for his own sake, but for the commonewealth sake’.29 Lady Respublica’s gender would of course complicate direct identification, but her role as personified protagonist might ease the transition. Protagonists of allegorical morality plays most often carried an Everyman role, and while usually gendered male, female personifications were not wholly unknown.30 Through laughter and social allusion the audience finds itself theatrically drawn into collusion with the Vices. More seriously, through plangent soliloquy and the patriotic appeal for protection, Respublica herself might prompt a different but parallel engagement. It may be that with its protagonist the play is more interested in defining and critiquing the political role of the spectators in the new reign than it is in reflecting or commenting on the role of the queen.

The Four Daughters of God

The crucial dramatic turn in the action of Respublica, moving it from deception and conflict towards redress and celebration, is the unheralded arrival of the Four Daughters of God—Misericordia, Veritas, Justicia, and Pax—to expose the Vices and rescue Respublica. This is crucial to the festive structure of the play, also marking the turn in imagined time from the corruption associated with the past to the new regime of the present.31 But it also introduces a striking, if unarticulated, engagement with Mary’s religious policies. It is an episode which asserts her allegiance to the Roman Catholic church, yet also offers a moderating vision of how it might inflect government. The episode is a powerful example of the play’s carefully nuanced engagement with the politics of the new regime.

These Virtues represent qualities that have wide significance and application in both religious and secular thinking during the sixteenth century: Mercy and Truth, Justice and Peace have relevance in many different spiritual and political contexts. Yet as sisters, the Four Daughters of God, they are inextricably associated with a particular allegory of medieval Roman Catholic theology: the Parliament of Heaven, or Proces du Paradis.32 Based on a narrative developed in a sermon on the Annunciation by St Bernard of Clairvaux in 1140, the allegory tells how the Four Daughters of God address their Father in a debate on the redemption of fallen humanity. Misericordia argues passionately that God’s nature will itself fail if Adam and his descendants are not shown mercy, Veritas that truth itself would be destroyed if God rescinded his judgement of mankind. Joined by their sisters Justice and Peace, the four daughters develop a complex debate around their conflicting qualities, until God’s Son steps in and proposes himself as a sacrifice. Taking mankind’s place, he will satisfy all moral and spiritual claims, redeem fallen humanity, and bring harmony between the Four Daughters. The allegory, envisaged as leading up to the Annunciation, is an elaboration of Psalm 84, verse 11: Misericordia et Veritas obviaverunt sibi; Justitia et Pax ocsulataesunt (Mercy and Truth are met together; Justice and Peace have kissed).

This narrative became immensely popular, passing through the Middle Ages in numerous literary, meditational, and dramatic versions. Hope Traver’s extensive research shows how the allegory ‘became almost a medieval commonplace, so that a mere allusion to it was sufficient to recall the whole story’.33 In England, as well as various medieval prose and poetic versions there are extended fifteenth-century dramatizations in the N-Town plays and in The Castle of Perseverance. The allegory was still current in the earlier sixteenth century: one very popular English retelling is found in Nicholas Love’s translation of the Meditationes Vitae Christi, which was published in print at least seven times between 1484 and 1525. The Parliament was also visually familiar at the Tudor court: a tapestry still at Hampton Court, from a group acquired by Wolsey in 1522, portrays the Four Daughters pleading before the Trinity. Another in the same series, showing the Four Daughters with God the Father, includes Latin captions explaining how Ante Judicem … Arguunt Justicia et Misericordia (Before the Judge, Justice and Mercy plead their cause).34 The allegory seems to have been familiar at all levels of society. When Misericordia makes her first entrance in Respublica quoting texts deployed in the Parliament debate (e.g. 1182), she therefore appears not as a broad ethical personification to be defined by the play’s action, but as a clear reversion to the allegory of the Four Daughters.

This story of the Parliament of Heaven was exactly the kind of non-canonical imagining that was rejected by the protestant convictions motivating Edward VI’s religious policy of sweeping away ‘superstition’. Whatever its underlying theology, the allegory’s embodying of faith in such vividly anthropomorphic legend was antipathetic to reformist impulses and there is a notable lack of surviving versions after the 1525 edition of Love’s Meditationes. So when Respublica introduces the Four Daughters, without making any overt statement about matters of faith a recognizably Roman Catholic mentality is brought into the play. Although the action is not formally identified as a Parliament of Heaven there are a number of explicit allusions to the familiar narrative. When Misericordia goes to find her sister Truth, the vice Adulation cites the verse of the relevant psalm: ‘Misericordia et veritas sibi obviaverunt,/That is, Mercye and truthe are bothe mett together’ (1284–5); and when Justice and Peace enter they complete the allusion: ‘Nowe, ons againe in god leat us twoo systers kisse,/In token of oure ioynyng to make a perfytte blysse’ (1395–6). For the first audience, and Mary herself, these signals would certainly have recalled the familiar salvific allegory.

Respublica thus associates the redemptive movement of the play with the devotional practice that Mary was working to restore. But vivid as this allusion is, it is not a straightforward assertion of the old faith; as the play proceeds it is developed in ways that shift its resonance towards a more reformist sensibility. Most obviously, perhaps, the occasion of the Parliament is moved from the redemption of mankind to the fate of four political vices. Concepts of mercy, truth, and justice are explored not in relation to God’s ultimate deity, but as pragmatic tools of social government. The allegory of the Parliament is invoked, but its implications are refocused from theological to secular and political ends. This is emphasized by the comical interactions between the Four Daughters and the Vices. The cynically suggestive verbal wit with which the Vices attack the sisters erodes their status as attributes of God, while their calm refusal to be put down emphasizes instead their authority as practical and political virtues.

The idea of sacrifice, central to the original allegory, has no place in the action of Respublica, just as it had lost its significance in the protestant communion. The role of the Four Daughters now consists of truthful exposing of the disguised Vices, followed by the practical administration of justice tempered with mercy, to arrive at peace for the common weal. Misericordia and Justicia debate before Nemesis, but they urge on her political rather than metaphysical solutions, to problems that are posed for society rather than for human souls. The play seems to use its allegory of the Parliament of Heaven to offer tacit advice to both the Queen herself, and the first audience: a moderate course through religious reform. The devotional force of Roman Catholic belief is acknowledged and venerated in the ‘Ladies from heaven’ (1924); but their role is translated into secular and humanist terms. The play defines Truth not only as the Christian daughter of God, but also as the classical daughter of Time, whose force is historical rather than spiritual.35 In this, Respublica makes an allusion which is both obvious and yet subtly complex to Mary’s own motto, Veritas temporis filia (Truth, the daughter of time).36 The performance offers both the Queen and her court a clear revival of Roman Catholic imagery and belief, but one that is reoriented towards more protestant and humanist values and practice.37

Nemesis

The figure of Nemesis is the play’s explicit dramatization of the new queen. While the performance as a whole may enable more complex representation of female authority, it does not seem surprising that for its official theatrical embodiment of England’s first queen regnant it should choose a formally emblematic figure: it directs the potentially problematic public performance of the monarch-as-woman away from physical specificity. The play emphasizes the symbolic quality of Nemesis’s characterization, with the descriptions that precede her entrance making it clear that she is emblematically costumed:

hir cognisaunce therefore is a whele and wings to flye,

in token hir rewle extendeth ferre and nie.

A rudder eke she bearethe in hyr other hande,

as directrie of all thinges in everye Lande.

(1792)

Nemesis is a visually dominating figure, but a static one unlikely to engage in much physical action or interaction.

Respublica is unusual among political interludes in identifying the ruler with the external figure of judgement and correction who arrives to conclude the tensions and conflicts of the play. Most often the monarch is separately personified, the redemptive figure an external emissary from God. Mary’s appearance as Nemesis may, as Bevington suggests, enforce Mary’s view of sovereign divine right,38 or it may be a means of avoiding the difficulties of portraying a female ruler. But one effect is actually to create a distance between the Queen herself and her representation: Nemesis may suggest Mary, but she does not embody her; the goddess remains the symbol of an idea, not of a person. This perhaps reinforces the sense that the play is primarily addressing not Mary herself, but her court. Overall, the play seems significantly more concerned to advise its wider audience, to draw them into theatrical alliance with its concepts and characters, than to offer counsel to the Queen.

But although Nemesis remains largely static, mediated to the audience through the other characters, she does make the final judgements which conclude the play and its political action. In her attention to the competing arguments of Justicia and Misericordia, and her thoughtfully discriminating sentencing of the Vices, Nemesis might indeed be seen as offering a mirror of advice to the sovereign. The Four Daughters offer largely pragmatic views on the treatment of political corruption and former opponents. Misericordia reminds Nemesis that mercy benefits the reputation of the ruler: ‘It is muche more glorie and standith with more skyll’ (1858). Justicia emphasizes the deterrent effect of justice: ‘Severitee muste putt men in feare to transgresse’ (1863), while Verity agrees that ‘mercie in one place with Iustice sometyme maie dwell,/and right well agree togither’ (1869–70). Nemesis’ response to this counsel is equally practical: ‘neither all nor none, shall taste of severitee’ (1874), she decides, before assessing each Vice and suggesting verdicts which range from pardon with a caution, through restitution, to a referral to trial by law. These carefully moderate penalties may well, as Greg Walker suggests, recommend to Mary ‘necessary compromise as a triumph of queenly moderation and good government’.39 If Udall is the dramatist, he has proposed a poised and careful pathway between the extremes of catholic and protestant reform.

Yet the scene might equally reflect to the spectators what they know is already in process. So far, Mary had managed to steer a relatively steady course between retribution and conciliation. The chief leader of the Edwardian opposition to her succession, Northumberland, had been tried and executed as is threatened to the vices Oppression and Insolence. But her council and parliament were now focusing on the issues of the poverty of the realm and financial management, as Avarice was to be squeezed of his ill-gotten gains, and many of Edward’s ministers had been restored, like Adulation, to ‘mooste duelie serve god and the Commonweale’ (1891).40 Nemesis maybe offered to the audience as an affirmation of what Mary could be seen as achieving, a reassurance to them as much as advice to the Queen.

In all of these different strands we find how intricately Respublica engages with its circumstances. It invites its spectators to reflect on the past reign, to think carefully but positively about their own roles and responsibilities, to celebrate the Queen’s accession while cautiously considering future developments. To achieve this, it plays on its audience’s informed political understanding and commitment, its literary expectations and its theatrical responsiveness. It makes sharp judgements of contemporary problems, yet uses the experience of performance to draw its audience into a festive readiness to unite. While the Queen may or may not have been its chief spectator, the play seems to address its wider audience more forcefully than its monarch. But it ends, as it begins, with its focus firmly not on any individuals in the community but on what unites them, the duty of all ‘to mainteine Comonwealthe’.
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CHAPTER 31
TRAGIC INSPIRATION IN JASPER HEYWOOD’S TRANSLATION OF SENECA’S THYESTES: MELPOMENE OR MEGAERA?

MIKE PINCOMBE

ONE of the aims of the present volume is to rewrite the history of Tudor drama as a narrative which does not culminate triumphantly in what we still tend to call—following the pattern of innumerable undergraduate courses in English Literature across the world—‘The Renaissance’. The emphasis here is on the transitional rather than the teleological character of the drama produced during the hundred years or so between the 1480s and the 1590s. However, it will be useful for our present purposes to allow the term ‘Renaissance’ its familiar sense and significance as a literary movement which occupies the latter end of the Tudor century. And we shall also use the term ‘medieval’ to refer in a very general way to the literary culture which stands at the beginning of the same century. This is because Jasper Heywood’s translation of Seneca’s Thyestes is rightly considered to be one of the most important documents proving the existence of an early (as opposed to a late) Elizabethan Renaissance—and is thus also valuable as evidence for the more complex history of the early English drama which this volume seeks to promote. But, although Heywood’s Thyestes does deserve to be designated as a ‘Renaissance’ text, we should also stress that it is very much the product of an ‘early’ Renaissance, one in which medieval elements are still very clearly discernible—and, indeed, constitutive of its transitional character. In some ways, then, the present work is absolutely central to our collective project in this volume.

On the other hand, Heywood’s Thyestes is just as clearly a maverick item in the sequence of plays chosen to illustrate the course and development of English drama during the Tudor period. For one thing, it is the only closet-drama included in the volume; as far as we know, Heywood wrote his verses to be read quietly in the study, not spoken out loud upon a stage. For another, it is the only translation from a classical language; and this presents a problem to the critic. The most obvious way to locate Heywood’s version of Seneca’s Latin in the literary-historical development of sixteenth-century drama would be to examine very closely the way he translates Seneca’s Latin and thus contributes to the evolution of a specifically English tragic style; but I feel that this would perhaps draw us too far away from the shared concern of the volume. I have therefore concentrated instead on two original poems which Heywood included immediately before and immediately after his translation of Seneca’s tragedy: the ‘Preface’ and ‘The Fourth Scene: Added to the Tragedy by the Translator’. Here again, I have given more space to the first of these pieces because it speaks more nearly to the question of cultural transition; but I hope I have not neglected the additional scene, where I have tried to resist the temptations of philology, and to focus instead on the same themes of theatrical art that appear in the rest of the essay.

Due to these unusual features of Heywood’s Thyestes, this introduction has already taken up far too much space; but perhaps I can simply summarize the main topic that I am trying to elucidate in this chapter in the form of a question: What—or who—is the source of tragic inspiration? Heywood seems to hesitate between two figures: Melpomene and Megaera, the one a Muse and the other a Fury. This hesitation may be explained in terms of the transition from medieval to Renaissance ideas of tragedy. On the whole, medieval poets who wished to write in a tragic vein called on one or other of the three Furies (the others are Allecto and Tisiphone); but by the end of the sixteenth century, Melpomene, the ancient Muse of Tragedy, had firmly established herself as a Renaissance rival. It is my purpose in this essay to show how Heywood wants to insert tragedy into a Renaissance model of literary culture based on the ancient notion of litterae humaniores, in which some kinds of ‘literature and learning’ (litterae) are conceived to be ‘more human and/or humane’ (humanior) than others. In other words, he wanted to insist on the humanist credentials of tragedy. However, his heart told him that Senecan tragedy was far from humane—or even human. As the founder of the notorious ‘Theatre of Cruelty’, Antonin Artaud (1896–1948), admiringly observed with regard to the main characters of Thyestes: ‘These monsters are evil as only blind forces can be evil, and, this is only theatre, I think, at a level which is not yet human (pas encore humain).’1 Heywood’s own conception of tragedy is also, we might say, ‘not yet humanist’. He wants to claim tragedy for the Muses, but he knows it is really possessed by the Furies.

HEYWOOD AND MELPOMENE

On Friday 24 November 1559, a little after daybreak, Jasper Heywood, a young fellow of All Soul’s College, Oxford, was wearily at work over his books. The dull winter weather made him drowsy, and he fell asleep:2

Then dream’d I thus, that by my side me thought I saw one stand

That down to ground in scarlet gown was dight; and in his hand

A book he bare, and on his head of bays a garland green;

Full grave he was, well stepp’d in years, and comely to be seen.

His eyes like crystal shin’d; his breath full sweet, his face full fine …

The medieval credentials of Heywood’s ‘Preface’ are thus immediately established. This is a dream vision of the most traditional kind, one based on the ancient theory of the oraculum—one of the five types of dream identified by the Roman writer Macrobius (fl. c.400) in his commentary on Cicero’s Somnium Scipionis (‘The Dream of Scipio’). For Macrobius, the oraculum is the most significant kind of dream because it contains a direct message from a divine source:

In it, truth is revealed by an austere figure of authority: ‘A parent, or a pious or revered man, or a priest, or even a god clearly reveals what will or will not transpire, and what action to take or to avoid’ […]. Through the authoritative speaker (‘even a god’) who gives instruction to the dreamer, the oraculum announces itself as a revelation from the other world.3

Heywood shapes his Seneca in the mould of the ‘pious or revered man’ of the oraculum, which is the traditional choice amongst the Macrobian options favoured by medieval English poets. But Heywood also tends to move this figure somewhat further along the spectrum towards ‘divinity’.

When the young English writer learns that the figure before him is none other than Seneca, the great Roman poet whose Troas he had translated the previous year, he is understandably excited; but his reactions also seems to exceed the veneration which Tudor writers often display in the vicinity of the ancient poets whom they revere as heroes of poetic cult:

The name of Senec when I heard, then scantly could I speak:

I was so glad that from mine eyes the tears began to break

For joy, and with what words I should salute him I ne wist.

I him embrac’d: his hands, his feet, and face full oft I kiss’d.

(27–30)

There is a sense of heady rapture in this description; Heywood—a devout catholic writer who would subsequently leave protestant England and become a Jesuit—treats the body of Seneca in his dream with a sensuous devotion which reminds one of the passionate poetry addressed to Christ on the cross by seventeenth-century poets such as Richard Crashaw (1612–49). It seems to look forward not so much to a Renaissance as to a ‘Baroque’ poetic sensibility. And this intense religiosity is confirmed a few moments later, when Heywood gasps:

‘And liv’st thou yet,’ quoth I, ‘indeed? And art thou come again

To talk and dwell as thou wert wont with men? And to remain

In this our age?’ ‘I live,’ quoth he, ‘and never shall I die:

The works I wrote shall still preserve my name in memory

From age to age. And now again I will revive the same,

And here I come to seek someone that might renew my name

And make me speak in stranger [foreign] speech […]’

(37–43)

The exchange reminds us inescapably of the initially ambiguous and doubtful encounters between the risen Christ and his disciples in the Gospels, yet Heywood’s ostensible purpose in this passage is clearly to insert Seneca within the metaphorical system associated with the idea of the ‘Renaissance’. Literally, the word means ‘rebirth’; but the same idea may be expressed by words such as Heywood’s ‘revive’ and ‘renew’. However, the unmistakable emphasis on resurrection in this description means that it is impossible to resist the idea that Heywood wishes us to see his Seneca, if not as a figure of Christ, then at least as an essentially Christian figure of authority. This means that the truth—or truths—which Seneca reveals in this oraculum will also be essentially Christian.

Macrobius’ definition of the oraculum was mainly concerned with its ‘prophetic’ nature, not only in the sense that it foretells what is to happen and gives advice accordingly, but also in the more general sense of the Greek word prophētes, which means ‘spokesman’, especially one who speaks for a divinity (from pro, ‘before’, and phēnai, ‘speak’). Thus, the prophetic figure of authority within the oraculum is very similar to the priest who speaks for the divinity at an ‘oracle’ (the word oraculum is derived from the Latin oro, ‘speak’). In the case of Heywood’s Seneca, the divinity for whom he speaks—or, rather, writes—is Melpomene.

A little later in the preface, Heywood learns that the book which Seneca bears in his hand contains the original texts of his tragedies. Here, however, a problem immediately presents itself; for we learn that Seneca is not actually the true author of these plays, but only their scribe, for they were really composed by Melpomene:4

‘These are,’ quoth he, ‘the Tragedies indeed of Seneca;

The Muse herself them truly writ, that hight Melpomena.

In Parnass’ princely palace high she garnished this book;

The Ladies have of Helicon great joy thereon to look,

When walking in their alleys sweet, the flow’rs so fresh they tread,

And in the midst of them me place, my Tragedies to read […]’

(207–12)

Seneca says that the volume of plays in his hand was originally written by Melpomene on Parnassus. They are in some way ‘his’ tragedies, yet he lays no claim at all to any part in their composition, even though he describes in great detail the material construction of the manuscript: its purple parchment made from fawn-skin, and its golden ink, mixed from myrrh and crystal water. Seneca thus presents himself as a kind of ‘medium’—and the spiritualistic sense of the word is not inappropriate—who serves to communicate the text of the plays written by Melpomene herself to the young English poet.

Seneca’s self-effacement in this scenario of textual transmission is partly motivated by the very particular circumstances in which Heywood wrote his preface. Much of the poem is taken up with the dreamer’s complaint against the incompetence of the printer Richard Tottell, who published Heywood’s Troas in an edition so riddled with errors that the poet refused to have any more to do with him. But Heywood also acknowledges the problem of choosing between the readings of particular lines offered by the many different editions of the Latin text available in his day; and this is why Seneca brings with him the true copy of his tragedies when he comes to ask Heywood to translate them. The revelation that these tragedies were in fact written by Melpomene may thus serve mainly to establish their authority at an even higher level than that of their merely human author. But it is clearly also meant to serve as an allegory of divine inspiration—one can hardly mention the ancient Muses in any other context—and here the Christian element makes itself felt once more.

The other revelation made by Seneca to Heywood is a prophecy of the usual kind: a prediction of the future, in this case, the future of English poetry. When Seneca asks him to translate the rest of his tragedies, Heywood modestly demurs, saying that there are many other young English poets who could do it better: ‘Melpomen thou wouldst well ween had taught them for to write,/And all their works with stately style and good grace t’indite’ (87–8).5 Seneca insists, but he does reveal that there is a place reserved for these poets in the Muse’s banquet house on Parnassus. The walls of the banquet house are lined with portraits of the classical poets: Homer, Ovid, Horace, Virgil, Lucan—and Seneca himself. Then Seneca explains that recently the Muses have added an extension:

For now that house by many yards enlarged out they have,

Whereby they might in wider wall the images engrave,

And paint the pictures more at large, of hundreds, English men […]

(271–3)

The walls seem to be still empty at the moment, so Seneca is presumably telling Heywood—and his English readers—that English poets will soon be in a position to stand alongside their classical predecessors. This, of course, is the real cultural agenda hidden behind the allegory of rebirth and revival encoded in the word ‘Renaissance’; the aim was to ‘achieve literature’ in the same way that the Greeks and Romans had, and, more recently, the Italians, the Spanish, and the French. But the mythical glamour of the idea of renascentia still exerted a very powerful attraction, and we can see this in Heywood’s depiction of the Muse’s ‘Paradise’ (229).

The description of Parnassus as a beautiful natural landscape is a typical feature of medieval dream poetry. It has roots in the classical tradition of the locus amoenus, or ‘pleasant place’; but it is also closely related to literary conventions derived from the Bible, such as the hortus conclusus, or ‘walled garden’ of the Song of Solomon, or the more generalized images of the Garden of Eden and of Paradise.6 And the banquet house is very clearly based from a biblical model: the heavenly Jerusalem described at the end of the Book of Revelation. Here, as young Jasper Heywood would have noted with gratification, we read how Saint John is taken by an angel to a high mountain where he beholds the celestial city:

And the building of the wall it was of jasper; and the city was pure gold, like unto clear glass./And the foundations of the wall were garnished with all manner of precious stones. The first foundation was jasper […] (Geneva version: 21.18–19 [emphasis added])

The same details find their way into the description of the Muse’s banquet house, in the midst of which there is a ‘pleasant spring,/That is of all the paradise the most delicious thing’ (275–6). This is also a reference to the Castalian spring on Parnassus, sacred to the Muses and from whose waters poets imbibed inspiration. In Heywood’s poem, it is the water from this spring—‘like gold in sight’ (279)—that is mixed with myrrh to make the golden ink that Melpomene has written out the tragedies assigned to Seneca; and this holy well is surrounded—‘with wall of Jasper stone’ (276).

This allusion to his own name is a playful gesture on Heywood’s part, but it confirms the imaginative fusion of classical and Christian ideas of visionary inspiration; for in Revelation, John introduces his vision of the celestial city with the famous words: ‘And I saw a new Heaven and a new Earth’ (21:1). Seneca plays the part of the angel to Heywood’s John, then, granting him a vision of a new world of English poetry that is yet to come, a world which has to be born—or ‘reborn’—and will last eternally on a Christianized Parnassus.

And yet …

HEYWOOD AND MEGAERA

For all the work that he puts into his elaborate scenario of divine inspiration, Heywood is actually inspired not by the heavenly Melpomene but by the infernal Megaera. After his long description of the Muses and their banquet house, Seneca holds open his book, and Heywood starts to copy down the words as Melpomene originally wrote them in her golden ink; but the dream fades before he can finish. Again, his response seems excessive: he weeps and wails—and then he calls on Megaera to help him write:

‘O thou, Megaera,’ then I said, ‘if might of thine it be

Wherewith thou Tantal drov’st from hell, that thus disturbeth me,

Inspire my pen; with pensiveness this Tragedy t’indite,

And, as so dreadful thing beseems, with doleful style to write.’

(333–6)

What are we to make of this sudden and unexpected change of inspirational direction?

We have already noted that it was not unusual for tragic poets in the Middle Ages to call upon one of the Furies to inspire them; and Heywood is here only following Geoffrey Chaucer in the opening invocation to Troilus and Crisyede:

Thesiphone, thow help me for t’endite

Thise woful vers, that wepen as I write.

To the clepe I, thow goddesse of torment,

Thow cruwel Furie, sorwynge evere in peyne.7

Heywood even repeats the rhyme ‘endite’/‘write’ as if to make the allusion obvious. But what makes this example stand out from all the others is Heywood’s extraordinary emphasis on the physical effects of infuriation.

Heywood continues to chart the effects of infuriation thus:

This said, I felt the Fury’s force enflame me more and more,

And ten times more now chaf’d I was than ever yet before.

My hair stood up, I waxed wood, my sinews all did shake,

And as the Fury had me vex’d my teeth began to ache.

(337–40)

It is easy to assume that Heywood is ‘hamming it up’ in these lines; we might well be inclined to accept the detail of the upright hair and the shaking sinews, since this would at least seem to correspond to the notion that tragedy should inspire fear in its audience—but aching teeth? In fact, however, it is these aching teeth that clinch the argument for Heywood’s seriousness of purpose in these lines.8

The key word here is the archaic word ‘wood’, which means ‘mad’; and in this sense is related, for example, to the German Wut, or ‘rage’. But its Indo-European root is *wāth -, ‘which referred to the state of emotional arousal, ecstasy, or inspiration involved with the process of poetic creation’.9 For example, the Latin reflex of the root *wāth-is vates, or ‘prophet, seer, soothsayer, inspired singer, poet’ (as opposed to the word poeta which merely signifies, via the Greek, a ‘maker’); and in old English, this root gave rise not only to wōd, ‘mad’, but also to wōð, ‘song, voice, poem’. Heywood also uses the word ‘wood’ a few lines earlier when he relates how he was violently moved by his own passions just before he called upon Megaera: ‘Sometime I curs’d, sometime I cry’d, like wight that waxed wood,/Or panther of her prey depriv’d, or tiger of her brood’ (lines 327–8). And here it is the comparison with the sub-human madness of savage animals that explains Heywood’s reference to his aching teeth and what they are aching for—human flesh.

This must seem a wild reading, but it can be supported by the well-established theory of furor poeticus—the ‘poetical fury’ that seized the inspired poet—as applied to the cannibalistic theme which makes Seneca’s Thyestes so particularly horrifying. What is happening in the case of Heywood’s infuriation is that one oral function is being horridly transformed into another: the mouth can speak, but it can also tear like the jaws of a beast. By roaring like a panther, Heywood begins to feel some of its predatory appetite—what it is roaring for; and thus he identifies with one of the two principal characters of the play he is about to translate: Atreus—perhaps the most influential of all Seneca’s tragic protagonists.10 On the other hand, Heywood’s tiger calls up the memory of Atreus’ brother, Thyestes, who cries out for his sons, as yet ignorant that Atreus has hunted them down, killed them, cooked them, and served them to their father at a feast. And here we need to turn at last to the story of Thyestes.

Seneca’s tragedy revolves around Atreus’ morbid anxiety that his own sons—the Menelaus and Agamemnon famous from the story of the Siege of Troy—are actually the sons of his brother Thyestes, who, in the past, deprived Atreus not only of his throne but also of his wife, Aerope. By the time of the play, the situation has been reversed: Atreus is once more king of Mycenae—but he is obsessed by the idea that sons he thinks are his by his wife were actually fathered by Thyestes on Aerope before their adultery was discovered. He lures the now exiled Thyestes, and his three sons known to be by Aerope, back to Mycenae with the promise of reconciliation; and it is the fact that Menelaus and Agamemnon readily—though apparently innocently—play their part in his plans that finally convinces Atreus that they are indeed his own sons. But he must have revenge on Thyestes, and it is by killing his sons and feeding them to their father that he achieves this end.

We do not see Atreus kill Thyestes sons, but we hear about it in great detail from the Messenger, who relates to the Chorus how Atreus sacrificed them in the unholy sanctum of the royal palace. In a famous passage, which I shall quote at length, the Messenger tells how Atreus hesitated as to which of the three boys he should kill first:

As hungry tiger wonts that doth in Gangey [Ganges] woods remain

With doubtful pace to range and roam between the bullocks twain,

Of either prey full covetous and yet uncertain where

She first may bite—and roaring throat now turns the t’one to tear

And then to th’other straight returns, and doubtful famine holds:

So Atreus dire between the babes doth stand and them beholds

On whom he points to slake his ire.

(4.1.85–91)

Here it is the predator, Atreus, who is compared to the tiger, not his victim, Thyestes, but this should not obscure the act of imitatio on Heywood’s part. Literary imitation does not merely involve a repetition of an earlier passage but usually requires some slight modification of it—precisely in order to show that the second poet is paying homage to the first, not stealing his best lines.

In fact, Seneca’s own image of the tiger and the bullocks was already an example of imitatio. In his epic history of mythological transformations, the Metamorphoses, Ovid depicts Perseus as hesitating before two opponents in battle (in Arthur Golding’s translation of 1565–7):

Like as the tiger, when he hears the lowing out of neat

In sundry meads, enforcèd sore through abstinence from meat,

Would fain be doing with them both and cannot tell at which

Were best to give adventure first […].11

The detail of the similarity between the two passages is such that we may assume that Seneca expected his original Roman audiences to pick up the allusion to Ovid, and perhaps even to compare Atreus’ tragic bestiality with Perseus’ more acceptably heroic violence. Likewise, Heywood no doubt felt that the Messenger’s comparison of Atreus with a hungry tiger would make a good detail for him to imitate at the end of his preface; and he may have hoped that his early Elizabethan readers might have noted the allusion and given him credit for its aptness.

However, there is more going on in this act of imitation than the simple exercise of an elegant and expert literary technique. Heywood is describing the process of infernal inspiration within the very specific context of a play which is exceptionally strongly marked by what we might call ‘imitative infuriation’. When Heywood calls on Megaera to inspire him, he makes an explicit comparison between his present situation and that set out in the first act of Seneca’s play: ‘O, thou, Megaera, […] if might of thine it be/Wherewith thou Tantal drov’st from hell’ (333–4). And here a little more must be told of the myth on which Seneca’s play is based.

Here we may start with the scelus, or ‘atrocity’, committed by the grandfather of Thyestes and Atreus, Tantalus, who killed and cooked his own son, Pelops, and invited the gods to feast upon him, to test whether they would know what they were eating. They did; and he was punished by the torment of eternal thirst and hunger in the full view of food and drink that he could never quite reach. When his ghost comes on stage in the first act of Thyestes, driven by a Fury—unnamed in Seneca’s original, later identified as Megaera by Renaissance editors—it is to infect his grandsons (Pelops having been brought back to life and reconstituted) with the same hellishly insatiable appetite, played out not only on the corporal plane of the atrocious banquet in which Thyestes eats the meat of his own sons, but also on the less visceral level of the lust for power and for revenge.12

Seneca’s play begins when the Fury goads the shade of the now long-dead Tantalus from hell to earth to make him infect his own family with the desire to commit further atrocities. But these new atrocities are based on one already committed, not primarily the crime of Tantalus, though that is not irrelevant, but the much earlier scelus related in the myth of Tereus, king of Thrace, and his wife Progne. Having learnt that her husband has raped and then mutilated her sister Philomela, Progne takes her revenge by killing and cooking Itys, the son she has had by Tereus, and feeds him to her husband unknowing at a feast. Megaera cries: ‘let mischief done in Thrace once there light/More manifold’ (1.1.56–7). Megaera wants the same cannibal atrocity to be committed once again, but with larger numbers (maiore numero). Tereus had only one son—but Thyestes has three!

All this comes to pass. In a memorable scene in the second act, Atreus, brooding over his injuries at the hand of Thyestes, calls upon the infernal agents of revenge:

And now let all the flock of furies dire,

And full of strife Erinnys come, and double brands of fire

Megaera shaking! For not yet enough with fury great

And rage doth burn my boiling breast; it ought to be repleat

With monster more.

(2.2.75–9)

Heywood evidently had his eye on this passage when he came to the scene of his own infuriation, as he did on the following lines:

a tumbling tumult quakes within my bosoms, lo,

And round it rolls. I moved am, and wot not whereunto.

But drawn I am: from bottom deep the roaring soil doth cry …

(2.2.85–7)

It is, of course, Megaera’s voice that Atreus hears ‘from bottom deep’—and, suddenly, the Thracian mischief flashes up in his mind:

The Thracian house did see

Such wicked tables once; I grant the mischief great to be,

But done ere this. Some greater guilt and mischief more let ire

Find out.

(2.2.97–100)

Atreus admires the monstrosity of the earlier scelus, but he wants to do something greater (maius aliquid). And, sure enough, the difference in enormity is in the fact that Tereus had but a single child, but Thyestes will devour ‘all his babes’ (2.2.103).

Atreus’ desire to surpass his model brings us back to the concept of imitatio and its complementary term aemulatio, which signifies an attempt to do better than one’s model, very often by thinking of a clever trick missed by the first author. A famous example, drawn from the same mythological sequence used by Seneca in Thyestes, would be the way Aaron sets himself up against Tereus in Titus Andronicus, written by George Peele and William Shakespeare in the early 1590s.13 He plans for his protégés, Chiron and Demetrius, to rape Lavinia and to cut out her tongue, just as Tereus did to Philomela; but they must also cut off her hands, since it was by sewing her story into a piece of embroidery that Philomela made her plight known to her sister and so initiated their vengeance upon Tereus. This act of aemulatio does not go unremarked by Lavinia’s uncle when he discovers her in her mutilated state: ‘A craftier Tereus, cousin, hast thou met’.14 And later, when Titus takes his revenge upon Chiron and Demetrius, by killing them and serving their meat in a pie to their mother, Tamora, he also plays his part in this gruesome game of emulative atrocity: ‘For worse than Philomel you used my daughter,/And worse than Progne I will be revenged’ (5.3.194–5).

Heywood does not try to out-Atreus Atreus in his preface, but he does show himself to be greedily aware of the emulative spirit which motivates him in the additional scene he added at the very end of the play, which acts as an extraordinary reversal of the final scene of Seneca’s original. There, Thyestes’s final words are a curse on his brother: ‘The gods shall all of this revengers be,/And unto them for vengeance due my vows thee render shall’ (5.3.142–3). But Heywood’s Thyestes says not a word about Atreus; his brother is completely forgotten; and, instead, he ends his speech by calling on the appalled and fugitive gods to take revenge upon—himself: ‘Ye scape not fro me so, ye gods: still after you I go/And vengeance ask on wicked wight your thunderbolt to throw!’ (5.4.61–2). What is going on here?

The best answer seems to be that Thyestes is pursuing his bitter and deadly rivalry with Atreus by ignoring him and focusing his emulation on his grandfather, Tantalus, instead. Since he is still alive, Thyestes knows he cannot go down to hell to take his place amongst the great sinners, distinguished from the small fry by being punished with unusually ingenious and gruesome tortures; so he invites the denizens of hell to come up to earth and witness the torment he is suffering on its surface. Tantalus—‘O grandsire great’ (5.4.21)—is the spectator he is most keenly interested in, and whose place he aspires to take. He reminds his grandfather that he only slew his son—but did not eat him! Thyestes, on the other hand, deserves pride of place in hell because of the monstrous enormity of his crime: ‘four wombs enwrapp’d in one!’ (35).

Whether we are dealing with imitatio or aemulatio, Heywood is thus very much alive to the way in which these ‘acts of poetry’, as it were, are motivated not only by the desire to impress educated readers with a display of skill and erudition, but also by more obscure compulsions, which, in the case of tragedy, may have dark and rather disreputable origins in the ‘bottom deep’—the Senecan phrase is imus fundus, ‘the deepest foundation’—of the soul. Heywood’s Thyestes cries out in anguish: ‘Why gap’st thou not? Why do you not, O gates of hell, unfold’ (5.4.47). This is a variation on the Senecan catch-phrase hisce tellus (‘Gape, earth!); but it may also indicate a much profounder investment in the infernal source of poetic inspiration.

Recent scholarship on Seneca’s Thyestes, however, has tended to concentrate on Atreus as the figure of the artist in the play: it is Atreus (inspired, of course, by the Fury) who takes most pleasure in devising his revenge with a conscious degree of artistry. Atreus is frequently represented as an artist—the poet responsible for a sort of ‘play within a play’ embedded in Thyestes.15 Later English tragedy would make much of such possibilities; one thinks especially of Thomas Kyd’s Spanish Tragedy (1587), with its inset ‘copy-cat’ tragedy, its elaborate theatrical metaphors, and its overt allusions to Seneca’s own work. But the aesthetic dimension of Atreus’ cruelty is also noted by characters in the play itself. The Messenger’s speech quoted above continues thus:

First slaughter where to make

He [i.e., Atreus] doubts; or whom he should, again, for second off’ring take.

Yet skills it nought: but yet he doubts, and such a cruelty

It him delights to order well.

(4.4.91–4)

The Messenger’s depicts Atreus here as what Heywood might call an ‘artist in cruelty’. It does not really matter which of Thyestes’ sons he kills first, but he takes an aesthetic pleasure in getting everything just so—and hence his hesitation.

However, we can go further than this. Really, the Messenger’s statements as to the pleasure Atreus takes in ordering the murder are a subjective interpretation of what he sees—or recalls seeing at the point of telling his story to the Chorus. As it happens, Atreus displays exactly this kind of attitude towards his atrocious revenge upon Thyestes throughout the play; so the Messenger is right. But we must also recall that the Messenger has not been witness to any of the rest of the play, so his perspicacity here is intuitive; indeed, it can be argued that it is an intuitive sympathy that permits the Messenger to detect Atreus’ cruel artistry in the first place.

When he first enters to the Chorus at the start of act 4, the Messenger is appalled by what he has just witnessed; but, gradually, as the Chorus begs him to relate what he has seen, he seems to take a certain pleasure in teasing them. Take the following exchange, which occurs immediately after the Messenger’s account of Atreus’ slaughter of the boys:

CHORUS: O heinous, hateful act!

MESSENGER: Abhor ye this? Ye hear not yet the end of all the fact [crime];

There follows more.

CHORUS: A fiercer thing, or worse than this to see

Could nature bear?

MESSENGER: Why think ye this of guilt the end to be?

It is but part.

CHORUS: What could he more? To cruel beasts he cast

Perhaps their bodies to be torn, and kept from fires at last.

MESSENGER: Would god he had!

(4.1.121–7)

And then the Messenger proceeds to relate an even greater atrocity: how Atreus butchered and cooked the flesh of his nephews and served it to their father.

The Messenger’s speech, and his exchange with the Chorus, maybe analysed in terms of a ‘sadistic spectatorship’.16 The Messenger witnesses an act of sadism on the part of Atreus; first he is appalled; but then, as he tells his story to the Chorus, and, trying to make it as rhetorically effective—and affective—as he can, he imaginatively identifies with Atreus’ cruelty, and starts to enjoy the pain and confusion he provokes in the mind and heart of the Chorus. The Messenger is, as it were, somehow infected by what—to adopt Heywood’s phrase once more—we might call Atreus’ ‘delight in cruelty’; and, one might add, he may also pass on this infection to the Chorus, who, like the Messenger, is appalled—and yet eager to know more. Is this a sign of masochism? or incipient sadism? or both? And, naturally, the audience and readership of Thyestes is caught up in the same sequence of contaminative acts of imagination. Do not we also take pleasure in what we hear or see in our minds? And did not Seneca?

This idea of an infectious delight in cruelty—one which has obvious possibilities for a psychoanalytical elaboration—provides at least a sketch for a theoretical explanation of the imus fundus upon which the technical superstructure of ‘imitative infuriation’ might be raised.17 Heywood scholarship (such as it is) has noted the fact that, later in life, he suffered from delusions of diabolic persecution, and has speculated that this propensity may have made Seneca a ‘congenial author’.18 But Heywood was clearly visited much earlier by other demons, tempting him with the appeal of the appalling.

HUMANIST TRAGEDY?

In the final section of this essay, I shall try to locate these two sources of tragic inspiration—Melpomene and Megaera—within the larger context of the transitional literary culture of Tudor England. We have already paid a good deal of attention to those aspects of Seneca’s Thyestes which seem to lay the foundations for a classical ‘Theatre of Cruelty’, which, in turn, according to the neo-classical logic of the Renaissance as an imitation of ancient Greek and Latin literature, would provide the basis for a Tudor idea of tragedy based on sadistic spectatorship. The most obvious example of this early modern ‘Theatre of Cruelty’ would be Titus Andronicus, and recent criticism on this play has dwelt extensively on the problems it raises for relationship between tragedy and humanism.19 Neo-classical imitation was a technique that Peele and Shakespeare learnt at grammar school, where they presumably also imbibed the ideals of a culture based on litterae humaniores, the sort of education which was meant to make you ‘more humane’ than the ploughman or the weaver; yet, though all the major characters in their play—including even the Goths!—seem to have received this ‘classical education’, it seems to have only served to further their wickedness and cruelty. Did they, too, fall prey to the insidious pleasures of imitative infuriation?

The example of Titus Andronicus presents a particularly explicit test-case for the concept of ‘humanist tragedy’ in Tudor England. This is a phrase which has not yet ‘caught’ in the standard histories of English literature in the way that it has, for instance, in those of French, where it is used uncontroversially to designate a large corpus of generally neo-Senecan plays written in the second half of the sixteenth century.20 This is partly because ‘humanism’ itself is not used as a period label in English literary history in the way that it is in histories of continental national-vernacular literatures. The authors of the most comprehensive history to date of the influence of Seneca on the European drama include a section on a period called ‘Humanism’ in their articles on Italian, Spanish, French, Dutch, and German drama—but it seems that Seneca had influence only in one period in England: ‘The Elizabethan Theatre’.21 But English literary history has been very strongly marked by the ‘myth’ of the Renaissance, the notion that there was a sudden and decisive rupture—round about 1580—with a moribund yet persistent literary culture that had outlived its vital prime in the Middle Ages.22 There is no room for a period labelled ‘Humanism’ in this scheme of history, and the idea of a ‘humanist tragedy’ is thus relatively weak in accounts of Tudor and Elizabethan drama.

But there is another and more cogent reason why we may doubt whether the concept of ‘humanist tragedy’ is really viable, at least, at the same level of ‘mythical’ intensity as the concept of ‘Renaissance tragedy’. We all know that the word ‘Renaissance’ means ‘rebirth’, and this provides a very powerful schematic base for our imaginative understanding of the term; however, most studies of ‘humanism’ tend to use the term as a relatively empty label with no attempt to harness the semantic energy of the word and its lexical domain. Elsewhere, I have tried to remedy this situation by insisting on the ‘humanity’ of Elizabethan humanism, on the presence of a nexus of ideas relating to what it is to be ‘human’ or ‘humane’ that is always subtly at work when Elizabethan writers uses these words or their all-important cognate ‘humanity’.23 In Tudor English, the word ‘humanity’ did indeed have a special literary sense which encompassed the ideas of wide-reading and elegant style, but it was never entirely detached from a more general ethical sense based on the ideas of humankind and humankindness; the study of litterae humaniores was always bound up with a cultural ideal of courtesy or civility.

This theory of humanism owes much to the writing of the Roman statesman and intellectual Marcus Tullius Cicero (106–43 BCE), and, for want of space, we will simply adduce one passage from his works which seems especially relevant to Heywood’s Thyestes. In his Tusculan Disputations, a series of dialogues on philosophical topics discussed in a friendly and leisurely fashion and set at his villa in Tusculum, Cicero praises ‘communion with the Muses, that is to say with liberal education and refinement (humanitas et doctrina)’.24 Here, then, humanity and learning are mythologized as being somehow sponsored by the Muses—as they are in Heywood’s preface. The Muses are represented here as a group of cultivated women amicably reading and writing poetry in pleasant surroundings—and the festive note of Ciceronian humanitas is well caught in Heywood’s decision to give his Muses a ‘banquet house’.

From this point of view, it is easy to see why the phrase ‘humanist tragedy’ might be a paradox. The neo-classical aspect of Tudor humanism presents self-consciously Renaissance dramatists with Seneca as a model for imitation; yet the monstrousness of the characters and plots of his plays—together perhaps with their infectious sadism—makes them inherently ‘inhumane’. And even though Heywood tries to keep the paradise of the Muses free from the taint of monstrosity, there is still a touch of cruelty. After Seneca has told Heywood how the Muses like to read him in the flowery meadows of Parnassus, he explains that the leaves of the sweet-smelling book are made from the skin of fawns, ‘with the which the Muses wont to play’ (215). The Muses let the fawns lick their hands and feet—they are even ‘fed with Muses’ milk’ (line 217). And yet: ‘Of skins of them this parchment, lo, that shines so fair they make,/When aught they would with hand of theirs to written book betake’ (225–6). What are we to make of this detail? It seems to be inspired—or shadowed—by the Messenger’s description of how Atreus dismembers the young sons of his brother Thyestes, cooks their body-parts, and feeds them to their father. The fawns are like the Muses’ children in that they suckle them at their breasts; yet they are killed without remorse for consumption as parchment—and apparently by the Muses with their own hands.

Heywood is not some Tudor proto-Marxist trying to demystify the forces of literary production here; but the ‘infection’ even of his humanist idyll by the chthonic elements of Senecan tragedy itself seems to reflect the fundamental difficulty he faced in reconciling Melpomene with Megaera as sources of tragic inspiration. Heywood the ‘humanist’—and he was a scholar of some accomplishment—wants tragedy to conform to the ‘humane’ ideal of literary culture invested in the Muses; but, when he comes to translate Thyestes in an appropriately high style, he does not call upon Melpomene but upon Megaera. Perhaps we may conclude by speculating that for Heywood, and for many later English poets, Melpomene presides over tragedy as a quasi-material object of cultural prestige—hence the emphasis on the physical qualities of the book Seneca presents in Heywood’s dream; but Megaera presides over the actual writing—and perhaps reading—of tragedy from her dark lair in the imus fundus of the Western cultural imaginary.
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CHAPTER 32
DUMB POLITICS IN GORBODUC

ALICE HUNT

‘The order and signification of the dumb-show before the second act’

First the music of cornets began to play, during which came in upon the stage a king accompanied with a number of his nobility and gentlemen. And after he had placed himself in a chair of estate prepared for him, there came and kneeled before him a grave and aged gentleman and offered up a cup unto him of wine in a glass, which the king refused. After him comes a brave and lusty young gentleman and presents the king with a cup of gold filled with poison, which the king accepted, and, drinking the same, immediately fell down dead upon the stage, and so was carried thence away by his lords and gentlemen, and then the music ceased. Hereby was signified that as glass by nature holdeth no poison, but is clear and may easily be seen through, ne boweth by any art, so a faithful counsellor holdeth no treason, but is plain and open.1

In the history of English drama, Gorboduc is a play of firsts: the first extant tragedy written in English, the first adhering (mostly) to classical principles, and the first to be written in blank verse. It is also the earliest play, which we know of, to feature dumb shows, and one of the first (and many followed) to address the thorny issue of the Elizabethan succession.2 Gorboduc is little read now, and certainly never performed. It has often been compared to the famous tragedies of the later Elizabethan commercial stage which it pre-empts. ‘Whatever the shortcomings of the earliest English tragedies’, a recent editor of Gorboduc has written, ‘we cannot help being aware as we read them (or very rarely watch them) that they anticipate the signal excellence of dramas then unwritten.’3 Gorboduc’s theatrical innovativeness has been rightly recognized: it is a ‘landmark in English drama’, according to Irby Cauthen.4 But it is the context of Gorboduc’s premiere at the Inns of Court, over the Christmas season of 1561–2, and the play’s pertinent (even impertinent) politics that have proved most compelling recently. This essay revisits the context of the Inner Temple revels, but attempts to bring the twin strands of the play together—its dramatic novelty and potent politics—by arguing for the political power of the play’s mostly neglected dumb shows. In particular, this essay looks at how the second dumb show—quoted above—comments on that most problematic, and Tudor, of political concepts: good counsel.

Gorboduc was written by Thomas Norton and Thomas Sackville for the Inner Temple’s traditional Christmas revels of 1561–2: a suite of banquets, entertainments, and mock-ceremonies headed by an annually elected lord of misrule. Both Norton and Sackville were members of the Inner Temple. Both were also political men on the rise, with courtly connections and a future as counsellors ahead of them. Thomas Sackville was related to Elizabeth I via her mother, Anne Boleyn. He sat in Elizabeth’s first parliament, went on to be knighted in 1567, and was appointed a privy councillor in 1586 and Lord High Treasurer in 1599.5 Thomas Norton, formerly tutor to Edward Seymour, duke of Somerset’s children, was under the patronage of Elizabeth’s most trusted adviser, William Cecil. Norton would go on to sit on numerous committees and compose many pamphlets and papers for the council, particularly on the subjects of Elizabeth’s succession and further religious reform.6 For the Christmas revels of 1561–2, Lord Robert Dudley, Master of the Queen’s Horse, Knight of the Garter, and one of Elizabeth’s clear favourites, had been elected as the Inner Temple’s Christmas prince. On 18 January, two weeks after the Inner Temple premiere, Gorboduc was performed at Whitehall, before Elizabeth, with an accompanying masque. The diarist Henry Machyn recorded this as follows:

The xviii day of January was a play in the quen(’s) hall at Westmynster by the gentyllmen of the Tempull, and after a grett maske, for ther was a grett skaffold in the hall, with grett tryhumpe [sic] as has bene sene; and the morow after the skaffold was taken done.7

For their tragic form, Norton and Sackville turned to Seneca, adopting the five-act structure, the chorus, the revenge plot, and long, sententious speeches. They eschewed, however, the unities of time and place and the play’s protagonists are all dead by Act 5. For their tragic subject, Norton and Sackville looked closer to home, to Geoffrey of Monmouth’s chronicle, History of the Kings of Britain. The play tells the tragic tale of Gorboduc, King of ancient Britain, who tampers with the ‘natural’ laws of succession. His decision to divide his kingdom between his two sons, Ferrex and Porrex, proves fatal: the younger son kills his brother and Gorboduc’s queen (Videna) kills her younger son in revenge. The people respond by killing Gorboduc and Videna, leaving the kingdom kingless, heirless, and, worse, unable to name a legitimate successor. This is the very stuff of Renaissance tragedy; King Lear is clearly related to Gorboduc. It was also feared to be the stuff of Elizabethan politics. In the first parliament of her reign, Elizabeth had been counselled to settle the succession—either by marriage or by at least naming her successor. But, on the subject of both, Elizabeth famously remained evasive. Even when, later in 1562, she nearly died of smallpox, she refused to speak about the succession. At the time of Gorboduc, Elizabeth’s most realistic suitors were Lord Robert Dudley and the King of Sweden, Eric XIV. The strongest contenders for her throne were the catholic and foreign Mary Queen of Scots (following the blood line legitimately, via Henry VIII’s older sister, Margaret) and the protestant and English Katherine Grey (deviating from the natural blood line but following Henry VIII’s will). Gorboduc was not the only king in history to alter the succession by royal prerogative.

Via the war and anarchy that follow Gorboduc’s and Videna’s deaths, the play tackles head-on the problem of uncertain succession. The issue is not just who should succeed, but how a successor should be decided. In the bleak, war-torn landscape of Act 5, the dukes of Cornwall, Albany, Loegris, and Camberland, and Gorboduc’s former counsellors Arostus and Eubulus, debate how to appoint a new king in a monarchy that has become an unwilling republic. As Eubulus (Gorboduc’s wisest counsellor as his very name denotes) points out, a parliament could be called, but a kingless parliament (whether in pagan Britain or Tudor England) is not a legitimate parliament and unlikely to reach a consensus:

Alas, in parliament what hope can be,

When is of parliament no hope at all?

Which, though it be assembled by consent,

Yet is not likely with consent to end,

While each one for himself, or for his friend,

Against his foe, shall travail what he may;

While now the state, left open to the man

That shall with greatest force invade the same,

Shall fill ambitious minds with gaping hope:

When will they once with yielding hearts agree?

Or in the while, how shall the realm be us’d?

No, no! Then parliament should have been holden,

And certain heirs appointed to the crown

To stay the title of establish’d right

And in the people plant obedience

While yet the prince did live, whose name and power

By lawful summons and authority

Might make a parliament to be of force

And might have set the state in quiet stay.8

The solution here—hopeless and too late for the world of Gorboduc, but still possible for Elizabeth—is to follow the ‘right’ laws of succession as far as possible, but to have a certain heir decided and authorized by monarch and parliament during the prince’s lifetime. What must be avoided, is uncertainty. The words ‘certain’ and ‘uncertain’ ricochet through this final act which quite baldly addresses England’s current political situation. Spoken by a counsellor, the above advice on the limitation of the succession links monarch, parliament, and counsel. As Eubulus also states, ‘Hereto it comes when kings will not consent/To grave advice, but follow wilful will’ (5.2.1751–2). Such a ‘mixed polity’ model of government—monarch, council, and parliament—was not particularly radical in sixteenth-century England, but it was being particularly urged at the beginning of Elizabeth’s reign.9

Gorboduc is a powerful example of just how political, and politicized, much Tudor drama was, especially Inns of Court drama. In this, the play follows the speculum principis tradition, most recently epitomized in A Mirror for Magistrates (1559), to which Thomas Sackville contributed his ‘Complaint of Buckingham’, and which is explicitly invoked by the Chorus at the end of Act 1, offering a very particular conception of drama:

And this great King, that doth divide his land,

And change the course of his descending crown,

And yields the rein into his children’s hand,

From blissful state of joy and great renown,

A mirror shall become to princes all,

To learn to shun the cause of such a fall

(1.2.457–62)

That the play worries about and urges counsel as a way to protect the realm is, of course, to say nothing new. As Marie Axton noted, Norton and Sackville invented the council scenes; there are no counsellors in Geoffrey of Monmouth’s history.10 The figure of the wise counsellor, indeed, is arguably the hero of the play: Eubulus, as the play’s gravest and most prophet-like counsellor, brings the final act to a close, not the chorus. What has been more problematic is whether to interpret the play as an instance of specific counsel with regards to the succession crisis, or as a more general meditation on the nature of monarchical rule and the role of counsel. Gorboduc’s most recent critics have tended to emphasize the play’s plurality and open-endedness. Jessica Winston, for example, has argued that the play explores and debates different models of government as a way to solve the succession problem—the monarch-in-council, rule by council, rule by parliament, union of monarch and parliament—but advocates no particular model.11

Earlier critics have sought a solution in Gorboduc. Mortimer Levine famously described the play as a ‘succession tract’ that clearly supports Katherine Grey as Elizabeth’s rightful heir.12 According to Levine, the key lines are spoken by Arostus in Act 5 when he appeals to ‘one so born within your native land’, whose legitimacy rests on ‘some former law’ (5.2.1687; 1684), referring to Henry VIII’s will which, for some, legitimately altered the natural rules of hereditary succession. Marie Axton argued that the play (and its accompanying masque, probably on Beauty and Desire but about which we can only speculate) is a marriage play which advocates Robert Dudley as the ideal husband and perfect solution to the succession crisis.13 More recently, Axton’s argument has been consolidated further thanks to the remarkable and rare discovery of an eyewitness account of the Inner Temple performance. For this member of the audience (who was probably a courtier), seated in the Inner Temple hall one cold evening in December or January 1561–2, the Gorboduc he saw contained a clear message about the succession: Elizabeth should marry Dudley. It is worth quoting the eyewitness account in full:

There was a tragedie played in the Inner Temple of

the two brethren Porrex and Ferrex K of Brytayne

betwene whome the father had devyded the realme, the

one slewe the other, and the mother slewe the manquiller.

It was thus used. Firste wilde men cam in and woulde have

broken a whole fagott, but could not, the stickes they

brake being severed. Then cam in a king to whome was

geven a clere glasse, and a golden cupp of golde covered,

full of poyson. The glasse he caste under his fote and

brake hyt, the poyson he dranck of, After cam in mourners.

The shadowes were declared by the chore. First

to signyfie unytie, The 2. howe that men refused the

certen and tooke the uncerten, wherby was ment that

yt was better for the Quene to marye with the L. R.

knowen than wth the K. of Sweden. The thyrde to

declare yt cyvill discention bredeth mourning. Many

thinges were handled of mariage, and that the matter

was to be debated in Parliament, because yt was

much banding but yt hit ought to be determined

by the councell. There was also declared howe a

straunge duke seying the Realme at dyvysion, would

have taken upon him the crowne, but the people would

none of hytt. And many thinges were saied for the

Succession to putt thinges in certenty: This play

was the [blank] day of January at the courte

before the Quene, where none Ambassadors were present but the

Spanyshe.14

There is nothing in either of the two editions of the play text about marriage, and nothing specific that would help us understand Act 2’s dumb show as meaning that ‘yt was better for the Quene to marye with the L. R. [Lord Robert Dudley] knowen than wth the K. of Sweden [Eric XIV]’. But for this spectator, ‘many thinges were saied for the Succession’ in Gorboduc, and ‘Many thinges were handled of mariage’, and he interprets the second dumb show as offering an unequivocal solution to both problems. It is possible, as has been persuasively argued, that the version of the play staged in the Inner Temple included some specific references to marriage either during the second dumb show, or elsewhere in the play.15 It is also possible that our eyewitness was interpreting freely but appositely, given the toxic political context of the Inner Temple revels in 1561–2 and Dudley’s role. As the Christmas prince, Dudley was undoubtedly in the audience, along with members from all the Inns of Court, counsellors, ambassadors, and courtiers. We cannot know what gestures or raising of eyebrows may have taken place, or what conversations our spectator may have overheard or been party to either before, during, or after the performance of Gorboduc. And we cannot know whether his interpretation is a one-off, or shared by others. But that this spectator did record such a specific interpretation should remind us not to shy away from the didactic possibilities of Tudor drama. Like pageantry, much drama does seem to deliver very clear messages about correct governance.16 And, like pageantry, such drama seems to be protected by its very form: it is a legitimate way to handle hot political potatoes. It is also surely more significant than has been hitherto noted, that our eyewitness recalls Gorboduc largely via its dumb shows—the ‘shadowes’—and that it is the second dumb show in particular that delivered the play’s killer piece of counsel. This essay is not going to contribute to or probe the compelling argument for Gorboduc as a marriage play.17 Suffice it to say that the eyewitness account suggests that it is highly likely. But what will be considered are the ‘shadowes’, for there is more to be said about how and why the dumb shows should be understood as crucial to this play’s politics.

The occasional nature of much Tudor drama cannot be emphasized enough.18 The Inner Temple’s Christmas revels of 1561–2 offer, I think, a way of reading the dumb shows, and hence a way into the entire play. The Inns of Court revels have been described by Richard McCoy recently as an ‘odd blend of unruly energies and sumptuous ceremonial’.19 While we may be more familiar with the ‘unruly energies’ of student revellers during their Christmas holidays at the Inns of Court, with their election of a lord of misrule and licensed antics, we are probably less aware of, and perhaps less comfortable with, the deeply ceremonial aspect of the games, and the purpose of such ceremony. In his diary entry for 27 December 1561, Henry Machyn describes the ‘grett revels’:

The xxvii day of Desember cam rydyng thrugh London a lord of mysrull, in clene complett harnes, gylt, with a hondered grett horse and gentyll-men rydyng gorgyously with chenes of gold, and there horses godly trapytt, unto the Tempull, for ther was grett cher all Cryustynmas tyll [blank], and grett revels as ever was for the gentyllmen of the Tempull evere day, for mony of the conselle was there.20

This ‘lord of mysrull’ riding in gorgeous procession to the Inner Temple was, of course, Lord Robert Dudley. For their 1561–2 revels, Dudley was appointed the Inner Temple’s Christmas Prince, or Governor of the revels, to thank him for the part he had played, by petitioning directly to the Queen, in a dispute between the Inner Temple and Middle Temple over ownership of three Inns of Chancery (Clement’s Inn, Clifford’s Inn, and Lion’s Inn). Dudley ‘so earnestly and honourably moved’ Elizabeth that she chose ‘in her royal person to speak’ to Sir Nicholas Bacon, Keeper of the Great Seal, and persuaded him to ‘cease and no further to proceed or meddle in the same matter’.21 That Dudley was honoured by and presided over the revels—which included the performance of Gorboduc and a masque—has, of course, been pivotal to the argument that Gorboduc flatters and promotes Dudley as Elizabeth’s ideal consort. But it is worth thinking further about the form and purpose of the revels in which Dudley, along with all the lawyers, was at least partly involved.

From Christmas Eve for the next twelve days of Christmas, the Inner Temple was transformed into a fictional, mirror court: the court of Prince Pallaphilos (played by Dudley), knight and lover of the goddess Pallas (and Elizabeth). Rather fortuitously, an account of the part of the revels devoted to inaugurating and honouring Pallaphilos, and to creating his twenty-four knights, is embedded in The Accedence of Armory, a popular book of arms written by Gerard Legh and first published in 1562.22 The book takes the form of a dialogue between Gerard, a herald, and Legh, who is keen to learn about heraldry. Towards the end of this book, prompted by his explanation of the Pegasus as it appears on coats of arms, Gerard recalls and describes a visit he made to the Inner Temple ‘December last’—i.e., December 1561.23 Gerard tells how he had heard from an ‘honest citizen’ of London that the Inner Temple was a place that prepares gentlemen for the real court, for the world of law, politics, and duty. In short, it was ‘the foundation of a good commonwealth’:

A place privileged by the most excellent princes, the high governor of the whole land, wherein are the store of gentlemen of the whole realm, that repair thither to learn to rule, and obey by law, to yield their fleece to their prince and commonwealth: as also to use all other exercises of body and mind whereunto nature most aptly serveth to adorn by speaking, countenance, gesture, and use of apparel, the person of a gentleman. Whereby amity is obtained and continued, that gentlemen of all countries in their young years, nourished together in one place, with such comely order and daily conference, are knit by continual acquaintance in such unity of minds and manners as lightly never after is severed, than which is nothing more profitable to the common weal.24

Gerard resolves to enter the Inner Temple the very next day and, on doing so he meets a herald who is also called Pallaphilos. This double naming is bizarre and confusing, but it is consistent with both Legh’s book and, as will be shown, the revels’ logic of mirroring.25 The herald Pallaphilos shows him around and invites him to witness the Christmas festivities. Thus the fictional—and ceremonial—world of the Inner Temple revels opens up. The herald first takes Gerard into his office of arms lined with ‘the orders of coronations, creations, dubbings, musterings, campings, with peaceful progresses, weddings and christenings, orders of robes royal, and honourable triumphs and mournings’ (p. 28). The world we enter via Legh’s account is never described as fiction. We don’t meet Dudley dressed up as Pallaphilos; we only meet ‘the mighty Pallaphilos, Prince of Sophie, high Constable-Marshall of the Knights Templers, Patron of the honourable order of Pegasus’ (p. 33). Sharing Gerard’s vantage point from a gallery over the hall, we witness the great banquet, followed by the creation of twenty-four knights, the presentation of the Prince’s coat of arms, the investiture of the knights, the procession to the Temple church and their return to the hall ‘where they prepared prizes of honour for tilt, tourney and such knightly pastimes’, ending with dancing (p. 41). The banquet could match any royal banquet: ‘And at every course the trumpets blew the courageous blast of deadly war, with noise of drum and fife, with the sweet harmony of violins, sackbuts, records and corners, with other instruments of music … Thus the Hall was served after the most ancient order of the island, in commendation whereof I say, I have also seen the service of great princes in solemn seasons and times of triumph, yet the order hereof was not inferior to any’ (p. 33). Gerard lingers on the orderliness of it all, on how everything was ‘appertaining to service’ (p. 33). But what is described in greatest detail is the knighting ceremony, whereby twenty-four knights are sworn in as members of Pallas’ order of Pegasus, headed by Pallaphilos. The knights, chosen for their valour and prowess, but also for their wisdom and contribution to ‘happy government’ (p. 34) are to become one body:

That he of you, and you of him, being several members, may create and conjoin one unseparable body, as the whole may support the parts, each part serving his place to uphold the whole. For things divided carry their only strength, which being together double their enduring. This union, a knot indissoluble, linked with your consents in so honourable a fellowship, is a sure shield to this estate, against all throws of Fortune. This union, perfectly rooted, may so thoroughly work with every of you [that] as with the father’s patrimony, the same may descend to the posterity, so as your loyalty, linked with fidelity to this state and honour, may seem to have no end. (p. 35)

That there is a thematic relationship between the revels and Gorboduc is immediately suggested here by the emphasis on unity: the first dumb show in Gorboduc represents the virtues of unity and the dangers of division and ‘unjointing’ a state. The ‘order and signification’ explain the show as follows: ‘Hereby was signified that a state knit in unity doth continue strong against all force, but being divided is easily destroyed.’ The investiture of each knight of the order, each serving member of this tightly knit body, is then described. Along with being armed with wisdom, fortitude, courage and justice, each knight is cloaked with what has been described earlier as the ‘mantle of secrecy and counsel’ (p. 39):

… they were called forth one by one according to their ancienty, and upon every one attended seven Knights that bore the pieces of his armour. And kneeling in open sight, was by the Herald armed with the helm of Fortitude, who bade him manly to abide, by Wisdom, the blustering blasts of swelling Envy and forward Fortune. Then was he likewise armed with the breastplate of Courage, that willingly he should pursue vice, fearing no peril. After to him was delivered the targe of Pallas, for his defence, manfully to invade or politically to defend. Then was he girt with the sword of Justice, to measure by desert and cut short the monstrous head of growing Pride. Then were delivered to him the spurs of Speed, to prick therewith the horse of Fame. Then was he covered with the mantle of Pallas, triple colours, Argent, Or, and Purpure; that by simple truth, secret counsel, and good advice to forecast ere he attempt, and then by speed to prosecute with effect. (p. 41)

At the end of this investiture, each knight was dubbed with the sword by the High Constable (Dudley). These knights are ideal soldiers, but also ideal advisers to Pallas. ‘Counsel’, figuring as part of their ceremonial garb and allied with simplicity, discretion, and truth, is represented as one of the knights’ ritual duties. As with the emphasis on unity, this note on knightly counsel chimes with Gorboduc’s second dumb show, with its display of good (simple, transparent) and bad (hidden, misleading) counsel. ‘Counsel’ also features as a male character in the curious interpolated ‘tale’ Pallaphilos tells Gerard to ‘pass the time’ as they make their way to the banqueting hall to watch the knighting ceremony recounted above. In this tale, Counsel arrives to advise Desire on how to court and conquer his love, Dame Beauty. After delivering his advice, Counsel ‘entering into the closet of Secrecy, took his leave’.26 Counsel features in both a knight’s and a lover’s story. It is also part of Gorboduc’s story and, by extension, seems to speak to all those participating in or witnessing the revels.

Gerard Legh’s extraordinary, submerged account provides an insight into the intensity of this part of the Inner Temple 1561–2 revels: this is not acting but embodying, according to Legh. There is no acknowledgement in Legh’s text that this revel knight-making is fictional, let alone in jest. Indeed, the text’s simple, bewildering even, slide into describing this playful world suggests an ease with its mock-ceremonial logic. It may be fantasy, but this knighting ceremony follows the protocol for a real knighting ceremony, such as that for the Order of the Garter. It is laborious and sincere. As the Inner Temple records state, the members of the inn were, after all, expressing genuine and eternal thanks to Dudley, pledging to ‘at all times hereafter be of counsel with the said Lord Robert Duddeley and his heirs’. They had also undertaken that ‘the arms of the said right honourable Lord Robert Duddeley shall be set up and placed in some seemly and convenient place in the hall of this our House of the Inner Temple as a continual monument of his lordship’s said goodness and great good will towards this House’.27 The Christmas revels of 1561–2, then, were the members’ formal expression of their gratitude and their purpose was to inaugurate the status that Dudley would subsequently have for the House, and, of course, to bind him into and remind him of this relationship. It was, we suspect, as much conditional as it was celebratory.

The creation of the Knights of the Order of Pegasus may belong to a fantasy court, but it is informed and underpinned by a recognizable and legitimate power structure whereby loyalty and service are rewarded, and expected. In this, it mirrors the established rituals of the royal household. In 1559, before her coronation, Elizabeth created, as custom dictated, Knights of the Bath, with each knight taking a bath and then enduring a night-long vigil in the Chapel. In the same year, Dudley himself had been made a Knight of the Garter in an elaborate ceremony that would remain largely unchanged throughout Elizabeth’s reign.28 And just before Christmas in 1561, Dudley had, of course, performed as an exemplary counsellor-knight—the sort of knight constructed by the revels—when he petitioned Elizabeth so successfully on the Inner Temple’s behalf.

Along with Dudley and his play-knights, other roles were created to complete Pallaphilos’ court as a mirror-image of a real royal household. A Mr Onslow was Lord Chancellor; Anthony Stapleton played Lord Treasurer; Robert Kelway was Lord Privy Seal. There was a Chief Baron of the Exchequer, a Steward of the Household, and a Chief Butler. And a certain Christopher Hatton, Elizabeth’s future Lord Chancellor, played Master of the Game.29 While the Inns of Court Christmas revels were traditional, the Inner Temple’s 1561–2 revels departed from custom in their election of an outsider (Dudley) as their Christmas Prince and by the fact that benchers were also involved—this was not simply a student affair to while away the Christmas holidays.30 The revels were elaborate and expensive, with each member of the inn required to pay £1 towards their cost and those who refused to fulfil certain offices were duly fined.31 Other Inner Temple records confirm this transformation of the law institution into a royal household. William Dugdale’s Origines Juridiciales, first published in 1666, details the customs followed at these ‘grand’ Christmases at the Inner Temple for each day of ‘this time of solemnity, honour and pleasance’—who should sit where, who should do what, what should happen—in the manner of household ordinances.32 Below is the protocol for Christmas Eve:

At the first course the minstrels must sound their instruments and go before, and the Steward and Marshall are next to follow together, and after them the Gentleman Server, and then cometh the meat. Those three officers are to make altogether three solemn curtsies at three several times between the screen and the upper table …33

And for Boxing Day:

After the first course served in, the Constable-Marshall cometh into the Hall, arranged with a fair, rich, complete harness, white and bright and gilt, with a nest of feathers of all colours upon his crest or helm, and a gilt pole-axe in his hand … And with them attend four men in white harness from the middle upwards, and halberds in their hands … which persons with the drums, trumpets and music, go three times about the fire’ (pp. 119–20)

This continues:

Then the Constable-Marshall standing up, in submissive manner delivereth his naked sword to the Steward, who giveth it to the Lord Chancellor. And thereupon the Lord Chancellor willeth the Marshall to place the Constable-Marshall in his seat …

Then cometh in the Master of the Game apparelled in green velvet, and the Ranger of the Forest also, in a green suit of satin, bearing in his hand a green bow and divers arrows, with either of them a hunting horn about their necks. Blowing together three blasts of venery, they pace round about the fire three times. Then the Master of the Game makes three curtseys, as aforesaid, and kneeleth down before the Lord Chancellor, declaring the cause of his coming, and desireth to be admitted into his service …

At supper the Hall is to be served in all solemnity … Supper ended, the Constable-Marshall presenteth himself with drums before him, mounted upon a scaffold borne by four men and goeth three times round about the hearth, crying out aloud, A Lord! A Lord!

This is highly ordered, ritualized festivity. It is carefully choreographed. Its character is ceremonial: it is primarily about performing a hierarchy, and legitimizing this hierarchy through appropriate and meaningful movement, gesture, and behaviour. Each officer has his correct place, and role. It is also about a particular and correct display of power relations, and a reciprocal, or at least conditional, idea of service between figures of authority. The Constable Marshall ‘in submissive manner’ delivers his sword to the Steward, who passes it to the Lord Chancellor, who then agrees for the Marshall to install the Constable Marshall in his seat—like a kind of enthroning, or mock-coronation. The Master of the Game ‘kneeleth down’ and ‘desireth to be admitted’ into the Lord Chancellor’s, but not the Constable Marshall’s, service.

Dugdale’s Origines details the order to be followed for ‘The Banqueting Night’, when it is traditional for a play and a masque to be performed. It is not clear exactly when the ‘Banqueting Night’ is—whether it is New Year’s Night, or another night of the festive period—but it is certainly an integrated part of the revels with everyone still playing their proper and assigned roles:

It is proper to the Butler’s office to give warning to every House of Court of this banquet, to the end that they, and the Inns of Chancery, be invited thereto to see a play and masque. The House is to be furnished with scaffolds to sit on, for ladies to behold the sports, on each side. Which ended, the ladies are to be brought into the Library unto the banquet there; and a table is to be furnished with all banqueting dishes for the Lord Chancellor in the Hall, where he is to call to him the Ancients of other Houses, as many as may be on the one side of the table. … When the banquet is ended, then cometh into the Hall the Constable-Marshall, fairly mounted on his mule, and deviseth some sport for passing away the rest of the night. (p. 122)

Gorboduc would have been performed in the Inner Temple hall. Members of other inns, and possibly even ladies, would have been in the audience, along with some of Elizabeth’s councillors (as Machyn tells us). Scaffolding seats would have been erected, and we can assume that the play was performed on some sort of stage or raised platform, possibly before the high table.34 The three Furies in Act 4’s dumb show emerge ‘from under the stage, as though out of Hell’. There was probably a big fire burning in the middle of the hall—the fire around which the Master of the Game and the Ranger of the Forest are described as pacing.

The choreography of the customs detailed above for the Temple’s revels resonates with the patterns of movement in Gorboduc’s dumb shows. In Act 3’s dumb show, the mourners pass ‘thrice about the stage’, accompanied by flute music, and before Act 4, the three Furies, ‘each driving before them a king and a queen’, pass ‘about the stage thrice’, to the sound of oboes playing. But it is much more than choreographical echoing. The dumb shows seem to properly belong to the revelling context, a context which depends on an acknowledged connection between form and meaning, between ceremonial customs and ideas of power. Ritualized play is used here (albeit as part of a fantasy) to mimic roles within a recognizable hierarchy—whether it be dubbing knights, processing to the Temple church, or curtseying three times before a mock Lord Chancellor. In a household structure that mirrors the royal household, this ritualized play is necessarily politically inflected. Rebellious energy may, of course, simmer underneath this seemingly controlled festivity, and playing at being a Lord Chancellor may both endorse and challenge that office. The curtseying and pacing could also easily lend themselves to exaggeration and parody, but it is worth noting the instructions’ emphasis on solemnity, precision, and order. As Gerard Legh tells us, the Inner Temple was a place that trained lawyers as well as preparing gentlemen for life at court, and it has long been recognized that one of the serious purposes of the Inns of Court revels was to give members the opportunity to rehearse roles which some of them one day aspired to fulfil for real. A report from 1540, written for Henry VIII, declares that the revel roles mirrored those ‘in the King’s Highness house, and other Noble men, and this is done onely to the intent, that they should in time come to know how to use themselves’.35 But the particular form of the play reminds us—as surely it taught the young lawyers—of the ceremonial nature of these roles, and of the interconnectedness of politics and ceremony within these household offices. For their revelling rituals reverberate with the correct display and negotiation of authority and thus attempt to create a stable, well-ordered, and legitimate—if fictional—household and, by extension, state.

Gorboduc’s dumb shows stage ghastly, negative versions of recognizable rituals—rituals of a royal house and kingdom that have collapsed. The offer and acceptance of counsel leaves the king dead. The third dumb show is a funeral procession. The fourth is another formal procession of kings and queens, but these are murdering monarchs who have slain their own children, driven by the Furies with ‘their heads spread with serpents instead of hair’. And the fifth dumb show gives us an orderly procession of a company of soldiers, but who belong to a country at war with itself:

First the drums and flutes began to sound, during which there came forth upon the stage a company of harquebusiers and of armed men, all in order of battle. These, after their pieces discharged and that the armed men had three times marched about the stage, departed, and then the drums and flutes did cease.

The political implosion in Gorboduc is represented by these not-quite-right ceremonies, which throw into sharp relief those correct and stabilizing ceremonies which belong to a healthy and legitimate household and state—those re-enacted in part by the Inner Temple revellers in their make-believe, joyous household. But in both the revels games and the play, ritual display is an important and legitimate indicator of political well-being.

As mini scenes featuring familiarly costumed characters—the wild men, a crowned king, nobles, the mourners, the soldiers—and accompanied by the appropriate sixteenth-century soundtrack (violins, cornets, flutes, drums) and props (a chair of estate, a glass cup, harquebuses)—Gorboduc’s dumb shows bridge the worlds of ancient, pagan Britain and Elizabethan England.36 In particular, they share much with royal and civic pageantry, which was itself an increasingly political, and often critical, mode whereby different spheres of power, such as city and court, addressed each other. The pageants lining Elizabeth’s pre-coronation procession through London on 14 January 1559, for example, took the opportunity to remind Elizabeth of the duties of her office. One of the most famous of these pageants represented Elizabeth as Deborah, clothed in crimson parliament robes and sitting ‘with her estates, consulting for the good government of Israel’.37 Elizabeth was instructed here, via the safe, contained, and legitimate form of a coronation pageant, to heed good counsel. It was hoped that Elizabeth ‘might by this be put in remembrance to consult for the worthie government of her people … & that it behoveth both men & women so ruling to use advise of good counsell’.38 Never before had an English coronation pageant represented a monarch in this way.

Taken together, the message of Gorboduc’s dumb shows is equally forceful: a divided kingdom, an uncounselled monarch and uncertain succession lead inexorably to death and war. The shows turn historical experience into prophecy, where the relationship between cause and effect is unquestioned and where what is acted out is true, and comes true. It is this moral didacticism that has made the dumb shows so unpopular with critics. Related to the intermedii from Italian drama—mimed or danced scenes interspersed between the acts of the play—the shows have been acknowledged as visually striking, diverting, memorable but also criticized for being ‘purely didactic’. In this, they are ‘entirely unrelated’ to the play, as if their symbolic mode and political certainty undermine the ‘drama’ of Gorboduc.39 Even Dieter Mehl, who wrote an entire book on the Elizabethan dumb show, does not seem to know what to do with Gorboduc’s dumb shows. He acknowledges their moral importance but then states that they ‘are strictly separated from the play’.40

What, though, if we were to read Gorboduc as an extended dumb show, or pageant, and (prompted by the ritual mode of the revels) take their symbolic and ceremonial form more seriously? Indeed, for as much as Gorboduc debates opinions and acknowledges the accidents of history and personal culpability, it is infused with the careful patterning, rhythm, and repeated movements of the dumb shows. Gorboduc and his three advisers are matched by his sons with their advisers. In the council scene where Arostus, Philander, and Eubulus deliver their equal-length speeches, we know, because of his name and the fact that he is the last to speak, but also because of the dumb show, that Eubulus’ speech is the most important: we read this scene symbolically. And despite the play’s horrible awareness of life’s capriciousness—Ferrex’s plans for defence are misre-ported, for example—it is the language of doom and prophecy that prevails, from Videna’s prediction in the very first scene that when ‘the course of governance’ is transposed, ‘Murders, mischief, or civil sword at length,/Or mutual treason, or a just revenge’ follow (1.1.61; 62–3) to Eubulus’ foresight and certainty, prefaced by his customary and prophetic ‘Lo’ (otherwise used only by the Chorus):

Lo, here the peril that was erst foreseen

When you, O King, did first divide your land,

And yield your present reign unto your sons …

(3.1.915–17)

The form of the dumb shows, then, dominates the play and links Gorboduc to its revelling context. I want to end this essay by considering in detail the play’s most complex dumb show. This is the second one, during which, according to our Inner Temple eyewitness, the pageant king cast the glass cup to the ground and crushed it under his foot. As we know, the eyewitness interpreted this show as a specific instance of counsel. The printed text and the Chorus interpret it as symbolizing counsel in general:

Foul fall the traitor false that undermines

The love of brethren to destroy them both!

Woe to the prince that pliant ear inclines,

And yields his mind to poisonous tale that floweth

From flattering mouth! And woe to wretched land

That wastes itself with civil sword in hand!

Lo, thus it is, poison in gold to take,

And wholesome drink in homely cup forsake.

(2.2.776–83)

In its advocacy of counsel, this show recalls the coronation pageant described above, where a female monarch is represented receiving counsel. At the beginning of Act 2, this dumb show both presages Ferrex’s and Porrex’s responses to counsel that we are about to witness, and replays Gorboduc’s spectacular rejection of wise counsel that we have just witnessed in Act 1. At the same time, complete with its chair of estate, retinue of nobility and gentlemen, and the ‘music of cornets’, this second dumb show is the most ‘Tudor’ of the shows; the king was probably wearing an imperial crown. In its enactment of a tableau of Tudor power—a monarch sitting in state, surrounded by nobility, being humbly served by kneeling gentlemen—this dumb show is also the most ceremonial; the offer of the cup of counsel is cast as a type of ceremony. The ‘grave and aged gentleman’ and the ‘brave and lusty young gentleman’ both kneel before the king and offer their different cups. It is the less ostentatious of the two displays of counsel that is the right one: the clear and ‘homely’ glass rather than the sparkling gold but poisoned chalice. As well as looking like a condensed ceremony, this second dumb show is also the most dramatic, in that it dramatizes a choice: the king could choose the glass and thereby avoid death. The other four dumb shows—and the play’s many examples of tragic historical examples—forecast the chaos that perverting the course of the crown causes. But the second show sets the forces of counsel against the tide of history. Wise counsel—correctly delivered and correctly perceived—can stop history repeating itself, can stop monarchs repeating the same mistakes and avert political tragedy. Gorboduc could have been saved by heeding good counsel; Elizabeth I still could.

But this dumb show’s message of counsel is more specific than this. For counsel itself is a problematic concept that was being widely debated at the time. What constituted good counsel, who was authorized to give counsel, how and in what circumstances, and how worthwhile and necessary it was, were all highly contested. For some, counsel was the domain of the clergy, while others asserted the right, duty even, of sworn-in councillors to advise the monarch. Legitimate fora for counsel were also debated: should it be restricted to the Privy Council, or was parliamentary counsel also legitimate, as John Aylmer, for example, had argued in his An harborowe for faithfull and trewe subjects (1559)? And what about other, more informal deliveries of counsel? More problematic still was whether counselling a monarch served or threatened absolute sovereignty, and, more risky, whether counsel could be practised by ‘ordinary’ citizens.41 As Patrick Collinson has said, the ‘conundrum of counsel’ was ‘the greatest political problem of an age which brought into uncomfortable partnership nearly absolute monarchy and a civic-minded humanism’.42 Elizabeth’s relationship with counsel was uncertain and scrutinized. As Mary Crane has argued, Elizabeth understood well the need to be seen to consult, but the anxiety was that this was pure show—empty ceremony.43 In her first speech to Sir William Cecil and her lords Elizabeth requested that they ‘give me that counsel that you think best’, but she also warned against too much advice, particularly on the subject of her marriage: ‘reproach me so no more’, she reportedly told her first Parliament.44

Elizabeth, of course, was not Gorboduc’s primary spectator and this play’s emphasis on good counsel is as much about directing those giving the counsel as instructing those being counselled. With the image of a glass cup, the show emblematizes the humanist and classical tradition of frank, transparent, and genuine advice, as opposed to words of self-serving flattery. The setting is royal, but domestic. There is a degree of formality—the king is sitting in state—but the monarch is accessible and the offer of a cup of wine is relatively intimate. Counsel is represented here as a necessary service, taking place within the royal household, and offered by gentlemen—not clergy, nobles, or councillors. Addressing its Inner Temple audience, largely made up of young gentlemen, the role of gentlemen in this show is significant for it confidently envisages them in a future political role. The glass is described as ‘homely’, but it is worth noting that a glass drinking vessel was still a relatively new, expensive, and foreign, commodity, even at court. It therefore seems striking that it is the grave and aged gentleman who is offering the ‘new’ glass, and it would have been particularly striking (and unforgettable) when this prop was smashed to the ground in the dumb show. In terms of counsel, the virtues of the glass are evident: ‘plain and open’, as the ‘order and signification’ in the printed text declares. But the use of a glass also lends the image of counsel a degree of novelty, strangeness, and fragility.

Cast as a type of ceremony, this dumb show legitimizes its notion of counsel. Annexed to a familiar tableau of Tudor monarchical power, inscribed as part of a monarch’s magnificence and represented as a type of service, good counsel does not threaten the idea of sovereignty. At the same time, however, it establishes such informal, lay counsel as an essential part of legitimate governance—indeed, the monarch’s survival depends on it. The ritual and pageant-like form of the dumb show confers on the political act of counsel the status, even the prophetic power, of ceremony. But it is not just that counsel is represented as a type of ceremony. The ceremonial form of the dumb show sanctions the image of a gentleman-counsellor situated directly in the royal household, at the feet of the monarch. Played out in the Inner Temple hall before lawyers, ladies, councillors, and courtiers, this ceremonialization of counsel resonates on many levels: it flatters Dudley as the ideal counsellor, it speaks to present privy councillors (William Cecil?) and would-be counsellors, and (indirectly at the Inner Temple but directly when at Whitehall) it addresses the monarch. It also stands as an image of the play itself: instead of a glass cup, Thomas Norton and Thomas Sackville offer a play, which is perhaps as plain and true as the glass. In 1570, an edition of Gorboduc was published and bound up with five political pamphlets written by Thomas Norton.45

Gorboduc is a political play, written by two lawyers and parliament men for a particular occasion. It is a dramatic mirror into which rulers and ruled should peer and learn. It also, as a piece of theatre, feels poised on the cusp of change. It balances different representational modes, literary techniques, and dramatic devices (from dumb shows and blank verse to trap doors). It contains conflicting ideas of history and personal agency. It tells of the past but speaks to the present and prophesies the future. It is didactic and dramatic, cautionary, and tragic. The Inner Temple revels remind us, however, of the tenacious power of ritual and ceremony in early modern culture, and in early modern politics. The revels involve ritualized play which, when mirroring a royal household, is political play. Furthermore, this ritual play has a sincere legitimizing purpose, particularly in 1561–2 with the inauguration of Dudley. In this context, the attention to symbolic form in the revels asks us to attend to the relationship between form and meaning in Gorboduc, and to its dumb shows in particular. They provide more than spectacle and action, and their moral and political didacticism about monarchical succession is not shied away from. More subtle, of course, is the way in which the play harnesses the safety of the realm to political counsel. And in the play’s most striking and political show, wise counsel finds its most powerful, if silent, confirmation.

NOTES

1. Gorboduc, in Two Tudor Tragedies, ed. William Tydeman (Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 1992).

2. Marie Axton, The Queen’s Two Bodies: Drama and the Elizabethan Succession (London: Royal Historical Society, 1977).

3. Gorboduc, ed. Tydeman, ‘Introduction’, p. 15; p. 1.

4. Gorboduc or Ferrex and Porrex, ed. Irby B. Cauthen (London: Edward Arnold, 1970), ‘Introduction’, p. xiii.

5. Rivkah Zim, ‘Sackville, Thomas, first Baron Buckhurst and first earl of Dorset’, ODNB.

6. Marie Axton, ‘Norton, Thomas’, ODNB.

7. The Diary of Henry Machyn, Citizen and Merchant-taylor of London, from A.D. 1550 to A.D. 1563, ed. J. G. Nichols (London: The Camden Society, 1848), p. 275. The play was first printed in 1565, and again in 1570. Both of the editions refer to the court performance: The tragedie of Gorboduc, whereof three actes were wrytten by Thomas Nortone, and the two laste by Thomas Sackuyle. Sett forthe as the same was shewed before the Quenes most excellent Maiestie, in her highnes court of Whitehall, the xviii. Day of Ianuary, anno Domini. 1561. By the Gentlemen of thynner Temple in London (London, 1565). A copy of this edition is in the Huntington Library. The 1570 edition was printed by John Day: The tragidie of Ferrex and Porrex set forth without any addition or alteration but altogether as the same was shewed on stage before the Queenes Maiestie, about nine yeares past, vz. the xviij. day of Ianuarie. 1561. by the gentlemen of the Inner Temple (London, 1570). Copies can be found at the Huntington, Bodleian, and British Libraries. The 1570 edition connects the play to the 1561–2 Inner Temple revels: ‘Where this tragedy was for furniture of part of the grand Christmas in the Inner Temple, first written about nine years ago … and after showed before her Majesty’. Although the 1565 edition attributes the first three acts to Norton and the last two to Sackville, the second edition does not, and we cannot be sure of the exact nature of the authors’ collaboration. The 1570 edition claims to be the authorized edition, overseen by Norton, even though the texts of the two editions hardly differ (the first includes eight lines later omitted in 1570). Why a court performance was summoned is unknown—possibly because Robert Dudley presided over the Inner Temple revels that year, and possibly to check out the content. In May 1559, Elizabeth had announced that, in unlicensed plays and interludes, ‘matters of religion or of the governance of the estate of the commonweal shall be handled or treated upon but by men of authority, learning, and wisdom, nor to be handled by any audience but of grave and discreet persons’, Tudor Royal Proclamations, ed. Paul L. Hughes and James F. Larkin, 3 vols. (New Haven and London: Yale University Press, 1964–9), II, p. 115.

8. Gorboduc, ed. Tydeman, 5.2.1770–88. All subsequent references will be to this edition, which is based on the 1570 edition of the play.

9. Stephen Alford, The Early Elizabethan Polity: William Cecil and the British Succession Crisis, 1558–1569 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), p. 102.

10. Marie Axton, ‘Robert Dudley and the Inner Temple Revels’, Historical Journal 13 (1970), 365–78 (p. 375).

11. Jessica Winston, ‘Expanding the Political Nation: Gorboduc at the Inns of Court and Succession Revisited’, Early Theatre 8 (2005), 11–34. See also Dermot Cavanagh, ‘The Language of Counsel in Gorboduc’, in his Language and Politics in the Sixteenth-Century History Play (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2003); Cavanagh, ‘Political Tragedy in the 1560s: Cambises and Gorboduc’, in The Oxford Handbook of Tudor Literature, 1485–1603, ed. Mike Pincombe and Cathy Shrank (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), pp. 488–503; Kent Cartwright, Theatre and Humanism: English Drama in the Sixteenth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1999); and Kevin Dunn, ‘Representing Counsel: Gorboduc and the Elizabethan Privy Council’, English Literary Renaissance 33 (2003), 279–308.

12. Mortimer Levine, The Early Elizabethan Succession Question, 1558–1568 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1966), pp. 38–44 (p. 42).

13. Marie Axton, ‘Robert Dudley and the Inner Temple Revels’, Historical Journal 13 (1970), 365–78. Mike Pincombe contends that the masque must remain a ‘mystery’ and argues against specific interpretations of the play: ‘Robert Dudley, Gorboduc, and “The Masque of Beauty and Desire”: A Reconsideration of the Evidence for Political Intervention’, Parergon, 20 (2003), 19–44 (p. 22).

14. BL Additional MS 48023, fol. 359v. On the authorship, see N. Jones and P. W. White, ‘Gorboduc and Royal Marriage Politics: An Elizabethan Playgoer’s Report on the Premiere Performance’, English Literary Renaissance 26 (1996), 3–16. See also H. James and G. Walker, ‘The Politics of Gorboduc’, English Historical Review 110 (1995), 109–21; and Greg Walker, The Politics of Performance in Early Renaissance Drama (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998), pp. 196–221.

15. Although the preface to the 1570 edition of the play claims to be truthful to the Whitehall performance, Jones and White suggest that lines pertaining to marriage were excised between the performance and the printing: ‘Notwithstanding Daye’s claim of fidelity to the royal performance script in the edition of 1570, speeches concerning royal marriage, along with stage pageantry such as that noted in the second dumbshow, were probably part of the original performances but were then expunged when the script was prepared for publication’, ‘Gorboduc and Royal Marriage Politics’, p. 14.

16. On Respublica in this respect, for example, see Alice Hunt, ‘The Monarchical Republic of Mary I’, Historical Journal 52.3 (2009), 557–72.

17. James and Walker, ‘The Politics of Gorboduc’.

18. Martin Butler writes, and he interprets Thomas Nashe, that ‘it was the occasion that shaped the play, not vice versa, and the show was not as much a performance as an event. Its fulfilment depended on a fully social, and not merely theatrical, enactment.’ Martin Butler, ‘Private and Occasional Drama’, in The Cambridge Companion to English Renaissance Drama, ed. A. R. Braunmuller and Michael Hattaway (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2003), pp. 131–63 (p. 132).

19. Richard C. McCoy, ‘Law Sports and the Night of Errors: Shakespeare at the Inns of Court’, in The Intellectual and Cultural World of the Early Modern Inns of Court, ed. Jayne Elisabeth Archer, Elizabeth Goldring, and Sarah Knight (Manchester and New York: Manchester University Press, 2011), pp. 286–301 (p. 286).

20. Machyn’s Diary, pp. 273–4.

21. A Calendar of the Inner Temple Records, ed. F. A. Inderwick (London, 1896), vol. 1, ‘Parliament held on 16 November …’, pp. 215–19 (p. 217).

22. Gerard Legh, The Accedens of Armory (1562). The book was reprinted several times.

23. The relevant extract from Legh’s Accedens of Armory is printed in D. S. Bland, ed., Three Revels from the Inns of Court (Amersham: Avebury Publishing, 1984), pp. 25–41 (p. 26). Bland suggests that Gerard Legh was a member of the Inner Temple and possibly even participated in the revels, hence the detail of his account (p. 16). The Pegasus is also the Inner Temple’s emblem, possibly adopted from the time of these revels.

24. Bland, Three Revels, p. 27.

25. Bradin Cormac, ‘Locating The Comedy of Errors: Revels Jurisdiction at the Inns of Court’, in The Intellectual and Cultural World of the Early Modern Inns of Court, ed. Archer et al., pp. 264–85, also notes the mirroring logic of the revels.

26. Bland, Three Revels, p. 30. This tale has been argued to be the subject of the masque performed with Gorboduc and which accompanied the play to court. See Axton, ‘Robert Dudley and the Inner Temple Revels’ and D. S. Bland, ‘Arthur Broke’s “Masque of Beauty and Desire”: A Reconstruction’, Research Opportunities in Renaissance Drama 19 (1976), 49–55.

27. Calendar of the Inner Temple Records, ed. Inderwick, p. 218.

28. Edward VI made some changes to the ceremony which Mary I reinstated. Elizabeth then largely left the ceremony alone. See Roy Strong, ‘Queen Elizabeth I and the Order of the Garter’, in Roy Strong, The Tudor and Stuart Monarchy: II Elizabethan (Woodbridge: Boydell Press, 1995), pp. 55–86.

29. Bland, Three Revels, p. 42.

30. Ibid., p. 13.

31. ‘Parliament held on 4 February … 1561–2’, Calendar of the Inner Temple Records, ed. Inderwick, p. 220: ‘Master Sheldon and Master Haryngton for not undertaking the office of steward, are fined 10li each. Master Cowper and Master Charles Fox fined in like manner.’

32. Origines juridiciales, or, Historical memorials of the English laws, courts of justice, forms of tryall, punishment in cases criminal, law writers, law books, grants and settlements of estates …,/by William Dugdale, Esq. … (London, 1666).

33. Bland, Three Revels, reprints the relevant passages on the Inner Temple Christmases from Origines as an appendix, pp. 116–22 (p. 118).

34. Robert E. Burkhart, ‘The Surviving Shakespearean Playhouses: The Halls of the Inns of Court and the Excavation of the Rose’, Theatre History Studies 12 (1992), 173–96.

35. Edward Waterhouse, Fortescutus Illustratus, Or a Commentary on that Nervous Treatise De Laudibus Legum Angliae (London, 1663), p. 546.

36. On stock characters of pageantry, see Dieter Mehl, The Elizabethan Dumb Show: The History of a Dramatic Convention (London: Methuen, 1964), p. 10.

37. Richard Mulcaster, The Quenes majesties passage through the citie of London to Westminster the daye before her coronacion (1558), ed. James M. Osborn (New Haven: Yale University Press, 1960), Diiiv.

38. Mulcaster, The Quenes majesties passage, Diiiir.

39. Gorboduc, ed. Cauthen, p. 57. B. R. Pearn, ‘Dumb-Show in Elizabethan Drama’, Review of English Studies 11 (1935), 385–405, writes that the dumb shows are primarily to ‘enliven the action’ and satisfy ‘desire for movement and spectacle’ (p. 387; p. 389) while Wolfgang Clemen, English Tragedy Before Shakespeare: The Development of Dramatic Speech, trans. T. S. Dorsch (London: Methuen & Co., 1961), dismisses the dumb shows entirely, privileging the verbal over the visual in the play.

40. Mehl, The Elizabethan Dumb Show, p. 40.

41. Natalie Mears, ‘Counsel, Public Debate, and Queenship: John Stubbs’ “The Discoverie of a Gaping Gulf”, 1579’, Historical Journal 44 (2001), 629–50.

42. Patrick Collinson, ‘Pulling the Strings: Religion and Politics in the Progress of 1578’, in The Progresses, Pageants and Entertainments of Queen Elizabeth I, ed. Jayne Elisabeth Archer, Elizabeth Goldring, and Sarah Knight (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007), pp. 122–41 (p. 124). The relationship between counsel and sovereignty in Elizabeth’s reign is disputed by historians. See, inter alia, Peter Lake, Anglicans and Puritans? Presbyterians and English Conformist Thought from Whitgift to Hooker (London: Allen & Unwin, 1988); Alford, The Early Elizabethan Polity; John Guy, The Reign of Elizabeth I: Court and Culture in the Last Decade (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995); Anne McLaren, Political Culture in the Reign of Elizabeth I: Queen and Commonwealth (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1998); Natalie Mears, Queenship and Political Discourse in the Elizabethan Realms (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2005); Jacqueline Rose, ‘Kingship and Counsel in Early Modern England’, Historical Journal 54 (2011), 47–71.

43. Mary T. Crane, ‘“Video et Taceo”: Elizabeth I and the Rhetoric of Counsel’, Studies in English Literature 28 (1988), 1–15.

44. Elizabeth I: Collected Works, ed. Leah S. Marcus, Janel Mueller, and Mary Beth Rose (Chicago and London: University of Chicago Press, 2000), ‘Queen Elizabeth’s First Speech, Hatfield, November 20, 1558’, p. 51, and ‘Queen Elizabeth’s First Speech before Parliament, February 10, 1559’, p. 59.

45. Axton, ‘Thomas Norton’, ODNB.


CHAPTER 33
THOMAS KYD, THE SPANISH TRAGEDY

RICHARD HILLMAN

THERE is no better evidence of the elusive centrality of The Spanish Tragedy within our understanding of early modern English dramatic history than the persistence of criticism in circling round it within a relatively small range of (intersecting) orbits. Proportionately, the volume of commentary is nearly Shakespearean, yet the recurrent topics are relatively few, and the approaches to them tend to fall into well-worn grooves. It seems useful to begin with a succinct survey, which will amply establish the play’s rich complexity as a dramatic composition, as well as its resistance to reductive readings. Indeed, for a text that, in superficial ways, appears straightforward, even primitive, The Spanish Tragedy proves surprisingly unstable. That instability, which I will be exploring further below, entails consequences larger than the text itself. For the critical difficulty goes beyond engaging an enticingly ambiguous work—one that offers conspicuous points of entry to analysis but limits its reach and conclusiveness. The greater challenge consists in assessing a major phenomenon for the development of the early modern English theatre.

So the play was perceived even in its own time, although it is obviously a modern perspective that produces pronouncements such as that of Thomas McAlindon, who terms it ‘quite the most important single play in the history of English drama’.1 The Spanish Tragedy’s special status for contemporaries (who were living, not writing, literary history) is confirmed by its multiple revivals, reprintings and revisions, as well as by the notice it attracted in various forms. From the first, the latter included negative reactions: what is probably a scornful dismissal by Thomas Nashe appeared in 1589, presumably soon after the play’s first performances, although it is impossible to date the latter precisely.2 Over the following years the theatre steadily paid an essentially flattering tribute by way of allusion and imitation—of language, character, and situation.3 There was also plenty of parody, especially at the expense of a rhetorical style increasingly considered crude and old-fashioned. Still, such references join with others less judgemental as testimony to the play’s almost instantaneous emergence and long endurance as a cultural touchstone, a virtual metonymy for theatricality itself, including its power and dangers.4

Appropriately, such symbolic potency matches that acquired by theatricality within the text itself, which is relentlessly self-referential: the main action is framed as a play-within-a-play, overseen by an impatiently vindictive ghost and the personification of Revenge; the cataclysmic vengeance of Hieronimo, the prototype of a long (if crooked) line of revengers on the early modern English stage, is effected by means of a theatrical performance which turns into ‘real life’—that is, real death. These procedures are the key to Kyd’s radical adaptation of Senecan models to English theatrical imperatives. The adaptation is at once intellectually approximate (if not the crude pillaging seemingly implied by Nashe), flagrantly self-conscious (Hieronimo actually reads from Seneca in Latin), and enormously effective in the theatre—so much so that Kyd thereby provided a resilient formula for subsequent tragedies. That formula is also notable for imprinting an all but indelible association, in revenge plays, between (meta)theatricality and some degree of madness. Madness itself thereby qualifies, according to Fredson Bowers, writing in his magisterial study of the genre (first published in 1940), as an ‘important dramatic device’.5 It becomes standard vindictive procedure that, like Hieronimo, the victim who feels that his life has been destroyed—an experience realized in terms of self-fragmentation—imagines the destruction he will wreak as a creative act and thereby recuperates a sense of personal unity: he acquires at once authority and authorship by rewriting the script of others, which has consigned him to impotence.6 Yet in the process, he inevitably distances himself from the play-world’s version of reality.

Naturally enough, questions related to the staging of revenge and the revenger have dominated criticism. Apart from the points already mentioned, the most notable preoccupation has been with the doubtful ethics of revenge—Francis Bacon’s ‘wild justice’7—in relation to justice as divinely ordained or socially mediated.8 (As Knight Marshall of Spain, Hieronimo has, amongst other functions, that of a magistrate.) Inseparable from this issue is the play’s problematic religious stance—or lack of one—given its apparently insouciant mingling of classical and Christian mythologies and attitudes.

A further regular topic of commentary is also intimately bound up with the revenge mechanism: the play’s uses of language in relation to both power and identity. From the moment of his son’s murder to his final display of the body and biting out of his tongue, Hieronimo is visibly and audibly the victim of the inadequacy of language to express his grief. This is what arguably renders functional both the rhetorical wheel-spinning of his notorious discourse of lamentation (‘O eyes, no eyes, but fountains fraught with tears;/O life, no life, but lively form of death’ (III.ii.1–2))9 and even the pastiche of Latin tags comprising his soliloquy on the verge of suicide at the end of Act II. He is conspicuously at the mercy of the languages of others, as also when Lorenzo deflects his calls for ‘justice’ and prevents him from addressing the King (III.xii.27 ff.). By contrast, his vehicle of revenge is a performance in what he first calls ‘unknown languages’ (IV.i.173), then ‘sundry languages’ (IV.iv.73)—the latter term being echoed by the note to the reader in the printed text (IV.iv.10 SD). These are languages, then, to which Hieronimo alone, ‘Author and actor in this tragedy’ (IV.iv.147), holds the signifying key, much as he finally obtains the actual key of the locked playing-space. By drawing the curtain to reveal his son’s body, he sets the seal, as if by divine revelation, on the downfall of the arrogant and corrupt city—at once Babel and Babylon—as he had prophesied it: ‘Now shall I see the fall of Babylon/Wrought by the heavens in this confusion’ (IV.i.195–6).10

The published note to the reader about language may serve to introduce another much-explored problem in The Spanish Tragedy: the relation between performance and printed text (or texts). The statement that Hieronimo’s tragedy of Soliman and Perseda has been transcribed from a multi-lingual original, actually performed as such in accordance with Hieronimo’s dictates, is now widely taken at face value—largely, it seems, because it is thematically persuasive: such a pageant would literally enact the Tower of Babel theme. There are problems with this thesis, however. For one thing, the translation, if it is one, is far from casually ‘set down’ (IV.iv.10 SD) but carefully crafted in verse, occasionally with rhymes, which seems adapted to nuanced acting. Then, while it is true that the onstage audience sometimes needs help in following the action (‘Here comes Lorenzo; look upon the plot,/And tell me, brother, what part plays he?’ (IV.iv.34–5)), so, it seems, does Hamlet’s Claudius in a somewhat analogous situation, despite an explicatory dumb show and a good bit of tendentious text: ‘Have you heard the argument? is there no offence in’t’ (Hamlet, III.ii.232–3). (In general, noble spectators at theatrical entertainments seem not to have been notable for paying close attention.) Then, too, Hieronimo’s audience might have been expected to comment on a multi-lingual performance—and to register difficulty at least over Hieronimo’s Greek. As for the auditors in the playhouse, they would presumably have had no more difficulty accepting that the players were only pretending to speak in different tongues than that the English of the main play is supposed to be Spanish. It may conceivably be, therefore, that the printer’s unusual intervention is calculated to rationalize what might appear more incongruous on the page than it seemed on the stage.

Two further textual questions have likewise proved perennial, and resistant to resolution. The first of these concerns the relation of Kyd’s play to the ‘First Part of Hieronimo’ (1 Hieronimo), published in 1605, which has been variously thought to represent (presumably in ‘corrupt’ form) either an anterior composition of Kyd himself or a later attempt, by him or someone else, to capitalize on The Spanish Tragedy’s popularity. The second question bears on the status, and the authorship, of five passages (known as the ‘Additions’) that first appeared in the edition of 1602, ten years after the first surviving text. According to Henslowe’s Diary, Ben Jonson was paid in 1601 and 1602 for composing supplementary material for the play, but most commentators now consider, for stylistic and other reasons, that the passages actually printed are unlikely to be his work. Whoever their author, and whatever the occasion for their composition (it is tempting to associate them with the 1597 revival of the play by the Admiral’s Men at the Rose with Edward Alleyn in the lead role), the Additions reflect a re-reading of Kyd’s original by way of the central character’s distraction, which is not only given extended and intense representation but made self-reflexive:

As I am never better than when I am mad, then methinks I am a brave fellow, then I do wonders: but reason abuseth me, and there’s the torment, there’s the hell. (ed. Mulryne, Fourth Addition, 157–60)

This emphasis, which matches the subtitle introduced in the edition of 1615 (‘Hieronimo is mad againe’), intersects intriguingly with the more notoriously elusive textual history of Hamlet. Shakespeare (who has himself been proposed, initially by Coleridge, as the author of the Additions11) is generally supposed to have produced that tragedy around 1600, by adapting an earlier dramatic version (the lost ‘Ur-Hamlet’), itself putatively by Kyd.12 Given the especially rich development, likewise through self-presentation, of Hamlet’s conflicted mental state as he pursues (or is pursued by) his revenge, we may reasonably postulate that this neo-Senecan motif fed into a recent theatrical predilection for the virtuoso performance of fragmented identity; we may also conjecture with some confidence that the old play at least introduced the idea of the revenger’s madness in some rudimentary form: in the case of Hamlet, after all, the hint is present in the source (Saxo Grammaticus, no doubt as transmitted by François de Belleforest); there the boy Amleth must disarm his enemy by playing the fool until he is capable of revenge. The motif obviously required transformation in the theatre, but it is hard not to suspect it of making the story seem stage-worthy in the first place.

In any case, by this route we return to the central issue of the revenger’s madness—central, certainly, but not exactly ‘vexed’ or even ineluctable. Not that the point has been neglected: critical landmarks include the careful tracing of Hieronimo’s distraction, as it unfolds onstage, by Charles A. Hallett and Elaine S. Hallett (1980)13—a salutary reminder that the Additions do not invent the motif, even if they supplement it significantly—and the thoroughly contextualized treatment by Carol Thomas Neely (2004), who gives the play full credit, especially as supplemented, for establishing stage-madness (on the basis of Isabella as well as Hieronimo) as ‘inward, secular, self-generated’.14 Nevertheless, it has proved remarkably easy to let madness in the play speak for itself, as it were—or even to downplay it, for it poses an awkward obstacle to readings dependent on the protagonist as a vector of trustworthy values. And despite the venerable strain of condemnation in much critical thinking—Bowers devotes a chapter to ‘The Disapproval of Revenge’15—the impulse to recuperate such values is strong. This is perhaps because the paradox of the hero-villain goes against the modern (though surely not the postmodern) grain. But one may also suspect an impulse to recuperate stability despite the renunciation of coherence frankly proclaimed by the eschatological and metaphysical framework, with its incongruous superimposition of pagan upon Christian universes.16

I

My own reflection here on the ‘phenomenon’ of The Spanish Tragedy entails stepping back from the well-worn interpretative and textual issues just outlined and focusing on the instability at the play’s core—what may be thought of as the refusal to ‘take sides’ on Hieronimo and his revenge that has tended to relegate commentary to unresolvable debates. The premise is that, even with regard to what must have seemed a striking theatrical innovation, a contemporary audience’s responses were, to some degree, culturally preconditioned. This is hardly a novel or contentious notion in the abstract, but, on the principle that fresh perceptions require new angles of vision, I will be applying it by way of a cluster of intertexts that are frankly tangential to Kyd’s work and can hardly be claimed as sources in the conventional sense.

Such a procedure conforms, however, to what seems a growing intuition on the part of commentators that, insofar as there is anything new to be said about The Spanish Tragedy, a wider range of cultural reference needs to be accommodated. This also happens to be the direction—towards contexts and intertexts—in which early modern criticism has generally been tending, even as the rigidly structured political imperatives of the New Historicist and Cultural Materialist schools have moderated into more supple instruments of analysis. The latter development is especially propitious for work on The Spanish Tragedy, because, tantalizing as the play is in hinting at political referentiality, any topical engagement remains allusive, hence elusive. It has been convincingly proposed that the play evokes Spain’s recently acquired hegemony over Portugal (enforced by the victory at Alcantara in 1580) and gestures towards the historical capacity of England to dominate both (see Hieronimo’s first court entertainment in Act I, scene iv). It goes without saying, too, that English–Spanish tensions would have fed into audience responses, no doubt with different nuances applied to revivals at different periods. But there is insufficient evidence, internal or external, even to establish with certitude whether the play’s composition pre- or postdates the Armada (1588). This must be said despite the elaborate and strenuous arguments of Frank Ardolino, most notably, that the apocalyptic overtones of Hieronimo’s revenge, which are insistently present and supported by biblical resonances, celebrate the triumph of protestant England over the demonized catholic empire.17 After all, the play’s most assiduous recent critic, Lukas Erne, not only concludes from the same evidence that the composition predates the Armada but advances the hypothesis that Kyd was secretly a catholic.18

But perhaps the central difficulty with Ardolino’s thesis is the one I have already touched on, which flaws all readings that presume the audience’s thorough identification with the bloody project of the protagonist (who himself, for that matter, happens to be Spanish and catholic). Even without appealing to Christian condemnations of private revenge, as earlier critics tended to do19 (and Hieronimo himself evokes these by way of his ‘Vindicta mihi!’ speech at the opening of Act III, scene xiii, before turning his allegiance to Seneca), this is to ignore the distancing effect of the character’s mental state. It is one thing to empathize with the suffering and desperation that drive Hieronimo to distraction, as spectators are certainly cued to do; it is quite another simply to engage wholeheartedly with the project produced by it. The vengeance enacted by Hieronimo—and we see this all the more clearly by contrast with Bel-imperia’s more down-to-earth vindictiveness—issues from a conspicuously unstable mind. However precisely we understand his ‘madness’, he is seen to be compensating for his painful impotence with an arrogation of quasi-divine righteousness and power that is flagrantly delusional.

It sets the seal on Hieronimo’s instability that, without an evident motive, he suddenly stabs the Duke of Castile, who was not originally one of his intended victims (hence, Castile’s positioning outside the play-within-the play) before killing himself. The issue is not really that the King’s brother is technically innocent, as commentators have often observed, for in Hieronimo’s eyes the whole social structure is thoroughly tainted: the sinful city merits collective punishment. More telling is the fact that the protagonist thereby impairs an element of his own revenge, namely, the projection outward of the essence of his victimisation: unlike the Portuguese Viceroy (‘Speak, Portuguese, whose loss resembles mine’ (IV.iv.114)), Castile will not have to endure the living death entailed by a son’s murder (and, on her own initiative, a daughter’s as well). This technically ‘excessive’ act may be taken, then, as a sign of the more-or-less reckless ‘overkill’—usually both quantitative and qualitative—that, as English revenge plays develop the Senecan model, comes to constitute the ‘mad’ revenger’s hallmark.

The effect is also pointedly to translate personal tragedy, complete with its apocalyptic dimension, to the dynastic level—a note sounded by the reflex reaction of the King:

What age hath ever heard such monstrous deeds?

My brother, and the whole succeeding hope

That Spain expected after my decease!

. . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . .

I am the next, the nearest, last of all.

(IV.iv.202–8)

At face value, as critics from S. F. Johnson to Ardolino have pointed out, Hieronimo’s vengeance thus enacts a national fantasy of the obliteration of the Spanish empire, which his play of Soliman and Perseda, moreover, serves to identify with the anathematized Turks.20 Yet Hieronimo blurs the moral pattern by casting his arch-enemy Lorenzo as the Christian victim, himself as the Sultan’s villainous henchman. Likewise, the larger anti-Spanish fantasy veers strangely off its target, and even turns back on itself, with the support of an intertext that has not yet, as far as I know, been cited in this regard.

II

It may reasonably be posited, I believe, that, against the background of the relation between Spain and Portugal in the play, the name of Hieronimo, whatever other associations it may have carried,21 is likely also to have resonated with that of Jerónimo Osório de Fonseca (1506–80), the eminent and widely published Portuguese bishop (of Silva), scholar, and controversialist. I will shortly be proposing further reasons for this. Let me begin, however, by suggesting that Osório’s important history of Portugal, at least in the form in which Elizabethans were likely to have known it, has a bearing on The Spanish Tragedy, to the point, indeed, of helping to justify its title, and to render that title ironic.

Let me return to the received idea that the play’s wars between Spain and Portugal over the latter’s non-payment of tribute, together with the prospective uniting of the two realms, alludes, however indefinitely, to the imposition of Spanish hegemony upon the whole Iberian peninsula. This was the result of a power vacuum following the catastrophic death, in the battle fought on 4 August 1578 at El-Ksar El-Kebir (Alcazar), of Sebastian, King of Portugal, who died unmarried and childless. Sebastian had undertaken an ill-advised incursion into Morocco in support of Abu Abdallah Mohammed II Saadi, who had been displaced as king by a Turkish-backed rival for the succession, Abu Marwan Abd al-Malik I Saadi. Not least because of its consequences for the balance of power, this event made a great impression throughout Europe. Its interest for the English may be gauged by the popularity of George Peele’s stage-version of the story, The Battle of Alcazar, which was published in 1594 (but which, like The Spanish Tragedy, may or not postdate the Spanish Armada).22 From the English point of view, the immediate practical consequence was the sudden augmentation of the Spanish menace. But they could hardly have been blind to the cautionary dynastic implications, and there was an ongoing reminder of these in the person of the pretender to the Portuguese throne, Don Antonio, who received Elizabeth’s protection and support in mounting a series of rearguard harassing actions against the successfully managed accession of Philip II.23

The wider repercussions of Sebastian’s disastrous expedition are not beside the point, for they multiplied the monitory mirror-images. Frank Lestringant has valuably called attention to the association made in France between that king’s obstinate negligence of wise counsel and the dangerous wilfulness of Henri III, who was likewise childless.24 Indeed, the death in 1584 of the latter’s brother, the Duke of Anjou (long a pretender to Elizabeth’s hand), had made it clear that France faced a desperate succession crisis of its own when, later in the same year, André Thevet, the royal cosmographer, published a cautionary account of Sebastian in a Plutarchan collection of biographies.25 As Lestringant makes clear, Thevet’s treatment feeds into the increasing propaganda produced by the Holy League of extreme catholics, under the auspices of the House of Lorraine (and the Duke of Guise in particular), which sought to capitalize on Henri’s unpopularity by insisting on his isolation from the people, his reliance on a few flattering ministers, and his ‘tyrannical’ tendencies (not to mention other vices).

The ‘spin’ given the story of Sebastian by Thevet was specific to French political culture, to which, however, the English were far from indifferent, given the threat posed by the League (with its ties to Mary, Queen of Scots, and to Spain). A counter-application formed part of a royalist pamphlet, with a reference in its title to the ‘decease of the late Monsier, the Kings onely brother’, that appeared in 1585, followed closely by an English translation (Pierre de Belloy, A Catholicke apologie, etc. (London: G. Robinson for Edward Aggas, 1585 or 1586)). Here the League’s tactics are compared to those used to lure Sebastian into ‘mishap’, so that he ‘serued for a warme breakefast to the Spanish King’ (fol. 98r). The evocation of a doubtful succession, threatening bloodshed and loss of sovereignty, would have struck a chord across the Channel, where the extinction of the Tudor dynasty was an imminent certainty. After the execution of Mary in 1587, the prospect loomed of the union of England and Scotland under a king whose religious proclivities were widely suspect. The absorption of Portugal into Spain was one possible model of such a process.

Of course, the English would not have needed French applications of Sebastian’s story to make them sensitive to the motif of dynastic collapse. The French authors were themselves responding to (and in Thevet’s case appropriating, as he acknowledged) the account included in Jerónimo Osório’s Portuguese history, and so associated with his name, although this section is obviously not part of the original work, which had appeared (in Latin) in 1574. In fact, the description of Sebastian’s life and death, complete with cautionary development, is the composition of Simon Goulart, who translated Osório into French in 1581, bringing his original up to date by way of other historians.26 Goulart, a militant Calvinist based in Geneva, was a very familiar figure to Elizabethans as a prolific author, translator, and commentator. He was a tireless diffuser of the protestant view of the French Wars of Religion, and a mediator of edifying texts both historical and literary, including the works of Guillaume de Salluste, seigneur Du Bartas (a protestant), and Plutarch’s Lives as translated by Jacques Amyot.27 The edification in Goulart’s account of Sebastian consists partly in an attack on that king’s Jesuit advisers, who fed their sovereign’s warlike humour out of ambition to extend their sphere of influence (p. 755). This is the sort of thinking likely to have gone down well in England, but it is Goulart’s conclusion that one might suspect of especially impressing Kyd. (The playwright’s familiarity with French, by the way, is beyond question: even if his skill as a translator has not earned universal admiration, he rendered Robert Garnier’s Cornélie into English verse and planned to follow up with the same author’s Porcie.28) Other accounts of the consequences of Sebastian’s death were available—including one by George Whetstone, who speaks of the ‘calamitie, and seruile bondage of Portugall’29—but only Goulart’s, to my knowledge, deploys, apocalyptically, the discourse of the theatre.

Goulart concludes his account of the Portuguese debacle with an intense peroration of a single page, in which he dwells on the devastating effect of this ‘horrible tragedie’ (p. 762) on the nation, which wept and mourned for Sebastian. (The king’s folly and unpopularity are now obscured, or at least transcended.) The tragedy might have seemed to be arriving ‘à sa catastrophe et dernier acte’ with the actual death of the king, but as it turned out—and here the Spanish are indirectly targeted—this was just the beginning of the country’s downfall, as subsequent events have shown. Predictably (if one picks up the rhetoric of vindictive revelation, which he also practises elsewhere), Goulart now draws back from his imaginative engagement in these dramatic events to wonder at ‘les secrets et justes jugements de Dieu’. His voice—nominally, we should remember, that of Jerónimo Osório—thus approaches that of the play’s Hieronimo in the face of apocalypse: ‘Now shall I see the fall of Babylon/Wrought by the heavens in this confusion’.

Intertextually, however, the parallel serves as an ironic reminder not only that, in fact, the divine will subjected Portugal, not Spain, to the loss of its ‘whole succeeding hope’, but also that it is Kyd’s protagonist himself who has set apocalypse in motion. There is a familiar concept embedded here, one which was a virtual specialty of Christopher Marlowe, Kyd’s erstwhile roommate—namely, the notion of the ‘scourge of God’. By consensus, such scourges are always morally defective in themselves, and consigned to destruction once their scourging is accomplished. God moves in particularly mysterious ways to choose his scourges, and to lay claim to the role is an act of atheistic overreaching; hence Robert Greene accused Marlowe of ‘daring God out of heaven with that atheist Tamburlan’.30 (Indeed, this would conform to one early modern definition of madness.) The point is not contradicted by Hamlet’s claim to be heaven’s ‘scourge and minister’ (Hamlet, III.iv.75) on the basis of a blind stab that kills an unintended and doubtfully deserving victim. All in all, a comparison between the apocalyptic awe of Osório/Goulart and the apocalyptic glee of Hieronimo as they watch their respective tragedies draw to a dismal close does not tend to invest the latter’s authorship with authority.

III

If the name of Jerónimo Osório was at least loosely associated, through Goulart’s expanded version of his historical work, with a real Portuguese tragedy counterpointing Kyd’s fictional Spanish one, it demonstrably carried some highly particular resonances in the English context. For in 1563 the Portuguese priest (not yet a bishop), who was prominent in humanist circles and had English connections (he was a friend of Roger Ascham), had presumed to write to Queen Elizabeth at length, in the rhetorically sophisticated Ciceronian Latin for which he was renowned throughout Europe, to urge her personal (and the English national) return to the Roman Catholic faith. His letter was soon published in several cities on the Continent, in Latin, French, and, inevitably, English (in service to the recusant cause). It became notorious and ignited a controversy that lasted for twenty years, involving officially commissioned ripostes by William Haddon (1516–72), the Cambridge humanist and lawyer, as well known for his Latinity as for his devotion to Reform, counter-ripostes by Osório, and, eventually, rejoinders by none other than the indefatigable ‘martyrologist’ John Foxe. Foxe, whose final contribution was to appear in 1583, first completed a lengthy reply left unfinished by Haddon at his death: Contra Hieron. Osorium … Responsa Apologetica. This composite volume was published in 1577 with a dedicatory epistle (signed by Foxe) to King Sebastian of Portugal—explicitly an exhortation intended to reciprocate that of Osório to Elizabeth. It is noteworthy that when the work appeared in English translation four years later,31 with its original epistle allowed to stand, Sebastian was dead, his kingdom in the hands of the Spanish antichrist. The customary fulsome compliments to him as ‘puissaunt and victorious’ (sig. Aviiir) would then have rung hollow in a way that must have seemed to confirm the prophetical caution Foxe had administered. For when he urged the Portuguese king—in vain, of course—to free his people from Romish ‘rauennyng Wolues, and horrible bloudsuckers’, Foxe had pointedly invited him to repudiate the Whore of Babylon, in keeping with Apocalypse 17:16–17:

And the tenne hornes … which thou didst see vpon the Beast, are those tenne Kinges, which shall abhorre the Babylonicall Strumpett, and shall make her desolate and naked, and shall deuoure her fleshe, and burne her Carkasse in flames of fire: for the Lord hath inspired into their hartes to bring this to passe, euen as it hath pleased him. (sig. Aiiijr–v)

The godly reader of 1581 was bound to conclude that Sebastian had perversely preferred to go into ‘perdition’ with the Beast (Apocalypse 17:8, 11).

As Haddon’s own attacks on the ‘Babilonicall’ (Against Ierome Osorius, fol. 21r) idolatry of Osório confirm, we are in the familiar rhetorical territory of radical protestantism, territory to which Kyd’s Hieronimo also lays claim, more or less convincingly. The appropriation is a strange one, at face value, and one result is that, across the intertexts of the controversy, he emerges as at once the image and the mirror-image evoked in Haddon’s original riposte (translated by Abraham Hartwell around 1565 as A sight of the Portugall pearle). There the railing of Osório against Reform preaching of the gospel is linked with the blindness of Rome to its impending doom:

I find you nothing reasonable, you die if you be barred bytyng and backbityng, outragiously stretching your windepipe against our gospellynge, and therein settinge abroche all your sower eloquence. Storme vntyll you stare, crie out while your iawes wyll holde, yet shal you not by importunitie proue any other sede sowen by our preachers, saue onely the liuely auncient and syncere gospell. In the whiche poynt except your Romishe See bethinke it selfe, by calamitie and fatall desolation it shall once learne, at the time when we shal all appeare at the dreadful assise of gods iudgement, & in our owne person geue an heauie accompte of our faythe … euen oute of this golden gospell, which you so sawcely deride. (sig. Dviir–v)32

As is evident from this passage (and numerous others), Osório’s opponents turned his exuberant eloquence against him, taking discursive deviance as a sign of reason beclouded, truth travestied, even melancholy in full flood:

What I praye you, M. Hieronimus, come out of thys traunce, fie vpon this impacience, in a professed wyse man, let in a littell breath, & chere vp your spirites, you shall se al things in a cleare case. (sig. Ciiiir)

Incidentally, Haddon addresses ‘Mayster Hieronimus’ directly throughout, to the point where the name virtually resonates as a rhetorical marker.

The complex history of these international and multi-lingual exchanges, conducted over the years across dozens of publications, produced in sundry venues, has been carefully traced by Lawrence V. Ryan, who leaves no doubt as to the attention they attracted within the learned English community, including (besides Ascham) Thomas Nashe, Gabriel Harvey, and Francis Bacon.33 Kyd may reasonably be presumed to have had some acquaintance with the controversy, hence to have been aware, at least, that his protagonist’s name would have triggered the association for at least some of his audience. Such an association would surely have destabilized Hieronimo’s ironic appropriation of apocalyptic Reform rhetoric, throwing into relief, as a discursive package, his madness and its linguistic figuration.

For while the documented scholarly reactions to Osório, as Ryan demonstrates, are much concerned with Latin style (his Ciceronian excesses apparently tended to wear thin, even for connoisseurs),34 what strikes the modern reader of the English translations is that the theological argument is conducted on both sides with all the vigorous and homely invective to which the Elizabethan state of the language uniquely lent itself. The combatants expend a great deal of energy in simply (but often inventively) trading accusations and calling each other names, and a preoccupation on the English side is Osório’s insistent assertion, among his ‘clamours and brables’ (Foxe, Against Ierome Osorius, sig. Aiijr), that his opponents are out of their minds:

For this sufficeth not for him to reuile men with odious names, as callyng them madd, impudent, childish and infaunts, and to declame whole common places vsed agaynst heretiques. (sig. Aviv)

Haddon takes the high-(play)ground tack of claiming that name-calling (including the name of madman) turns back on the originator:

So the same offence and shame wherwith you do accuse others, must needes rebound vpon your owne head: when you can not finde them, whom you haue accused. Take a familiar example. You call me dronkard, whom all men els (I beleue) do know to be sober enough, except you that are scarse well aduised. This dronkennes therfore, if any be, is your owne, your owne lye, and your owne reproch. You exclame that I am madd: whiche, for that you so manifestly lye, wilbe adiudged your owne errour, your owne rage, & your owne ignoraunce. (Against Ierome Osorius, fol. 10v–11r)

To do justice to the polemical refutations of Haddon and Foxe, the rhetoric of the learned bishop’s diatribes does indeed savour of distraction—distraction, moreover, specifically as the stage encoded it, and not least when he attributes madness to his enemies, as he does regularly and vehemently. Take the bitter mockery to which he subjects Haddon’s claim that English Reformers have had the mists cleared from their eyes by discovery of the gospel:

Al thinges are now laid open, al thinges are come to light. Ther are no faultes in the worlde, no wicked offences, no heinouse crimes, no, none at al. Ther is great good cause, if this tale be true, whie we should forsake our owne countrei, and come to dwel in England, that we might be partakers of this your felicitie with you. (fol. 22r-v)35

The mode of febrile moralizing is familiar, from Hamlet’s ‘no offense in the world’ (III.ii.234–5) to Lear’s ‘None does offend, none, I say, none’ (IV.vi.168). The sarcastic evocation of Englishmen as sinless is followed by irony over the idea that they had previously hoped to gain salvation through holy objects alone: ‘is it to be thought you were al so mad … ? What a great dulnes of witte was that? what a straunge folie?’ (fol. 23r). If Haddon claims this, continues Osório, ‘you bring a great slaunder of madnes vpon your countrie, that hath brought you vp and placed you in so great worship’ (fol. 23v). The Gravedigger’s jest about madness being universal in England (Hamlet, V.i.154–5), so that Hamlet’s will not be perceived, inevitably comes to mind.36 Remarkably, Osório at this point represents his own origins (and religion) as Spanish, rather than Portuguese:

it was my chaunce to be borne and brought vp in Spaigne, where no man (if he be a Christian) was euer so foolish as to thinke, that there is any other waie to pourge synne, but only by the grace and godnes of Christ. (fol. 23r)

If this self-Hispanicizing (in fact, Osório was born in Lisbon, although he studied law in Salamanca) diminishes one barrier between the two Hieronimos, that effect is incidental. The essential resemblance consists in their imaginative engagement in the mechanism of divine vengeance. The role of scourge may be beyond the compass of Osório’s far more moderate ‘madness’, but he certainly revels in that of prophet, the mediator of righteous judgement, as he intones warnings for the ‘mad’ English in their pride and prosperity:

there can not be any greater token of madnes or folie, then to waxe proude, when the worlde serueth vs at will … For who so euer is puffed vp with the prosperouse successe of things, neither does he vnderstand, how sodainlie all the wealth of the worlde vanisheth awaie, and from howe high a griese37 or step many of the greatest princes haue fallen, to the great wonder of al men: neither doth he consider, what a violent kinde of seueritie that supreame Iudge vseth, when he mindeth to shake as it were with a whirle winde, and throw down the estate of such as trust to much to them selues. (fol. 275r)

Familiar as the thought may be, its expression particularly suits the circumstances of Hieronimo’s vengeance—the play’s princes conspicuously consider themselves at the height of prosperity as they prepare to feast their political and personal alliance—and anticipates its Old Testament symbolism:

it is a token of a foolish and madde felowe, in prosperitie to forget the weakenesse of manne: especiallie whereas we see oftentimes, that almightie God nowe and then suffereth such, as he is most offended withall, to haue the longer enioying of their apparente felicitie, that he maie of a sodaine strike them, that will not repente, and geue them the deeper wounde … He teacheth vs also by the sodaine fiering of those Cities, that his judgement catcheth improuident men, as it were with secrete [gynnes] or snares, in such sort, that they can not escape from euerlasting pounishment and tormentes.

If these thinges be true, what a madnes was that in you, for fiue yeres prosperitie, to vaunt your selfe so arrogantly and vainely? (fol. 275v–6r)

Osório goes on to insist (fol. 276v) that even the Turks might claim as much, given the present worldly success of their affairs. He thereby lends his argument a dimension corresponding to Hieronimo’s scripted conclusion, which, by way of Soliman and Perseda, anticipates the divine vengeance that will inevitably overtake that godless empire as well.

IV

It is hardly news that ‘madness’ in the early modern period often consists in, or at least comports, blindness to ‘manifest’ religious truth, or that its common sign is discursive disorder. Thus Samuel Harsnett’s A Declaration of Egregious Popish Impostures (1605) lent itself to the portrayal of madness, real and feigned, in King Lear,38 while, on a lighter note, it came naturally to Ben Jonson’s alchemical gang to have Doll feign ‘madness’ by spewing scraps of ‘Broughton’s works’.39 (Tellingly, the prophetical books of the Old Testament furnish her with abundant material.40) A highly pertinent connection with the revenge motif is furnished by Hamlet’s (momentary) anxiety about the equivocal relation between his own distraction and the source of his vindictive inspiration:

The spirit that I have seen

May be a dev’l, and the dev’l hath power

T’assume a pleasing shape, yea, and perhaps,

Out of my weakness and my melancholy,

As he is very potent with such spirits,

Abuses me to damn me.

(II.ii.598–603)

What has not been fully appreciated about The Spanish Tragedy is how fully Hieronimo’s production of personal and political tragedy, when he takes his private script public as conscious compensation for the frustration of a ‘normal’ functioning of speech, comes pre-inscribed within a semiotics of controversy that, taken collectively, exposes all speech as contingent. As he himself intuits in his Act III soliloquy reviewing his ‘options’ (supplicating the king? appealing to the underworld judges? engineering his own vengeance?)—a moment that corresponds to Hamlet’s doubts about his course—true speaking on his part is bound to be turned aside by the plausible lies of his enemies, enfolded, that is, into the abusive deceptiveness of language itself:

Now, sir, perhaps I come and see the king,

The king sees me, and fain would hear my suit:

Why, is this not a strange and seld-seen thing,

That standers-by with toys should strike me mute?

Go to, I see their shifts, and say no more.

(III.xii.1–5)

It is as if he has internalized Haddon’s rebuke of his Hieronimo for slandering the godly and virtuous:

But if you wyll stand to the comparison of the lyuinge of our men and yours, or way their learning and knowledg in equall ballances, wee are at your becke, go too, compare theim from the top vnto the toe. And for a breathing while charme your taunting tongue, so like a wanton lauysheinge [i.e. lavishing] braineles brawles, dumme & mum in graue argument, nothing tastinge of Scriptures … (A sight of the Portugall pearle, sig. Dvv)

The more clearly because he intertextually trails the baggage of a celebrated Iberian aliéné, his namesake (contemporaries might have found this meaning, too, in ‘Hieronimo is mad againe’), Hieronimo finds himself trapped within a signifying system in which madness, loss of discursive control, and claims to religious truth stand out as mutually imbricated commonplaces, exchangeable weapons (like the deadly foil in Hamlet’s fencing match), rather than vehicles of fixed meaning. Even in finally elevating himself above humanity by arrogating a radically oppositional, exclusive, and solitary stance—becoming at once the author and chastiser of mortal confusion—he continues to occupy a subject position flawed (not to say crazed) by fracture and fragmentation. The ultimate source of frustration and failure, then, is his tongue itself, the recurrent preoccupation of the controversialists on both sides. Haddon may condemn Osório for attacking the possessors of truth, ‘one while scoffing, another while fuming, nowe crying, and then yelling out’ (A sight of the Portugall pearle, sig. Bv); he may apostrophize, ‘O licencious venemous toung, worthy to be pluckt out by the rootes, from out that execrable mouth, except it recant in tyme’ (Against Ierome Osorius, fol. 24v). But there exists a contemporary catholic broadsheet scorning Haddon himself for possessing a ‘lingua canina’.41 Even when Hieronimo ostensibly frees that organ to engage in active ‘taunting’ of the survivors for their discursive impotence (‘Speak, Portuguese …’), he re-enfolds himself into his distraction, as is confirmed in the Additions: ‘meantime I’ll torture you …’ (ed. Mulryne, Fifth Addition, 30). There is no more transparent—or tragic?—delusion than that of absolute control, which would have to be over language and meaning itself. Whatever disclosure or confession Hieronimo may or may not make, ultimate power belongs to his tongue, not to him. It is a world, supervised by Revenge, in which a letter claiming to reveal the bloody truth may opportunely but mysteriously flutter from the sky (‘A letter falleth’ (III.ii.23 SD)), and tumble into the machinery of interpretation.

Viewed from this angle, Hieronimo’s climactic biting out of his tongue appears less a triumph of will (in contrast with the Stoic precedent of Zeno), or ‘a symbolic refusal to participate in the confusion of the world after Babel’,42 than the ultimate despairing confession in spite of himself. He thereby avows, in effect, that he has no monopoly of truth—hence, of justice—because truth is always a linguistic construction, and the tongue has a (distracted) mind of its own, while it exists. Not even the ‘wondrous show’ of Horatio’s body, it turns out, can finally ‘make the matter known’ or assure that ‘all shall be concluded in one scene’ (IV.i.185–8). The play’s scepticism about language, then, goes beyond Hieronimo’s initial sense of a straitjacket from which an act of violence and a theatrical display can liberate him. He finds himself, and appears to both on- and offstage audience, to be more firmly straitjacketed than ever. It follows that the enigmatic ‘thing which I have vowed inviolate’ (IV.iv.188), and which has occasioned so much critical conjecture, is no less a mystery to him than the unspoken ‘heart of my mystery’ (Hamlet, III.ii.365–6) would seem to be for Hamlet. To discover that there is as yet something to ‘reveal’ (187), when he supposed that he had made all plain, is to discover himself still confined within the process of signification—in psychoanalytic terms, within the discourse of the Other.

The intimation in Hieronimo’s act of self-mutilation that he is abdicating, not affirming, his exclusive claim to righteous understanding and transcendental signification at the very moment when his vengeance is apocalyptically achieved would match, in a highly ironic way, the hollow but unsettling triumph of Senecan over Christian eternity—of ‘endless tragedy’ (IV.v.48) over the divine comedy—that is figured in the concluding dialogue between Andrea’s Ghost and Revenge. It might even suggest that Kyd was aligned more closely with Marlowe’s imputed scepticism regarding all religion than it suited him to admit when the thought-police came calling. Certainly, such overtones of futility have stubbornly made themselves felt, if they have not necessarily been addressed, whenever critics have put pressure on Hieronimo’s trajectory of revenge to signify teleologically. Finally, this may be the key to The Spanish Tragedy’s foundational importance for the revenge play tradition, as well as to its fascination for and resistance to criticism: an audience is left only half-convinced that, whatever combination of private and ‘public wrongs’ (III.ii.3) the hero is taken to be revenging, his revenge is truly achieved—or achievable.
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CHAPTER 34
TAMBURLAINE

JANETTE DILLON

TAMBURLAINE was one of the first smash hits of English theatre. First performed in 1587–8, it was immediately followed by a sequel, then by printed and reprinted versions, and it was performed, imitated, parodied, and referred to with great familiarity up to and beyond the closing of the theatres in 1642.1 As late as 1620 two boys born in Ludlow in Shropshire (presumably a spot where the play had been taken on tour) were christened Tamburlaine Davies and Tamberlane Bowdler.2 Before the establishment of fixed playhouses from 1567 onwards it is not really possible to invoke the concept of a ‘smash hit’, since all performance was touring. Though companies must have known which plays went down well with audiences, and probably replayed some of the same old favourites from year to year, it was only once companies were performing six days a week to regular audiences that they could really judge certain plays to be worth frequent performance and long retention in the repertoire. Thus, even six or seven years after its first performance, Tamburlaine was performed thirteen times in the 1594–5 season at the Rose.3

Playhouses sprang up fairly quickly in London after the building of the Red Lion in 1567. The Theatre (where Tamburlaine was possibly first performed) was built in 1576 (as perhaps was the Newington Butts), the Curtain in 1577, and the Rose (where Tamburlaine played in the 1594–5 season above) in 1587. These new performance spaces also created a new kind of company. Where touring companies had been small (typically four to six players, but ranging from two to eight), it now became possible to establish larger groups of players, some of whom were permanent sharers in the company, with others hired for particular performances; and new kinds of plays for larger casts began to be written as a result. The Queen’s Men, formed in 1583 by bringing together the best players from the existing companies, had twelve men and an unspecified number of boys; and plays requiring larger casts began to be written soon after that date.4 Both parts of Tamburlaine required a high number of speaking parts and were hence capable of creating a new and exciting kind of spatial fullness and impact when all the actors were brought together on stage at once.

Theatre was thus taking new shapes in terms of buildings, playing spaces, companies, and the kinds of plays being written when Tamburlaine first appeared on the London stage. The play was also the work of a new playwright, Christopher Marlowe, who was to take the London theatre by storm, and a remarkable rising young star actor, Edward Alleyn.5 Alleyn was an extremely powerful presence, a very tall man, known for his ‘stalking’, ‘strutting’, and ‘roaring’ style, developed through bold and dominating roles like Tamburlaine and Tamar Cham.6 Indeed Marlowe may well have written the play with Alleyn’s presence in the title role firmly in mind; the Prologue to 1 Tamburlaine announces ‘Scythian Tamburlaine’ as ‘Threat’ning the world with high astounding terms/And scourging kingdoms with his conquering sword’. Marlowe’s plays, probably because of Alleyn’s star status with the Admiral’s Men, focus much more on a single dominant presence than do Shakespeare’s, which more commonly include several important roles.7

A further anecdote of 1587, which may refer to 2 Tamburlaine, testifies to the risky and occasionally shocking place occupied by this new phenomenon of the popular playhouse in London. The writer is a young law student called Philip Gawdy, writing to his father:

My Lord Admiral’s Men and players, having a device in their play to tie one of their fellows to a post and so to shoot him to death, having borrowed their calivers [muskets], one of the player’s hands swerved; his piece, being charged with bullet, missed the fellow he aimed at and killed a child, and a woman great with child forthwith, and hurt another man in the head very sore. How they will answer it I do not study unless their profession were better; but in Christianity I am very sorry for the chance.8

Though this lurid accident cannot be tied with any factual certainty to the Tamburlaine plays, there is a link between the kind of the theatre Tamburlaine performs and the kind of story often associated with the London playhouses.9 Tamburlaine, the play’s all-conquering hero, seems to stand as a figure for theatre itself in these early years: risen from rags to riches, bold, defiant, powerful, and ready to dominate all his opponents by force of ambition and pure will. Certainly the kinds of hostile remarks that the economic rise of the players incurred from some contemporaries indicate that they saw the theatre as an upstart in their midst: ‘it is an evident token of a wicked time when players wax so rich that they can build such houses’; ‘the very hirelings of some of our players … jet under gentlemen’s noses in suits of silk’.10 In 1572, five years after the building of the Red Lion and four years before the building of the Theatre, the Act against Vagabonds had ruled that players must be either retained as household players or licensed by Justices of the Peace, without which evidence of stable employment they were liable to be ‘taken, adjudged and deemed rogues, vagabonds and sturdy beggars’ and punished as such.11

The iconic moment of Tamburlaine’s first appearance in Act 1, scene 2 of 1 Tamburlaine, enacts his certainty, his confident self-transformation, and his seizing of the moment in a way that is emblematic of the transformation of theatre from a relatively marginal enterprise into a powerfully central one. Tamburlaine enters, as he is often to do in later scenes, leading a captive, accompanied by an entourage and laden with treasure. His costume declares him to be a poor shepherd; but his words speak with an authority that totally belies his dress, as he addresses his captive, Zenocrate:

Come, lady, let not this appal your thoughts;

The jewels and the treasure we have ta’en

Shall be reserved, and you in better state

Than if you were arrived in Syria,

Even in the circle of your father’s arms,

The mighty Sultan of Egyptia.

(2.1.1–6)

Already these words spell out the central concerns of the play: its obsession with power and with overturning established social hierarchies; its yearning for the exotic far reaches of the world; and its creation of a superhero who simply subjects the world around him to his will. The rhythms of the verse convey this calm certainty within the context of the alien and alluring sounds of Syria and Egyptia; and words generally take as active a part in conveying the conquests of Tamburlaine as do deeds. He transforms his status first by simply saying that he does so: ‘I am a lord, for so my deeds shall prove,/And yet a shepherd by my parentage’; and he wins Zenocrate by telling her she ‘must grace his bed that conquers Asia/And means to be a terror to the world’ (1.2.34–5, 37–8). The prospect of Zenocrate’s unwillingness is fended off by Tamburlaine’s simple refusal to acknowledge it as a possibility. It should come as no surprise, then, when within a few lines of these assertions Tamburlaine takes off his shepherd’s weeds to reveal full armour below. The stage picture is one that memorably seizes and takes control of audiences’ imaginations.

All this is new in drama with the arrival of public playhouses and a truly popular theatre. The shepherd who transforms himself into a great soldier and conquers the world bursts into the imaginative life of audiences who, up till now, had been more familiar with figures such as Mankind or Everyman, beset by temptation, but finding the path of virtue before death. Not all drama before Tamburlaine was religious, of course, and not all central figures were as generalized as names like Mankind and Everyman suggest; but Tamburlaine’s defiant and challenging attitude to religion was certainly new and shocking in its own time. It was, on the other hand, hardly surprising, since religion was in a state of turmoil at this point. There were some amongst Marlowe’s audiences who had lived through three further changes of state religion since Henry VIII’s break with Rome in the 1530s: a move to radical protestantism with the accession of Edward VI in 1547; a return to catholicism under Mary I in 1553; and the establishment of a more moderate protestantism under Elizabeth I in 1558.12 Moderation in religion, however, was unacceptable to many, and religion remained a highly controversial matter under Elizabeth, whose government cracked down on both catholics and the so-called ‘puritans’, hardline protestants of various affiliations. The Pope excommunicated Elizabeth in 1570 and called on catholics to assist in deposing her as monarch, with the result that English legislation in the 1570s enacted increasingly heavy penalties against recusants (catholics refusing to attend the English church or otherwise openly practising their religion). Priests found saying mass were subject to the death sentence from 1581. The failure of a catholic plot against Elizabeth’s life in 1583 led to the drawing up in 1584 of the Bond of Association, which imposed the death penalty on anyone plotting against the Queen’s life; and this in turn paved the way for the execution of Mary, Queen of Scots in February 1587. Over the same period Edmund Grindal, appointed as Archbishop of Canterbury in 1575, was dismissed within two years for refusing to suppress puritan prophesyings (meetings to expound the Bible). John Whitgift, appointed to the see of Canterbury in 1583, took forceful steps to compel the Reformist clergy into conformity and to prevent the election of puritans to Parliament; and by 1588 anti-episcopal pamphlets were being secretly printed and distributed under the fictional name of Martin Marprelate.

Tamburlaine was thus written at a time when religious differences could be a matter of life and death, and hostilities between catholic and protestant were being vociferously demonstrated in print and at law. Laws and proclamations issued since 1543 had sought to prevent the theatre from dealing with matters of religious controversy; but the need to keep reissuing such legislation is indicative of its failure to suppress such performance fully. The most recent proclamation in 1587 was the 1559 edict instructing town councils and Justices of the Peace not to permit any play ‘wherein either matters of religion or of the governance of the estate of the Commonwealth shall be handled, or treated: being no meet matters to be written or treated upon, but by men of authority, learning and wisdom, nor to be handled before any audience but of grave and discreet persons’.13 As this proclamation indicates, the government’s worry was not so much about religion or controversy as a subject for drama as about its performance before the ‘wrong’ sort of people; and the audiences of the popular playhouses, where entry fees were low enough for even apprentices to afford to go, were precisely the wrong people the proclamation was targeting. But, as Marlowe knew, audiences at the Theatre and the Rose wanted to be thrilled and excited, and enjoyed seeing current and sensational matters handled on the stage, just as audiences now will flock to see anything that hits the headlines by stirring up controversy. He was prepared to risk including various stabs at religion under the guise of exoticism, using characters with non-Christian affiliations.14

The title page of Tamburlaine the Great, as published in 1590, follows the title with a brief trailer for the play in this form:

Tamburlaine the Great.

Who from a Scythian Shephearde, by his rare and woonderfull Conquests, became a most puissant and migh tye Monarche.

And (for his tyranny, and terrour in Warre) was tearmed, The Scourge of God.

The rise from shepherd to monarch is thus trumpeted; but so too is the appellation ‘Scourge of God’, which resounds throughout the text of both plays. But what does it mean? Is Tamburlaine an instrument of God scourging those who deserve God’s punishment, or is he a terrible opponent who seeks to scourge God himself? And who is God anyway? Talk of the gods as plural and pagan runs throughout both plays. Zenocrate, in the scene of Tamburlaine’s first appearance, speaks of ‘the gods’ as ‘defenders of the innocent’ who ‘will never prosper your intended drifts’ (Part One, 1.2.68–9); but Tamburlaine’s drifts do prosper. Not only does he win Zenocrate by capture, but within short space she is even in love with him. When Usumcasane, one of Tamburlaine’s men, says that ‘To be a king is half to be a god’, Theridamas, a Persian lord, replies that ‘A god is not so glorious as a king’ (Part One, 2.5.56–7). The singular term ‘God’, however, is also widely used in the play, with different valences. Its first association, for an Elizabethan audience, would have been the Christian God, but the singular ‘God’ is also referred to by the Muslims in the play, as when Zabina begs ‘Mahomet’ to ‘solicit God himself’ to dash out Tamburlaine’s brains (Part One, 3.3.195–7). Tamburlaine himself, in a moment of triumph (and triumphalism), ordering the captured Turkish Emperor, Bajazeth, to be his footstool, asserts that:

The chiefest God, first mover of that sphere

Enchased with thousands ever-shining lamps,

Will sooner burn the glorious frame of heaven

Than it should so conspire my overthrow.

(Part One, 4.2.8–11)

The hubris of the claim is breathtaking. And what kind of God, Christian audiences might wonder, would either support the brutality of a Tamburlaine or think in terms of burning heaven? But professed Christians in the world of Tamburlaine are no better than Tamburlaine or the Turks. Sigismund, the Christian King of Hungary, breaks his oath to the Turkish Orcanes, King of Natolia (Anatolia/Turkey), persuaded by his fellow-Christian, Frederick, that oaths to ‘infidels,/In whom no faith nor true religion rests’ (Part Two, 2.1.33–4) are not binding. Two scenes later, Sigismond lies dead, his army defeated by the Turks; and Orcanes does not know, and scarcely cares, whose God is responsible for his victory: ‘Now lie the Christians bathing in their bloods,/And Christ or Mahomet hath been my friend’ (2.3.10–11). Marlowe’s contempt for all religions seems uppermost at this point.

The Tamburlaine plays so far seem to laugh, even to spit, at the shapes of medieval religious drama. God’s scaffold, often a continuous, framing, and authoritative presence in medieval staging, is nowhere to be seen.15 In its place are multiple images of the power of earthly kings and emperors, especially Tamburlaine. Thrones and crowns dominate the stage pictures. A throne of state is onstage as the play opens, showing Mycetes, King of Persia, in discussion with his brother, Cosroe, about Tamburlaine’s piracy. Yet almost at once the image is ironized, as Mycetes swears ‘by this my royal seat’ and Cosroe responds: ‘You may do well to kiss it, then’ (Part One, 1.1.97–8). The image is one of weakness as well as blasphemy, setting Mycetes’ pathetic trust in the physical ornaments of kingship against the brute strength of the low-born Scythian thief, Tamburlaine. As the play progresses, images of throne and crown oscillate between positions of triumph and of weakness to the point where it is difficult to set the triumphant images free from the implicit critique of earthly kingship. We see Mycetes try to save his life and his throne by hiding his crown in a simple hole in the earth (Part One, 2.4); so that when Tamburlaine asks, in the very next scene: ‘Is it not passing brave to be a king?’ (2.5.51), the question does not seem wholly rhetorical. Mycetes, standing ‘alone with his crown in his hand’, has already offered the view that ‘kings are clouts [archery targets] that every man shoots at’ (2.4.1, 8).

Seeing Tamburlaine use Bajazeth as his footstool to ascend the throne may have been one of the images that thrilled audiences, as his triumphant entrance in a chariot pulled by the Kings of Trebizond and Soria (Part Two, 4.3.1) undoubtedly did, but both images are perhaps undercut by the echo of medieval tyrants like Herod and Pilate in Tamburlaine’s boasting.16 And the sheer multiplication of thrones and crowns in the two plays has the cumulative effect of making them appear slightly ridiculous. When Bajazeth and Tamburlaine both have their wives ascend thrones set alongside one another on the stage, the men meanwhile threatening each other with war and death, that may already create a hollow ring; but when Zabina and Zenocrate start to hurl insults at each other from their respective thrones the effect truly becomes one of bathos (Part One, 3.3). Yet Marlowe extends the absurdity further. A few lines later, Tamburlaine’s followers bring him three crowns, and the passing round of crowns becomes almost comical:

TAMBURLAINE. Each man a crown? Why, kingly fought, i’faith.

Deliver them into my treasury.

[They render up their crowns.]

ZENOCRATE. Now let me offer to my gracious lord

His royal crown again, so highly won.

TAMBURLAINE. Nay, take the Turkish crown from her, Zenocrate,

And crown me emperor of Africa.

ZABINA. No, Tamburlaine, though now thou gat the best,

Thou shalt not yet be lord of Africa.

THERIDAMAS. Give her the crown, Turkess, you were best.

He [Theridamas] takes it from her, and gives it [to] Zenocrate.

(3.3.216–24)

Following sequences like this, Zenocrate’s ascent of the throne of Persia, the closing image of Part One, is deeply compromised; and when she begins ascending a throne all over again in Part Two (at 1.3.16), the audience’s sense may be growing that however many times Tamburlaine or Zenocrate ascends a throne it will never be enough and never be final. Indeed the tableau of an enthroned monarch begins to look more and more like the tableaux of earthly kings in medieval theatre, whose boasting is hollow and who are usually put in their place by Death. When the King of Life first speaks in The Pride of Life, for example, he boasts of his seemingly indomitable power:

King ic am, kinde of kingis ikorre [chosen],

Al þe worlde wide to welde at my wil;

Nas þer neuer no man of woman iborre [born]

O3ein me withstonde þat I nold him spille [destroy];

(lines 121–4)17

but the Prologue has already told the audience that this lordliness is to no avail. Not only will Death take his body, but:

Qwhen þe body is doun ibro3t [brought]

þe soule sorow awakith;

þe bodyis pride is dere abo3t [bought],

þe soule þe fendis takith.

(lines 93–6)

This perspective, however, did not shape Part One of Tamburlaine, which is groundbreaking in several ways. First, its prologue introduces ‘the Scythian Tamburlaine/Threat’ning the world with high astounding terms/And scourging kingdoms with his conquering sword’ without making a judgement on him, but inviting the audience to ‘applaud his fortunes as you please’ (lines 4–8). Secondly, and even more importantly, even though the prologue instructs the audience to ‘View [Tamburlaine’s] picture in this tragic glass’ (line 7), it does not let him die.18 According to the Prologue to Part Two, 1 Tamburlaine was conceived as a single play, and Part Two was written as a sequel capitalizing on the theatrical success of Part One. If this was so, then Part One was conceived as a tragedy in which the hero does not die. Far from dying or even experiencing any kind of tragic fall, however, Tamburlaine ends Part One in triumph, crowning Zenocrate, and anticipating his marriage to her. The use of the term ‘tragic’ presumably relates to the play’s many other deaths; and indeed Tamburlaine’s closing speech speaks of solemnizing his marriage only after he has carried out the ‘solemn exequies’ for the dead King of Arabia. The last act is an extended sequence of violent deaths, and the ground is littered with corpses as Tamburlaine celebrates his victory and future queen. Yet no Death enters to summon Tamburlaine and no God or Chorus passes judgement on his brutality.

Earlier theatrical tradition, however, would have led audiences to expect a pattern of death and/or retribution. Different versions of this can be seen especially forcefully in plays such as Everyman and the N-Town Death of Herod. Everyman is determined from its first moment by the inevitability of death. God summons Death, ‘his myghty messenger’ at the end of his opening speech, and Death tells Everyman and the audience in plainest language that no man can escape him:

I am Dethe, that no man dredeth,

For every man I reste [arrest], and no man spareth.19

No amount of gold or silver, weeping or praying, can avoid Death’s reckoning, and Everyman must spend the play, representing the last few hours of life, trying to put his life in order so that he may be saved. The only scourging he does in the play is of his own body, as an act of penitence. The Death of Herod, however, introduces death to punish the wickedness of the tyrant Herod. This play seems to anticipate Tamburlaine more closely through the vaunting pride of Herod, who is first seen seated on his throne:

In sete now am I sett as kinge of mightys most [greatest might].

All this wer[l]d, for ther love to me, shul they lowt [bow down]—

Both of hevyn and of erth and of helle cost [region].20

The point of this play, however, unlike 1 Tamburlaine, is that pride such as this always goes before a fall. As Herod orders a banquet brought and makes merry with his men, Death enters unnoticed. His costume, perhaps similar to that of Death in Everyman, where it is not described, must show him ‘nakyd and pore of array’, with worms seeming to gnaw him (ll.272–3).21 Herod’s rejoicing reaches its most vile as he and two of his soldiers laugh at how much fun it was to slaughter the innocents and, as they think, kill the Christ-child. Herod orders the minstrels to sound their trumpets in celebration; and a stage direction indicates that Death comes silently and suddenly forward without warning at this point to kill Herod and his men: ‘Here, while they sound the trumpet, let Death kill Herod and the two soldiers suddenly, and let the devil receive them’ (line 232).22 It is a death quite unlike Everyman’s, as Herod is damned rather than saved.

The damnation of Dr Faustus in Marlowe’s play of that name seems to draw on the knowledge of a tradition of plays like this, and it is a tradition that Tamburlaine incorporates too even as it rejects it.23 There is a moment in Act 5, as Tamburlaine prepares to slaughter the city of Damascus, when Death appears as a very fully evoked presence in Tamburlaine’s speech. The virgins of Damascus, sent to plead with Tamburlaine for mercy, offer to crown him with a laurel wreath. His response is to show them his sword and ask them what they see at its point:

VIRGINS. Nothing but fear and fatal steel, my lord.

TAMBURLAINE. Your fearful minds are thick and misty, then,

For there sits Death, there sits imperious Death,

Keeping his circuit by the slicing edge.

But I am pleased you shall not see him there;

He now is seated on my horsemen’s spears,

And on their points his fleshless body feeds.

Techelles, straight go charge a few of them

To charge these dames, and show my servant Death,

Sitting in scarlet on their armèd spears.

VIRGINS. Oh pity us!

TAMBURLAINE. Away with them, I say, and show them Death.

(5.1.109–20)

The rhetorical personification of death seems to invoke the older drama with conscious blasphemy, since Tamburlaine here places himself in the position of God, whose prerogative it is to show men death. Yet Tamburlaine’s brutality in this act seems more the work of a devil than of God: having ordered the virgins killed, he then has their ‘slaughtered carcasses’ hung on the walls of Damascus (5.1.131); Bajazeth, kept caged by Tamburlaine since Act 4, brains himself on his cage, and his wife, Zabina, follows his example with curses that explicitly link Tamburlaine with hell: ‘Hell, death, Tamburlaine, hell!’ (5.1.317); and even Zenocrate weeps for their deaths and prays both Jove and Mahomet to pardon her husband for his ‘contempt/Of earthly fortune and respect of pity’ (5.1.365–6). But there is no punishment or death in this play for Tamburlaine, whose boast that ‘Jove, viewing me in arms, looks pale and wan,/Fearing my power should pull him from his throne’ (5.1.543–4) stands uncontested. It was surely in this extraordinary and outrageous defiance that the popularity of the first Tamburlaine play lay (and that partly provoked Marlowe’s contemporaries to condemn him as an atheist).24

But when Marlowe came to write a second part, he decided to end it with Tamburlaine’s death; and everything Tamburlaine may have stood for in Part One looks different in that light (which may be partly why 1 Tamburlaine performed alone was twice as popular in 1594–5 as the two-part performance). It may even be that Zenocrate’s re-ascent of the throne in Act 1, scene 3, discussed above, is intended to look somewhat tired in Part Two (which was normally performed the day after Part One), for it is immediately followed by Tamburlaine’s lament for the degree to which his sons fall short of his own heroic style:

So, now she sits in pomp and majesty

When these my sons, more precious in mine eyes

Than all the wealthy kingdoms I subdued,

Placed by her side, look on their mother’s face.

But yet methinks their looks are amorous,

Not martial as the sons of Tamburlaine.

(1.3.17–22)

Tamburlaine, having learned to care more for his sons than for wealth and power, has to face the fact that they are made in a different mould from him. Receiving yet another suite of crowns, as he does in this scene, may also look as tired as Zenocrate’s enthronement in the light of this earlier speech dismissing wealthy kingdoms as insignificant by comparison with his sons. The lavish catalogues of exotic journeys taken by his followers pile up at the end of this scene in a way that seems to recall the excitement of Part One with a somewhat sickly edge, and Tamburlaine’s closing anticipation of how he and his men will ‘triumph, banquet, and carouse … And glut us with the dainties of the world’ (1.3.218–20) seems to confirm the pointlessness of such excess.

Within short space the dying fall of this high rhetoric is leading more visibly and directly towards death. A stark and emblematic tableau is revealed at the start of Act 2, scene 4: ‘The arras is drawn, and Zenocrate lies in her bed of state, Tamburlaine sitting by her; three Physicians about her bed, tempering potions. Theridamas, Techelles, Usumcasane, and the three sons.’ The throne has given way to a bed, emphasizing, again in an almost medieval way, how short the time may be between earthly triumph and death. Zenocrate does die in this scene, and for the first time we see Tamburlaine’s rage circling pointlessly with nowhere to go:

TAMBURLAINE. Behold me here, divine Zenocrate,

Raving, impatient, desperate and mad,

Breaking my steelèd lance with which I burst

The rusty beams of Janus’ temple doors,

Letting out death and tyrannising war,

To march with me under this bloody flag;

And if thou pitiest Tamburlaine the Great,

Come down from heaven and live with me again!

THERIDAMAS. Ah, good my lord, be patient. She is dead,

And all this raging cannot make her live.

(2.4.111–20)

The closing image of the scene is in striking contrast to any picture Tamburlaine has hitherto conjured up of himself:

here I will set up her statua

And march about it with my mourning camp,

Drooping and pining for Zenocrate.

(2.4.140–2)

Fired with pointless rage, he burns the town where she has died, whilst Orcanes and Callapine, the son of Bajazeth, vow to take their revenge on him, so that, as Orcanes tells Callapine:

… he that calls himself the scourge of Jove,

The emperor of the world, and earthly god,

Shall end the warlike progress he intends

And travel headlong to the lake of hell

Where legions of devils, knowing he must die

Here in Natolia by your Highness’ hands,

All brandishing their brands of quenchless fire,

Stretching their monstrous paws, grin with their teeth

And guard the gates to entertain his soul.

(3.5.20–9)

The image of Tamburlaine’s damnation could not be clearer or more terrible.

But the moment for the turn in Tamburlaine’s fortunes is not yet come, and these weak opponents are not destined to be the instruments of his death. Tamburlaine overcomes them and kills one of his own sons, who has played cards in his tent whilst his father and brothers were in battle, a deed which, as Orcanes says, shows the difference ‘twixt ourselves and thee/In this thy barbarous damnèd tyranny’ (4.1.138–9). He mocks predictions of his damnation and vows to remain a terror to the world until ‘Immortal Jove say “Cease, my Tamburlaine”’ (4.1.200). It is after this that the famous stage picture of Tamburlaine in his chariot, scourging the bridled kings with his whip, is placed (3.3), an image of total and humiliating domination. His power seems invincible as the scene closes with Tamburlaine’s own vision of celestial glory, set in opposition to the images of damnation visualized by his enemies:

So I will ride through Samarcanda streets

Until my soul, dissevered from this flesh,

Shall mount the milk-white way and meet him there.

(4.3.130–2)

The ‘him’ that Tamburlaine plans to meet is Jove, whose presence, ‘Mounted in his shining chariot, gilt with fire’ (4.3.126–7), his own posture emulates. It seems, then, that Tamburlaine anticipates an afterlife, and one in which he will find divine approval.

Thus far none of Tamburlaine’s earthly opponents, whatever the strength of their hatred or vows of vengeance, can touch him, and none of his atrocities has so far brought down any sign of divine wrath or punishment. The key moment that seems to turn Tamburlaine’s fortunes is his burning of the Quran. Why, one might ask, is this the moment, and how do we know it is this and not any of Tamburlaine’s other deeds that provokes a higher power to respond? The short answer is that, if one accepts that Part Two has a dying fall from the start, it may be merely the last in a sequence of actions by which Tamburlaine turns himself into even more of a monster than he is in Part One. But if Marlowe had wanted to write Part Two as purely a sequel to Part One, with Tamburlaine’s death a matter of merely ending the play rather than putting it into the mould of judgement, he would surely have scripted the onset of Tamburlaine’s sickness at the start of a new scene rather than, as he does, placing it within a few lines of this act of defiance. And it is also worth noting that Tamburlaine’s defiance here is of the Muslim God, not the Christian God.25 He issues an open challenge to Mahomet, who has allowed him to kill ‘millions of Turks’, to ‘Come down thyself and work a miracle’ (5.1.179, 187). As the fire consuming the Quran burns unchecked, and it seems that no miracle will occur, Tamburlaine turns to his soldiers with open mockery:

Well, soldiers, Mahomet remains in hell;

He cannot hear the voice of Tamburlaine.

Seek out another godhead to adore,

The God that sits in heaven, if any god,

For he is God alone, and none but he.

(5.1.179, 197–201)

This is a puzzling speech, as it seems to posit the existence of a godhead that sounds very like the Christian God, in place of either the Muslim godhead or the pagan gods Tamburlaine more often invokes. But the puzzle it opens up may be precisely why Marlowe scripts it. By leaving open the possibility that it is Mahomet rather than the Christian God who punishes Tamburlaine, he continues to tease his audience with uncertainty and to enjoy perpetuating his own challenge to the English Christian establishment. In any case, it is within a few moments of this speech that Tamburlaine suddenly feels ill; and the defiance with which he ends the scene (‘Sickness or death can never conquer me’ (5.2.221)) already sounds misplaced. Sickness, the audience knows, conquered Zenocrate, regardless of the defiance and desperation with which Tamburlaine raged then.

Tamburlaine has here reached the point at which Everyman began. His re-entry in the chariot pulled by kings in Act 5, scene 3 is deeply compromised by the attendance of physicians. It is simultaneously reminiscent of that earlier moment of triumph when Tamburlaine enters in the chariot pulled by the kings of Asia and of the tableau of Zenocrate’s death-bed. The second echo of course ironizes the first, and underlines the mortality of a Tamburlaine now hovering between defiance and uncertainty:

Shall sickness prove me now to be a man,

That have been termed the terror of the world?

…

Ah, friends, what shall I do? I cannot stand.

(5.3.44–51)

As suddenly as at Herod’s feast in The Death of Herod, the figure of Death appears:

See where my slave, the ugly monster Death,

Shaking and quiv’ring, pale and wan for fear,

Stands aiming at me with his murd’ring dart,

Who flies away at every glance I give,

And when I look away comes stealing on.

(5.3.67–71)

Or does he? There is no stage direction here, and the option hovers over whether to play it as in medieval drama, with an actor giving physical presence to the figure of Death, or as implied in the scene with the virgins of Damascus, where the picture is painted verbally for the imagination. There is evidence for both kinds of staging in Marlowe’s Dr Faustus, which hovers similarly between a morality-style staging, with actors cast as angels and devils, and a more secularized staging, which places the influence of good and evil in the interior, imagined world of Faustus’ psyche.26 Tamburlaine’s language is both fearful and assertive. He calls Death his slave, expresses his own fear as though it were Death’s and claims that he can make Death fly away simply by outfacing him. Yet it is clear even to Tamburlaine that Death will renew his approach every time Tamburlaine looks away, and his very vow to spite death carries the knowledge that it cannot be for long: ‘Then will I comfort all my vital parts/And live in spite of Death above a day’ (lines 100–1). As Death tells Everyman, unreadiness for death can make no difference to the moment of its coming.

Within a few lines Tamburlaine is in his chariot again, calling for a map to let him ‘see how much/Is left for me to conquer all the world’, though again his determination is overshadowed by the knowledge that it is ‘for these my boys [to] finish all my wants’ (lines 123–5). His last moments of life are framed by the certainty of death’s advance. He gives his scourge and crown to his son Amyras and commands the hearse of Zenocrate to be brought to stand beside his throne ‘as parcel of my funeral’ (line 213). More ominously, he speaks of the ‘eyeless monster’ that torments his soul, which again directs the audience to think about what happens to the soul as well as the body after death. Yet, even as the play moves towards the point of closure, Tamburlaine’s death, it pulls away from the intensity of engagement with the medieval world-picture that was so strongly felt at the point of Death’s appearance (whether physical or merely rhetorical) at line 67. That moment was so strongly reminiscent of a theatrical world where every death is a gateway to either salvation or damnation that an early modern audience could scarcely avoid the compulsion to judge Tamburlaine; but Marlowe lets that clear-cut framework of judgement recede as he comes to present the final moment of death. Tamburlaine’s advice to his son continues the emphasis on scourging and enslaving and urges him to follow the model of his father. There is no regret or repentance here; his last words are an acknowledgement of mortality that retains a characteristically defiant pride: ‘For Tamburlaine, the scourge of God, must die’ (line 249). The last words of the play are given to Amyras, whose tribute presents Tamburlaine as unequalled:

Let earth and heaven his timeless death deplore,

For both their worths will equal him no more.

(lines 253–4)

Seen from the perspective of medieval morality, this is the purest blasphemy, since it ranks Tamburlaine above heaven as well as earth. It sets Tamburlaine above and beyond the possibility of divine judgement. Yet the structure of the second part has proved beyond doubt that Tamburlaine is subject to sickness and death, and has suggested very strongly that both are visited upon him as a result of his burning of the Quran. Marlowe creates in Tamburlaine a newly secular hero, but one whose claim to be beyond all divine judgement and moral law Marlowe also seems knowingly to question.
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CHAPTER 35
THE TROUBLESOME REIGN OF KING JOHN

STEPHEN LONGSTAFFE

THE Queen’s Men’s The Troublesome Reign of King John—like much non-Shakespearean drama—was long thought to be a dead end. Its first appearance in print meekly responded to Christopher Marlowe’s Tamburlaine, the preface to which had distanced itself from the ‘jigging veins of rhyming mother wits’ and the ‘conceits of clownage’ in which the company specialized, by asking that the reader who had applauded the ‘infidel’ Tamburlaine extend the ‘like courtesie’ to ‘a warlike Christian and your Countryman’. It appears that the appeal fell on deaf ears. Some Queen’s Men plays survived through the 1590s and beyond on the London stage, but the fate of The Troublesome Reign (henceforth TR) was, most critics agree, to be rewritten by Shakespeare. As a source of his King John, the play remained in Shakespeare’s shadow more or less until the publication in 1998 by Scott McMillin and Sally-Beth MacLean of their ground-breaking book The Queen’s Men and their Plays. The key to their approach is to imagine the play in performance and on tour, as part of a repertory with its own distinct dramaturgical, stylistic, and political characteristics, in the service of the broad project of newly protestant nation-making usually identified principally with Walsingham and Leicester.

In this account, the Queen’s Men come over as a sixteenth-century English version of the Berliner Ensemble, with an aesthetics inseparable from a politics, and both disseminated via the touring which was the company’s raison d’être. This approach continues to yield new insights into the play. So, for example, imagining TR playing to country gentry helps to make sense of the odd way in which the Bastard enters John’s service. The King is adjudicating between two brothers on an inheritance; Philip, the elder, is the bastard son of John’s elder brother Richard, but refuses to claim royal blood, preferring the life of a country landowner. He then goes into a trance, the upshot of which he is forced to ‘let land and living goe, tis honors fire/That makes me sweare King Richard was my sire’ (1TR 274–5). Edward Gieskes notes that Shakespeare’s Bastard will make a rational ‘career decision’ to follow John, rather than undergo a mystical experience. He uses this point to argue Shakespeare’s greater modernity and acuity as a historian, as Shakespeare’s Bastard chooses, effectively, to become a kind of civil servant, an ‘emergent’ pattern of advancement under the Tudors. However, from the point of view of touring to audiences including the responsible and rooted country gentry, TR’s Bastard’s reluctance to leave his station makes perfect sense.1

One of McMillin and MacLean’s book’s most original elements, and one of its greatest strengths, is its attempt to provide such intelligible contexts as these for the Queen’s Men productions. Another strength is its demonstration that the Queen’s Men rather than Shakespeare invented the history play in the form of TR and The Famous Victories of Henry V (also to be rewritten in the 1590s by Shakespeare). But McMillin and MacLean’s understanding of the politics of these plays would have been very familiar, indeed mainstream, more than fifty years ago.2 Indeed, they simply confirm what most people already thought about the non-Shakespearean history play, and TR in particular. Shakespeareans, eager to demonstrate the Bard’s ability to create rich and strange pearls from the simple materials he began from, have long seen the play as ‘a vehicle for Tudor/Protestant ideology … unified and didactic’, displaying a ‘pungent’ or ‘vulgar anti-Catholicism’.3 McMillin and MacLean’s reading of the Walsingham/Leicester agenda informing the company’s work ‘to unify the country … against Catholicism’ does little to shift this consensus.4 This broad-brush approach sits oddly with the detailed specificity of their work on touring routes and venues, dramaturgy and printing, rather as if a revisionist historian were to conclude after detailed micro-investigation of the gentry of seventeen counties that the civil war was just about the class struggle after all. In this essay I will provide a performance-oriented reading of TR which seeks to challenge the still-pervasive reduction of the play to a by-the-numbers exercise in ideological command-and-control, and in particular challenging needlessly reductive couplings of comic performance with simplistic anti-catholicism.

One way of developing the McMillin and MacLean account of how Walsingham’s agenda played out between the conception and the creation in performance, as it were, is to think about the play in specific venues, or for specific audiences, rather than ‘on tour’. Generic propaganda and generic touring are mutually supportive concepts; thinking more carefully about one helps us to think more carefully about the other (the reverse, of course, is also true). The overall ‘politic’ interpretation of how a performance of TR may have functioned can usefully be inflected by a sense that English history, especially that preceding the centralizing Tudors, was local history. Stuart Hampton-Reeves noted in the 1990s the way in which the first quartos of 2 and 3 Henry VI could have particular resonances in performances in Kent and York respectively, and that plays could have been selected for touring routes with this in mind. York’s mayor could have been present at a performance of the play to see his ‘civic ancestor … nobly standing up to the usurper Edward, in the name of the Lancastrian King’.5 More sensationally, the audience would have seen Margaret stabbing the Duke of York and commanding that ‘Off with his head and set it on York gates/So York may overlook the town of York’ (1.4.179–180), and, still later, Warwick commanding that it be replaced by the head of the defeated Clifford. Given that it was only twenty years since the renegade Earl of Northumberland’s head had graced Micklegate Bar in 1572, a York audience in the early 1590s would have been particularly alert to the play’s complex staging of negotiations between regional and national identities. A similarly nuanced approach is possible for TR.

King John travelled a great deal throughout England and France, and it is no surprise that several of the touring venues we know definitely to have been visited by the Queen’s Men had (sometimes fairly loose) connections with him: Oxford (his birthplace), Nottingham (John had owned the castle), York (John visited seventeen times), Dartmouth (where John landed in 1214 after his final defeat in France), North House at Kirtling (about ten miles from Bury St Edmunds, where the barons swear allegiance to Lewes in 2 TR), Rochester (John had besieged and taken the castle in 1215—see 2 TR 517), Canterbury (where Alexander II of Scotland did homage to Lewis), (King’s) Lynn (where John, heading south towards Lewis had a dysentery attack, and turned north again across the Wash, where his train was lost), Newark (where John died nine days later), and Worcester (John was buried in the cathedral). In addition, for example, the castles of Canterbury, Dover, and Rochester were granted to Hubert de Burgh after John’s death, and he was briefly Earl of Kent, many towns in which were part of the Queen’s Men touring circuits.6 Perhaps the holy grail of site-specific performances for this particular play would have been at Boston Guildhall, only five miles away from Swineshead Abbey. Records are sporadic, but it was in use as a touring venue in both the 1520s and 1620s, and Boston is certainly a potential stop on the route from Norwich to York ‘through the Lincolnshire wolds’ that McMillin and MacLean suggest the Queen’s Men took in 1584.7

However, the issue of TR’s identity as specifically anti-catholic propaganda is brought into sharpest focus through a consideration of a very particular kind of performance site: a cathedral. McMillin and MacLean record the Queen’s Men as playing at (at least) four cathedrals: Norwich and Chester (four and three times respectively), York Minster (four times), and once at Christ Church in Oxford.8 They would have needed, in theory, the permission of church officers as well as the local mayor in order to do so, and the choice of play may well therefore have been influenced by their wishes.9 In turn, the potential local resonances of a play would perhaps have been one of the factors the Queen’s Men thought through when putting together a repertoire to tour with, and Norwich cathedral in particular could have prompted a performance of TR enacting a complex site-specific experience. This performance need not have been in the cathedral itself. Siobhan Keenan quotes an account by Sir Thomas Browne of a pre-Reformation ‘preaching yard’ with seating built against the wall of the bishop’s palace and the cathedral.10

The church authorities giving permission for the Queen’s Men to play within the cathedral precincts would have been well aware that John’s troubles with the papacy involved two bishops of Norwich. John de Gray, bishop during the period the play covers, was a major player in John’s squabbles with Pope Innocent III. He was John’s favoured candidate for the see of Canterbury when it became vacant in 1205, and, despite the sub-prior of Canterbury being elected by the monks, was forced upon them at a new election in the King’s presence in 1205. The Pope rejected both candidates in favour of Stephen Langton in 1207. John’s first antipapal words in TR (‘what hast thou or the Pope thy maister to doo to demaund of me, how I employ mine owne?’) are in response to this complex situation (1 TR 976–7). Gray stood by John during his troubles with the papacy, acting as go-between with the bishops loyal to the pope, and was buried in Norwich cathedral. Though he does not appear in the play, a play on John’s troubles performed in Norwich would undoubtedly gain power from the presence within the precinct of the grave of one of the main actors. His successor as bishop did not have as much to do with Norwich, but is a key part of TR, for it was Pandulph Veraccio—the Cardinal Pandulph of the play—who may also have been buried in Norwich.11 When considering a performance in such a setting, strongly associated with (and indeed possibly containing the mortal remains of) both the bishop who was one of John’s main supporters against the Pope, and the person TR casts as his main church enemy, we should be wary of over-hasty characterizations of the play’s ‘anti-catholicism’, and the play in performance as delivering a simple ‘propaganda’ message delivered by the very act of representing clerical (catholic) villains.12 Considering Pandulph as a local worthy, even if an adopted one, enables a reading strongly inflected by the support he provides towards the end of the play for John against the French and his excommunication of the rebel lords, rather than his earlier role as John’s antagonist. The comic monk scenes, which I will come to later, would also work in an interesting way if played in ecclesiastical space, not least because of their use of Latin/English hybrid lines suitable for ‘medieval’ half-chanting.

At least one other imagined milieu helps us to develop our sense of how TR may have been more interesting in performance than many critics imagine. Walsingham formed the Queen’s Men to tour because he did not need a theatre company to push his agenda at court. And yet the Queen’s Men played at court. Could they have played TR? The company had consistent contact with the court in winter, playing on every Boxing Day at a range of royal palaces (Whitehall, Greenwich, and Richmond) between the winters of 1583–4 (their first recorded court performance) and 1591–2 inclusive.13 Our sense of court performance in the 1580s has been based on rather less rumbustious fare than TR, to be sure; Lyly’s Campaspe and Sappho and Phao were played in the winter of 1583, and for the following year we have titles for the Queen’s Men seemingly in a similar vein: Phyllida and Corin and Felix and Philiomena. We do know the company also played what look like portmanteau plays—Five Plays in One and an unperformed Three Plays in One. But there are three pieces of evidence suggesting that we should be wary of homogenizing what would play at court.

The first piece of evidence is what we know of Richard Tarlton; pugnaciously plebeian, presumably as welcome onstage at the court as he was offstage, and, in Peter Thomson’s resounding phrase, ‘nobody’s fool’.14 The second is the evidence that the Queen’s Men play Friar Bacon and Friar Bungay, hardly exhibit A of Lylian classicism with its ‘twining together chronicle material, countryside romances, and clowning elements’, was revived at court along with at least one or two other old plays just before Elizabeth’s death.15 Philip Henslowe, who had also bankrolled a revival of Five Plays in One between April and July 1597, lent Thomas Downton five shillings on 14 December 1602 to pay Thomas Middleton for producing a new prologue and epilogue ‘for the playe of bacon for the corte’.16 Henslowe’s company the Admiral’s Men played three times at court that winter, on 27 December (Whitehall), 6 March, and 8 March (both Richmond). Intriguingly, his diary notes three payments to patch plays around this time. On 22 November, Henslowe lent the company £4 ‘to pay unto Wm Bird and Samwell Rowle for ther adicyones in docter fostes’. After the payment to Middleton was noted, Downton was likewise lent five shillings on 29 December, to pay Henry Chettle for ‘a prologe & a epiloge for the corte’. The two March performances noted above were the last plays recorded before the Queen died on 24 March, and so, intriguingly, it is possible that Friar Bacon is the last play she saw in a lifetime of being assiduously entertained. Indeed, it is possible that one of the original 1583 Queen’s Men was in the cast; for John Singer, who was in a few months to be one of sixteen Grooms of the Chamber at Elizabeth’s funeral in April, had gone on to become a member of the Admiral’s Men in the 1590s and early 1600s. His last mention in Henslowe’s diary is for a payment of £5 for a play in January 1602–3.17 That Friar Bacon was a court play in 1602–3 does, however, suggest that it could well have been a court play in the glory days of the Queen’s Men in the 1580s—and, perhaps, that Doctor Faustus had been well-received at court enough in the past to warrant a revival there at the end of the Queen’s life as part of an Admiral’s Men package of former hits.18

The third suggestive detail is a stage direction in TR. The Bastard has already had one trance scene as a result of which he has decided to leave his existence as a provincial gentleman and follow John. John notices he seems distracted again:

JOHN Why how now Philip, what extasie is this?

Why casts thou up thy eyes to heaven so?

BASTARD See, see my Lord strange apparitions.

Glauncing mine eye to see the Diadem

Placte by the Bishops on your Highnes head,

From foorth a gloomie cloude, which curtaine like

Displaide it selfe, I sodainly espied

Five Moones reflecting, as you see them now:

Even in the moment that the Crowne was placte

Gan they appeare, holding the course you see.

JOHN … Believe me Lords the object feares me much.

(1 TR, 1582–91, 1595)

John calls for the prophet Peter of Wakefield, who foretells John’s downfall in no uncertain terms. The sky is Rome; four of the orbiting moons are Spain, Denmark, Germany and France, all of whom ‘stand in feare’ of ‘the Prelates curse’:

PETER The smallest Moone that whirles about the rest,

Impatient of the place he holds with them,

Doth figure forth this Iland Albion,

Who gins to scorn the Sea and State of Rome,

And seekes to shun the Edicts of the Pope …

(1 TR, 1624–8)

It is just possible that this very specific stage direction is an insertion designed to help the reader follow what is going on. It is, however, more likely that what is being described is stage business with a complex piece of stage machinery, possibly with moving parts. McMillin and MacLean cite the appearance of the moons as an example of the company’s characteristic style of ‘visual literalism’; seeking an effect, ‘the Queen’s Men manufactured from their array of visual devices the five moons themselves’. In contrast, Shakespeare’s King John, written for an outdoor stage where such an effect would have been more difficult to replicate, opts to describe the impact of the moons ‘in images which could never be precisely seen on a stage’. Hubert tells King John, ‘My lord, they say five moons were seen tonight:/Four fixed, and the fifth did whirl about/The other four in wondrous motion’ (4.2.182–4).19 Of course, one of the advantages for Shakespeare of rewriting a popular play is that it can rely upon audience memories of the original for some of its effect; taking, as it were, the materiality of the moons for granted allows Hubert to focus on what other people have made of them.

But real elaborate effects like those described in TR (‘from forth a gloomy cloud … five moons reflecting … holding the course you see’) are hardly worth writing into a play if it is mainly intended for touring, at least at this date. For professional players, this is principally a problem of the 1580s, for, as Paul Whitfield White suggests, by the 1590s the London theatres may have been ‘better equipped than the Revels office itself’ and could offer a ready outlet for all sorts of effects-driven theatricality.20 For the Queen’s Men, writing such an effect into a play, and making it an essential part of the action, makes much more sense if a court performance is envisaged.21 In the late 1570s a range of royal craftsmen were paid to construct a range of special ‘sky’ effects for plays, including clouds moving to reveal the sun, likely to have featured both vertical and horizontal movement of wooden pieces using pulleys and trackways. Payments are also recorded to the wiredrawer Edmund Burchall for work he did ‘for sondrie sorts of wireworke by him done aboute the skrene’ at Shrovetide 1586–7, when the Queen’s Men played at Greenwich; the following year he was clearly working on plays as a lighting technician for court performances at Greenwich by both Paul’s Boys and the Queen’s Men. As John Astington points out, citing an Italian treatise of the 1570s on court entertainments, ‘sun’ (and presumably ‘moon’) effects could be lighting special effects rather than simply movable wooden scenic items.22 R. B. Graves is agnostic about the effect, but points out that a lighting effect would be much more effective in an indoor setting. He also notes that the several ‘blazing stars’ found in outdoor playhouse texts tend to appear late on in the action, when (particularly for winter performances) the stage would be darker than at a 2 p.m. start time.23 But whether lighting effect or elaborate machinery, the moons make much more sense at court.

If we imagine TR played—and enjoyed—at court, we have a much more complex politics of performance than propaganda in the non-specific provinces. The court and the Queen needed no education in anti-catholicism in the 1580s. But, as Wallace McCaffrey has pointed out, Elizabeth respected, as many others did, the distinction between seditious conspirators and loyal but misguided subjects, a distinction echoed in the words of her would-be assassin in 1585 William Parry, ‘and last and for ever, good madam, be good to your obedient Catholic subjects. For the bad I speak not.’24 The most valuable contribution of imagining a court audience for the play is that positing a sophisticated audience encourages a more exploratory attitude to how it may have functioned. This is particularly true of the question of comedy. David Womersley’s comment on the ‘coarsely comic’ representation of the first monk scene—that, unlike the ‘noble notes of prophecy and providentialism’ elsewhere in the play it is a touch ‘calculated to appeal to the less cerebral fractions of the audience’—is a representative example in its implicit model of an ignorant provincial, or popular London, unsophisticated audience.25

Coming to terms with comedy is important because comedy, in a sense, was the signature of the Queen’s Men. When Tilney cherry-picked his actors in 1583 he produced a troupe very different to those of the 1590s and beyond in one very important respect: amongst the twelve original members, there were at least four whose comic prowess was known to the generation following them. Hamlet would not have approved. Apart from Tarlton, there was John Adams, whose comic physicality was remembered over two decades later in the induction to Bartholomew Fair, and John Singer and Robert Wilson, both of whom were known for their improvisational abilities, and both of whom ended up working with Philip Henslowe after the Queen’s Men in the 1590s. Indeed, so much was the Queen’s Men a comedian’s company that lead tragic actors seemed to have had something of the Spinal Tap drummer about them, founder premier tragedian John Bentley having died by 1585 and his probable replacement William Knell being killed in a sword fight with another Queen’s Man in 1587.

That a Queen’s Men performance, at least up until 1588, could have featured—at least—the four best comedians in the country poses interpretative problems, for as far as we know no other company in early modern England had so many ‘name’ comics. There is a paradigm gap. Indeed, there is something of a paradigm gap for comic performers, full stop. Critics have found it difficult enough to work out what William Kemp did for Shakespeare’s company when he wasn’t dancing the jigs or making the short, often malapropistical cameo appearances that we have reasonably good evidence for, and the suggestion that he might have played Falstaff is still hotly disputed. Of course, not all of the Queen’s Men would necessarily have played together all the time. Comics were independent self-contained operators, and unlike serious actors had no need for a play to put on a performance. We know that the Queen’s Men sometimes toured two companies simultaneously. But TR is a large-cast play: McMillin and MacLean think that it needs eighteen performers, and John Sider sixteen, so it is likely to have had most if not all of the Queen’s Men’s comic dream team involved.26 This raises the possibility that the Bastard could have been played by one of the comedians. Some of his scenes have obvious comic potential, such as the chasing of Lymoges around the stage and stripping him of the lionskin. His ‘trance’ scene has comic potential for double takes and mugging bewilderment. But perhaps the most interesting evidence to suggest the Bastard as a comic part comes in the first ‘monk’ scene during which he attempts to get money out of some distinctly reprobate monks.

The scene opens with a stage direction not only giving us those entering, but what the action is:

Enter Philip leading a Frier, charging him to show where the Abbots golde lay.

Though the Bastard’s first line is a prosaic ‘shew me where the Abbots treasure lyes, or die’, the scene quickly moves into rhyme, which is a deal-breaker as far as reading it ‘seriously’ goes. Friar Thomas, the first to reply to the Bastard, speaks in Skeltonics, presenting both what by now was a self-consciously ‘medieval’ prosody (perhaps even partly chanted, plainsong-style) and a comical tumble of rhymes:

FRIER In nomine domini, Make I my homilie,

Gentle Gentilitie grieve not the Cleargie.

(1 TR 1186–7)

This kind of language is both ‘medieval’ and playful. The associations of the Skeltonic form were complex, but one of the resonances most open to a late sixteenth-century audience was to see them as one of the traces of a lost ‘merry world’—a world that Skelton himself was part of, for even in his lifetime he became a jest-book character around whom tales accumulated in print.27 The form too recalls the ‘dark riddles’ of English popular dissent from the Peasants’ Revolt onwards, which was, as David Carlson notes, ‘palpably Skeltonic, before Skelton’. For monkish chroniclers, the political commons were their carnivalesque anti-types, and got a correspondingly raw deal. A Skeltonic monk, therefore, is a nicely ironic creation.28

But rhyme has a more local habitation in terms of the Queen’s Men, for one of the most famous things about Richard Tarlton was his ability to produce rhymes spontaneously in the moment (like his great successor Kemp, he was a ballad-maker). One typical story recorded in Tarlton’s Jests shows his facility:

At the Bull in Bishops-gate street, where the Queenes Players oftentimes played, Tarlton comming on the Stage, one from the Gallery threw a Pippin at him. Tarlton took up the Pip, and looking on it, made this sudden jest.

Pip in, or nose in, chuse you whether,

Put your in, ere I put in the other.

Pippin you have put in: then, for my grace,

Would I might put your nose in another place.29

Tarlton, like modern stand-up comics, also showed his skill by sometimes taking on his audience, extemporizing rhymes on themes they suggested. Several of the stories in Tarlton’s Jests also record the use of rhyme to put down another, offstage or on (offstage, on occasion, Tarlton being on the receiving end of such ‘sudden glories’). Spontaneous (and often in-yer-face) rhyme was his calling-card. It is thus an extraordinarily resonant moment when, after the monk has been introduced, the Bastard tops him by rhyming straight back in ballad metre.

PHILIP Now balde and barefoote Bungie birds

when up the gallowes climing,

Say Philip he had words enough

to put you down with ryming!

(1 TR 1192–5)

Whether Tarlton played the Bastard, or whether he was the butt of his own signature gag, this is a richly meta-dramatic moment, precisely because it gives us the aggressive improvisation-effect of Tarlton’s (and perhaps other clowns’) act.

The scene then proceeds in ballad metre, with the Bastard threatening to hang the monks, until the chest supposedly containing the abbot’s money is opened, and turns out to contain much more:

FRIER Oh I am undun, faire Alice the Nun

Hath tooke up her rest in the Abbots chest,

Sancte benedicite, pardon my simplicitie,

Fie Alice, confession will not salve this transgression.

(1 TR 1222–5)

The Bastard is obviously unimpressed with the nun’s chastity (‘is the hoord a holy whore?’, 1232) and threatens to hang the friar again, upon which the nun offers to show him to another nun’s treasure. But a strange transformation has been at work:

PHILIP What is in the hoord?

FRIER Frier Laurence my Lord. Now holy water help us,

Some witch, or some devil, is sent to delude us …

(1 TR 1256–7)

Friar Laurence nonchalantly enters from the chest with ‘Amor Vincit Omnia’. The tone of the scene changes at this point as the Bastard takes centre stage, joking that perhaps the chests are purgatory, or some form of penance, and delivering an undeniably anti-catholic rant:

How do these dolts deceive us!

Is this the labour of their lives to feede and live at ease,

To revel so lasciviously as often as they please.

Ile mend the fault or fault my ayme, if I do misse amending,

Tis better burn the cloisters down than leave them for offending.

(1 TR 1269–73)

This, coupled with further threats, has the desired effect of reminding Friar Laurence of his own stash, with which he purposes to save his own life, and so the scene ends.

The scene in performance clearly offers many opportunities for broad physical comedy, as well as staging coups (clearly ‘light’ chests carried on into which actors get via a trap door, perhaps). The set-up with the chests is signposted all the way; no audience would expect the second chest to actually contain money. Indeed, the scene structurally recalls one of the most famous English jigs, ‘Singing Simpkin’, which centres on Simpkin interrupting his wooing to hide in a chest when a rival lover turns up. The jig is linked to both Tarlton and Kemp by C. R. Baskervill, the basic story being printed in the posthumous Tarlton’s Newes Out of Purgatorie, and what may be a version of the story being entered as Kemp’s in the Stationers’ Register in 1595.30 But the important point is that the scene would have had a recognizable comic framework—and indeed, might set the audience up nicely for a post-performance jig involving comic use of chests. It is all a long way from Foxe.

Karen Oberer reads the scene as ‘wholly comic’, but sees this comedy as making a very simple anti-catholic point. The scene is ‘ostensibly a morality play in miniature … [in which] the nun and friars represent various sins, including lust, greed, pride, and envy … the morality structure allows the viewers to feel superior to the foolish villains who are easily identified as sinful abstractions’.31 This ‘superiority theory’ reading of the scene presents it as Bale channelling Feydeau: ‘the audience is made to feel secure that they are morally exalted above the hypocrisy of the catholic church … [it] is placed in an objective position above the action of the play, via satire, and it is also made aware of the relevant political, even propagandistic, reasons for the monastic dissolution’. Oberer’s point appears to be that clowning anticlericalism works as satire ‘in order to justify both King John’s persecution of the monastic orders, and, of course, Henry VIII’s dissolution of the monasteries’.32 This is a reading of which Walsingham might well have approved, though as vital topics in anti-catholicism went this was hardly top of the list; but like such readings, it privileges the message over the medium rather too much.

I am not convinced it were an easy leap to ‘easily identify’ a comedy nun or friar as a ‘sinful abstraction’. You might be too busy laughing to purse your lips disapprovingly. For that matter, if you are laughing at a comedy nun, can you be said both ‘morally exalted’ above ‘her’ and securely in an ‘objective position above the action of the play’? If the play has an anti-catholic agenda, and you invest in that, in what sense are you ‘above’ the action of the play? Elsewhere in the chapter, Oberer draws approvingly on Brian Walsh’s work on clowning in The Famous Victories and other Queen’s Men plays to conclude that it works by, in her words, ‘permitting an important critical distance from historical narrative’.33 Walsh’s own position in his more recent book, to unjustly truncate a sophisticated argument, is that ‘the clowns disrupt the historicizing work the plays do … They, in a sense, make over-identification with the particular plots of their plays impossible, and they shatter the illusion of pastness altogether.’34 But Oberer here reads the scene as, effectively, straight Reformation anticlericalism positioning the ‘characters’ in it (most of whom are ‘abstractions’) upon a kind of superiority-theory vertical axis, with the audience way up the leader board, the Bastard somewhere in the middle, monks and nuns bumping along the bottom, and the audience as having no critical distance on the ‘historical’ scene represented whatsoever. There appears to be a contradiction here, as Walsh’s work (correctly, in my view) recognizes that the celebrity of clowns like Tarlton, and the attentiveness to the audience that comedy requires, militate against the nineteenth-century fourth-wall ‘immersive’ investment in character, where performer and character are a perfect and invisible fit. When Olivia in Twelfth Night asks Viola/Cesario if s/he is ‘a comedian’ (meaning an actor), s/he replies ‘No … and yet … I am not that I play’ (1:5, 177–9). Early modern clowning performance was emphatically not ‘character’ driven; these comedians are not who they play.

Laughter, pace Hobbes, can be about more than expressing the superiority of the laugher. While critics have been quick to build on his definition of laughter as a ‘glory’ over another, they have been less keen to investigate Hobbes’ equal recognition of the improvisatory or surprising nature of laughter, its being in the moment or ‘suddenness’. This scene is built on surprise—the Bastard’s meta-dramatic rhyming put-down, the revelations from the chests. These ‘sudden’ comic signatures work to decisively shift the scenes away from Foxe into the more playful territory sketched in John Morreall’s recent capacious definition of humour: ‘in humor we experience a sudden change of mental state—a cognitive shift, I call it—that would be disturbing under normal conditions, that is, if we took it seriously. Disengaged from ordinary concerns, however, we take it playfully and enjoy it.’ Morreall’s thumb-nail definition is ‘playful disengagement’.35 A ‘playful’ reading of the scene would see its tone set by the recognizably comic elements noted above. It would also note the instant disengagement created by the fact that the dissolution of the monasteries had been completed a half-century before. The Bastard’s ‘anti-catholic’ words are more properly ‘anti-monastic’; the English anti-catholic discourse of the later sixteenth century is more or less silent on monasteries for the very good reason that they no longer existed in England, and were not coming back any time soon.36 Contemporary English catholics were not monks and nuns living in well-endowed religious houses (similarly, neither does the conspirators elsewhere in the play choosing ‘palmers’ weeds’ as a disguise, and their meeting at a shrine, necessarily say anything about English catholicism per se). Also, monks and nuns had been the subject of mocking humorous anticlerical tales since well before the Reformation, for example in the early English jest book A Hundred Merry Tales (which, though published early in the sixteenth century, was still well known enough at the turn of the century to be referred to by Beatrice in Much Ado). Rather like the plain pathways of the later puritans, monastic life, if lived to the letter, was anti-laughter; prohibitions against laughter were embedded in the rule of St Benedict.37 Comedy puritans are not usually understood as anti-protestant satire; we should be wary, then, of understanding comedy monks and nuns as anti-catholic satire. Anticlericalism, too, did not end in 1558, as is clear from Adam Fox’s recent roundup of early modern proverbial wisdom in which the clergy, like lawyers and doctors, take a pasting.38

If finding ‘propaganda’ in the scenes flattens out their comic nature, finding ‘anti-catholicism’ similarly insufficiently registers the complex position of actual catholics within the late sixteenth-century polity—particularly when imagining a touring company whose beat lay far beyond the eastern and southern heartlands of reformed religion. The Queen’s Men, precisely because they had a national remit, had good reason to put together performances which offered a more nuanced understanding of catholic subjectivity than the Foxe news many critics have read their work as being. Christopher Haigh’s recent work on parish religion and parish relationships discusses many archival examples of both tolerance and intolerance of catholics and their beliefs as well as a fair few boundary-challenging cases, such as recusants who did not attend church during their life being buried by their relatives, often secretly, within the churchyard or even the church itself. Haigh’s conclusion is that,

the more hostile and the more tolerant were probably different people. Another explanation is that while the unseen machinations of unknown papists were a threat, the papists one knew had shown themselves innocent—hey were the good papists, the papists one might dine with. Only in special circumstances were the good papists and the bad papists elided: there were particular times when all papists seemed dangerous, when no chances should be taken—as during the Armada crisis, or in the months following the Gunpowder Plot. There were Catholic scares that could mobilize the wider community behind the anti-papist godly, especially, it seems, at times of political crisis or uncertainty.39

This chimes with Wallace McCaffrey’s comment that in the 1580s,

The gentry were displaying a curiously paradoxical response to the Catholic problem. Sitting at Westminster as MPs, they invariably outpaced crown and Council in the ferocity of their proposals to penalize the Catholics. At home, on the other hand, they proved sluggishly indifferent to the Council’s attempts to implement the penal statutes. The agents of anti-Christ, participants in a grand conspiracy against the whole Protestant world, would-be assassins of the Queen, creatures of the Spanish or French embassies, were one thing, but neighbours of long standing, gentlemen of ancient descent, who quietly maintained a priest to say a clandestine mass, were another.40

Bearing this in mind, the Queen’s Men’s decision to continue the comic representation of monks even when one kills John, shows even more strongly the way in which identifying ‘propaganda’ depends upon eliding the circumstances of performance. John’s poisoning by a monk would seem to be an open-and-shut propagandist case study, literally an iconic moment—for this narrative sequence in TR may be unique in early modern English drama for having already been storyboarded in one of the most visually influential books of the age, which made John literally into a ‘poster boy’ for the English Reformation. The first and subsequent editions of Foxe’s Acts and Monuments include not only the story of John’s life and death, but a fold-out woodcut of his poisoning, which in six captioned images narrates the full tale of papist perfidy. Here Foxe incorporates into his work the distinctly popular (and detachable) form of the single-sheet woodcut, and in doing so sought to score polemical points whilst retaining a fig-leaf of historical rectitude in quoting several other accounts of John’s death.41

The sequence in which the woodcut images were read is not clear, so the following follows the order of events in Foxe’s text. At the top right is the absolution of the monk who is about to poison John. The monk kneels to the Abbot, who formally absolves him. In the bottom right panel the monk is poking around with a knife in a dead toad’s belly (according to Foxe, to make it vomit up the poison it contained); the caption informs the reader that he ‘tempereth’ his poison into a cup for John. In the bottom middle panel, the monk, accompanied by another, toasts John with a ‘wassail my lige’ while the panel notes ‘King John presented with a cup of poyson by a Monk drinking unto him’. John here has a single companion. The top left panel features the ‘Monk dead of the poyson he drank to the king’ with two other figures praying over him. Interestingly, in the post-1563 editions of Foxe here it is stated that the prone monk ‘lyeth here burst of the poyson he dranke to the king’.42 The bottom left panel shows an altar, with a mass in full swing, host elevated and adored, covered chalice, congregation (one of whom appears to be holding the flowing vestments of the celebrant off the floor) kneeling with arms raised towards the host, and two candles burning brightly—not to mention in the background rough depictions of figures in what are clearly stained-glass windows. The caption reads ‘A perpetual masse sung dayelye in Swineshead for the Monk, that poysoned the King’. In the sixth, central top, image is a picture of John poisoned with his companion praying over him.43 Meanwhile, back at the text, Foxean scrupulosity dictates that after priming the reader with the first ‘toad-wassail-guts burst’ account, he then notes that ‘many opinions are among the chroniclers of the death of King John’. He reproduces Matthew Paris’ account, wherein John simply dies of a fever ‘encreased by surfettyng and noughty diet, by eating Peaches and drinkyng of new Ciser, or as we call it Cider’, and that of the chronicler Hemyngford, in which John is poisoned, but by a pear.44 However, as with modern news reporting, it is the story with the pictures which is likely to make the cut in the reader’s mind. For those simply acquiring the woodcut as a stand-alone sheet, or the illiterate or semi-literate turning the pages of the parish copy of Foxe, the issue would not even arise.

So when the Queen’s Men came to stage John’s death, they were facing an audience unusually, perhaps uniquely, familiar with a pre-existing historical micro-narrative available to literate and non-literate alike. Beatrice Groves points out that this narrative, as does its Foxean prose equivalent, ‘clarifies and strengthens the quasi-Christic resonance and anti-catholic polemic of the Protestant re-creation of John’s reign’.45 The Queen’s Men’s staging nods to both Foxe’s text and the woodcut, going so far as to quote from the invented speech in the latter, but it is difficult to see it as doing anything but back-pedalling from these easy-win ideo-grabs. The Troublesome Reign begins its narrative of John’s death with him grief-stricken and already ill, being ‘carried between two lords’: ‘My sicknesse rages, to tirannize upon me,/I cannot live unless this fever leave me’ (2 TR 847–8). ‘The Abbot and certayne Monkes’ meet him, and the point about John’s illness is reiterated by the Bastard, asking for food because ‘the King thou seest is weake and very faint’ (856). Once the royal party has gone inside a solo monk remains to muse upon the irony of John’s appearance:

Is this the King that never lovd a Frier?

Is this the man that doth contemne the Pope?

Is this the man that robd the holy Church

And yet will fly unto a Friory?

(869–72)

The monk, not unfairly given the Bastard’s earlier depredations, concludes that leaving John alive will allow him to continue his work of shaking down the religious, and decides he must die:

Now if that thou wilt looke to merit heaven,

And be canonizd for a holy Saint:

To please the world with a deserving worke,

Be thou the man to set thy cuntrey free,

And murder him that seeks to murder thee.

(879–83)

So far, so Foxe—the monk proposes a very practical application of a boo-hiss liberation theology, and for good measure references his canonization.46 All this would be familiar to those having read Foxe, or seen the energetic communal offering of mass for his killer in the bottom right hand corner of the Foxean storyboard. At this point the Abbot enters, an action which would immediately suggest the absolution of the woodcut’s top right panel. But what the audience gets instead is split-stage comedy. The monk, unaware of the Abbot, runs through a catalogue of options—strangling John in his sleep, setting a dagger at his heart, knocking him on the head with a mallet, and finally poisoning him. It is easy to imagine how this list could be comically physicalized, with the monk stalking the stage acting out both killer and victim—after all, comic (self)-strangling and the face you pull after you have been hit on the head are still staple schticks. The Abbot, meanwhile, twice addresses the monk, who is clearly too bound up in his homicidal imaginings to even hear, let alone see, him. But then, the penny drops:

MONK Ile set a dudgeon dagger at his heart,

And with a mallet knock him on the head.

ABB. Alas, what meanes this Monke to murther me

Dare lay my life heel kill me for my place.

MONK Ile poyson him, and it shall ne’ere be knowne,

And then shall I be chiefest of my house.

… I cry your Lordship mercy, I saw you not.

(889–94, 898)

Instead of the dark forces of what Paul Quinn has ironically dubbed ‘International Papistry’, here we have a familiar ‘cross-purposes’ double-act. It takes the monk some time to reassure the Abbot, who is rather slow on the uptake altogether, and who at one point falls to his prayers (perhaps some adlibbed comic Latinate mumblings or chants). What follows is a comic version of the kind of deadly Socratic Q&A that Shakespeare later gives us between John and Hubert in King John, or between Richard III and Buckingham in Richard III. Here, the Abbot—still here the slow-on-the-uptake straight man—is about the last person in the room to get the point the monk is driving at. I’ve supplied one possible way to play it, picking out the ‘clever lead/stupid stooge’ dynamic:

MONK You know, my Lord, the King is in our house. [meaningfully, with the implication, ‘you don’t need me to join up the dots, do you?’]

ABB. [He pauses a little too long; the audience can sense he doesn’t understand] True.

MONK [Still in sinister implication mode, has missed the Abbot’s nonpluss] You know likewise the King abhors a Frier.

ABB. [He knows this, but has no idea where this is leading; still he adopts the MONK’s tone of voice to make it seem like he is up to speed] True. [Pause. The ABBOT has no idea that he is supposed to be making the connection. MONK catches the audience up, and realizes this is going to take a while …]

MONK And … [Leaves a gap. The Abbot isn’t going to work it out anytime soon. Sigh. The next few words as if to a child] He That Loves Not A Frier Is Our Enemy.

ABB. [Finally—a question he can answer! Excitedly] Thou sayst true.

MONK Then …? [no help from the Abbot] the King is our enemy.

ABB. True. [Ahhh … he gets it]

MONK Why then should we not kil our enemy …

(2 TR 907–15)

And the Abbot then returns in a flash to the Foxean script, absolving the kneeling monk in an Englishing of the woodcut’s ‘Ego Absolvo se & c’ (‘I will absolve thee heere from all thy sinnes’, a phrase already used by Pandulph to John on his re-crowning at 2 TR 632), and promising him a mass for his soul every month. If this is an International Papist Conspiracy, it is a remarkably shambolic one. The Abbot initially calls the monk to ‘cheare’ or ‘pastime’ the King, then rebukes him (‘what, at thy mumpsimus?’), completely misunderstands the monk’s musings on how to kill John, and even after overhearing his monologue on whether strangling, dagger, mallet, or poison are best, does not understand the monk’s hinting at what he will do ‘that shall be beneficiall to us all’ (904) until he is led to it by the nose.47 From then on in, the pace picks up. The table is laid for John, to give two more monks a chance to show their hostility (‘the King desires to eate,/Would a man might eat his last for the love hee beares to Churchmen’ (983–4)), though they clearly are not in on the plot. The Abbot, plainly, is now apprehensive as John picks up on his facial expression, ‘methinks you frowne like an host that knowes his guest hath no money to pay the reckoning’ (1000–1). The monk quotes the Acts and Monuments’ woodcut with a ‘Wassell my liege’ and John pledges him to be ‘friends and fellowes for a time’. In another echo of the woodcut, the monk picks up on ‘for a time’ and retorts, presumably in an aside, ‘If the inwards of a Toad be a compound of any proofe’, and dies rapidly (1018–20).

Given the strong steer from Foxe (both text and woodcut) we cannot be sure that the poisoned monk’s guts did not burst onstage: a prop false belly is mentioned in Jonson’s The Devil is an Ass, so it would not have been beyond the wit of the Queen’s Men to rig something up.48 A spectacular stage effect like this could easily raise a laugh:

MONK … why so it works.

[Monk’s guts burst all over the stage]

JOHN Stay Phillip, wheres the Monke?

[The Bastard’s specialist subject is,

quite literally, the bleedin’ obvious]

BAST He is dead my Lord.

(2 TR, 1020–2)

But, sight gags aside, a vivid visual effect like this would add immediacy to the Bastard’s later comment as the king is dying that John’s ‘bowells are devided in themselves’ (1092); John’s suffering—indeed his ‘martyrdom’—would be given a concrete reality by what an audience sees happening to the monk, whilst preserving kingly decorum. That the monk’s fate was a well-known part of the sequence is indicated also by Shakespeare’s King John, which registers the Foxean narrative and similarly links his spectacular death to John’s lingering torments. There John’s dying words that ‘all my bowels crumble up to dust’ (5.7.31) are preceded in the scene before by the Hubert’s identifying the poisoner to the Bastard as ‘a monk, I tell you, a resolved villain,/Whose bowels suddenly burst out’ (5.6.29–30).49 TR’s version of John’s actual death is both more, and less, Foxean. No masses are said to celebrate his death; but the suffering John has his moment as martyr, prophesying what was to the audience the foregone conclusion of Henry VIII’s break with Rome. So TR works with but also subverts the Foxean expectations which may have been held by its audience, whether literate or unliterate. It associates monks with broad physical comedy. It shows the lines of communication within the International Papist Conspiracy as fractured or non-existent. This, especially when taken in conjunction with its predecessor ‘monk’ scene, is a long way from the kind of performance implied by Ruth Lunney’s description of the play as ‘patently encouraging audiences in simpleminded and aggressive fantasies … aimed … at the … catholics’.50

The comic nature of these scenes, so often Exhibit A in a demonstration of the play’s commitment to simplistic propaganda, I would argue radically challenges a simple understanding of their anti-catholic import. Indeed, they bear out Virginia Carr’s claim that by the time of TR John’s reign had more to ‘teach’ about generic loyalty to the crown than about the relations between monarch and Church.51 In this I am more or less diametrically opposed to Guy Hamel, who thinks the anti-monastic material is ‘restrictive’ in its ‘inflexibility’, as ‘the stuff of burlesque, the matter of fabliaux’. On the contrary, given audience expectations, the monk scenes add to the play’s complexity. One of the points Hamel bases his opinion on is that ‘even the scene in which the monk decides upon and plans the murder of the king cannot be presented seriously’. My reading of the monk scenes is that the Queen’s Men knew exactly what they were doing, particularly in not staging the planning of the king’s murder ‘seriously’.52

Identifying TR as propaganda, as I hope this essay has shown, depends upon a flattening out of the circumstances of one or both of its performance or reception, particularly where comedy is concerned. In fleshing out Walsingham’s role in creating and supporting the Queen’s Men, McMillin and MacLean have created a narrative which focuses too much upon his authorizing intention, and too little upon what the actors might have made with the script they were working with. They have given us the tools, but have left us with work still to do in understanding the early modern theatre.
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CHAPTER 36
SOVEREIGNTY AND COMMONWEALTH IN SHAKESPEARE’S HENRY VI, PART 2

DERMOT CAVANAGH

HENRY VI, Part 2 portrays the descent of England into civil war. Many factors contribute to this but the main narrative falls into two parts. The first depicts the downfall of the Duke of Gloucester, the Protector of the realm, and a principled guardian of the ‘commonwealth’. Although the King never loses faith in this loyal servant, he is unable either to restrain a campaign of outrageous defamation that is launched against Gloucester or to prevent his subsequent arrest as a traitor. This attack on the Protector is pursued by a temporary alliance of competing factions at Henry’s court who resent his influence over the king. Once Gloucester is imprisoned they proceed to have him murdered. The second part of the play is concerned largely with revolt. The first involves the people of Kent who are led by Jack Cade in an onslaught against London. Eventually Cade’s forces are dispersed but not before they occupy the capital, assault some of its key sites and symbols of power, especially those associated with the rule of law and with literacy, and put to death members of the nobility. The second insurrection is aristocratic and centres on the Duke of York’s attempt to seize the crown. Earlier, York’s political ambitions had led him to join the conspiracy against Gloucester and he is also instrumental in fomenting Cade’s revolt. He concludes the play by denying the King’s legitimacy and resorting to force in the pursuit of his own claim to the crown.

As even this brief summary indicates, Shakespeare’s interest in this passage of history at this early stage in his career was evidently not due to any enthralment with the ‘poetics’ or ‘privileged visibility’ of royal authority, an emphasis that has become familiar in critical studies of his later historical drama.1 Although we are used to thinking of the play as Henry VI, Part 2, one of three plays concerned with the reign of this king gathered together in the First Folio of 1623, it first appeared in print anonymously in 1594 with a strikingly different title: The First part of the Contention betwixt the two famous Houses of Yorke and Lancaster. This was the first play by Shakespeare to be printed and its imposing title continued to identify the main events it portrayed.2 These are ‘the death of the good Duke Humphrey’ of Gloucester, followed by the unnatural deaths of two of his principal enemies, the Duke of Suffolk and the Cardinal of Winchester, the ‘notable Rebellion of Jacke Cade’, ‘And the Duke of Yorkes first claime unto the Crowne’. The title page of this quarto edition doesn’t mention the King at all.

This highlighting of the play’s key events provides an important set of clues as to its political concerns, and it is these that will be of primary concern in this chapter. Only those experiences that involve the King’s subjects are identified by the quarto and this indicates the breadth of its account of history: the past is seen from ‘above’, largely from the perspective of dynastic struggle, and from ‘below’, most notably through Cade’s rebellion. The consequences of both of these processes are captured by a series of deaths, some deserved and some undeserved, and these affect the entire country rather than simply the crown. Indeed, responsibility for them lies, in considerable part, with the King whose undoubted piety renders him unfit for office provoking a violent struggle for ascendancy. The play’s ‘tragical’ narrative, to cite another term used on the title page, portrays a catastrophe that engulfs the commonwealth deriving from a ‘contention’, a conflict over sovereign power.

Crucially, Henry VI, Part 2 presents not simply a raw struggle for power between competing forces but an equally compelling dispute over the meaning of sovereignty, that is, between different ways of conceptualizing its powers. In this respect, it serves as an excellent introduction to the ‘history play’ as a genre. This kind of drama was drawn recurrently, if not exclusively, to tragic modes, and at its heart lies a concern with the acquisition, exercise, and loss of political supremacy. Shakespeare was deeply indebted to earlier legacies of drama and literature in his development of this genre. Scott McMillin and Sally-Beth MacLean have demonstrated that in the 1580s an earlier Elizabethan theatrical company, the Queen’s Men, pioneered this kind of theatre and infused it with a strong ‘civic humanist concern with the commonwealth’; this concern is also central to the account of sovereignty offered by Henry VI, Part 2.3 However, even earlier traditions of theatre and poetry are equally significant for Shakespeare’s political interests, in particular, John Skelton’s political morality play Magnificence (c.1520–2) and the widely influential collection of historical tragedies in verse, A Mirror for Magistrates (1559). As we shall see, these texts not only affected the play’s subject matter and dramaturgy, they also helped shape its political reflection. In short, these works reveal that Shakespeare explores sovereignty within the tradition of commonwealth thought, although his approach is of a radically exploratory kind. Consequently, the play helps to address a key question that has recently returned to the forefront of critical attention: what kind of political thinker was Shakespeare?4 We can understand the political reflection engaged in by this play, at least, by recognizing the depth of its interest in a set of fundamental questions: what is political authority for, who should exercise it, in what way and to whose benefit?

I

In his presentation of the events found in the chronicle sources Shakespeare drew deeply on the forms and conventions of earlier drama and literature.5 In particular, John D. Cox has proposed that Henry VI, Part 2 reveals Shakespeare’s indebtedness to Skelton’s Magnificence, printed about 1530 and therefore far more accessible than manuscript works in this tradition.6 Skelton’s play concerns the downfall of Magnificence, a figure or property of sovereignty, whose weakness is exploited by a claque of self-seeking advisers led by the hypocritical vice Cloaked Collusion. The latter, along with allies like Counterfeit Countenance, succeed in discrediting the court’s most principled adviser, Measure, and the latter personification is eventually expelled from the court. Magnificence is soon dominated by the quarrelsome vices who wreak havoc upon both his authority and the realm.

The parallels with Magnificence undoubtedly offer one key to understanding how the catastrophe of the Duke of Gloucester’s death unfolds in the first phase of Shakespeare’s play. Indeed, Magnificence has an incipiently tragic structure because it too concentrates on how the misjudgements of sovereign authority expose its limits and unravel its power.7 Like Skelton’s protagonist, Henry VI succumbs to a drastic failure of perception and an equally calamitous misplacing of trust. The opening scenes of Henry VI, Part 2 are dominated by the vice-like plotting of Suffolk, York, and their confederates who exploit the King’s naivety to ensure that the moderation Gloucester represents is discredited and eventually destroyed. In addition, the principle of ‘measure’ is central, as we shall see, to the play’s interest in commonwealth virtues and the consequences of their obliteration. However, in Shakespeare’s play this struggle involves not only the misdirection of temporal authority but conflicting understandings of sovereignty itself.

The play expresses this concern not only in its tragic structure but in its language. Nowhere else in Shakespeare’s works is the word ‘sovereign’ used so insistently, twenty-two times in the Folio text. In addition, the term ‘majesty’ is also cited twenty-six times, a frequency only exceeded by Henry V.8 Yet the constant reiteration of these terms is, in fact, a sign of the crisis that is affecting political loyalty and beliefs. In Henry V, the King is addressed repeatedly as ‘sovereign’ and ‘majesty’ predominantly to affirm his authority. In Henry VI, Part 2, the same terminology has the opposite effect. The word ‘sovereign’ has a disputed and divided presence within the play. It is subject to a wide variety of inflections that include reverence but also disbelief, desperation, sardonic insincerity, and outright challenges to the King’s legitimacy. The latter usage emphasizes that the issue of to whom the category should refer is itself a matter of debate. As the quarto’s title page reminds us, the play culminates with ‘the Duke of Yorkes first claime unto the Crowne’, although this is broached earlier in a private setting where York receives from his allies, Warwick and Salisbury, their acknowledgement and obedience ‘as our rightful sovereign’; ‘Long live our sovereign Richard, England’s king!’ (2.2.62; 64).9

However, the most significant aspect of the term ‘sovereign’ within the play is that it features in distinct political idioms which imply very different ways of comprehending the role. For example, in its opening phase there is a deep interest not only in the personal enmities that emerge, or with the struggle between virtue and vice, but with opposing ways in which the polity is envisaged and what it means to hold authority over it. The terms of this opposition can be defined by considering the different ways in which terms such as ‘sovereign’, ‘king’, ‘crown’, and ‘majesty’ are used. In essence, this distinguishes three contrasting understandings of sovereignty. Firstly, there is Henry’s spiritual comprehension of the origin and nature of his own powers. This is set against those members of the nobility who share not only a desire for sovereignty but also a wholly pragmatic understanding of the office. Crucially, as these forces conspire against Gloucester, they advance a much more assertive understanding of the scope and self-sufficiency of temporal authority that is deeply antipathetic to any notion of the public good. The latter perception is consolidated by the third and alternative vision of the purpose and nature of sovereign power identified by another of its keywords: commonwealth. This value is embodied most fully in the tragic figure of Gloucester. Let us consider now how these conflicting forces and viewpoints are presented by the play.

‘To rule’, explained Thomas Smith in his De Republica Anglorum (1583), ‘is understoode to have the supreme and highest authoritie of commaundement’.10 The anticipation that this authority will find forceful expression is evoked strongly at the outset of Henry VI, Part 2. The first scene is pervaded by the formal language of sovereignty. Suffolk begins by addressing Henry as his ‘high imperial majesty’, ‘your excellence’, ‘your grace’ and presents the King’s new bride, the French princess Margaret, as a gift for ‘your most gracious hands’ (1.1.1–16). The language of Henry’s new Queen also overflows with epithets that acknowledge his stature as ‘Great king of England’: ‘my gracious lord’, ‘my king’, and, in the Folio text, the notably archaic, and perhaps intentionally foreign-sounding, ‘alderleifest [most dear] sovereign’ (24–31).

The expectations cultivated by these modes of address are shattered within moments. Intoxicated with his new Queen, Henry accepts meekly the disgraceful marriage settlement that Suffolk has agreed between ‘our sovereign and the French king’ (41). ‘They please us well’, he responds on hearing that his marriage will bring no dowry and that he must surrender the possessions of Anjou and Maine won with such cost by his father, the great warrior-king Henry V (62–73). Throughout, the King responds to events providentially, as if they provide evidence of divine concern for human well-being. This belief fuels the play’s conflicts as Henry’s passivity leads to constant incursions upon his authority by the largely self-seeking nobility who surround him. The ruinous extent of this weakness is exposed most fully in the third act. When Somerset brings the news to his ‘gracious sovereign’ of the complete collapse of English power in France, the King’s response is simple: ‘Cold news, Lord Somerset; but God’s will be done’ (3.1.82–6). Even more drastic is the abandonment of Gloucester that follows this humiliation. The attack on the Protector is launched by Suffolk’s calumnies: ‘my sovereign, Gloucester is a man/Unsounded yet, and full of deep deceit’, who seeks ‘by wicked means to frame our sovereign’s fall’ (56–7; 52). This leads to the King’s most dismaying failure of responsibility: ‘Do or undo’, he declares to Gloucester’s enemies, ‘as if ourself were here’ (196); he ‘cannot do him good,/So mighty are his vowed enemies’ (219–20).

In these exchanges, the word ‘sovereign’ proves exceptionally versatile. It can be cited with seeming reverence to acknowledge Henry’s monarchic presence but it also possesses great strategic utility as a term that is instrumental to the speaker’s cynical or mendacious purpose. This illuminates a broader contrast between the King and many among his nobility who see sovereignty in strictly pragmatic terms. On this view, the crown has no sacral character but is simply a physical object that endows its incumbent with a set of material capacities that can be acquired by force. ‘Ah, sancta maiestas!’, exclaims York, but continues, ‘Who would not buy thee dear?’ (5.1.5). Indeed, York’s aspiration is sanctioned, in part, by his understanding of the force and fraud involved in the Lancastrian seizure of power. Henry Bolingbroke, the grandfather of Henry VI, ‘Seized on the realm, deposed the rightful king’, Richard II, York reminds us: ‘Harmless Richard was murdered traitorously’ and ‘now they hold’ the crown ‘by force and not by right’ (2.2.24–30). This is all that keeps York from the rightful possession of a crown that is also his, he argues, by a superior right of precedence with regard to the succession. Consequently, he resolves by ‘force perforce I’ll make him yield the crown’ (1.1.257). On his understanding, the crown is an extraordinarily valuable piece of property: ‘the golden mark I seek to hit’ (242). This is far from being York’s perspective alone. The Duchess of Gloucester has a similarly pragmatic view of ‘King Henry’s diadem’ as an object whose value accrues to anyone who has the audacity to possess it. She tempts her husband to: ‘Put forth thy hand, reach at the glorious gold’ (1.2.7; 11) and embarks, without his knowledge, on a necromantic conspiracy to seize the crown and overcome her opponents.

This drive both to seize sovereign power and to demystify the sanctions that protect its traditional incumbents from challenge is at its most potent in York. It was an impulse that had found scandalous contemporary expression in Christopher Marlowe’s two Tamburlaine plays (1590) with their portrayal of the unholy appetite for sovereignty and its apparently unchecked acquisition. Yet Shakespeare implicates this desire in a very different kind of dramatic experience to Marlowe. York’s emphasis on secrecy, conspiracy, and betrayal is remote from both the flagrancy and moral audacity of Tamburlaine’s appetite for power. In contrast, York resolves to ‘pry into the secrets of the state’, feigning support for Gloucester until he can seize the crown with ‘advice and silent secrecy’ (1.1.249; 2.2.68).

That the vision of sovereignty held by Gloucester’s enemies has no inspirational force is clarified not only by the brutal destruction of the ‘good Duke’ but also by the ruination of the values he embodies. This tragic spectacle discloses an equally profound division on the question of what political authority is for: between those who emphasize the self-sufficiency of sovereign power and Gloucester’s vision of the commonwealth. This aspect of the play can be further illuminated by recognizing, as Paul Strohm has shown, that Shakespeare could draw on a rich tradition of earlier writing that had analysed pragmatically the practice of statecraft and political calculation.11 This includes the Mirror for Magistrates, to be discussed in more detail later. York is one of the historical protagonists represented in the Mirror and he reflects in a striking way about the nature and motives of political actors: ‘But marke me now I pray thee Baldwin marke,/And see how force oft overbeareth right’ (ll. 22–3).12 In the Mirror, York recollects the brutality with which power was achieved by the Lancastrian dynasty as Henry Bolingbroke, ‘voyde of cause’, deposed and murdered Richard II simply out of a desire for sovereignty: ‘Without all right or title, saving hate/Of others rule, or love to rule alone:/These two excepted, title had he none’ (ll. 29–35).

Shakespeare’s play had many sources to draw upon, therefore, as it both engaged in and invited further analysis of the motives, values, and decisions that shape political history. We can further explore the play’s conception of these by following again its conflicting languages of governance, especially its use of some now familiar key terms like ‘sovereign’ and ‘majesty’ but also, as we shall see, a new word, ‘reason’. The latter helps to illuminate a broader discourse that emerges in the play.13 This asserts a more forceful attitude towards the prerogatives of sovereign power, especially in terms of its entitlement to identify the political enemy who threatens public safety and, especially, the well-being of the prince. In their use of the terminology of sovereignty, Gloucester’s enemies begin to develop a new and distinct set of connotations that emphasize the scope and entitlements of temporal authority. These extend beyond merely pragmatic and tactical usages of the word ‘sovereign’ and they burgeon and intensify in the conspiracy against the Protector.

In making their assault on Gloucester, Suffolk’s promise to the queen is clear: ‘you yourself shall steer the happy realm’ (1.3.101). Suffolk decries the political servitude associated with Gloucester’s ascendancy: ‘all the peers and nobles of the realm/Have been as bondmen to thy sovereignty’ (1.3.17–18). Cardinal Beaufort launches a similar attack on the Protector’s ambitions (2.1.19–22). This core accusation of a usurpation of sovereignty by Gloucester expands in the climactic scene leading to the Protector’s imprisonment and assassination. Queen Margaret denounces his assumption of prerogative powers—‘With what a majesty he bears himself … Disdaining duty that to us belongs’—and asserts that their survival depends on his destruction: ‘the welfare of us all/Hangs on the cutting short that fraudful man’ (3.1.6; 17; 80–1). Now is the time, according to the queen, that ‘Gloucester should be quickly rid the world/To rid us from the fear we have of him’ (233–4). Suffolk pauses over the problem of how the Protector’s opponents appear to ‘have but trivial argument,/More than mistrust, that shows him worthy death’ (241–2). The solution to this problem lies in the threat Gloucester presents to the King’s ‘royal person’ (3.1.26; 173) and he must die to preserve this. This is the crucial category that is mobilized against Gloucester to justify his death: he is deemed, with grotesque unfairness, to be an irreconcilable threat to the safety of the sovereign. This demands that the nobility resort to the extra-legal measure of assassination on the grounds of reason of state. Indeed, the term ‘reason’ begins to recur in their deliberation on this decision. ‘I see no reason why a king of years,’ Queen Margaret states as she demands Gloucester relinquish his staff of office, ‘Should be to be protected like a child’. York reflects ‘he hath more reason for his death’ (245) and Suffolk argues that Gloucester must be killed on pre-emptive grounds because his nature is known even if as yet unpunished:

No, let him die in that he is a fox,

By nature proved an enemy to the flock,

Before his chops be stained with crimson blood,

As Humphrey, proved by reasons, to my liege.

(257–60)

On this account, ‘the deed is meritorious’ because done ‘to preserve my sovereign from his foe’ (270–1). Cardinal Beaufort agrees that ‘the safety of my liege’ (277) must take precedence over legal nicety and the argument is consolidated that Gloucester must be killed as an enemy of the sovereign in whose name they can act above and outside the law: ‘our authority is his consent,/And what we do establish he confirms’ (316–17).

The logic of these arguments results, of course, in the terrible scenes of Gloucester’s killing. In the play’s account, this atrocity is associated with the lawlessness and violence wrought by those amongst the political elite who not only aspire to sovereignty but rationalize a newly expansive exercise of its powers. In particular, this demands claiming the entitlement to destroy the enemy who obstructs the unfettered exercise of sovereign authority. The shocking consequences of this belief are compounded by awareness that a countervailing idea of sovereignty is dying with Gloucester. In this respect, the play elaborates a counter-argument for the commonwealth as part of its critical portrayal of the circumstances in which this mode of ‘reason of state’ develops.14 The presence of an increasingly beleaguered discourse of the common good is crucial to the tragic effect of the play’s first phase and it presents a striking contrast to the pragmatic understandings of political authority that also emerge with such deadly force. Shakespeare’s exploration of the tragic potential of this historical episode, I’ll now argue, derives from his response to it as a commonwealth thinker.

II

As Emrys Jones recognized in his ground-breaking reappraisal of Shakespeare’s early histories, the ‘tragedy in little’ that consumes Shakespeare’s Duke of Gloucester reveals the principles that underpin his own dedication to the commonweal and the terrible consequences of their loss.15 Gloucester’s own use of the term ‘sovereign’ is straightforward: it declares his unshakeable loyalty to the king in his appeal that ‘I am clear from treason to my sovereign’ (3.1.102) and is used sardonically to identify those, like Queen Margaret, ‘my sovereign lady’ (161), who would usurp Henry’s prerogative to further their own illicit ambitions. However, Gloucester’s understanding of political virtue extends far beyond simple loyalty to the crown and he comes to understand what is at stake politically in his own plight. As the conspirators mount their attempt to arrest him for treason, the Protector warns the king that if they succeed the country will be abandoned to ‘their tyranny’ (149) and all the virtues that should sustain just government will be destroyed:

Ah gracious lord, these days are dangerous!

Virtue is choked with foul ambition,

And charity chased hence by rancour’s hand;

Foul subornation is predominant,

And equity exiled your highness’ land.

(142–6)

The set of key terms in this passage disclose the complex of virtues that characterize Gloucester’s behaviour and that are vanquished with his passing. Their value is crystallized by another key term, ‘commonwealth’, used most movingly by Gloucester when he learns of his wife’s arrest for treasonous conspiracy: ‘to heaven I do appeal/How I have loved my King and common weal’ (2.1.185–6). In Gloucester’s lexicon, the loyalty owed to sovereign power is indistinguishable from that owed to the ‘common weal’.16

‘Commonwealth’ is a word with complex resonances and implications in the sixteenth century.17 Consequently, ‘commonwealth’ thought is far from being a unified body of ideas. However, its fundamental emphasis was on public over private interests and it stressed that the primary obligation of those entrusted with authority over the body politic was ‘the welfare of the members of that body and to imply the duty of government to further that welfare’.18 Thomas Smith’s De Republica Anglorum helps to illuminate the term further because his crisp definition of sovereignty as ‘the supreme and highest authoritie of commaundement’, noted earlier, soon expands to include it. The sovereign can be identified, Smith continues, as that part of the commonwealth which ‘is saide to rule which doth controwle, correct, all other members of the common wealth’. This emphasis on the sovereign as a part or member of the commonwealth also led Smith to stress that sovereignty should guarantee mutual benefit for all. The power of command must also be exercised in accordance with ‘right rule’, the equivalent of an architect’s ‘rule’, an objective principle of measurement and direction to ‘judge the straightnesse of everie worke’ (Smith, De Republica Anglorum, 49). To exercise sovereign power, according to Smith, is to embody and adhere to a standard of justice from which the commonwealth benefits and to which it can refer and, if necessary, appeal. In his influential dialogue, the Discourse of the Common Weal of This Realm of England (1581), Smith further stressed this point. In this work, the core principle that ‘men may not abuse their own things to the damage of the Commonweal’, applies to the monarch as well whose prerogative powers cannot be sanctioned if they are used to the detriment of the common good.19

This way of conceiving the obligations of temporal authority pervades another of Shakespeare’s under-regarded Tudor sources that has been mentioned earlier: A Mirror for Magistrates (1559), the influential collection of ‘tragical’ poems (along with prose commentaries) complied by William Baldwin and subsequently reprinted and expanded in multiple editions.20 The Mirror demonstrated a comprehensive interest in the reign of Henry VI and it included narratives recounted by all the main protagonists featured in Shakespeare’s play. For our purposes, the crucial point of contact between the two works is their mutual concern with the fate of the commonwealth and the moral capacities of those responsible for it.21 For Baldwin, tragedy demands political reflection on those forces that bind and undo the commonwealth. At the heart of this is the role of those public office-holders who are responsible for exercising judicial and other governmental functions: ‘common weales have alway florished while their officers wer good’, Baldwin explains, ‘and decayed and ranne to ruyne, when noughty men had the regiment’.22 In this respect, it is the task of tragedy to reveal

what offices are, where they be duely executed: not gaynful spoyles for the gredy to hunt for, but payneful toyles for the heedy to be charged with … there is nothing more necessary in a common weale, than that officers be diligent and trusty in their charges. (63)

This sounds like a narrowly homiletic conception of tragedy and yet it provides an organizing idea for the Mirror which was both richly productive and, at times, provocative. It is certainly integral to Baldwin’s understanding of the purpose of sovereign power. ‘If the officers be good, the people can not be yll’, Baldwin teaches, ‘Thus the goodnes or badnes of any realme lyeth in the goodnes or badnes of its rulers’ (64). Like Smith’s De Republica Anglorum, sovereignty is also conceived in the Mirror as an instrument of ‘right rule’. What the Mirror reveals in tragedy after tragedy is what happens when this principle fails or is betrayed.

In the Mirror, the Duke of Gloucester recognizes that ‘Kingdome, no kyn doth know, ne can indure’ (l. 56); the desire for power rescinds all bonds and all sense of broader loyalties (see A Mirror for Magistrates, 445–60). The political discord that arose in Henry’s reign was ‘Bred by desire of high Dominacion’ and, as well as destroying Gloucester, it ‘Brought our whole house to playne desolation’ (ll. 69–70). The Duke’s own commitments were those of a true Protector: ‘civil pollicie’, ‘peace’ and equitable justice (ll. 197–203). These virtues were overwhelmed by the ‘vayne desire of soveraintie and rule’ (l. 358) embodied in Henry’s queen, who ‘if I were ryd’ would ‘win her whole desire/Which was to rule, the king and al the state’ (ll. 346–8). In Gloucester’s account, Henry VI’s reign is an object-lesson in what constitutes political tragedy. Furthermore, the catastrophes and ordeals that so move the speakers and readers of the poems derive from a fundamental political conflict: between those for whom authority is conceived of as a temporarily held office dedicated to the service of the commonwealth and those for whom it is an end in itself. This opposition is equally integral to the tragic fate endured by Shakespeare’s Gloucester.

The idea of common ‘profit’ is ingrained in the Protector’s way of judging and responding to all the political crises that confront him. When he hears at the outset of the King’s disastrous marriage settlement, Gloucester speaks not simply of his own ‘grief’ but that of his fellow statesmen and the commonwealth: ‘Your grief, the common grief of all the land … Shall Henry’s conquest, Bedford’s vigilance/Your deeds of war, and all our counsel die?’ (1.1.76; 95–6). Gloucester’s understanding of government is that it is an endeavour shared by his fellow ‘peers of England, pillars of the state’ (74). This inclusive understanding of the political nation is also marked by an insistence on the rule of law as taking precedence over all individual interests. He dismisses his wife’s ambition for the crown as a symptom of ‘the canker of ambitious thoughts’ (1.2.18) and, on her apprehension, he surrenders her to the process of law (2.1.185–94). This capacity of Gloucester to subordinate his own interests exemplifies a traditional conception of the duty of counsellors and citizens; it is integral to Skelton’s portrayal of Measure in Magnificence. Significantly, Gloucester has the capacity to control his personal passions. He quells his anger in the interests of ‘commonwealth affairs’ and out of loyalty to ‘my sovereign’ and his ‘King and country’ (1.3.153–62).

This way of understanding the nature and responsibilities of office is not exclusive to Gloucester. Salisbury shares the Protector’s outrage at the King’s disgraceful marriage settlement and expresses his revulsion at those who are plotting against the ‘good Duke’: ‘While these do labour for their own preferment/Behoves it us to labour for the realm’ (1.1.192; 180–1). He condemns the malicious Cardinal Beaufort because he does ‘demean himself/Unlike the ruler of a common weal’ and appeals to Warwick and to York: ‘Join we together for the public good … And, as we may, cherish Duke Humphrey’s deeds/While they do tend the profit of the land’ (187–8; 198–203). Warwick concurs with this valuation of the ‘common profit of his country’ (205).

This matters because there are times when Gloucester is also held to account by this ideal and it is important not to obscure the limits of his political integrity. Gloucester is not a personification like Skelton’s Measure and in his rancorous squabble with Cardinal Beaufort, he displays the same vindictiveness as his antagonist. He also admits to the use of torture against those suspected of murder (3.1.132–3) and, much more damaging, is the brutal retribution he exacts upon the poor commoner Sander Simpcox who has claimed fraudulently to have been miraculously cured of blindness (2.1.57–155). In a play where the people are routinely slighted, misled, and traduced by their social superiors it is dismaying to see the ‘good Duke’ exercise his judicial function in a way that associates him with, rather than distinguishes him from, the class aggression of his enemies.

Yet Shakespeare also quashes some of the more discreditable details concerning Gloucester that he found in his historical sources.23 Gloucester’s undoubted deficiencies are better regarded as failures to live up to the ideal he espouses. There is a difference between this and the rapidity with which the commonwealth convictions of Salisbury and Warwick dissolve as their ally York indicates the scope of his own claim and ambition for the crown. Not the least of Gloucester’s weaknesses is his inability to recognize that these shifts in affiliation are destroying the moral bases of his understanding of political responsibility. He remains not only fearless but naively uncomprehending when he receives the sudden summons to parliament that will ensure his arrest and murder: ‘I must offend before I be attainted … All these could not procure me any scathe/So long as I am loyal, true, and crimeless’ (2.4.60; 63–4). Gloucester’s vision is dominated by the equitable rule of law in contrast to his enemies who increasingly see only its instrumental utility. As Lorna Hutson suggests, it is the loss of this principle, ‘the passion for justice and for the administration of justice in the respublica’, that helps to explain the emotion released by Gloucester’s death.24 Like the authors of the Mirror, Shakespeare’s play presents this process with the anguish of a commonwealth thinker witnessing the destruction of a whole system of values along with the person who best upholds them.

III

At the outset of this chapter, it was noted that Shakespeare’s profound engagement with commonwealth thought was also radically exploratory. This is made evident after Gloucester’s death when one of Cade’s followers announces their insurgency, in the Folio text, by using the keyword associated with the Protector: ‘I tell thee, Jack Cade the clothier means to dress the commonwealth, and turn it, and set a new nap upon it.’ To this another of the rebels replies: ‘So he had need, for ’tis threadbare. Well, I say it was never merry world in England since gentlemen came up’ (4.2.4–9). The words and actions of Cade and his followers advance a very different understanding of the commonwealth to that of Gloucester. What this sequence also clarifies, therefore, is the restless and sceptical energy of Shakespeare’s political thought in the play as the political assumptions that had previously governed response are viewed from another perspective.

In the Cade sequence, Henry VI, Part 2 broaches not only a new historical episode but a distinctive change in genre from a predominantly tragic spectacle to grotesque comedy, although these elements coexist throughout the play and continue to emerge in provocative ways. Previously, the commons have been dismissed or at best spoken for; now they speak for themselves in a variety of idioms, among them an alternately jubilant and remorseless outpouring of popular anger. Commonwealth thinkers had much to say about the proper place of the people. Thomas Smith had defined ‘the fourth sort’ of men—labourers, husbandmen, ‘copiholders’, ‘artificers’—as those who possess ‘no voice nor authoritie in our common wealth, and no account is made of them but onelie to be ruled’ (Smith, De Republica Anglorum, 76). The danger of these estates embarking on independent political action was another favourite topos of commonwealth discourse as this raised the spectre of disobedience and rebellion.25

Yet the commonwealth tradition is not wholly one-dimensional in its account of popular political action. For example, in the Mirror for Magistrates the reign of Henry VI is recounted from a divergent range of perspectives and these unsettle a uniform view of its moral and political implications. Cade is also one of the speakers in the Mirror and Baldwin and his co-authors are taken aback by the insightfulness of his reflections on the relative weight of Fortune and his own agency in causing his actions.26 Still, Cade does discern unflinchingly the moral of his own experience as it concerns sovereignty: ‘God hath ordaynd the power, all princes be/His Lieutenauntes … No subject ought for any kind of cause,/To force the lord, but yeeld him to the lawes’ (A Mirror for Magistrates, 170–81; ll. 155–6; 160–1) Yet in their discussion of Cade, Baldwin and his interlocutors are guided by the principle underlying the Mirror, noted earlier, that ‘the goodnes or badnes of any realme lyeth in the goodnes or badnes of its rulers’. Consequently, they stress not the rebel’s depravity but the responsibilities of sovereigns for eliciting disobedience: ‘what soever prince desyreth to lyve quyetlye without rebellion, must do his subjectes right in all thinges, and punyshe suche officers as greve or oppresse theim, thus shall they be sure from all rebellion’ (178). This is not quite the expected moral because it shifts blame for unruliness and division from the base of society to its apex.

In Henry VI, Part 2, the potential for a questioning response to the causes of popular anger and reprisal is made far more acute by the theatrical context in which it emerges. The play reveals how an almost entirely self-seeking nobility triumph over Gloucester by resorting to conspiracy, dissimulation, and murder. This makes it impossible not to sympathize with the pirates who capture the Duke of Suffolk, bear the full force of his arrogance and class-condescension, and promptly decapitate him because of his multiple abuses of power (4.1). Similarly, the Cade episodes that succeed Suffolk’s execution are far from being uniformly phobic in tone.27 These scenes are exceptionally volatile in their implications and open to a variety of inflections in performance. ‘[You] delight to live in slavery to the nobility’, Cade exclaims to his wavering followers: ‘Let them break your backs with burdens, take your houses over your heads, ravish your wives and daughters before your faces’ (4.8.27–30). However hyperbolic, Cade’s appeal captures much of what we see of the play’s rapacious and self-seeking aristocracy.

Yet the political percipience of Cade and his followers is not limited to hostility towards the nobility. The significance of these scenes expands when they are located in the play’s unfolding concern with the nature and purposes of sovereignty. Gloucester’s ideal of a commonwealth founded on an ethic of mutual reciprocity between the different estates that will resolve tensions between them is tested and, in many respects, found wanting. For example, in Thomas Smith’s Discourse of the Commonweal, one of the speakers asserts that ‘the wiser sort have the sovereignty over the rude and unlearned … in every Commonweal the most learned are most commonly placed to govern the rest’ (Smith, Discourse of the Common Weal, 25). Yet this principle is exposed to some telling criticism in the Cade scenes. ‘Bona terra, mala gens’ [a good land, a bad people] observes Lord Saye when he confronts Cade and his forces (4.7.53), citing an Italian commonplace on the Kentish origins of the rebels (the latter and more provocative phrase is used only in the Folio). Saye’s sardonically coded observation detracts from his protest that he is a dedicated servant of the commonwealth (73–4). His remark also helps to reinforce Cade’s insistence on the gulf between the literate and non-literate, strikingly so in his example of the ‘neck verse’, the claiming of ‘benefit of clergy’, that allowed those who could demonstrate the ability to read Latin to escape capital punishment. Cade’s assertions expose a system that perpetuates injustice and his hostility to Saye derives from the judicial regime he oversees:

Thou hast appointed justices of peace to call poor men before them about matters they were not able to answer. Moreover, thou hast put them in prison, and because they could not read, thou hast hanged them, when indeed only for that cause they have been most worthy to live. (4.7.38–43)

Cade’s earlier judgement of Saye is that he ‘hath gelded the commonwealth, and made it an eunuch, and more than that, he can speak French, and therefore he is a traitor’ (4.2.154–7). This denunciation is, not uncharacteristically, both savage and absurd but its effect is not simply to defame further Cade’s presence. Later, we also see the cynical incitement of anti-French xenophobia by the king’s supporters to distract the rebels and to defuse their anger (4.8.34–52). This is one disconcerting effect of the Cade scenes: passages that incriminate his ignorance and brutality are double-edged because they also echo or parody the impulses of his social, if not moral, superiors.28

It is important, of course, not to euphemize the cruelty of Cade’s actions or to ignore the irrationality of his arguments. The terror of being encompassed within what Cade terms the ‘point-blank of our jurisdiction regal’ (4.7.24) is rendered graphically. His wild claims of sovereignty—‘My mouth shall be the Parliament of England’; ‘What canst thou answer to my majesty’ (13–14; 25)—are equally frightening. Cade is a seriously compromised figure and, in important respects, distinguished from his followers as an agent provocateur employed by York to create havoc.29 Yet he does claim responsibility for his own speech, ‘I invented it myself’ (4.2.145), and it is important that the words and actions of the rebels are not dismissed as mere symptoms of the chaos that commonwealth thought attributed to rebellion.

Indeed, the force of Cade and his followers’ questions derives from their address to a fundamental political issue: what is the common good? The rebellion transforms the way in which this question is both framed and experienced: ‘Thou ought’st not to let thy horse wear a cloak’, Cade points out to Lord Saye, ‘when honester men than thou go in their hose and doublets’ (4.7.46–8). This brings to the surface what is unacknowledged or simply unimaginable in the moralized discourse of the commonwealth: the experience of living in a world predicated on an almost unendurable degree of inequality, the everyday tragedy, as it were, of struggle and want. Cade’s crucial statement of inversion—‘But then are we in order when we are most out of order’ (4.2.179–80)—allows for ‘disorderly’ forms of expression, as well as action, that question the acceptance of a commonwealth ideal that upholds vast disparities in status, entitlements, and resources. In particular, his attack on the legal system challenges Gloucester’s incapacity to see that there may be a gap between the rule of law and justice. In many respects, this is the most serious challenge to commonwealth thought in the play, far more so than the amoral rapacity of the political aspirants amongst the elite. When the starving and outcast Cade is finally caught and vanquished in the garden of an ‘esquire of Kent’, Alexander Iden, the latter clearly embodies ‘measure’ and the commonwealth virtues: ‘This small inheritance my father left me/Contenteth me, and worth a monarchy’ (4.10.18–19). Yet the balance of response to this spectacle is less secure than Iden’s triumphantly moralized judgement over Cade’s discarded body (75–83). Iden has not travelled such a long way with Cade and his followers as we have and experienced the well-founded anger of those who make up and produce the commonwealth but are so little acknowledged by those who speak in its name. As we are reminded at the outset of the revolt: ‘Virtue is not regarded in handicraftsmen’ (4.2.10–11). The intensity of the questions these scenes provoke regarding the interests that political authority serves exceeds Iden’s perception of Cade’s providential end. Furthermore, this experience emphasizes the internecine narrowness of the dynastic conflict between the houses of York and Lancaster which opens again as the play concludes in ways that are destructive of any conception of the commonwealth.

In its emphasis on conflicting views of sovereignty, Henry VI, Part 2 is placed at the centre of a key debate within the period that left its mark on the theatrical and literary culture of Shakespeare’s world as well as its political life. The play has a debate to explore as well as a history to stage and its mode of doing so is shaped by a crucial set of attitudes, primarily the tradition of commonwealth thought. The latter perspective is integral to the pathos aroused by Gloucester’s fate as well as its exposure of those who rise to power after his downfall. In this respect alone, the play’s emphases are strikingly distinct from the influential presumption that Shakespeare’s historical theatre was dominated by an obsessive, if equivocal, fascination with royal authority. It also cautions against accepting a more recent characterization of Shakespeare’s ‘sceptical detachment’ from all forms of allegiance because of his ‘fundamental conviction’ that personal interests and ambitions determine political actions and beliefs.30 In this play, we observe Shakespeare’s passionate commitment to distinguishing those forces that imperil or sustain the commonwealth. Understanding of the latter goal is not circumscribed or conventional but then neither is the tradition of writing to which it is indebted. The Cade scenes demonstrate that Shakespeare viewed commonwealth thought not as a set of truths to be affirmed but as a set of propositions to be tested and explored. It is this impulse that fuels the play’s searching reflection on the purposes of political power.
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CHAPTER 37
ARDEN OF FAVERSHAM: THE MORAL OF HISTORY AND THE THRILL OF PERFORMANCE

ROS KING

ON 14 February 1551 a murder took place in Faversham, in the county of Kent. Thomas Arden, former mayor of the town, was killed by his wife Alice, her lover Thomas Morsby, or Mosby, and their accomplices: Arden’s servants, Michael Saunderson and Elizabeth Stafford; Michael’s betrothed and Morsby’s kinswoman, Cicely Ponder; various townsfolk, including a goldsmith, Bradshaw, a painter, Clarke, and one Greene from whom Arden had violently wrested some land; as well as a couple of ruffians who went by the evocative names of Black Will and Shakebag. It was a messy affair—the result of a ménage à trois gone wrong—and not, one would have thought, of wider importance, yet it spoke to the times, and found its way into national history. It occupies more than four double-column, large-folio pages in Holinshed’s Chronicle—about 4 per cent of the space devoted to the entire reign of Edward VI.

Less surprisingly, perhaps, it became a very popular play, the anonymous Arden of Faversham (first published by Edward White in 1592), which spawned a new genre of true-life domestic tragedy, including A Yorkshire Tragedy and A Woman Killed with Kindness. The play follows the well-known events of the story very closely, but it combines Cicely Ponder and Arden’s household maid Elizabeth into one character, Susan, and makes her the beloved of both Michael and the painter, which has the effect of linking the murderers even more strongly together in both rivalry and obligation.

Holinshed professes that he was doubtful about including the story in his Chronicle:

although otherwise it may seeme to bee but a private matter, and therefore as it were impertinent to thys historie, I have thought good to sette it foorth somewhat at large, having the instructions delyvered to me by them, that have used some diligence to gather the true understanding of the circumstances. (Holinshed, Chronicle, 1577, p. 1703) But he was not alone in publishing it. It appears, albeit briefly, in Thomas Lanquet’s An Epitome of Chronicles (1559), and may well have been the subject of a lost pamphlet, A Cruel Murder done in Kent, entered in the Stationers’ Register by Edward White in 1577, as well as a now lost play, Murderous Michael, performed before Queen Elizabeth in 1579. John Stow includes a reference in his Summarie of Englyshe Chronicles (1565), and also described it at much greater length in an unpublished manuscript, The history of a moste horrible murder commytyd at Fevershame in Kente.1

The story’s first appearance, however, seems to have been in John Ponet’s Short Treatise of Politic Power and of the true obedience which subjectes owe to kynges and other civile governours (1556). This title gives the game away. This was not just any old murder; a family was regarded as the state in miniature, and the killing of a husband by his wife, or a master by his servants, was considered Petty Treason under the Treason Act of 1351.2 Arden’s murderers were dealt with accordingly. Alice was burnt at Canterbury and her personal possessions seized by Faversham council, Michael was hanged in chains, and the maid, Elizabeth Stafford, burnt at Faversham—the gendered punishments for treason. Mosby and Cecily Ponder were merely hanged at Smithfield in London, since they were not part of Arden’s household. Of the other accomplices apprehended later, Greene was hanged at Ospringe in Kent, and Black Will burnt at Flushing for his many crimes. Bradshaw was also executed, even though it was acknowledged his involvement had been unwitting.

In Holinshed, this domestic event is made symptomatic of the problems of Edward’s short reign. These years saw a succession of threats to authority: rebellions in Norfolk, Yorkshire, and Kent, the loss of Boulogne to the French, war with Scotland, and the impeachment of the Lord Protector, the Duke of Somerset, for treason. Amongst the ‘articles objected’ against Somerset are that he encouraged the rebels at home, failed to improve the defences of Boulogne, and ‘caused diverse persons being arested and imprisoned for treason, murder, manslaughter and felony, to be discharged and set at large against the kings lawes & statutes of this realme’ (Holinshed, Chronicle, 1577, p. 1701).

Holinshed introduces the entire sequence of events by reprinting The Hurte of Sedicion by Sir John Cheke (1514–57), leading humanist scholar, religious reformer and tutor to the young King Edward. This was first published in 1549 in response to Kett’s rebellion, which Cheke characterizes as a desire to do away with gentlemen and a backwards-looking resistance to religious reform. For Cheke, sedition has effects similar to war:

and after warres it is commonly seene, that a greate number of those whiche went out honest, returne home againe like roisters, and as though they were burnt to the warres bottome, they have all their life after an unsaverie smacke thereof, and smell still toward daysleepers, pursepickers, highwayrobbers, quarrell makers, yea and bloudsheders too. (Holinshed, Chronicle, 1577, p. 1[68]9)

The story of Thomas Arden neatly bears out Cheke’s thesis. Shakebag and Black Will are ‘highwaie-robbers’ and ‘bloudsheders’, the latter, it was widely reported, having first come to the attention of the authorities for his criminal activities while serving as a soldier at Boulogne. Arden himself had sought to consolidate and improve on his gentlemanly status by acquiring land and property as a result of the dissolution of the monasteries—part of what Cheke describes as ‘seeing superstition beaten downe, and religion set up’ (Holinshed, Chronicle, 1577, p. 1694).3 Yet he was a parvenu, and he did not display the kind of chivalrous generosity to widows and orphans that was supposed to be exhibited by the gentle class. Arden’s murder was an expression of disorder in the household; it was the result of his misrule, his concupiscence, and dishonest land dealings, and symptomatic of the misrule that Somerset was said to have unleashed on the land.

The most compelling feature of the story, however, and the aspect that most appeals in performance, is that Arden escaped successive attempts on his life, sometimes without knowing the danger he was in, until Mosby, Alice, Michael, Black Will, and Shakebag, all working together for a change, killed him while he was settled in his parlour playing ‘at tables’. Having been repeatedly thwarted by chance, Arden’s murderers were now, at the moment of their success, revealed through the coincidence of a fall of snow, which occurred while they were carrying his body to the field behind the house, but then stopped, preserving the direction of their footprints. The beating down of ‘superstition’, it seems, had opened up other avenues for injustice, which deserved, and provoked, retribution.

This providential aspect of the story takes over as the century progressed, and creeps into the marginal annotations added by clergyman Abraham Flemyng in his revision of Holinshed’s Chronicle (1587). These annotations introduce the devil’s agency ‘Marke how the devill will not let his organs or instruments let slip either occasion or opportunitie to commit most heinous wickednesse’ (p. 1062), and highlight the moral lesson.

But, more interestingly, and more usefully for any dramatist, these glosses begin to point to the perpetrators’ differing states of mind. Michael’s doubts are highlighted: ‘Note here the force of feare and a troubled conscience’ (p. 1064). In the play this becomes the powerful speech beginning ‘Conflicting thoughts encamped in my breast/Awake me with the echo of their strokes’ (4.58–87). Similarly, tension between Black Will and Shakebag encapsulated as: ‘One myrthering minde mistrusting another doo hinder the action whereabout they agreed’ (p. 1063) is expanded into the name-calling and brawl of the first half of scene 9.

Flemyng’s notes likewise draw useful attention to Alice’s play-acting: ‘Marke what a countenance of innocencie and ignorance she bore after the murdering of hir husband’, and ‘This she did to colour hir wickedness which by no meanes was excuseable’ (p. 1065). This feature inspires her characterization throughout the play. But the play’s use of the marginal outburst: ‘O importunate and bloudie minded strumpet’ (p. 1064) is more complex. Although the word ‘strumpet’ recurs throughout her row with Mosby in scene 8, it is she who speaks the word first, which somehow deflects Mosby’s use of it. That scene also makes him cruelly manipulative, egging her on by appearing to withdraw from her.

Flemyng knows that Arden too is to blame. The marginal notes describe him as ‘a covetous man and a preferrer of his privat profit bifore common gaine’ (p. 1065). When the widow of one of the men he had deprived of land exclaims against him for his unjust dealings, and curses him to his face, wishing ‘many a vengeance to light upon him’, the gloss states ‘God heareth the teares of the oppressed and taketh vengeance: note an example in Arden’ (p. 1066). The land in question was the field behind the house where the murderers left his body, and where the grass was said to bear its imprint for several years.

In the pamphlet literature of the seventeenth century, the murder becomes an archetypal example of a horrid crime discovered by divine providence, but yet with expectation of divine mercy for those who heed its moral lessons. In the words of Thomas Beard:

And thus all the murderers had their deserved dues in this life, and what they endured in the life to come (except they obtained mercy by true repentance) is easie to judge. (The theatre of Gods judgements wherein is represented the admirable justice of God against all notorious sinners (1642), p. 208)

Arden’s case is also one of Samuel Clarke’s ‘admirable discoveries of sundry murders’ (A mirrour or looking-glasse both for saints and sinners (1654), pp. 293–4). And Henry Goodcole, visitor to Newgate prison, and famous for his publications of scaffold confessions by convicted felons, cites Alice Arden’s fate as an analogy to his account of the burning of Alice Clarke for poisoning her husband (The Adultresses Funeral Day (1635)). But it is Arden’s iniquity, and the fittingness of the place where his body was dumped ‘in the very same field which he had unjustly taken from a poore widdow’ that interests John Boys:

The judgements of God is at all times terrible, but being executed in the same place, where the malefactour acted the fault, it is more fearefull, it putteth him in mind of his offence, with all the circumstances thereof, and so makes his conscience to denounce his owne condemnation. (Remaines (1631), pp. 101–2)

On a slightly different tack, the one-time student actor and later notable protestant cleric and writer, John Reynolds (1549–1607), uses the story to argue for the right to divorce. Expounding on the text ‘He that keepeth an adulteresse, is a foole and a wicked man’, he asks ‘And how can he choose but live still in feare & anguish of minde, least shee add drunckennesse to thirst, & murder to adultery: I meane least she serve him as Clytemnestra did Agamemnon, as Livia did Drusus as Mrs. Arden did her husband?’ (A Defence of the Judgment of the Reformed Churches (1609), p. 88).

THOMAS ARDEN IN THE DOCUMENTARY RECORD4

The historical Thomas Arden seems to have been born in about 1508 into the ‘middling sort’.5 His widowed mother is recorded as living in Norwich, where she had to be restrained from begging but was treated with compassion presumably because she was of good family.6 In 1537 he is described as a clerk to Edward North who helped to set up and then run the Court of Augmentations, the body that administered the dissolution of the monasteries and the redistribution of their lands. Arden is recompensed on 12 July 1537 for ‘writing and making of certain books of Acts of Parliament for the King’s Highness concerning as well the suppressed lands as the King’s Highness purchased lands’.7

North’s patronage also sowed the seed of the tragedy, since it included arranging for Arden to marry his stepdaughter, Alice Brigandine, often known as Alice Mirfyn. North’s wife had been married twice previously, first to John Brigandine, of Southampton, then to Edward Mirfyn, a member of the Skinners Company and one time Lord Mayor of London. She brought considerable wealth to North, who was himself of fairly humble origins. Mosby, designated as a tailor, had risen to become one of the chief retainers in North’s household. The story as a whole is an interesting demonstration of the permeability of class in Tudor England. Patricia Hyde, noting the information in Holinshed that the relationship between Mosby and Alice had continued for a considerable length of time before it became sexual, and also that Arden ‘both parmyttyd and also invited hym very often to be in his howse’, suggests that Arden’s main concern was to maintain his links with North.8

By 1539, however, he had acquired a second patron, becoming steward to Sir Thomas Cheyne for the manor of Hothfield (some fourteen miles south of Faversham), where he is found in a court proceeding, having tried to extort land on Cheyne’s behalf from one Walter Morleyn. Cheyne was warden of the Cinque Ports, the five ports on the channel coast—Hastings, Romney, Hythe, Dover, and Sandwich—which in return for providing ship service to the crown were granted (among other rights) the right to levy taxes and hold their own courts.9 It was probably Cheyne who arranged for Arden to become ‘customer in chief’, or controller of the customs, at Faversham, a small port subsidiary to Sandwich, situated on a navigable creek, the Swale. By September 1543, he was also king’s controller of customs for Sandwich itself, and four years later, its MP, although the election was later disputed.

In Arden’s day, Faversham was a thriving small town, consisting of more than three hundred houses and tenements. Many remain, including the town warehouse on the quay, just a short walk from Arden’s house, now serving duty as a sea-scouts land-base. A customs book survives from Arden’s period of office showing almost daily imports of hops, herring, and beer.10

All government officials at this period made the bulk of their income in perks, siphoning off some of the fees they collected in the course of their duties, or at the very least, making private use of them until they had to be submitted to the treasury. In 1540, when the sale of former monastery lands began in earnest, Arden was in a good position to begin purchasing property, both for himself and as an agent for others, for which he ‘would expect fees both for his services and for obtaining authority from the crown to transfer the land’.11 He acquired the five acres of land and buildings belonging to the Carmelite friary in Sandwich, a property in Canterbury, a manor at Ellendon, and land in Herne Hill.

The monastery of St Saviours in Faversham, however, was acquired by Cheyne, who quickly proceeded to demolish many of its buildings in order to sell the stone to reinforce the defences at Calais. It was only once it was denuded that Cheyne sold on the abbey site to Arden. At the same time, towards the end of 1544, Arden acquired some twenty-five dwellings, tenements, messuages (houses with a garden and outbuildings), and orchards in and around Faversham, all formerly belonging to the monastery. Shortly afterwards, he went to court to claim an additional three small properties, which should have been included in that sale, and later he bought the Flood Mill that marked the tidal limit on the East Swale. Far from acquiring ‘all the lands of the Abbey of Faversham’ as stated in the play (1.5), he was in possession of just over 30 of the 310 houses and other sites that had formerly belonged to it.

The prestigious monastery of St Saviours had been founded in 1147 by King Stephen and Queen Maude to house their tombs. The transept of the abbey still survives, incorporated into the parish church. It retains some magnificent carved misericords in the choir, and an unusual painted pillar. Clearly, before Cheyne’s demolition men set to work, it had been a spectacular building. The building that Arden made his home, and which is still known as ‘Arden’s house’, was formerly the Abbey Gatehouse. He may have been responsible for turning it into a very substantial building with a central great hall, because it seems to have been rebuilt in the early to mid-sixteenth century, but now only the two wings survive. The purchase of land constitutes his bid to achieve the status of gentleman, but his other acquisitions in the town were all of modest size. They did not include the more prestigious manors and larger tracts of the monastery’s land holdings. But Arden also had a house in London, the parsonage of St Michael’s, Cornhill, which he leased from the incumbent priest.

In this late feudal system of land ownership, he held some of his Faversham properties as tenant in chief to the crown, for which he paid ‘one tenth of a knight’s fee’ yearly. Others were held in ‘free socage’, that is, without any military obligation, and could be sold or inherited without restriction. The complexities of land ownership at this period, however, meant that he found himself in dispute with those who had formerly leased property from the monastery. Many Elizabethans went to law about property disputes, but in Arden’s case it contributed to his death.

At the Faversham Wardmote or town council meeting held on 3 November 1544, Arden was deputed to use his influence and skills to obtain letters patent from the King for a new charter so that the town might enjoy the same extensive privileges and rights formerly exercised by the Abbot, including the right to continue to hold two yearly fairs: on Lammas Day (1 August), and St Valentine’s Day. Four years later, he became mayor. His year in office is remarkable for the number of attempts to control the behaviour of his fellow citizens. He passed a series of what he terms ‘acts’, recorded in the town’s Ward Mote Book along with his signature. These include compelling those whose property bordered three roads leading to the quay to pay to have them paved—perhaps standing to make a personal profit from the sale of any remaining abbey stone. Another allowed the impounding of wandering pigs. He was not entirely popular in the town. His reforms had been perhaps too extensive, the pursuit of the charter extremely expensive, and the town was in debt. Arden and his friend Dunkyn (the Dumpkin who is mentioned in passing at the end of the play, and in Holinshed) were required to pay a cess or tax to clear these debts, which they failed to do. There was also, according to Holinshed, disquiet that Arden ‘for his owne private lucre and covetous gaine’ had moved the Valentine’s Day Fair entirely onto his own ground, so ‘bereaving the town of that portion which was wont to come to the inhabitants, gote manye a bitter curse’ (Holinshed, Chronicle, 1577, p. 1707). Previously it had been held partly in the abbey and partly in the town. In 1550, the year before his death, the town council took the fairly unusual step of removing him from his office of jurat—the title given to an alderman in the Cinque Ports.12

FROM HISTORY TO DRAMA

There are no early records of performances of the play Arden of Faversham, but judging by its publication history (three editions between 1592 and 1633), it probably enjoyed considerable popularity on the stage. Not all plays at this period made it to a second performance, let alone into print. But if a play was popular in the theatre, it was reasonably likely to make money as a printed book; the appearance of the book in the booksellers’ shops and playbills advertising a performance would reinforce each other commercially. In fact plays that jumped the hurdle into print seem to have had a higher reprint rate than any other types of literature.13 This is probably because they were a carefully selected group of already popular texts. It therefore seems likely that theatre companies released plays for publication, and were able to find a printer willing to take the risk, at the point when they were being revived in the theatre, perhaps several years after their first appearance.14

Arden of Faversham was entered in the Stationers’ Register on 3 April 1592 by Edward White. The Register also preserves a record of disciplinary proceedings taken later that year against the printer Abel Jeffes for his attempt to produce an edition of the play in contravention of White’s right to print it. So he too must have thought that it was a money-spinner. The title page of White’s first edition bears no hint of the political use to which Holinshed initially put the story. Arden, it says ‘was most wickedlye murdered, by the meanes of his disloyall and wanton wife … Wherin is shewed the great mallice and discimulation of a wicked woman, the unsatiable desire of filthie lust and the shamefull end of all murderers’. Unsurprisingly, it also advertises the ‘two desperate ruffins Blackwill and Shakbag’.

The play was reprinted in 1599, this time by I[ohn] Roberts for Edward White. The 1633 edition, printed by Elizabeth Allde, coincided with three editions of a ballad entitled ‘The Complaint of Mistress Arden of Faversham in Kent’. This is a rhyming (and therefore rather jollier) version of the kind of pre-execution confessions written down and published by Henry Goodcole. It is directed to be sung to the tune ‘Fortune my Foe’, a ballad tune commonly used to accompany the walk to the scaffold. A woodcut appears on the frontispiece of the 1633 edition of the play, shared by all three of the ballad printings showing the moment of the murder as Black Will throws a towel round Arden’s neck and pulls him off his stool. Here Alice is depicted wielding a large kitchen knife, but dressed in a lace-trimmed apron over her fine, trimmed or ‘guarded’ gown, with broad cuffs to her leg of mutton sleeves, and a large ruff. It is the high fashion of the late sixteenth century, but borne out by the documentary record. Some years after the murder, Alice and Thomas’s daughter, Margaret, who had inherited those properties that Thomas held in free socage under the terms of his will, petitioned the town for the return of her mother’s personal possessions. An inventory lists clothing and jewellery to the value of more than £45, including various pairs of sleeves, a French hood, a fine ‘frocke of black saten garded with velvete’ and another of ‘tawny damaske’.15

STAGING AND DRAMATURGY

The play opens at Arden’s house with an exchange between Arden and his friend and confidant Franklin, a character invented by the playwright. Franklin appears to be acting as a messenger from the Duke of Somerset, the Lord Protector, and seems to have brought with him the deeds for ‘All the lands of the Abbey of Faversham’ (1.5); he is referred to as the Protector’s man later in the play (9.106). The play thus aligns Arden with Somerset (the opposite of Holinshed’s original purpose), and makes him a much greater beneficiary of the dissolution of the monasteries than historically was the case.

Franklin’s name cannot be accidental since it befits his nature and his status. He is always frank and open with Arden, and he acts in every way as a franklin or freeman, slightly lower in rank than Arden, who in this play, although not in life, is a ‘gentleman of blood’ (1.36). William Lambarde, justice of the peace and early historian of Kent, claims the county was a last bastion for ‘the estate of the old franklyns and yeomen of England’ (William Lambarde, Perambulation of Kent, 1576, p. 11).

The play raises Arden up the social scale, making him comment repeatedly, and perhaps rather anxiously, on class distinction. It also makes him rather more jealous of his wife and Mosby than he seems in the source; he can think of nothing but the ‘privy meetings’ they have been having in the town (1.15). But part of his anger likewise relates to class: he demotes Mosby from tailor to ‘botcher’ (one who does tailoring repairs):

Who by base brokage getting some small stock,

Crept into service of a nobleman,

And by his servile flattery and fawning

Is now become the steward of his house,

And bravely jets it in his silken gown.

(1.26–30)

In life, of course, Arden has followed exactly that course, and with the same nobleman, Sir Edward North, but in the play, Mosby’s patron is Lord Clifford: ‘he that loves not me’, says Arden (1.32).

Up to this point, the scene is one of business, and could be construed as taking place in Arden’s counting house or office. There is no change of scene, but the subject matter then becomes more domestic. Arden calls Alice, who enters, mixing reproach with coquettishness:

Summer nights are short, and yet you rise ere day.

Had I been’wake, you had not risen so soon.

(1.58–9)

Arden responds:

Sweet love, thou know’st that we two, Ovid-like,

Have often chid the morning when it’gan to peep,

And often wish’d that dark Night’s purblind steeds

Would pull her by the purple mantle back

And cast her in the ocean to her love.

(1. 60–4)

It is a direct reference to Ovid’s famous line, ‘Lente, lente, currite noctis equi’ (Run slowly, slowly, horses of the night, Amores 1.13). This image was beloved of Elizabethan poets (see John Donne, ‘The Sun Rising’), including those wanting to lend ominous colour to a dangerous situation. It is quoted by Marlowe’s Faustus shortly before the end of his lease of life from the devil (Doctor Faustus, A-text, 13.64) and reversed as ‘swift, swift you dragons of the night’ by Iachimo as he metaphorically deflowers Imogen in Shakespeare’s Cymbeline (2.2.48).

Arden accuses Alice of calling on Mosby in her sleep. She states that she must indeed have been asleep if she called his name ‘For being awake he comes not within my thoughts’ (l. 68). She then appeals to Franklin to corroborate that they had been talking about Mosby the previous evening at supper. The playwright, having invented Arden’s friend as a necessary sounding board, seems not to be entirely sure—or not to care—how, when, or why, he got to Faversham.

Arden and Franklin then exit to go to the quay to supervise the unloading of a vessel. Alice is left on stage, but the action appears to have moved outdoors since she sees first Adam and then Mosby approach, as if they were coming down the street. Then Mosby and Alice apparently walk along the street together, stopping in front of the painter’s house to request some poison. The dramatist thus envisages the stage setting in terms of classical comedy: a frons scenae with two different houses, an exit on one side to the port, and on the other to the marketplace. Such settings were often replicated in the staging of plays at court, Oxbridge colleges or the Inns of Court, where wooden frames covered in painted canvas might be constructed to represent the opposed houses. By contrast, an indeterminate setting is not unusual on the public Elizabethan stage, where a lack of stage scenery was sometimes exploited by dramatists, enabling them to shift between inside and outside, or private and public space, in the course of a single scene. Arden of Faversham does not quite follow either model.

Subsequently, Mosby and Alice are back in Arden’s house, for he returns, wanting his breakfast before his departure for London. Mosby accosts him about the Abbey lands, claiming they had been offered to him by Greene, Sir Antony Ager’s man. Ager (or Aucher) was another self-made Kentish gentleman, who embezzled many of the fees that he collected as receiver in the Court of Augmentations, while also being a religious conservative.16

There is danger of a brawl as Arden rudely pulls out Mosby’s sword; botchers and other handicraftsmen were not allowed to carry weapons. Alice then tells Arden to sit down at the table for breakfast. After her bungled attempt to poison him, and more coquettish play-acting of love, Arden departs. Mosby sees Greene approaching, who greets Alice as if she has crossed his path; he already knows that Arden is not at home. He too has a complaint about the Abbey lands: he had a former title to one of the properties, which is now ‘cut off’ by the grant to Arden (1.462). Greene wants revenge, and Alice now uses her charms on him to get his sympathy for Arden’s supposed mistreatment of her.

The scene thus repeatedly interweaves thwarted aspirations for land with hopeless sexual desire: Arden wants Alice; Alice wants Mosby; Alice promises Mosby’s sister to Michael; Alice encourages Mosby to promise his sister to Clarke the painter; Alice offers Greene back his land if he will help in the murder. The redistribution of ancient land holdings seems symptomatic of the disruption of social, sexual, and familial ties, and vice versa. Perhaps it is not surprising that the scene merges public and private space, when that which should be kept private is common currency, and when rights to property and marriage relations are both so insecure. The psychology of it is interesting, although the stagecraft and the grasp of what each character knows is perhaps a little shaky.

We do not know whether this play was written with a specific theatre in mind, but in the closing scenes of the play, Arden’s counting house is where Black Will and Shakebag wait for his return home, and where the murderers initially hide his body. If the stage was equipped with a so-called ‘discovery space’ in the centre back wall, this would have been ideal. The use of such a space for the opening of the play between Arden and Franklin, and again at the end would make a visual link between Arden’s acquisition of the Abbey lands and his murder, underscoring the link provided in the text. It is Greene’s anger at being ousted from his property by Arden that prompts him into becoming one of Alice Arden’s accomplices. But Greene is an unsympathetic character, and the widow in Holinshed is perhaps too outspoken. The play, however, brings her husband back to life; Reede, a sailor on his way back to sea arrives at the end specifically to remind the audience of Arden’s dishonest dealings:

about the plot of ground

Which wrongfully you detain from me:

Although the rent of it be very small,

Yet will it help my wife and children,

Which here I leave in Faversham.

(13.12–16)

A SENSE OF PLACE

The story of Arden’s murder ranges far beyond Faversham, up to London, and through the marshes towards Sheppey. It is the job of the playwright somehow to bring a sense of this topography onto the stage. Travellers to London would have followed the London road (the old Roman Watling Street) through Rochester as far as Gravesend where they might have taken a boat, as Arden does in both the source and the play for the last leg of the journey into the capital, taking advantage of the tidal flow. Greene later instructs Michael to ensure that Arden misses the next ebb tide so that Black Will and Shakebag can travel before him to the appointed ambush place on Rainham Down, an open stretch of country between the Medway towns of Rainham and Rochester (7.27–9).

The ground to the north of Faversham was and still is marshy, while Sheppey, where Sir Thomas Cheyne rebuilt the family home in palatial style—Shurland Hall near Eastchurch, now a ruin—was only accessible by one of two ferries across the Swale: the King’s Ferry, now the site of the only bridges; and the Harty Ferry, near Faversham, which is the one referred to in the play. The mist that makes Black Will and Shakebag miss their way was indeed a feature of the place, but their encounter with the Harty ferryman owes a debt to Ovid’s description of the river Styx, where Charon ferried the dead to the underworld, but where newly departed souls know not the way:

There is a steepe and irksome way obscure with shadow fell

Of balefull yewgh, all sad and still, that leadeth downe to hell.

The foggie Styx doth breath up mistes: and downe this way doe wave

The ghostes of persons lately dead and buried in the grave.

Continuall colde and gastly feare possesse this queachie plot

On eyther side: the siely Ghost new parted knoweth not

The way that doth directly leade him to the Stygian Citie.

(Ovid, Metamorphosis, trans. Arthur Golding, 1567, bk 4, p. 50)

The corresponding scene in the play is tempered by an awareness of the problems of staging such effects in a public theatre in broad daylight. There can be no lighting change, or fog effects as would be possible in the modern theatre. Black Will and Shakebag enter, perhaps carrying lanterns, and acting as though they cannot see.

SHAKEBAG: Oh Will where art thou?

BLACK WILL: Here, Shakebag, almost in hell’s mouth, where I cannot see my way for smoke.

SHAKEBAG: I pray thee speak still that we may meet by the sound, for I shall fall into some ditch or other, unless my feet see better than my eyes.

BLACK WILL: Didst thou ever see better weather to run away with another man’s wife?

(12.1–8)

In the midst of some further jokes that such dark days will keep chandlers (candle sellers) in business, Shakebag hears horses, and Black Will concludes they must be Arden’s: ‘then all our labour’s lost’. Shakebag, optimistically but illogically says that ‘haply’ Arden will get lost too ‘then we may chance meet with them’. The pair continue to grope about, as Black Will says ‘like a couple of blind pilgrims’, and then Shakebag falls into a ditch—the stage trap door. The Ferryman enters in response to his cries; the place is not as deserted as they might have hoped. Black Will pretends that nothing has happened, but the Ferryman knows what he has heard and observes that it serves them right for going in such a place in such conditions without a guide (12.10–29).

It is a classic of physical comedy and the device is repeated in other later plays. In Henry Porter’s Two Angry Women of Abingdon (published 1599), characters crash around the stage, supposedly in the dark, and also fall into a ditch, while in A Woman Will Have Her Will (acted 1599) some foreign merchants are led a merry dance bumping into the stage pillars which they are told are widely separated London landmarks. In other scenes, however, Arden more closely imitates Ovid’s tendency to characterize darkness as something tangible, a merger of day and night, sky and earth, that lends a sense of portentous emotion to the scene:

Black night hath hid the pleasures of the day

And sheeting darkness overhangs the earth

And with the black fold of her cloudy robe

Obscures us from the eyesight of the world,

In which sweet silence such as we triumph.

(Arden 5.1–5)

This is an ordinary London street as described by Shakebag. The language seems almost wasted on this character, anticipating, as it does, the material darkness of Macbeth’s ‘Light thickens and the crow/Makes wing to th’rooky wood’ (Macbeth 3.2.50–1). Here though, it gives scope for overacting, and as he continues, it becomes clearer that Shakebag is trying to spook Greene to get him out of the way. Once Greene departs, Shakebag’s language becomes more colloquial. Black Will, however, has forebodings and seems to be a cross between Macbeth and the reluctant murderer of Clarence in Richard III.

I tell thee Shakebag, would this thing were done,

I am so heavy that I can scarce go:

This drowsiness in me bodes little good.

(5.15–17)

Arden too foreshadows that play, his dream not unlike that of Clarence in both metaphor and rhythm:

[ARDEN] This night I dream’d that being in a park,

A toil was pitch’d to overthrow the deer,

And I upon a little rising hill,

Stood whistly watching for the herd’s approach.

Even there, methoughts, a gentle slumber took me,

And summon’d all my parts to sweet repose.

But in the pleasure of this golden rest

An ill-thew’d foster had removed the toil,

And rounded me with that beguiling home

Which late, methought, was pitch’d to cast the deer … (Arden, 6.6–15)

CLARENCE: Methoughts that I had broken from the Tower

And was embark’d to cross to Burgundy;

And in my company my brother Gloucester,

Who from my cabin tempted me to walk

Upon the hatches. …

As we pac’d along

Upon the giddy footing of the hatches,

Methought that Gloucester stumbled and in falling

Struck me that thought to stay him overboard

Into the tumbling billows of the main.

O Lord, methought, what pain it was to drown,

What dreadful noise of waters in my ears,

What sights of ugly death within my eyes!

(Richard III, 1.4.9–23)

The two dream accounts repeatedly use the word ‘methought’, but the similarities between them are not just verbal. They also share a fluidity of rhythm.

A similarity in style to another playwright in one of the earlier scenes, however, seems to be a case of satirical imitation. The servant Michael writes to his beloved, Mosby’s sister Susan, who, as he knows, is also being courted by the painter Clarke:

This is to certifyyou that, as the turtle true when she hath lost her mate sitteth alone, so I, mourning for your absence, do walk up and down Paul’s till one day I fell asleep and lost my master’s pantofles. Ah, Mistress Susan, abolish that paltry painter, cut him off by the shins with a frowning look of your crabbed countenance, and think upon Michael who, drunk with the dregs of your favour, will cleave as fast to your love as a plaster of pitch to a galled horseback. (3.5–8)

This passage, with its ‘as … so …’ construction imitates the trademark style of John Lyly (1554–1606), which he developed for his prose romance, Euphues. But Michael’s ineptitude, both as a servant in losing his master’s slippers, and in his choice of language and image, with its inappropriate use of ‘crabbed’ and horse plasters, renders Lyly’s witty style merely ridiculous. Paul’s of course features in the source story, but the reference here in the context of the style may not be accidental. Lyly was associated with the St Paul’s boys’ acting company during the 1580s until the company’s dissolution in 1591 because of its (and his) scandalous involvement with the Martin Marprelate religious controversy. His Endymion (probably performed at court on 2 February 1588)17 is of particular relevance, since it involves the story of the love of two rivals, Endymion and Tellus, for the Moon, thus mirroring the liaisons in Arden. Alice Arden makes a reference to this story towards the end of the play as Black Will and Shakebag go into the counting house, closing the door behind them, to wait for Arden’s homecoming:

ALICE: Ah, would he now were here, that it might open.

I shall no more be closed in Arden’s arms,

That like the snakes of black Tisiphone

Sting me with their embracing’s. Mosby’s arms

Shall compass me, and, were I made a star,

I would have none other spheres but those.

There is no nectar but in Mosby’s lips;

Had chaste Diana kiss’d him, she like me

Would grow lovesick, and from her wat’ry bower

Fling down Endymion and snatch him up.

Then blame not me that slay a silly man

Not half so lovely as Endymion.

(14.147–58)

This passage too, with her hubristic hope that she might be ‘made a star’, is infused with Ovid (cf. Fasti and the end of Metamorphoses), but more in respect to events and stories, than its use of language. Tisiphone is the Fury in Metamorphoses 4 whose arms and hair are entwined with snakes; she kills by darting these at her victim, whose mind, rather than body, is poisoned with their venom, prompting the victim to murder members of their own family. Here, Alice makes Arden’s arms the snakes that sting her into murdering him.

AUTHORSHIP

Like many plays printed in the early 1590s, Arden of Faversham is anonymous. Edward Jacob, an eighteenth-century antiquary living in Faversham, was the first to claim the play for Shakespeare, and others have seen a coded authorship in the names Black Will and Shakebag. Conceivably, the collocation of Will and Shake, combined with the comic potential of these villains in their incompetence, might have attracted a young William Shakespeare to the story. In the nineteenth century, the power of some of the writing in the play led the poet Swinburne, the editor Charles Knight, and the play’s French translator, the novelist Victor Hugo, to support the case for Shakespeare’s authorship, although this was denied or ignored by most twentieth-century critics and authors. Other contenders have been Thomas Kyd and Christopher Marlowe.

The case for Shakespeare, however, was reopened by Macdonald P. Jackson using various techniques of statistical linguistic analysis.18 His most recent study concentrates on scene 8 in the play, the famous quarrel between Mosby and Alice, and uses the Chadwick Healey database Literature On-Line in order to search systematically for plays that share particular collocations of words with this scene, for example pairings of words that occur within five words of each other. Before the advent of this technique, attempts to ascribe authorship through use of imagery were haphazard, limited to what the scholar had read and could remember. Of the 143 available plays surviving from the period 1580–1600, Jackson has found 28 that share four or more phrases or significant word-pairings with this scene, of which 17 are by Shakespeare. Startlingly, the plays that top his list with between 19 and 8 such correspondences are all early plays by Shakespeare: e.g., 2 and 3 Henry VI, The Taming of the Shrew, Richard III.

While Jackson claims that the play is entirely by Shakespeare, he believes (with some other commentators) that ‘the text suffers from some form of memorial contamination’.19 The play’s language, however, is more even, and in the central scenes more powerful, than one might expect of a reconstruction. But there are some disconnections of storyline.20 In addition to the discrepancies in scene 1 already noted, the first three scenes are imperfectly married to those in the middle. Mosby’s order of a poisoned crucifix from the painter is not entirely followed through. In scene 1, Arden tells Alice he intends to stay in London with Franklin, whereas in scene 4 he needs to be persuaded to do so. Bradshaw suddenly appears out of nowhere, travelling with Greene in scene 2, his function (as in the source) being to identify Black Will, and immediately carry a letter back to Alice. Yet when she reads this letter aloud in scene 8, it has acquired a more dramatically powerful function, adding to her anxiety, and our anticipation, by telling her that the London trip has been abortive and that they will try to murder Arden on the way home.

Using a different set of statistical linguistic tests, analysing the frequency of function words, and of rare words, Arthur Kinney has argued that Shakespeare is more likely than other authors to have been responsible for scenes 4–9, and also scene 16.21 This division of the writing explains the discrepancies we have noted, and matches the different uses of Ovid. Scenes 4–9 contain a higher proportion of lines that are not end-stopped, and a greater number of images culled from country life—both Shakespearean trademarks. As we have seen, it is also these scenes that give the characters (even Black Will and Shakebag) a more complex range of emotions and motivations. The outer scenes maintain the providentialism in the second edition of Holinshed and in the later pamphlets. The central scenes, by contrast, are much more interested in the psychology of the characters, and are occasionally sceptical, even humorous, about religion. The quarrel between Black Will and Shakebag, for instance, ends with Black Will promising to hold off for another time, but an unusually descriptive stage direction states: ‘Then he kneels down and holds up his hands to heaven’. He might resume this pose when Cheyne enters, foiling the murder attempt, for in response to Cheyne’s cynical greeting he replies: ‘I am your beadsman, bound to pray for you’ (9.121), perhaps suggesting that Cheyne is merely a more successful robber baron. Then, left alone on stage, the would-be murderers curse Arden’s ‘holy luck’, while Greene gives the standard providential response: ‘The Lord of Heaven hath preserved him’. Black Will, however, neatly punctures this thought: ‘The Lord of Heaven a fig. The Lord Cheyne hath preserved him’ (9.145).

PLOT CONSTRUCTION

Whether or not Shakespeare had a hand in this play, he could have learnt a good deal from it. His acknowledged work invariably combines two or more different stories in one plot. This complicates the story that he finds in his main source and enables him to introduce characters who can be placed in situations that mirror those of the characters in the main story. Such ‘repetition with difference’ provides multiple perspectives and allows audiences to come to their own conclusions about difficult ethical problems. Thomas Arden’s story already has some such repetitions: the successive bungled attempts at murder; and various conflicted claims to the Abbey lands. As we have seen, it did not take much adjustment for the triangle Arden, Alice, and Mosby to become reflected in Michael, Susan, and Clarke.

Perhaps the main reason why twentieth-century critics were loath to see Shakespeare’s hand in the play is that its date (c.1588–90) does not fit the currently received wisdom that he started out in about 1592 by rewriting other men’s work. Yet a topical reference in The Comedy of Errors to France ‘making war against her heir’ (3.2.123) only makes complete sense in the summer of 1589, before the designated heir, Henri of Navarre, became king.22 This in turn means that on stylistic grounds, other plays such as The Taming of the Shrew and Two Gentlemen of Verona must be even earlier.

Recently statistical linguistic analysis of Titus and of 1 Henry VI appears to confirm that these plays too are ‘collaborative’, and, as with Arden, Shakespeare seems not to have written the opening scenes. I suggest that far from being a ‘play patcher’ and plagiarist, he was a play plotter and producer—not just a writer, but an entrepreneur in the theatre. Such business dealing is the best explanation for Shakespeare’s unusual wealth—his ability to acquire a share in the leading company of the day, and to buy the second biggest house in Stratford, all by the time he was 33. Having set out the plot or scheme for a play, he would commission others to write the expository opening scenes, reserving the central sections for his own particular skill: the ability to complicate the plot and turn moral certainty to moral ambiguity.23 It is this ambiguity that has enabled his acknowledged plays to withstand the test of time, and which numbers of critics have found in the central scenes of Arden of Faversham.24

The text of Arden published in 1592 cannot have been the finished prompt copy. That was too valuable to be released to the printers, since the process of printing tends to destroy manuscripts, which usually get broken up in the process. Instead, if the explanation of its collaborative authorship is accepted, the copy behind the printed text would have been a mix of redundant manuscripts: the draft Shakespeare received from his collaborator for the outer scenes; his own draft of the central scenes; the epilogue written perhaps for a specific early performance, which may not have been repeated in subsequent performances.25 Quite how the finished play might have read and whether all the loose ends were tidied up, we shall never know.
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CHAPTER 38
THE MOST LAMENTABLE ROMAN TRAGEDY OF TITUS ANDRONICUS: SHAKESPEARE AND TUDOR THEATRE

THOMAS BETTERIDGE

THERE is something ghostly about William Shakespeare’s play, The Most Lamentable Roman Tragedy of Titus Andronicus. This is not, however, because the play contains a ghost. Titus Andronicus haunts the dreams and desires of literary critics and theatrical historians. It is a key work in the scholarship on Tudor theatre, the only play of Shakespeare’s for which there is a contemporary illustration, a work whose textual peregrinations have kept editors happy for years and a drama that fully, indeed almost obsessively, exploits the potential of the Elizabethan public stage. At the same time, however, Titus Andronicus is a profoundly uneven, ambiguous work. It is set in pagan Rome but also has some kind of fraught relationship to Christianity, and in particular to the Reformation; it is concerned with political authority and seems to suggest that all power is performative; and it contains masque-like moments of formality, comic playful handling of language, and horrific tragic events.

Looking forward from Titus Andronicus, one could argue that the rest of Shakespeare’s dramatic career consisted in working through the themes and ideas first articulated in this play; looking back from Titus Andronicus it is as though Shakespeare in this play is summing up and transforming many of the key existing Tudor theatrical traditions and norms. Titus Andronicus thus beguiles and tempts the literary scholar with the possibility of a critical breakthrough held tantalizingly close, hanging there waiting for one to have the courage to reach out and grasp it.

Henry Peacham’s drawing of a scene from Titus is the only existent contemporaneous illustration of a Shakespearean play. There is some debate about the date of this picture, but Jonathan Bate has recently suggested that it was probably produced between 1604 and 1615.1 Peacham included in his drawing a transcript of forty lines of Tamora’s speech from the opening scene, pleading that her son, Alarbus, be spared. It is interesting to speculate on why Peacham decided to illustrate this scene when there are so many other more dramatic moments in the play. Perhaps it is simply that Peacham wanted to depict the beginning of the play, or perhaps there was something that he found particularly satisfying about the contrasts that structure this scene between Titus and Tamora, and their followers. It may also be, however, that the formality of this moment allowed Peacham to create a picture that illustrated for him an important element of Shakespeare’s play. Bate suggests that,

what is most telling about the illustration is its emblematic quality, which exactly fits the way in which the characters in the play so often seem to become emblems, to be frozen into postures that are the very picture of supplication, grief or violent revenge.2

Bate’s argument is that the Peacham picture reflects an important poetic element of Titus which is its tendency to create or present characters to the audience as emblems or figures, fixed in a particular mode or being; Titus as Suffering and Tamora as Revenge. At the same time none of the characters can be regarded as stable in relation to what they represent. Instead what one finds in this play is a consistent oscillation between the world of fixity, of figures, in theatrical terms a world of set humanist speeches explaining complex dumb shows, and one in which meaning appears to be radically unstable. Peacham’s drawing can be seen as the first attempted literary criticism of Titus Andronicus; the first attempt by someone to explain and fix its conflicting meanings.

The first scene is an object lesson in the dangers of a world lived without theatre and specifically without tragedy. Titus is a man wedded to the formal requirements of Roman law, despite its barbaric, pagan nature. He insists that Tamora’s son must die to appease, ‘the groaning shadows’ of the Roman dead, and in particular those of his own sons killed in the war against the Goths. Tamora’s response is to accuse Titus and the other Romans of ‘cruel, irreligious piety’ (I.1.133). It is difficult to dispute Tamora’s description of what has happened. In particular, from a late Elizabethan viewpoint there is clearly something barbaric about Alarbus’ death, killed to appease pagan gods that from a Christian perspective did not even exist. Shakespeare depicts Titus at the start of the play as a man lacking in mercy or grace, as someone for whom human life is of less account than piety. It is tragedy that Titus needs in the first scene with its cathartic ability to remind people that they are human, that they possess the ability to feel collectively the plight of others, to feel pain, to share loss and desire grace. Peacham’s drawing depicts a moment when Tamora is the victim of an injustice, when she becomes a figure for maternal grief and suffering. Throughout the rest of the play the roles are reversed and it is Titus who is subjected to a shocking wave of injustices and oppressions. Titus Andronicus is a play in which the power of the theatre to be anything more than entertainment is tested to destruction. And it is this sense of the play as a violent, disturbing laboratory that accounts for both its success and the unease that one feels when writing about it. There is a heartless quality to Titus Andronicus. The violence the play contains is often autogenetic. It is as though Shakespeare has invented in this play the ‘slasher’ movie genre five hundred years before the first one was screened. Is this play anything more than an example of cruel, irreligious, piety, an exercise in writing for the lowest common denominator, giving the audience what they want, even if that is nothing more than horror, titillation and ‘edgy’ comedy?

WHAT IS THE PROBLEM WITH TITUS ANDRONICUS?

One of the key scenes in Titus Andronicus is the moment when Marcus comes across his mutilated and raped niece, Lavinia.

MARCUS: Who is this? My niece, that flies away so fast?

Cousin, a word. Where is your husband?

If I do dream, would all my wealth would wake me;

If I do wake, some planet strike me down

That I may slumber an eternal sleep.

(II.2.11–15)3

It seems clear that it is only after the word, ‘husband’ that Marcus sees that Lavinia’s hands have been chopped off. It is important to note, however, that this scene opens on a sense of unease. Marcus does not recognize his niece. He then asks her where her husband is, not knowing, although the audience does, that her husband is dead. Even before Marcus realizes that something is not right, something is not right. Lavinia’s place in the social order has been torn apart. The rest of Marcus’ speech is an attempt to re-inscribe Lavinia into the world of the play. He tries various strategies all of which are tainted by a sense of incompleteness and ultimately failure. Marcus’ first response is to ask Lavinia the disturbing, unsympathetic question, ‘what stern ungentle hands’ were responsible for her mutilation. Posing this question, however, simply leads Marcus to discover more horror.

MARCUS: Why dost not speak to me?

Alas, a crimson river of warm blood,

Like to a babbling fountain stirred with wind,

Doth rise and fall between thy rosèd lips,

Coming and going with thy honey breath.

(II.4.21–5)

The attempt to find out what crime has been committed simply leads to the discovery of another crime. There is a terrible sense in this scene that Lavinia will continue to reveal horror after horror until nothing is left. Marcus’ attempts to sympathize and capture what has happened to his niece become explicit when he asks her, ‘Shall I speak for thee? Shall I say ’tis so?’ (II.4.33). Marcus speaks as an author asking permission to turn Lavinia’s experience into the topic or matter of his text.

Shakespeare’s use of Marcus in Titus Andronicus to reflect on the process of writing and the ethics authorship is a reminder that the sixteenth century witnessed a transformation in the role of the playwright. Even as late as 1540 it is debatable whether there were any professional playwrights. Certainly there were authors like John Heywood whose job included the writing of plays and revels but the role that Shakespeare and his contemporaries were in the process of creating for themselves at the end of the sixteenth century was a new one. Marcus’ speech is thus partly a reflection of the pressures felt by artists like Shakespeare. In particular, the tension between entertainment and morality is at the heart of what Marcus says when confronted by his niece’s mutilated body. Titus Andronicus is an experiment in the power of words as a play and within individual scenes like this where Shakespeare tests and mocks Marcus’ varied attempts to capture the horror before him. As Gillian Murray Kendall suggests, ‘Marcus fits Lavinia to the story [the Ovidian myth of Philomel] and finds in her stumps the final barrier to communication.’4 Marcus’ failure to find the right words to describe or even comprehend the horror of the crime perpetuated against Lavinia is a Shakespearean triumph and also a self-reflective acknowledgement by Shakespeare of the limits of language, its failed, stuttering impotence in the face of real evil. Titus Andronicus is a play that is not only concerned with what language can achieve but also with the extent to which language itself is responsible for the violence that erupts during the course of the drama. In this play Shakespeare is writing from the perspective of over a hundred years of what James Simpson has termed, ‘textual violence’ generated and fuelled by the Reformation.5 Marcus seeks to place Lavinia back within the body or text of the play, but in the process there is a sense in which he re-enacts the violence of Chiron and Demetrius. Slavoj Žižek suggests that,

Language simplifies the designated thing, reducing it to a single feature. It dismembers the thing, destroying its organic unity, treating its parts and properties as autonomous. It inserts the thing into a field of meaning which is ultimately external to it.6

Marcus’ speech is filled with love. It is an attempt to comprehend the suffering of his niece and to express his own horror at what has happened. And yet there is a sense of redundancy that hovers over it. A question about what its purpose is. Marcus does, unwittingly, attempt a further dismemberment of Lavinia when he places her suffering into an Ovidian paradigm.

Why does Marcus say anything when confronted by his raped and mutilated niece? What words could be appropriate in this situation? What could he say that would make sense of the image in front of him? But, like a professional playwright, Marcus is compelled to speak, to try to explain to himself and crucially the audience, what has happened. It is the presence of the audience, spectral and unspoken, that forces the words from Marcus’ mouth. At the same time one of the things that makes Titus Andronicus such a problematic play is the comedy that erupts in the most disturbing moments. Marcus is spared this. There are no jokes in his speech, although his need to tell Lavinia what a loss her hands are seems at best redundant and at worst unfeeling. What is clearly disturbing is Marcus’ attempt to make his niece’s experience fit into a classical model. Marcus tells Lavinia that,

Fair Philomela, why she but lost her tongue

And in a tedious sampler sewed her mind;

But, lovely niece, that mean is cut from thee.

A craftier Tereus, cousin, hast thou met,

And he hath cut those pretty fingers off

That could have better sewed than Philomel.

(II.4.38–43)

Why does Marcus tell Lavinia that she is in a worse situation than Philomela? Lavinia does not need to be told that she cannot sew a picture depicting what has happened to her, she knows that she lacks hands. Marcus’ speech is in some ways anachronistic. It harks back to earlier traditions of Tudor humanist drama in which the reporting of action is the norm because things do not happen on stage. In this mid-Tudor context Lavinia is like one the dumb shows that are an important part of plays like Gorboduc. She embodies a key aspect of the plot but what this is needs to be explained through dense, descriptive language. Marcus makes Lavinia’s silent presence on stage meaningful, but he does so by fitting her within a classical humanist framework. In the process he mediates for himself and the audience what has happened on stage. It is as though in this moment Marcus takes on the role of Episcopus at the end of the Croxton Play of the Sacrament who, after a play that has included a boiling caldron of blood and an image of Christ that bleeds and speaks, produces closure for both the characters on stage and the audience.

EPISCOPUS: God Omnipotent evermore looke ye serve

Wyth devocion and prayre, whyll [th]at ye may.

Dowt yt not, He wyll yow preserve

For eche good prayere [th]at ye sey to Hys pay.

(908–11)

At the end of the Play of the Sacrament Episcopus pulls the drama together and gives it an explicit orthodox meaning. At the end of his speech Marcus leads Lavinia off stage.

MARCUS: Come, let us go and make thy father blind,

For such a sight will blind a father’s eye.

One hour’s storm will drown the fragrant meads;

What will whole mouths of tears thy father’s eyes?

Do not draw back, for we will mourn with thee.

O, could our mourning ease thy misery.

(II.4.52–7)

As Marcus leads Lavinia off he speculates upon the effect her state will have on her father, Titus. In many ways, although this may seem harsh, what Marcus is about to make Titus feel is precisely what Titus’ behaviour at the beginning of the play suggested that he had not yet experienced. Marcus imagines Titus’ reaction to seeing his daughter’s disfigured and defiled body as cathartic, producing an overwhelming outpouring of grief. It is no coincidence that Marcus frames this moment in collective terms. ‘We’ in the penultimate line of the speech includes Marcus, Lavinia, Titus but also the audience. Consistently the figure of Lavinia, silent but imbued with meaning, raises meta-theatrical questions. Titus responds to the sight of his mutilated daughter by asking himself a set of questions which seem at times to hover perilously close to parody,

… shall we cut away our hands like thine?

Or shall we bite our tongues, and in dumb shows

Pass the remainder of our hateful days?

What shall we do? Let us that have our tongues

Plot some device of further misery

To make us wondered at in time to come.

(III.1.130–5)

The suggestion that Titus, Marcus, and Lavinia’s brother Lucius bite their own tongues is a reference to the end of The Spanish Tragedy when in one of his last acts Hieronimo bites out his tongue in order to avoid being tortured into explaining his actions. The questions that Titus asks in response to seeing his daughter’s tortured body have a theatrical tone. This is not simply due to the reference to ‘plot’ and ‘device’. There is also the sense that Titus in this speech, as Marcus did when he first saw Lavinia, is reflecting on the production of the play Titus Andronicus. Are not the questions that Titus puts to Lavinia, questions that he knows she cannot answer, precisely those that confronted Shakespeare when he was writing Titus Andronicus? Indeed one could go further and suggest that Titus’ questions would be best addressed to the York Realist when he came to write the Play of the Crucifixion. In the face of horror, ‘What shall we do?’ Titus is bemused by the world that he suddenly finds himself in. The man who was so certain about himself and his culture that he was prepared to kill Alarbus and reject the offer of the throne, is now left unsure, confused, perplexed in the face of a crime that goes beyond his imagination. But it is perhaps better to be bemused by the world of Titus Andronicus than to feel at home in it. In Titus Andronicus Shakespeare creates a violent world in which the worst appears to never be the worst since there is always worse to come; a theatrical world in which one character above all is comfortable and always knows what to do—the vice Aaron.

AARON AND THE VICE

Aaron is an outsider, a moor who is engaged in an adulterous affair with Tamora. He is also, however, the person who seems most fully to understand the world of the play. It is Aaron who counsels Tamora’s two sons, Demetrius and Chiron, to take their revenge on Lavinia in the forest during a hunt and not at court.

AARON: The Emperor’s court is like a house of fame,

The palace full of tongues, of eyes, and ears;

The woods are ruthless, dreadful, deaf, and dull.

There speak and strike, brave boys, and take your turns;

There serve your lust, shadowed from heaven’s eye,

And revel in Lavinia’s treasury.

(II.1.126–31)

Aaron here is playing the role of the vice, encouraging and enabling sin. Like the vices in such plays as Magnificence and King Johan Aaron’s presence at the heart of power is itself an indication of corruption and suggests a failure of the political sphere. Aaron appears to have no real role or job in Tamora’s household, except the illicit ones of lover, plotter, and seducer. His role in the play, however, is crucial. It is Aaron who takes the violent desires and fantasies of Tamora and her husband, the Emperor Saturninus, and makes them real. He plots and schemes, and his success is based on an instinctive understanding of the world in which he finds himself. Aaron’s advice to the two princes pitches two different images of the theatre together—the theatre as a house of fame in which all can be seen and the theatre as a den of disease and corruption. The hunt that provides the occasion for the attack on Lavinia takes place outside Rome’s walls, in the suburbs. It is staged by Aaron who, like Shakespeare, understands the world of the court but is happiest in the dark, desire-laden landscape of the woods and vales where desires can be made flesh; the suburban world of theatres, brothels, inns, and bloody bear pits.

Aaron’s status as a vice is perhaps revealed most clearly at the end of the play when he has been caught by the army of Goths led by Titus’ one remaining son, Lucius. In an attempt to save his infant son’s life Aaron offers to tell Lucius ‘wonderful things’. Lucius agrees, provided he is pleased with what Aaron tells him.

AARON: And if it please thee? Why, assure thee, Lucius,

’Twill vex thy soul to hear what I shall speak:

For I must tell of murders, rapes, and massacres,

Acts of black night, abominable deeds,

Complots of mischief, treason, villainies,

Ruthful to hear, yet piteously performed;

And this shall all be buried in my death,

Unless thou swear to me my child shall live.

(V.1.61–8)

Aaron constructs Lucius as the audience for his tale of violence and horror. In effect what is imagined in these lines is a retelling of the story of Titus Andronicus—one that is designed to ‘please’ its audience sufficiently to allow the teller’s child, which is at once flesh and blood but also the story itself, to live on. The piteously performed acts that Aaron tells Lucius are indeed horrific since they include the rape and mutilation of Lavinia. What is noticeable is the way Aaron plays with Lucius when he tells him that Tamora’s sons had both ‘trimmed’ Lavinia.

LUCIUS: O detestable villain, call’st thou that trimming?

AARON: Why, she was washed and cut and trimmed, and ’twas

Trim sport for them which had the doing of it.

(V.1.94–6)

Trimming is a reference to what butchers do to carcasses. In this context it is also a punning allusion to rape. Aaron seems to have forgotten the need to pleasure Lucius with his story. Like earlier vices, for example Infidelitas in John Bale’s The Three Laws, Aaron appears almost incapable of controlling his love of mocking comic language. It is as though he simply cannot stop himself making jokes, even when they undermine what as a character he is trying to achieve. The vice Aaron and the character Aaron are not always the same person, and it is when the former breaks through the surface of the play that Shakespeare reflects on the ethics of his own art. In what ways could Aaron’s tale please Lucius, indeed could it please anyone? Surely we should all be appalled by the story that Aaron tells: the story of Titus Andronicus. But we are not, and Shakespeare’s audience appear to have been very pleased by the story. Titus Andronicus was one of the most popular plays of the 1590s.

Before telling Lucius his tale Aaron insists that Lucius swear that he will spare Aaron’s child.

LUCIUS: Tell on thy mind; I say thy child shall live.

AARON: Swear he shall, and then I will begin.

LUCIUS: Who should I swear by? Thou believest no god.

That granted, how canst thou believe an oath?

(V.1.69–72)

This exchange is typical of the violent but also disjointed, even comic, world of Titus Andronicus. Lucius is going to kill Aaron. The only matter under debate is whether Aaron’s child, who is a baby and entirely innocent of any involvement in his father’s crimes, will live. Aaron at this moment is attempting to bargain for his son’s life with the offer to tell Lucius the truth of what has taken place in Roman while Lucius has been away. This is a disturbing episode, a child’s life is at stake, and yet Aaron and Lucius seem dangerously close to indulging in a philosophical discussion over the status of truth in a world of sophistry. Lucius’ point is entirely valid. But it also places the burden of proof on Aaron in a situation in which it is difficult to imagine, from a Christian perspective, what kind of truth or belief Lucius is committed to if it allows him to murder a baby.

Aaron’s response to Lucius’ question is an exemplary articulation of the ethos of the Elizabethan malcontent and Shakespearean vice.

AARON: What if I do not? As indeed I do not.

Yet for I know thou art religious

And hast a thing within thee callèd conscience,

With twenty popish tricks and ceremonies

Which I have seen thee careful to observe,

Therefore I urge thy oath.

(V.1.73–8)

Aaron’s reasoning in this passage is impeccable. It does not matter if he does not have belief provided that Lucius does. Aaron implies, however, that Lucius’ religious practices are shallow and performative. He calls them popish. This creates two potentially disturbing sets of meanings. At one level it suggests that part of the reason that Lucius can combine belief with the massacre of innocents is that he is a papist, or at least his religious practice is ceremonial and, therefore from an English protestant perspective, hollow/popish. Lucius may be serious and conscientious as regards his religious beliefs, but ultimately, as far as Aaron is concerned, they are just tricks. The implication of this, however, is that Aaron represents the opposite of Lucius’ papistry, which would at one level make him an English protestant. Of course this is not necessarily the case. English protestantism had a long history of engaging with figures who were neither catholic nor protestant, the Turks being the most obvious example. Even so at this moment Aaron does appear, if just for an instant, to be the voice of common-sense humanity against the pious religious barbarity of Lucius and the rest of pagan Rome.

This is, however, only a temporary elevation for Aaron who quickly reminds the audience that he is a vice dedicated to mischief and mayhem. Lucius is appalled by Aaron’s tale and asks Aaron if he is not sorry for what he has done. Aaron responds with a vice’s charter telling Lucius that he is only sorry that he did not manage to create more trouble. He concludes by proudly stating that,

AARON: But I have done a thousand dreadful things

As willingly as one would kill a fly,

And nothing grieves me heartily indeed

But that I cannot do ten thousand more.

(V.1.141–4)

Aaron’s only regret is that he could not be a better vice, that he could not create more plot, more matter for the drama that is Titus Andronicus. He has failed as a vice largely because with his death the play will end. This does not mean, however, as Shakespeare makes clear, that the violence and horror depicted in Titus Andronicus will stop once Aaron is killed. On the contrary it is difficult to imagine a better example of cruel piety than Lucius’ planned murder of Aaron’s child. The death of Aaron will not stop the history of crime that is Roman pagan history, it will simply render it no longer drama, since the person who gave it form, who turned it into narrative, will no longer be on stage or in the wings to perform this role. Aaron is a good vice because, again like earlier vices, Merry Report in the Play of the Weather or Fansy in Magnificence, he does his job well. It is not for him to question the nature of the role, since, as with Lucius’ oath, it is not Aaron’s fault if there are people foolish enough to fall for his tricks and deceptions. At least the people on stage have not paid to be lied to, unlike those watching in the audience. As the horrors mount and the wreckage of history piles up, Aaron more and more despises those he serves and those he harms. At the end of his life his only desire is to create more plots, more devices, tricks, and stratagems because ultimately that is his job: he is a professional plotter, trickster, and writer. Jacques Berthoud comments that, ‘In his contemptuous self-sufficiency Aaron claims to be author of himself.’7 For Berthoud, Aaron’s self-authorship reflects his lack of social responsibility, indeed any sense of himself as a social being. This is clearly correct, but it is important to note that Aaron is not therefore outside the world of the play. Instead, despite his alienated nature, he is an essential element of the drama, the thing that makes it happen and which gives it form. It is as though he is alienated from his own creation or that he sees his self-creation as taking place against a violent disturbing backdrop that he is at once largely responsible for and which he despises.

Aaron’s status as a human vice reflects the ambiguous nature of Titus Andronicus’ relationship to earlier Tudor drama. He is at once a modern Elizabethan character, endowed with a complex humanist self, and a vice, a ‘medieval’ figure whose status is fixed by and through the very name ‘Vice’. This binary relationship to the existing theatrical tradition, embracing it and at the same time going beyond its norms, is articulated throughout Titus Andronicus and in particular in the scene when Tamora and her sons dress as stage characters and visit Titus in an attempt to persuade him to send for his son Lucius. This is, however, clearly a ridiculous thing to do—and it is worth noting that Aaron was not responsible for this stratagem. Titus instantly knows that the characters who have come to visit him are not Revenge, Rape, and Murder, but Tamora, Chiron, and Demetrius. He tells them,

TITUS: I am not mad, I know thee well enough:

Witness this wretched stump, witness these crimson lines,

Witness these trenches made by grief and care,

Witness the tiring day and heavy night,

Witness all sorrow, that I know thee well

For our proud Empress, mighty Tamora.

(V.2.21–6)

Despite this, Tamora persists in trying to persuade Titus that she is indeed Revenge, and her sons Rape and Murder. The irony is that at one level she is right. And the Peacham picture suggests that at least some in Shakespeare’s audience may have understood the drama through an emblematic hermeneutic. In terms of the plot of the play Tamora is driven by a desire for revenge while her sons are murderous rapists. The tension that is being played out in this scene is between appearance and meaning. As characters in a play written in the 1590s, after over a century of secular dramatic development, Tamora and her sons cannot be allegorical figures like those that appear in Everyman or Hickscorner. Even in The Spanish Tragedy Revenge is clearly placed outside or beyond the playing space occupied by the human characters. Titus reads Tamora not as an allegorical figure but as a character playing a role. He sees her as an Elizabethan actor performing a morality play. Tamora’s mistake is prefigured in the name of her confident and lover, Aaron. In earlier plays, for example the Play of the Weather or Magnificence, vices had vice names—Merry Report or Fansy. This is obviously not the case with Aaron, and Tamora’s attempt to return to earlier dramatic tropes and norms is doomed because it is out of place in the pagan classical world of Titus’ Rome. This is not to suggest, however, that Titus Andronicus unambiguously validates its own dramatic norms against those of the earlier plays that it evokes. Its violence and disturbing bleakness suggest at least that Shakespeare is unsure that the world he depicts in this play is better or more human than that found in earlier Tudor dramas.

TITUS ANDRONICUS AND RELIGION

Aaron’s capture by Lucius and his army of Goths takes place in a strangely Elizabethan locale.

SECOND GOTH: Renownèd Lucius, from our troops I strayed

To gaze upon a ruinous monastery,

And as I earnestly did fix mine eye

Upon the wasted building, suddenly

I heard a child cry underneath a wall.

(V.1.20–5)

When the Second Goth investigated the crying child he found Aaron and arrested him. The Second Goth’s desire to gaze upon a ‘ruinous monastery’ seems rather incongruous. Goths were not popularly regarded as aesthetic tourists, and certainly in Titus Andronicus they are represented, by the Romans, as barbaric. It is noticeable that there is no suggestion that the Second Goth’s desire to see the ruined monastery has a religious colouring. Goths are not catholics. But they are also not protestants. The Second Goth’s behaviour seems strangely detached from the possible meaning of the ruined monastery (and what is a monastery doing in pagan Rome anyway, ruined or otherwise?). For him it represents neither the triumphant purging of papist corruption nor the destructive violence of heresy. It is simply an impressive wasted building.8 The Second Goth is a barbarian pre-Christian and post-Reformation architectural sightseer. His indifference to the possible, although not natural or inevitable, religious meaning of the ruined monastery simultaneously reflects his lack of civilization and his escape from the violent world of Titus’ Rome in which children are murdered to satisfy a cruel piety. For the Second Goth the effects of the Reformation can simply be seen: for the inhabitants of Rome they are a matter of life and death.

Titus Andronicus ends in a welter of violence. Famously the final scene concludes with Titus serving a meal to Tamora and Saturninus which includes a pie filled with the flesh of Tamora’s sons, Chiron and Demetrius. Shakespeare seems to go out of his way to create a disturbing set of religious echoes in this moment. Having bound Chiron and Demetrius Titus tells them,

Hark, wretches, how I mean to martyr you:

This one hand yet is left to cut your throats,

Whiles that Lavinia ’tween her stumps doth hold

The basin that receives your guiltyblood.

(V.2.179–82)

Titus’ suggestion that he is going to martyr Chiron and Demetrius is ironic. They are not dying as witnesses of Christian truth. But they are dying in a horrific, performative manner and in these purely physical or material terms their deaths do look martyr-like. The people dying such symbolically charged deaths in early modern Europe were often someone’s martyrs, even while at the same time being someone else’s heretics/papists. For Titus martyrdom is not a question of belief. Indeed from the perspective of Reformation Christianity no one in the pre-Christian world of Titus Andronicus could be a martyr. But people in Titus’ Rome can be martyred if this simply means to be killed in a horrific symbolically charged way.

The transformation of Chiron and Demetrius into a pie is imagined by Titus in language that seems deliberately to evoke the feast of Corpus Christi.

Lavinia, come,

Receive the blood, and when that they are dead,

Let me grind their bones to powder small,

And with this hateful liquor temper it,

And in that paste let their vile heads be baked.

(V.2.195–9)

The reference to grinding the brothers’ bones to make pastry is intended to evoke the common pre-Reformation symbolic image of the crucifixion in which Christ was depicted being fed into a corn mill and Eucharistic bread coming out. Titus transforms, even transubstantiates, Chiron and Demetrius, into a meal to be eaten as part of a feast of friendship. Titus’s last supper is a parodic rage-filled version of Christ’s. One could argue that what Shakespeare is concerned with at the end of Titus Andronicus is to reflect on the meaningless violence of pagan society, but there is also a sense that what happens to Chiron and Demetrius is deliberately post-Reformation. Their deaths reflect a world whose true face could be discerned in terrible events like the execution of the catholic martyr William Allen or the mass killing of protestants during the St Bartholomew Day Massacre, a world in which Christians inflicted horrific violence on each other in deeply symbolic ways and where even in death confessional battles could be fought over and through the bodies of the slain.9

The play’s concluding bloodbath is in many ways the inevitable ending of a tragedy that started with a cruel act of piety. It is easy to miss the potentially oxymoronic nature of this phrase. Indeed it could be argued that there often seems to be nothing particularly human or graceful about piety. The pious often appear heartless and inhuman. This assumption, however, does rely on a particular definition of piety, one that is in many ways specifically post-Reformation. For the godly, puritans and Jesuits, to be pious did indeed mean being prepared to be hard or cruel in the pursuit of religious truth. For an earlier generation of sixteenth-century scholars, and in particular Desiderius Erasmus, the idea of cruel piety would indeed be regarded as oxymoronic. In his Enchiridion Militis Christiani Erasmus wrote that: ‘The perfection of Chryst consisteth onely in the affectes, and not in the maner or kynde of lyuynge: it consysteth in the myndes, and not in the garments, or in meats or drinks.’10 These lines are directed at monks and members of the clergy who Erasmus thought placed the outward performance of piety before the reality or the affects. Erasmus’ argument was that for some religious people keeping rigorously to the specific rules that governed behaviour and dress, and condemning those who lacked equal rigour, was more important than acting as a friend of Christ by being truly pious through one’s humble charitable behaviour. Titus’ piety at the beginning of the play is rigorous, orthodox, but also cruel. It places the inevitably arbitrary rules of a pagan god before the humanity of Tamora’s son. As Nicholas R. Moschovakis points out, ‘in a Christian context it is jarringly anachronistic for Titus to be praised as pious, when major aspects of his piety are so manifestly un-Christian’.11 At the end of the play there is a sense that Titus has not moved on at all. Certainly he has got his revenge on Tamora and Saturninus, but is his behaviour just or virtuous? It appears on the surface to be simply the desperate act of a person trapped in a world in which there is no alternative to taking bloody revenge; a world in which violence is the norm and there is no place for justice or truth.

The play ends with Marcus again trying to make sense of a terrible scene of violence. In this case, however, the violence is not directed solely at his niece; rather it encompasses the leadership of Rome. It has also taken place publicly on stage. Lavinia’s rape and mutilation were hidden from the audience; Tamora’s unwitting consumption of her own sons takes place on stage, as does her death, and those of Lavinia, Titus, and Saturninus. At the beginning of the play Alarbus is led off stage to die. His brothers and mother are not granted a similar dignity. The public nature of the violence at the end of Titus Andronicus means that the purpose of Marcus’ speech has changed. He does not need to tell the audience what has happened since they have witnessed it at first hand. At the end of the play Marcus tells his audience, on stage and off, that:

You sad-face men, people and sons of Rome,

By uproars severed, as a flight of fowl

Scattered by winds and high tempestuous gusts,

O, let me teach you how to knit again

This scattered corn into one mutual sheaf,

These broken limbs again into one body,

Lest Rome herself be bane unto herself.

(V.3.66–72)

The sad-faced men of Rome are also the audience to Shakespeare’s play. Marcus’ language in this speech is an attempt to recuperate the language of the political union, of the mystical body politic. His use of the image of a sheaf of corn being brought back to together after it has been scattered to argue that his Roman/Elizabethan audience should come together as a single united body is a response to Titus’ parodic Last Supper. Marcus has willingly to ignore the violence he, and the audience, have just seen, and to attempt, against all the evidence, to argue that unity and peace are the norm.12 Marcus ends his speech by asking Lucius to take the floor and tell his tale. In these terms Titus Andronicus does conclude with political concord. Lucius becomes Emperor by common assent and the play ends with the justice resorted to the stage.

It is, however, a strange kind of the justice. Aaron is brought back on at the very end of the play to hear his fate, which is to be buried waist deep in earth and starved to death. There is something extreme about this punishment. Robert Aske, the leader of the Pilgrimage of the Grace, was hung in chains on York Castle until he died of hunger. This was intended to be a punishment for the city as well as Aske. It was also designed to match Aske’s ‘crime’ with his punishment. As a traitor, at least as far as the Henrician regime was concerned, Aske had attempted to tear asunder the bonds of the community, leading to war, famine, and death. In response the community, as represented by Henry VIII’s regime, imposed famine on Aske. The starving of Aaron repeats this motif, but at the same time it creates the possibility of a dangerous equivalence between Aaron’s hunger and Titus’ meal. Both are extreme and horrific and the play, or at least its Roman characters, seems to regard both as legitimate. Aaron’s final speech is defiant.

AARON: Ah, why should wrath and fury be dumb?

I am no baby, I, that with base prayers

I should repent the evils I have done.

Ten thousand worse than ever yet I did

Would I perform if I might have my will.

If one good deed in all my life I did

I do repent it from my very soul.

(V.3.183–9)

Aaron’s final speech is a kind of mad boast. In some ways it harks back to the grandiose speeches of Herod and Pilate in the York and Chester plays. It also evokes the pride and pleasure in evil of Vices like Infidelitas or Sedition. It is, however, noticeable that these earlier characters tend to make their boasts when they first appear. By the end of the drama they have invariably been defeated and silenced. Aaron’s speech again raises the disturbing linkage between his behaviour and the play itself. Aaron has created much, if not all, of the action that fills Titus Andronicus. Certainly he is responsible for the plotting and scheming that makes it more than a simple tale of political violence. In these terms there is clearly a relationship between Aaron and Shakespeare. After all, the person ultimately responsible for the evil deeds that fill Titus Andronicus is its writer.

CONCLUSION

In his final speech, and the final words of the play, Lucius orders that Saturninus, Lavinia, and Titus be properly buried. He does not, however, extend the same courtesy to Tamora.

LUCIUS: As for that ravenous tiger, Tamora,

No funeral rite, nor man in mourning weed,

No mournful bell shall ring her burial,

But throw her forth to beasts and birds to prey.

Her life was beastly and devoid of pity,

And being dead, let birds on her take pity.

(V.3.194–9)

It is unclear why Tamora is singled out in this way. Certainly she could only be as evil as she was because Saturninus allowed her to exploit his office. Where does Lucius’ hate come from? Titus Andronicus ends as it began with a failure of pity. Lucius mocks the dead Tamora by implying that the birds and beasts will take pity on her when they eat her. This violence and hatred that goes on beyond the grave evokes a number of references. Obviously in dramatic terms it makes one think of Antigone. In historical terms it refers to the treatment of bodies by religious enemies during the Reformation, which was often violent and disturbing. Tamora is killed first by Titus and then suffers another ‘death’ at the hands of Titus’ son. In the pagan world of Rome this is perhaps justice. But what Shakespeare asks in Titus Andronicus is what does the persistence of this kind of violence directed at the bodies of the slain in Reformation Europe imply about the relationship between pagan Rome and Christian Europe?

Titus Andronicus pushes the theatre to its limits. It looks back at earlier plays drawing characters and ideas from a whole range of earlier Tudor dramas. At the same time Shakespeare gives them a new innovative twist. His vice is more human and therefore in some ways more evil than those found in the plays of Skelton and Bale. His stage violence is even more disturbing than that of the Play of the Sacrament. Titus’ failure to properly understand the nature of the theatrical world in which he lives reminds one of Everyman’s incomprehension in the face of Death. In both cases central protagonists are made to confront the limitations of their approach to life. But Everyman ends the play at peace with the world, Titus in a moment of mad vengeance. Titus Andronicus was a commercial play. It was very popular. Was this because of the violence? Janette Dillon has pointed out that in the newly professionalized and commercial world of the late Elizabethan public theatre, ‘the thrills of blood, violence and illicit sexual desires are there to be consumed in and for themselves’.13 Is this why Aaron/Shakespeare declare their will to do even more evil, to create more devilish plots and violent deaths? Titus Andronicus announces to the world that the theatre is now a commercial endeavour and that this means the Aarons of this world will always have a job.
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Lydgate, John, 56, 489

Lyly, John, 11, 232, 429, 442, 446–8

works: Campaspe, 332, 333, 602

Endymion, 323–37, 434, 647

Euphues: the Anatomy of Wit, 330, 331, 647

Euphues and His England, 330, 331, 647

Galatea, 334, 335

Love’s Metamorphosis, 333, 334, 335

Midas, 333

Mother Bombie, 334

Sappho and Phao, 602

Six Court Comedies, 331, 335

Lyndsay, David, 233

works: Satyre of the Thrie Estaitis, 521

McAlindon, Thomas, 566

McCaffrey, Wallace, 604, 610

McCoy, Richard, 552

MacFaul, Tom, 294, 295

McGavin, John, 215

Machyn, Henry, 548, 552, 557

Mack, Peter, 295

McMillin, Scott, and Sally-Beth MacLean, 599, 600, 601, 604, 605, 614, 620

Macrobius, 533, 534

madness, 447, 483, 488–9, 493, 496, 567, 569, 570, 574–8

poetical fury, 537, 539

magic, 115, 346, 434, 442–3, 457–8

see also superstition; witchcraft Magna Carta, 504

Magnificence, 182, 221, 264, 470, 521

Mahomet, 588, 591, 594, 598n.25

Maiano, Giovanni da, 411

Major, John M., 300

Mankind, 4, 56, 100, 116, 184, 476

conservative message, 104

religious frame, 182

vice figures, 214, 258

Mann, Thomas, 162

Mardeley, John 248

Margaret, Duchess of Clarence, 74

Marian performance, 67, 71n.32

Marlowe, Christopher, 12, 13, 293, 355, 573, 580, 648

works: Dr Faustus, 11, 15, 96, 161–74, 356, 361, 367, 595, 603, 643

performance history, 163–4

Hero and Leander, 170

The Jew of Malta, 50, 55, 310, 320

The Massacre at Paris, 356

Tamburlaine, 171, 584–98, 599, 623

marriage, 123, 124, 216, 458, 475

arranged, 73, 213

companionate, 347

drama, 550, 551

as foundation of social order, 347, 348

as ‘indissoluble glue’, 348

and redemption, 318–19

and social advancement, 252

and social order, 347

Marriage of Wit and Science, The, 227–8

Marston, John; works: The Malcontent, 185

Martha, 74, 75, 78, 82

‘Martin Marprelate’ controversy, 587, 647

martyrs/martyrdom, 158, 664

protestant, 138–9, 148–9

public death as performance, 138–9

saintly, 74

virgin, 73

Mary I, 406, 407, 413–14, 419–20, 514–19, 520–9

Mary Magdalene, 73, 74–7, 78–86

vita apostolica, 85

Mary Queen of Scots, 216, 328, 437, 548, 572, 587

Maslen, Robert, 362

masques, 15, 167, 180, 209–10, 403, 407, 409, 429, 552

see also dance

Mayor, J. E. B., 375

Medici, Cosimo de, 393

Meditationes vitae Christi, 76

Medwall, Henry, 11

works: Fulgens and Lucres, 10, 14, 16, 177–91, 195, 197–8, 199, 202–3, 208, 474

Nature, 200, 201, 233, 266, 470

Mehl, Dieter, 450, 558–9
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Merbury, Francis; works: Marriage between Wit and Wisdom, 227, 228, 234–5, 271

mercantilism, 59, 65, 101–2, 198, 312–13, 314

see also trade

metaphor, 86, 212
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mirrors, 126

‘world as theatre’ (theatrum mundi), 125, 135

meta-theatre, 16, 49, 79, 185, 188–9, 287, 483, 567, 658

metempsychosis, 168

Middleton, Thomas, 602

midwifery/midwives, 115

Miller, Anthony, 344

Mills, David, 21, 22, 24, 25, 26, 27, 28, 29, 44–5, 100, 247

Milton, John, 44, 172

mime, 360, 558

see also dumb show

mimesis, 45, 118, 136, 138, 256, 285, 345

minstrels/minstrelsy, 180, 376, 389, 405

Mintz, Lawrence, 522

miracle plays, 55, 61, 167, 466

miracles, 55, 57, 63, 136, 432, 594

Mirk, John; works: Festial, 77

Mirror for Magistrates, A, 460, 549–50, 620, 623–4, 626–9

‘mirrors for princes’, 193

misogyny, 73, 103, 189

see also women

mission/missionaries, 83, 86, 129, 259–60, 344

proselytizing drama, 263

monasteries/nunneries, 78, 254, 503

dissolution, 32, 608, 609, 637, 639, 642

monastic orders; Benedictine, 28, 609
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Carmelite, 56, 110, 500
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Cistercian, 76

monasticism, 86, 500, 617n.47

see also asceticism
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typical structure, 264, 469–70, 475, 483, 501–2

see also allegory; vice figures virtue figures

More, Thomas, 10, 12, 183, 198, 216, 271, 272
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The Dialogue Concerning Heresies, 195
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Law of, 111, 113, 117, 501
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mummings, 15, 58, 59, 180, 466
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Mundus et Infans, 264, 266
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Murderous Michael, 636

music, 209–10, 225, 228, 230–1, 234–5, 238, 255, 389–90

see also song

Muslims/Islam, 311, 313, 594

as ‘other’, 317
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mystery plays, 4, 61, 117–18, 120, 129, 132, 345, 466, 499, 501

myth/mythology, 55, 74, 324, 327–9, 429, 432, 435, 440, 442–3, 462n.16, 540, 544
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works: The Unfortunate Traveller, 359

Nature, Law of, 111, 113, 117, 501

necromancy, 165, 623
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Nemesis figure, 527–9
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New Custom, 267, 269
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New Testament, 6, 31, 251, 508
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Nice Wanton, 228, 234, 237, 246–61, 264, 265

nobility, nature of, 183, 185, 189, 195, 197–8, 199, 201
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Norfolk, 357, 358, 361, 363
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North, Edward, 638–9, 642

Northumberland Household Book, 179
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works: Gorboduc, 14, 16, 296, 297–8, 302, 448, 450–1, 511, 547–65, 657

Norwich, 110, 357, 364, 601–2, 638
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Nosworthy, J. M., 262, 264, 460

novella form, 300

N-Town plays, 24, 32, 56, 61, 63, 167, 526

Death of Herod, 590, 595

oaths, 271, 279, 404, 503, 588, 661

Oberer, Karen, 607, 608

obscenity, 14, 16, 189

Old Testament, 79, 120, 130, 251, 508, 577, 578

Exodus, 120, 168

Genesis, 3, 37, 38

Job, 172; 1

Kings, 230

Leviticus, 390

Psalms, 526

Song of Songs, 535

onomatopoeia, 196
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Orgel, Stephen, 169–70

Origen, 46, 76
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Osório de Fonseca, Jerónimo, 571, 573, 575–7, 579

Ottoman Empire, 312

Ovid, 302, 334–5, 535, 646, 649

works: Amores, 324, 643
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Metamorphoses, 538, 645, 648
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Oxford, 133–5, 238, 356–7, 359–60, 366–7, 601
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pageants, 1–10, 182, 194, 209, 216, 329, 438, 466, 508, 551, 558–9

and social order, 373–4, 383

Pandit, Lalita, 346

panegyric, 327, 330, 358

pantomime, 82, 163, 450, 451, 452

see also dumb show
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prodigal son archetype, 247, 475

Paradise, 104, 130, 535

expulsion from, 1, 2, 3

see also the Fall

Paris, Matthew, 504, 507, 611

parish, as theatrical space, 4, 5, 8, 9

Parker, Henry, 448

Parker, Matthew, 238
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Parliament of Heaven, 211, 217, 525–7, 530n.37

parody, 59, 166, 168–9, 254, 467–8, 510–11, 566

Parr, Katherine, 112, 227, 518

Parry, William, 604

Pasqualigo, Pietro, 468

pastiche, 227, 567
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violence, 73, 75

see also misogyny

patronage/patrons; and audience, 181–2
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literary, 72, 430, 467–8, 475, 479n.17
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Peasants’ Revolt, 104, 606
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The Old Wives’ Tale, 233, 460

Titus Andronicus (with William Shakespeare), 540, 543

penance, 73–4, 82, 94, 98, 105, 155, 158, 249, 256, 607

penitence, 74–5, 116, 249, 257–8, 469, 590

Percy, Henry Algernon, 467

performance conditions/space, 7, 66, 178–81, 180–90, 208–9, 247, 498n.22, 511, 584

churches, 9, 57, 64, 67

churchyards, 66, 386, 466

great halls, 9, 10, 11, 177, 179–81, 186–7, 208, 640

pageant wagons, 22, 36, 46, 50, 52, 180, 181

scaffolds, 9, 17n.11, 57, 64, 65, 66, 67, 556–7

see also playhouses; play-world

perfume, 180, 418
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Philip II of Spain, 227, 344, 503, 517, 572
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of friendship, 294–5

humanist, 183

moral, 300

political, 217–18

Neoplatonism, 325, 328

Stoic, 583n.36

Phyllida and Corin, 602

piety, 5, 28, 74, 99, 380, 664–5

pilgrimage, 94, 115, 343

pilgrimage of life motif, 264, 266, 273

Pilgrimage of Grace, 276, 666
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Plato, 145, 149

Plautus; works: Amphitruo, 338

Menaechmi, 338, 421

Miles Gloriosus, 324
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Blackfriars, 180, 211, 277

Curtain, 584

Globe, 11, 180, 295

Greenwich, 164, 604
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Rose, 355, 359, 360, 365, 568, 584, 587
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playing space, see performance space play-world, 125, 332, 334, 347, 567

and real world, 186–7, 188, 330, 331

Pliny the Elder; works: Natural History, 201, 202
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Poel, William, 167

poetry, 170, 306, 330, 490–3, 496, 533, 541, 544, 620

blank verse, 447, 547, 561

coronation, 393

dream poetry, 535

posies, 442

rhyme, 178, 568

rhyme royal, 485, 491

rhythm, 586

rules of, 431–2

Pole, Richard de la, 467, 470, 473

political drama, 417–20, 437, 515–16, 547–65, 619–34

see also social commentary polyphony, 357

Ponet, John; works: Short Treatise of Politic Power, 636

Pontius Pilate, 31, 32, 39, 79, 589, 666

popular culture, 5, 109, 112–16, 120, 447–9

Porter, Henry; works: Two Angry Women of Abingdon, 646

Portugal, 312, 570, 571–3, 574

poverty, 28

as aid to spirituality, 105, 249

Power, Amanda, 356

power, drama of, 377–9

prayer; Ave Maria, 85

for the dead and dying, 101, 380–2

and fasting, 156

invocation, 135

for monarchs, 262–3

prayerfulness, 82

and salvation, 105

self-purification, 150, 152–3

preaching, 77, 129, 139, 269, 311, 500, 575

evangelism, 73, 110

women, 83, 85–6

see also sermons

predestination, 99, 265, 267, 459

Preston, Thomas; works: Cambises, 296, 448, 450

Pride of Life, The, 104, 466

Prideaux, Thomas, 225

print culture, 30, 238, 244n.77, 650

prologues; convention, 177–8

function, 3, 11, 125–7, 185, 283, 331

propaganda, 182, 510, 601, 614

prophecy, 73, 558

prophetic dream (oraculum), 533, 534

prosody, 41, 112, 254, 255, 606

protestantism; attacks on Eucharistic practice, 62, 167

confessional divide, 5, 587

criticism of religious drama, 3, 129, 136

denunciation of superstition, 100–1, 526

martyrs, 137–9, 144, 148–9

radical, 575, 586

reformers, 29, 128, 508

suspicion of visual culture, 510

suppression of, 517

see also Calvinism; puritanism

Reformation

proverbs; classical, 12–13
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on idleness, 235

on moral behaviour, 260

on wealth, 485, 491

and wisdom, 296–7, 302, 305–6

on youth, 477

Prudentius, 466

psychomachia, 77, 166, 466, 469, 473

Ptolemaic astronomy, 326

Pullman, Philip, 44

puns/punning, 64, 170, 214, 330, 485, 660

Purgatory, 98, 101, 380–3, 499, 505, 506

puritanism, 5, 15, 129, 138, 161, 162, 167, 344, 586, 664

opposition to theatres, 270

Puttenham, George

works: Art of English Poesy, 470

Pynson, Richard, 93

Pythagoras, 304

Quilligan, Maureen, 267

Quinn, Paul, 612

Quintillian, Marcus Fabius, 216

Quran, 594, 596

Rabelais, François; works: Pantagruel, 360

race, 311–14

see also Jews; Muslims/Islam Raleigh, Sir Walter

works: ‘On the Life of

Man’, 9

Raman, Shankar, 347, 349

Ramsay, R. L., 488

Rare Triumphs of Love and Fortune, The, 446–62

disputed authorship, 461n.1

Rasmussen, Eric, 163, 164

Rastall, Richard, 231

Rastell, John 12, 411, 482, 484, 485, 504

works: The Abbreuiacion of Statutes, 195

Exposiciones terminorum legume anglorum, 195

The Four Elements, 194, 195, 200, 201, 233, 234, 236

Gentleness and Nobility, 192–206, 476

Liber Assisarum, 199, 200

A New Book of Purgatory, 193, 195

Rastell, William, 194, 195, 200, 208, 484, 485

Raynald, Thomas, 248, 249

redemption, 60, 102, 117, 264

Redman, John, 411

Redwood, John, 225–6

works: Wit and Science, 22445

Reformation; ambiguous attitude to drama, 2–3

anti-catholic drama, 30, 130–1, 310

anticlericalism, 608–9

attack on witchcraft/superstition, 165–6

divisive nature of, 5

and national identity, 310–11, 344

proselytizing drama, 262

transformed Christianity, 99

view of Church history, 128

as youth movement, 269

Reid-Schwartz, Alexandra, 62

Renaissance; allegory of ‘rebirth’, 534, 535, 543

art discourse, 127

humanism, 13

interpretation of nature, 433

as literary movement, 531

love and friendship literature, 325

and the ‘medieval’, 16–17

as ‘myth’, 543

and tragedy, 532, 543, 548

tragicomedy, 128

repentance; convention of morality plays, 264, 469

of Mary Magdalene, 81–2

and salvation, 99–100, 151, 168, 258, 380

Respublica, 514–30

revels, 180, 405–12, 430, 446, 475, 557, 656

revels accounts, 403, 408

see also Christmas celebrations Reynolds, Bryan, and Henry S. Turner, 357

Reynolds, John; works: A Defence of the Judgment of the Reformed Churches, 638

rhetoric, 62, 86, 113, 166, 183, 188, 301, 566, 573, 575–6

conventions of, 288

and education, 202, 216, 295

humanist, 127

protestant, 144

and punning, 64

and satire, 57

staged debate, 358–9

tropes, 285, 398

and virtue, 13

Rhodes, Neil, 295

Richard I, 505

Richard II, 172, 623, 624

Richard III, 181, 374, 378, 503

Richard, Duke of York, 72

Ridley, Nicholas, 134

Riggs, David, 162

Rightwise, John, 230

Roger of Wendover, 504

Rogers, David; works: Breviary, 25

Rogers, Owen, 249

Roman Empire, 30, 31

romance; chivalric, 351, 431, 440

Christian, 343

comedy, 448, 458

court, 450

form, 84, 233, 352, 460

medieval, 132, 328, 434

tradition, 429

Rome, 131, 135, 402, 653, 661–3, 667

Rowley, Thomas, 163
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royal entries, 32, 373, 378, 389, 416, 432, 438, 466

royal progresses, 39, 296, 328–9, 332, 358–60, 429–45

Royal Shakespeare Company (RSC), 164

Rutter, Carol Chillington, 355

Rutter, Jason, 522

Ryan, Lawrence V., 575

sacramental theology, 55, 60–4, 68, 85–6, 94, 105, 109, 113–14, 119, 249, 256–8, 510

see also baptism; confession; Eucharistic practice; penance

sadism/sadistic spectatorship, 542, 543, 544

Saenger, Michael Baird, 460

St Bartholomew’s Day Massacre, 664

St Paul’s boys, see choristers

St Paul’s Cathedral, 226, 232, 373, 376–80, 382, 393, 395, 418

see also choristers

saints, 4, 103, 182, 505
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Anne, 219, 386, 394, 396, 397
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Bernard of Clairvaux, 525

Birgitta of Sweden, 73

Catherine of Siena, 73, 85

Cecilia, 73

Frideswide, 73

Katherine of Alexandria, 73

Lucy, 73

Margaret of Antioch, 73

Mary of Egypt, 73

Perpetua, 73

see also hagiography

Salluste, Guillaume de, 573

Salter, F. M., 24

salvation, 85, 168, 182, 184, 249, 380, 483–4, 595

and carnal desire, 145

dialectic with damnation, 162, 171, 595

and good deeds, 93, 98–101, 105, 116, 152, 255, 257–9, 263, 382–3

and predestination, 99

see also Calvinism; contemplative theology; Eucharistic practice; faith; penitence prayer; repentance; sacramental theology
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satire, 117, 208, 217, 359, 366, 468, 473, 488, 519, 522

Savile, Henry, 355, 358, 359

scaffold confessions, 638, 641

Scarry, Elaine, 171

Scherb, Victor, 82, 86

schools, see education Scot, Reginald; works: The Discouerie of Witchcraft, 165–6, 171

Scrots, William, 212

Sebastian, King of Portugal, 572, 573, 574–5

Segar, William, 439

Seldon, John, 218

Seneca, 14, 459, 548, 567, 569

works: Thyestes, 462n.16

sermons, 5, 76–7, 94, 311, 315, 374–6, 379–80

sexual desire, 169–70, 325, 644, 667

sexual innuendo, 83, 211, 213–14, 220

Seymour, Edward, 548

Seymour, Jane, 227

Shakespeare, William, 12, 13, 16, 55, 165–6, 172, 271, 293, 335, 344, 499–500, 585, 605, 648–9

works: The Comedy of Errors, 5, 7–8, 338–54, 650

Cymbelene, 460, 461, 643

Hamlet, 568, 569, 576, 578, 583n.36
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Henry V, 11, 621

1 Henry VI, 650

2 Henry VI, 619–34, 648

Henry VIII (with John Fletcher), 348

King John, 511, 599, 604, 612, 613

King Lear, 50, 295, 548, 576, 577

Love’s Labour’s Lost, 356, 359

Macbeth, 646

Measure for Measure, 319

The Merchant of Venice, 310, 320

The Merry Wives of Windsor, 356

Midsummer Night’s Dream, 113

Much Ado About Nothing, 609

Pericles, 84, 343

Richard III, 511, 612, 646–7, 648

The Taming of the Shrew, 648, 650

The Tempest, 167, 461

Titus Andronicus (with George Peele), 540, 543, 650, 653–68
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The Two Noble Kinsmen, 296
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sin, 46–8, 50, 82–3, 99, 168, 253, 258, 270, 327, 471, 476–7, 483
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consequences of, 251, 255–6

Original Sin, 75, 104

Seven Deadly Sins, 101, 167, 169, 184, 484

sexual, 83, 202, 316

see also damnation; purgatory; redemption; repentance; salvation
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Skelton, John, 11, 28, 56, 218, 606, 667
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Collyn Clout, 197

A Garland of Laurel, 488, 493

Magnificence, 214, 263, 476, 482–98, 518, 620, 621, 628, 659, 661, 662: use of language, 490–3
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good counsel, 548, 551, 559–61
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sodomy, 109, 114, 115, 162, 287–8

song, 1–2, 228, 246, 270, 328, 331–2, 364, 389–90, 412, 450
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Sophocles; works: Antigone, 667

soteriology, 98

soul, 78, 86, 101, 102, 105, 202, 595

three powers, 254

see also body; death; salvation

South English Legendary, 77

Southern, Richard, 187, 473

Spanish Armada, 318, 328, 344, 432, 437, 570, 572, 609

spectacle, 328, 358, 373, 378, 383, 392, 402–28, 429–45

see also ceremony; pageants; royal entries; royal progresses
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Spikes, Judith Doolin, 272
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props, 247, 291n.33, 447, 474, 495

pyrotechnics, 359

screens, 11, 179, 186–7, 208–10, 280, 283, 405–6, 408, 418, 555
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special effects, 55, 331, 519, 604
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see also costume; performance space Stanbridge, John, 236
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suicide, 144–5, 153–6, 158, 246, 256, 391, 483, 567

superhero, 586

superstition, 3, 27, 100–1, 109, 113–15, 165, 526, 637
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tableaux, 68, 81, 86, 163, 386, 508, 560–1, 589, 592

tableau vivant, 394, 396, 414

see also dumb show

Tancred and Gismond, 459

tapestries, 103, 179–80, 404, 408, 411, 476, 526

Story of King David, 418–19

use in pageants, 389, 394

Tarleton, Richard, 602, 605, 606, 607, 608

taxation, 30–1, 276, 374, 639, 641

customs duty, 312

temptation, 101, 264, 471

and civic virtue, 81

sexual, 73, 77, 170

the World, the Flesh, and the Devil, 79–81, 333

Tennenhouse, Leonard, 247, 248, 249

Terence; ‘Christian Terence’, 127, 128, 129

works: Eunuchus, 324

Phormio, 230, 421

theatres, 8–12, 13–14, 15

closure/control of, 12, 585, 587

as performance space, 9–10, 11, 15, 584

see also playhouses

Thersytes, 16

Thevet, André, 572, 573

Thomas, Helen S., 263, 269, 270

Thomas of Ireland; works: Manipulus florum, 296

Thomson, Peter, 602

Thorne, John, 225

three estates, 192

Three Marys, conflation of the, 74, 75

Three Plays in One, 602

Tide Tarrieth for No Man, The, 3–4

Tilney, Edmund, 605

tilts/tiltyards, 189, 431, 553

Accession Day Tilts, 430, 439–40, 443

at Greenwich Palace, 402, 404, 407, 410–11, 416, 419

Tiptoft, John, 183, 195, 198

tithes/tithing, 29, 31

torture, 63, 161, 171, 540, 628, 658

Tottell, Richard, 535

Tower of London, 373, 379, 386, 388, 389, 391

Towneley plays/cycle, 24

Judgement, 100

Second Shepherds’ Play, 4, 115, 187, 345

trade, 310–13, 316, 344, 473

Anglo-Ottoman, 321n.14

Anglo-Persian, 312, 321n.14

Tragedie of Soliman and Perseda, The, 459, 577

tragedy, 172, 297, 361–2, 450, 567, 626–7, 654, 664

and comedy, 163

domestic, 635

form, 15, 112, 446, 450–7

‘humanist’, 542–4

Renaissance, 532, 543, 548

Senecan, 532, 537–8, 541, 544

tragic hero, 154, 172, 590

tragicomedy, 128, 298, 302

transubstantiation, 61, 63, 263

Traver, Hope, 526

Trial of Treasure, The, 227

Troublesome Reign of King John, The, 500, 599–618

Tudor, Margaret, 548

Tudor, Mary, 138, 405

Tunstall, Cuthbert, 404, 413, 418

Turkey, 312, 315

Turner, Robert Y., 451

Tusser, Thomas, 226, 228, 238, 244n.75

Twycroft, Meg, 188

Tydeman, William, 278

Tyndale, William, 248, 506

works: The Obedience of a Christian Man, 504

Udall, Nicholas, 226, 387, 389, 391–4, 396, 397–8, 470, 517–18, 528

works: Ralph Roister Doister, 230, 325

universities, see Cambridge; Oxford Urswick, Christopher, 377

usury, 309, 310–11, 313–16, 319

gendered threat of, 316–18

see also Jews

van Diest, Peter; works: Elckerlijc, 93, 100

van Elk, Martine, 342, 343, 344, 350, 351

Vele, Abraham, 262, 263

Veraccio, Pandulph, 602

Vergil, Polydore; works: Anglia Historia, 374, 504, 507

vice, 111, 184, 244n.72, 265, 374, 475–6, 486, 488, 496

vice figures, 234–5, 516–17, 658–63

dramatic action, 112, 214–15

function, 6–7, 50, 270–1, 502

gendered, 228

practice of deception, 274n.15, 485, 488–9, 514, 520–1, 524, 661

relationship with audience, 474

speech patterns, 470–1

traditional, 194

violence, 55

patriarchal, 73, 75, textual, 655–8, 659–60, 663–4

Virgil, 393, 394, 395, 397, 535

Virgin Mary, 60, 75–6, 84–5, 99, 103–4, 130, 219, 396

virtue, 185, 203, 393

humanist ideal, 185

virtuous example, 302

virtue figures, 7, 50, 149

allegorical, 525–6

association with age, 477

dramatic action, 102–3, 466, 469

political, 514, 527, 554

speech patterns, 470

traditional, 184–5

Vives, Juan Luis, 236

Voigts, Linda, 59

Voragine, Jacobus de; works: Legenda aurea, 77

Vulpe, Vincent, 411

Wager, Lewis, 75

Wakefield cycles, 130

Mactatio Abel, 167

Waley, John, 477

Walker, Greg, 6, 7, 9, 10, 14, 211, 220, 221, 277, 366, 417, 503, 509, 523, 524, 528

Walsh, Brian, 608

Walsingham, Francis, 599, 602, 608, 614

Warner, J. Christopher, 263

Wars of Religion, 573

Wars of the Roses, 181, 183

Watkins, John, 104

wealth; corrupting influence of, 101–2, 104–5, 249, 310, 473

and magnificence, 378, 388–9, 394, 402, 412, 416, 418, 421, 485–6, 494

‘natural’ vs. ‘unnatural’ gain, 315–16

and social advancement, 183, 475–6

sumptuary law, 105, 472

Weimann, Robert, 186

Werstine, Paul, 460

West, William N., 345, 350

Westcott, Sebastian, 211, 226, 227, 229, 230

Westfall, Suzanne, 180, 194, 467, 468, 475

Westminster Abbey, 377, 379, 381, 382, 386, 389

Whetstone, George, 573

White, Edward, 446, 635, 636, 641

White, Paul Whitfield, 2, 3, 247, 262, 264, 270, 604

Whitehall, 209, 293, 390, 548, 561, 602

Whitgift, John, 362–3, 587

Whitsun plays, 21, 22, 23, 24, 25, 27, 29

Whittington, Robert, 236

Whythorne, Thomas, 238

Wickham, Glynne, 183

Wildeman, John, 411

Willes, Richard, 312

Wilson, F. P., 446

Wilson, Richard, 169

Wilson, Robert, 605

works: The Three Ladies of London, 309–22

The Three Lords and Three Ladies of London, 309, 318–20

Wilson, Thomas; works: The Arte of Rhetorique, 279–80

A Discourse on Usury, 314

Winkelman, Michael, 523

Winston, Jessica, 550

Wisdom who is Christ, 10, 56, 72–92, 104, 182, 184, 254, 255, 466, 470

witchcraft, 114, 115, 165–6, 433

Withington, Phil, 196

Wolsey, Cardinal Thomas, 217–18, 230, 403–4, 410, 421, 484, 494

women; authority, 460

battle of the sexes, 317

as consumers, 313, 316

dominance over men, 318

education, 254

female identity, 74

gender division, 311

gendered frailty, 74

passivity, 75

prescribed roles, 316–17, 460

promiscuity, 74, 255, 313, 316–18

renunciation of sexuality, 73

restrictions on, 115

spiritual virginity, 73

Womersley, David, 509

woodcuts, 194, 334, 391, 476–7, 610–12, 613, 617n.43, 641

Woodville, Elizabeth, 374

Woodward, Jennifer, 378–9

Woolf, Rosemary, 46, 48

Wootton, David, 165

word-play, 50, 330, 346, 365

Worde, Wynken de, 391

World and the Child, The, 490

Wyatt, Henry, 412

Wyatt’s Rebellion, 517

Wycliffe, John, 91n.35

Wycliffites, 117

Wyndesore, Andrew, 377

Yates, Francis, 434

York, 1, 2, 4, 17, 24, 32, 130, 180, 600, 601

Corpus Christi plays, 1, 11, 15, 16, 21, 28, 36–54, 187–8

Crucifixion pageant, 5–6, 7, 8, 50, 658

Joseph’s Trouble about Mary, 4

Yorkshire Tragedy, A, 635

Youth, 264, 266, 333, 465–81, 490

Zeno, 579

Žižek, Slavoj, 656

Zwingli, Ulrich, 248
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