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PREFACE AND ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS

RATHER than concerning itself with specific aspects of Shakespearean drama, this collection seeks to provide a broad sampling of current historical research that sheds light on the environment in which Shakespeare wrote and the thematic content of his plays and poems. I have attempted to avoid duplicating topics already covered in the companion Handbook to Shakespeare edited by Arthur Kinney and other planned or published collections in the Oxford Handbooks of Literature series, such as the role of censorship or the history of acting companies and stage practices. I also make no claim to have provided systematic coverage of the historical ‘background’ to Shakespeare and other contemporary writers. This would not only be impossible to achieve even in a collection of this size but presumptuous to attempt, since doing so would imply that we can know in advance all the various ways in which history may become relevant to analysis of Renaissance literature. While some chapters in this volume do summarize current views on subjects of obvious importance to an understanding the period, I have included several chapters that adopt more unconventional approaches. The guiding principle has been a belief that relationships between literary and historical studies ought to remain flexible, open-ended, and constantly evolving, rather than constrained by pre-conceived ideas about the central issues and characteristics of the period. The collection will have succeeded if it stimulates readers to think more expansively about historicist approaches to Shakespeare, as well as the relevance of literary masterpieces to historical investigations.

I would like to thank Arthur Kinney not only for commissioning this book but for numerous stimulating conversations, as well as both formal and informal opportunities to engage in interdisciplinary teaching within the highly congenial setting provided by the Massachusetts Center for Interdisciplinary Renaissance Studies, of which he is the founding director. My colleagues in the ‘Cultural History Group’ at the University of Massachusetts Boston—especially Libby Fay, Robert Lublin, Woodruff Smith, and Nancy Stieber—have also stimulated my thinking about interdisciplinary research. Keith Wrightson provided helpful advice on potential contributors at an early stage of the project. Paulina Kewes read and helpfully commented on the introduction to this collection, while she, Elizabeth Goldring, Paul Hammer, Roze Hentschell, Christopher Highley, Nicholas Popper, Deborah Shuger, Arthur Williamson, and Daniel Woolf provided constructive advice on preliminary drafts of several essays in the collection. Jacqueline Baker and Rachel Platt at Oxford University Press have been unfailingly helpful in answering endless detailed questions. Elizabeth Stone and Timothy Beck were exemplary copy editors.

Finally I would like to thank my wife, Marybeth, for her support during the long gestation of this book.
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CHAPTER 1

INTRODUCTION

Reflections on Interdisciplinary Frontiers

R. MALCOLM SMUTS

HISTORICISM has become the dominant approach to literary studies in the early twenty-first century. But what does it mean to study a writer such as Shakespeare historically, and how can we do so without emptying his plays and poems of their aesthetic value by reducing them to the status of mere documents?1 To answer this question we must first recognize that there is no single way of historicizing early modern literature because the history in which it is embedded is complex, multifaceted, and capable of being investigated from any number of directions. Rather than talking in monolithic terms about the relationship of ‘history’ to ‘literature’ we need to ask how different forms of historical investigation can aid literary analysis in specific ways. Far from generating formulaic interpretations, historicism, when properly practised, uses discoveries about the past to formulate questions and reading strategies that enrich understanding of texts and the processes involved in their creation and circulation. This is not simply a matter of discovering factual information that helps ‘contextualize’ literature, although historical research certainly can do this.2 It may also involve unearthing features embedded within well-known texts that have gone unrecognized because readers have overlooked ways in which authors incorporated material from their environment into the fabric of their writing.3 Historicism and formalist close reading are often represented as opposing methodologies, but this need be the case only if we construe both in reductive ways. Proper attention to the formal and aesthetic qualities of texts can enrich our understanding of their historical significance, just as expanded historical awareness can enhance our ability to understand the play of intelligence and imagination that makes great literature worth reading.

Edited by a historian and consisting mainly, although not entirely, of essays by other historians, this collection seeks to provide a resource for undergraduates and more advanced students of literature who want to explore new ways of connecting current research on English history during Shakespeare’s lifetime to investigations of his drama and poetry. While a few chapters do offer fresh readings of specific plays, and many others relate their findings to particular themes in Shakespearean texts, we have deliberately avoided prescriptive discussion about applications of history to literary analysis. We hope instead to inspire readers to wrestle with historicist problems independently, using the essays assembled here as a fund of usable material.

LITERARY HISTORICISM AND THE DISCIPLINE OF HISTORY SINCE THE 1980S

It may nevertheless be useful to offer some initial observations, from one historian’s perspective, on how interdisciplinary frontiers have shifted over the past generation. A turn back towards history famously intensified in English departments in the 1980s, with the rise of American new historicism and British cultural materialism. But this was a particular kind of historicism, strongly shaped by theory—especially the work of Michel Foucault and various forms of Marxism—along with a desire to address political and social issues in the present. It also represented a reaction against formalist methodologies and related concepts of great literature as embodying timeless aesthetic values, which seemed constraining to younger critics eager to find new ways of interpreting texts and connecting them to contemporary concerns and the insights of other disciplines.4 The best New Historicist work breathed a spirit of intellectual adventure, a desire to break the shackles of established methodologies in pursuit not only of new discoveries but new ways of reading.

Ironically, at almost exactly the same moment a ‘revisionist’ movement among historians of early modern English politics had begun moving in an opposite direction, by reacting against the expansive syntheses of scholars such as Lawrence Stone, H. R. Trevor Roper, and Christopher Hill, which had been shaped by debates over Marxism and social theory, and calling for a return to rigorous archival research into political events in precisely defined periods.5 Sceptical of interpretations driven by theory rather than empirical research, revisionist historians like Conrad Russell and J. S. Morrill also downplayed the significance of ideological conflict over secular issues, and attempts to explain political division as a manifestation of underlying social and economic stress. The Marxist historiography of Hill, along with Stone’s ambitious attempt to synthesize political, social, and economic history into an analysis of the deep ‘causes of the English Revolution’ of the 1640s, became particular targets. Although the revisionist movement encountered resistance, especially in the United States, it led to a decidedly more sceptical and empiricist historiographical climate, favouring tightly focused research over large speculative claims.6 Revisionists also undermined the ‘Whig’ and Marxist master narratives that had long provided frameworks for understanding the broad contours of early modern English history, including cultural history. Until the 1970s it was generally assumed that a relatively stable Elizabethan society had entered a period of crisis and eventual revolution in the seventeenth century, culminating in the 1640s. Historians argued over the nature and causes of this crisis and the ways in which political disputes over Stuart absolutism merged with other conflicts involving religion, class interest, structural tensions between the state and society and cultural divisions between court and country. But few questioned that some sort of revolutionary crisis had developed over a fairly prolonged period, or that it had something to do with both political resistance to Stuart monarchs and a wider array of socio-economic and cultural issues. Revisionists attacked this model at its roots by questioning the existence of Stuart absolutism and a formed opposition to the Crown in the period before 1637, while debunking attempts to relate the civil wars of the 1640s to a ‘crisis in society’.7 This implicitly undercut cultural materialism’s reliance on Marxist theory and new historicism’s central concern with a relatively monolithic concept of monarchical state power.

In many ways, the revisionist history and literary historicism of the late twentieth-century were therefore temperamental and philosophical opposites, for reasons having more to do with the internal evolution of two disciplinary traditions than with any fundamental incompatibility of textual analysis and historical research. Although this did not entirely prevent interdisciplinary dialogue it did somewhat inhibit it. One leading revisionist, Kevin Sharpe, embraced the call for studies of the role of literary and artistic ‘representations’ in early modern politics, and from the 1980s a handful of interdisciplinary collections of essays began to appear.8 But many historians either ignored or sharply criticized interpretations of literary historicists as thinly documented, irresponsibly speculative, and rooted in discredited historical interpretations.

Fortunately, matters soon began to improve as the result of convergent trends in both disciplines. The relative decline of Marxism and theory within English departments encouraged more empirically grounded work, including archival research. Many historians meanwhile became more interested in culture and rhetoric, partly in reaction against an excessively narrow revisionist concept of politics. They argued that political history must properly involve not only the reconstruction of sequences of events but investigations of how those events were perceived, interpreted, and publicized, and therefore of the media and rhetorical strategies through which information was disseminated and interpreted.9 This ‘cultural turn’ had the potential to dovetail into efforts by some literary historicists to extend their enquiries beyond criticism of a restricted list of canonical works to incorporate analysis of lesser-known writings and genres, the processes through which texts were created, disseminated, and consumed, and the porous boundaries separating literary work from other social practices. The confluence of interests has been especially evident in work on the 1640s and 1650s, no doubt because the explosion of politically motivated print culture in those decades provides ideal material for interdisciplinary analysis.10 But it has also affected other periods, in part through the emergence of new fields that straddle conventional disciplinary boundaries, including histories of reading practices, the book and other forms of print, manuscript culture, and relationships between literacy and oral communication.11 James Daybell’s chapter in this collection on ‘Gender, Writing Technologies and Early Modern Epistolary Communications’ and Alan Bryson’s discussion of ‘Verse Libels and the Public Sphere’ provide good examples of how recent work has begun to integrate social history with analysis of previously under-studied literary forms, such as the personal letter and defamatory poem.

After years of relative neglect as debates over causes and consequences of the Civil War directed historians’ attention to the years between 1620 and 1660, the Elizabethan period has also lately received renewed attention. Much of the initiative has come from historians of religion interested in the political and cultural ramifications of confessional conflict, notably Patrick Collinson and Peter Lake,12 although Simon Adams’s work on the Earl of Leicester and the Elizabethan court, the research of Paul Hammer and more recently Alexandra Gajda on the second Earl of Essex, Stephen Alford’s studies of Lord Burghley and Elizabethan intelligence networks, and several studies of Elizabethan humanist political culture have also altered views of the period.13 Growing awareness of the diversity of Elizabethan political thought, the continuing vitality of English Catholicism and the unsettling issue of the succession have led most historians to reject an older view of the late sixteenth century as a time of national unity and Protestant triumph.14 The period of Shakespeare’s youth and young adulthood now appears as one characterized by much more serious anxieties and intellectual ferment than scholars once supposed.

Although these changes in interpretation potentially open new perspectives on Shakespeare and other writers, they also complicate the task of making sense of the environment in which he wrote. Thematic narratives that once unified views of the period—involving conflicts between Crown and parliament, the rise of puritanism and the transition to capitalism—have all been challenged and at least partly discredited, while no alternative models of comparable scope have arisen in their place. Many historians claim to have entered a ‘post-revisionist’ phase, but it is not entirely clear what this means beyond a greater interest in cultural and rhetorical practices and a desire to escape from Whig and Marxist models without fully embracing revisionist alternatives. A few new paradigms have been suggested—for example, Patrick Collinson’s concept of an Elizabethan ‘monarchical republic’ and Peter Lake’s attempt to chart the emergence of a post-Reformation ‘public sphere’.15 But these remain controversial. The collapse of the old master-narratives may be related to a wider sceptical turn across the humanities. While probably few historians of early modern Britain would admit to being post-modernists or post-structuralists, the ‘general suspicion of closed systems, totalities and universals’,16 and teleological narratives of progress associated with these movements has certainly affected the historical profession. It has encouraged the questioning not only of grand interpretative systems, such as those of Marx and Foucault, but the utility of terms implying unified views of periods, social formations, and ideologies, such as ‘the Renaissance’, ‘feudalism’, ‘absolutism’, and ‘puritanism’.17 If the meaning of literary texts now appears less stable and unified than during the days of the New Criticism, the ‘history’ in which those texts are embedded has also come to look less coherent and easily characterized.

These trends have made it appreciably more difficult for literary scholars to find reliable large-scale historical paradigms that can safely be ‘taken off the shelf’ and used to frame discussions of texts and literary issues. But they have also led to conditions in which students of history and literature more frequently face related conceptual and methodological issues. If we can no longer rely uncritically on the old synthetic narratives to identify the key features of the period, where should we turn in seeking alternatives? Should we, for example, continue to emphasize learned traditions, canonical authors and the close study of printed texts, or focus instead on manuscript sources, vernacular cultural forms and indirect evidence of oral and ritual culture to tease out the experiences of the predominantly illiterate majority of the early modern population? Or should we try to integrate both perspectives by scrutinizing relationships between learned and popular vernacular culture? These questions will provoke argument within both English and History departments but they do not divide historians as a group from all literary scholars. Instead they point to ways in which scholars pursuing seemingly dissimilar lines of research may confront similar problems. In this collection, Brian Weiser examines how Shakespeare drew upon three different types of village shaming rituals in constructing the plot of The Merry Wives of Windsor; Helen Pierce considers the appeal of printed pictures to illiterate as well as literate audiences; Peter Lake touches in passing on ways in which confessional polemics were shaped not only by rhetorical techniques imparted by humanist education but the ‘street language’ of village insult; Alan Bryson examines the role of both Latin satires and vernacular traditions of village insult in shaping defamatory poetry; and Robert Tittler discusses how the variety of craft traditions exhibited by provincial buildings of the late sixteenth century were largely superseded, in roughly the second quarter of the seventeenth century, by the rise of a more uniform ‘classical’ style, deriving from printed architectural treatises and continental models.

Although very different in content, these chapters all provide models for thinking about the interplay between bookish forms of ‘high’ culture and modes of thought and behaviour transmitted largely by oral means that were available to the uneducated. Taken together, they may stimulate comparisons of how this process of interaction worked across different spheres of cultural and social life. Tittler’s account of the emergence of a theorized and rigorous architectural classicism in the work of Inigo Jones, for example, seems in some ways reminiscent of the similarly theorized literary classicism of Jones’s erstwhile collaborator, and later critic, Ben Jonson. But the transition from vernacular to classical styles also looks more linear and straightforward in Tittler’s account than it probably would in a parallel literary history, in which the eclectic blending of classical and native elements by writers such as Edmund Spenser, Shakespeare, and indeed Jonson would complicate the picture. It makes sense that writers—who were necessarily literate and invariably trained in classical texts through their grammar school education—may have been more adept at combining vernacular and classical forms than members of the building trades, who would not necessarily have encountered manuals of architectural theory even if they had received some schooling. But as Tittler acknowledges, a few Elizabethan vernacular buildings do incorporate classical elements, and further research may reveal more examples of such adaptation than architectural historians have commonly recognized.18 It is, in any case, useful to be reminded that certain broad questions, such as that of how classical ideas and styles became assimilated into English culture, ultimately need to be considered within the broadest possible frame of reference.

INTELLECTUAL CULTURE AND POLITICAL THOUGHT AND IMAGINATION

Not many years ago a belief that the political unity of Elizabethan England gave way to increasing tension and conflict under the Stuarts framed debates about whether Shakespeare should be regarded as a ‘conservative’ representative of a Tudor worldview, or a writer precociously alert to newly ‘emergent’ radical forms of protest and ‘subversion’. The undermining of the old political history from both ends—by work questioning the stability of the Elizabethan period as well as the ‘revolutionary’ character of the seventeenth century—makes it more difficult to pigeonhole the Bard ideologically. Debates sparked by revisionism over whether we should see the period as one of ideological conflict or consensus have led to a recognition that it was essentially both at the same time. Broad agreement about some matters, such as the desirability of political harmony, framed intense disagreements about others, including who to blame when harmony collapsed. Rather than seeing the period as one in which the English increasingly became divided into clearly defined opposing camps, we need to be alert to ways in which personal rivalries, practical problems, and detailed arguments over religion, foreign policy, and other issues generated conflicts between people who shared many fundamental values. We also need to take into account ways that contemporaries expressed political discontent not only through explicit arguments about political and legal principles, but in how they reported rumour and gossip.

One approach that has gained ground recently has been to focus on leading political figures, whose careers illustrate more general features of the period. The chapters in this collection by Norman Jones on Lord Burghley, Paul Hammer on Robert Devereux, second Earl of Essex, and Pauline Croft on Burghley’s son and political heir Robert Cecil, Earl of Salisbury exemplify this approach. My own chapter attempts a more general assessment of lines of continuity and discontinuity after James I’s accession in 1603, especially in respect to the Crown’s partially successful efforts to stabilize political relations both within and between the kingdoms of England, Ireland, and Scotland. David Trim examines the political roles played by professional soldiers in the reign of Elizabeth, a subject referenced by Shakespeare’s many depictions in the history plays and elsewhere of warriors involved in high politics. Rory Rapple explores how Irish rebellions and the government’s need to resort to large-scale conscription to fill its Irish armies impinged on the lives and political consciousness of Elizabeth’s English subjects. Dan Beaver and Glyn Parry shift the focus from national and international affairs to aspects of local politics. Beaver explores conflicts over the administration of royal forests in relationship to resonant cultural myths and memories about sylvan environments, poached deer, and forest freedom that Shakespeare repeatedly evoked. Parry provides a detailed history of a contest over prestige and property in Shakespeare’s native county of Warwickshire, between an extended family possibly related to the dramatist’s wife, Mary Arden, and a rival faction allied to the Earl of Leicester. His discussion shows how Leicester’s local allies exaggerated evidence of a plot against the queen’s life to gain possession of landed property that had once belonged to the Arden faction, and then prevented their opponents from receiving justice by manipulating legal proceedings for nearly thirty years.

Despite some points of convergence, as in the way that Croft and Smuts both stress the debilitating effects of James’s inability to live within his revenues, these chapters do not present a unified overview of British politics but rather demonstrate the complexity of political life and the variety of questions that political historians now need to consider. In addition to relations between Crown and parliament, these include the importance of personal rivalries both at court and in the localities, issues relating to the conduct of war and military conscription, and efforts by royal ministers to manage public perceptions and enlist voluntary cooperation with royal initiatives, especially from the kingdom’s elite but sometimes also from humbler subjects, including those in outlying regions. These chapters also repeatedly demonstrate that ideas and polemical arguments mattered to early modern politicians, who attempted with mixed results to shape public discourse in the interest of the government and their own personal agendas. Although we have grouped chapters into separate sections on Politics, Intellectual Culture, Religion, Social History, and Visual Culture, the boundaries between these categories remain porous and several of the ‘political’ essays have pronounced social and cultural dimensions.

The first two chapters in Part II further demonstrate this porosity. Timothy Wilks examines the literary and intellectual patronage of James I’s eldest son, Prince Henry (died 1612), a figure normally better known for his support of the visual arts. Henry and his mentors attempted to turn his court into an informal academy for training young noblemen and they assembled an impressive library to assist this purpose. But the prince also lent his support to writers producing books intended to reach a wide readership through print, many of which emphasized martial themes (as in the case of George Chapman’s free translation of Homer) or British patriotism (notably Michael Drayton’s Poly-Olbion). The prince’s aspiration to unite his British subjects while promoting an emphasis on valour and honour among them therefore corresponded to a public literary campaign. Wilkes suggests that the literary culture Henry promoted may help explain the emphasis on British themes and the importance of British unity in several of Shakespeare’s late plays. Peter Lake’s wide-ranging essay shifts the focus from court culture to religious controversy, by arguing that confessional conflict gave rise to a ‘post-Reformation public sphere’, as Protestants, Catholics, and puritans used print, sermons, and other media to discredit each other and vindicate their own positions. Some scholars may object to Lake’s appropriation of the term ‘public sphere’ from the German sociologist Jürgen Habermas. But terminology aside, his effort to direct attention to forms of public communication and controversy developing during the Tudor period is surely salutary. Lake shows that in addition to religious controversies in the strict sense, confessional conflicts gave rise to polemical tracts claiming to expose the secretive Machiavellian intrigues of court politicians, who allegedly used partisan religious policies to consolidate their hold on power. The tracts included both Catholic exposés of machinations at Elizabeth’s court and Protestant polemics denouncing the plotting of popish leaders. The thinking displayed in these works was both historical, involving references to numerous precedents and analogies drawn from the past, and theatrical, in the sense that religious conflict was portrayed less as a clash of abstract ideas than a battle of personalities taking place within specific environments—the sort of thing that might easily furnish material for the stage. Moreover, once established the formula was capable of indefinite extension and refinement, as new historical sources were mined for parallels, while descriptions of how evil courtiers manipulated the monarch and infiltrated the state’s apparatus grew more elaborate and colourful. From the late 1580s the manoeuvres and religious postures of puritans in local communities were also caricatured and denounced, not only in pamphlets but dramatic interludes sponsored by the episcopal establishment. In the 1590s Shakespeare and other playwrights, such as Marlowe, not only incorporated the historical and dramatic thought patterns of these various polemics, but developed them into still more subtle and complex dramatic portrayals of the secretive workings of high politics, as some analyses by literary scholars have also begun to demonstrate.19 By doing this dramatists challenged audiences to form judgements about the hidden wellsprings of political life, and about ‘applications’ of old stories to current events, often on the basis of deliberately ambiguous and fragmentary information supplied by the dramatist. The stage therefore both drew upon and contributed to an emerging public political discourse.

Lake’s argument opens several potential lines of inquiry into relationships between early modern drama and religious, political, and intellectual history, which other chapters pursue in more focused ways. To begin with, he alerts us to the possibility that contemporary audiences may have perceived connections between plays and the period’s confessional conflict that had nothing directly to do with what we now regard as religion. Katy Gibbons’s chapter builds on this insight by suggesting how the experience of Catholic exiles would have resonated with Shakespeare’s depiction of Bolingbroke’s exile in Richard II. As she explains, the Elizabethan government continually faced problems in dealing with prominent Catholics whose loyalty it had some reason to mistrust, even though it lacked definitive proof that they had participated in seditious activities. Royal ministers needed to strike a balance by taking prudent precautions without lapsing into excesses that might precipitate acts of disloyalty by driving Catholics to desperation, while appearing tyrannical even to subjects with no religious animus against the regime. Shakespeare created an analogous situation at the beginning of Richard II by leaving his audience guessing about whether Bolingbroke was already a traitor or an innocent victim of Mowbray’s charges, and about whether Mowbray’s accusations were somehow connected to a deeper plot in which the king himself was involved. The play goes on to suggest that whether or not Bolingbroke was a traitor, Richard’s decision to exile him and seize his patrimony ultimately made him more dangerous. But it leaves us uncertain about the sincerity of Bolingbroke’s protestations of injured innocence, as he returns from exile to claim his ‘right’. In short, Shakespeare plunges us into a world in which we have to judge political motives and objectives from unreliable and conflicting individual claims and inconclusive circumstantial evidence: very much the predicament of anyone trying to assess the loyalty of Elizabethan Catholics. Without ever portraying religious conflict, apart from the differing political loyalties of a couple of bishops, the play therefore managed to speak to fundamental problems arising out of the confessional contests of the age, and the more we know about Catholic exiles the more sensitive we will become to this ‘application’.

Ethan Shagan draws a different parallel, by connecting the opposition between strict legal justice and more flexible concepts of equity and mercy in The Merchant of Venice to debates in the 1590s over how strictly to enforce laws requiring puritans to conform to the prayer book liturgy. He does not argue that every playgoer would have interpreted Shakespeare’s play as a plea for indulgence towards puritans, but he does show that the potential for such an ‘application’ existed. Alastair Bellany’s account of the religious and other connotations of poison in early seventeenth-century England suggests additional ways in which spectators could have ‘applied’ scenes in plays not only to contemporary events, such as the scandalous poisoning in 1613 of Sir Thomas Overbury at the instigation of the Countess of Somerset but to polemically coloured attitudes, such as the frequent equation of poisoning with popery. Such ‘political’ interpretations do not necessarily require us to regard Shakespeare as an ideological partisan in disputes over religion or other issues. Although a dramatist’s commitment to a controversial position might shape his plays, as has recently been argued with respect to Jonson’s Catholicism,20 it was also possible to use the stage to explore political and ideological conflict in more detached and sceptical ways. We need to remain open to both possibilities and to the likelihood that different spectators would not always have drawn the same ‘message’ from any given play, since their biases and preconceptions would have led them to react differently to ambiguous signals.

Lake also stresses the importance of humanist rhetoric and intellectual culture in shaping political discourse. Several chapters explore this topic in more detail, beginning with Peter Mack’s on the rhetorical training provided by Elizabethan grammar schools. The importance of that training, in shaping both public discourse and individual habits of mind, is almost impossible to exaggerate.21 If Shakespeare’s educated contemporaries regarded rhetoric as an indispensable political tool, many also turned to historical narratives as sources of political wisdom. Recent years have seen a substantial amount of new work, by scholars based in both English and History departments, on historical research and writing during the late Tudor and early Stuart period, including the groundbreaking Oxford Handbook of Holinshed’s Chronicles.22 The essays of Daniel Wolfe and Jane Wong on English chronicles, Nicholas Popper on continental European histories, Paulina Kewes on interpretations of Roman history, and Debora Shuger on conciliarist and Calvinist readings of sacred Jewish history together demonstrate the huge range of historical texts and methodologies available in the period. Some historical texts, notably those of Holinshed and Plutarch, furnished Shakespeare with extensive source material, whereas others, like those Shuger examines, may have remained unknown to him. But if we want to situate Shakespeare in relation to the historical thought of his age we need to pay attention not only to historical materials he used extensively but those which he appears to have ignored, although they were potentially available to him. As a group these essays demonstrate the enormous variety of historical thought and writing produced in the period, and the ways in which this variety complicates attempts to pin down meanings attached to concepts such as republican government or imperial rule.

Additional chapters round out and extend those devoted to late Renaissance historiography by examining other related strands of political thought. These include Curtis Perry’s discussion of Renaissance appropriations of Seneca and Roman Stoicism; Arthur Williamson’s chapter contrasting a form of racialist thinking he attributes to Spanish and Catholic writers with the civic Protestant humanism of the Scot, David Hume of Godscroft; and Alexandra Gajda’s analysis of prudential thought, reason of state, and the influence of Machiavelli. The authors of the essays in this section come from both English and History departments, reflecting the fact that intellectual history has long been an interdisciplinary field.

But it is also a field in which contrasting methodological approaches have developed whose implications for historicist criticism merit attention. Broadly speaking, one may approach the thought of the past by focusing on specific texts; on ideas and intellectual traditions; on the language through which intellectual claims were articulated; or on the sources and methods of research and analysis through which arguments were constructed and supported. These approaches properly complement each other and many studies employ several in combination, but emphasizing one in preference to the others will have a significant impact on the outcome of an investigation. In this collection the essays of Shuger and Kewes exemplify a text-based approach, whereas Gajda is more focused on traditions of prudential analysis stemming from writers such as Machiavelli. While none of the chapters rigorously exemplifies the close analysis of conceptual vocabulary associated with the ‘Cambridge School’ of Quentin Skinner, Chapter 20 on the politics of race by Brendan Kane and myself arguably comes close.23 Popper’s detailed discussion of the contents of Elizabethan libraries and humanist techniques for reading history illustrates an approach based on close attention to sources and scholarly methodologies. Although Kewes, Gajda, and Popper all examine how Renaissance minds attempted to use history to discover effective methods of political or military leadership, they approach this subject from different, if ultimately complementary perspectives. It is hoped that readers will note these contrasts and ponder their implications. Although attempts to trace relationships between Shakespeare’s writings and the intellectual culture of his period build upon a venerable tradition of scholarship, going back to the ‘old historicism’ of the early twentieth century, this does not mean that they are methodologically old-fashioned. For this sort of enquiry has been progressively transformed, not only by the cumulative development of more complex understandings of early modern thought, but by the elaboration of new ways of studying intellectual culture to which several disciplines—English, History, Philosophy, and at times Sociology, Anthropology, and Political Science—have all contributed.

ASPECTS OF RELIGIOUS CULTURE

While it has always been clear that Shakespeare’s lifetime witnessed substantial religious conflict and change, research during the past two decades has fundamentally revised our understanding of Britain’s transformation from a medieval Catholic into a predominantly Protestant society. Historians now generally regard the English Reformation not as an event or a comparatively brief episode during the reign of Henry VIII, but an extremely protracted process that continued well into the seventeenth century without ever completely obliterating all traces of medieval religion. Where older studies exaggerated the speed and thoroughness of Protestantism’s triumph over an English Catholicism often portrayed as reactionary and moribund, recent work has shown that Catholics were no less effective than Protestants in employing print and sermons to spread their ideas, and that in many parts of England and Scotland (to say nothing of Ireland) the ‘old religion’ still had numerous adherents in the late sixteenth century and sometimes for much longer.24 This has led historians to take English Catholicism more seriously as a distinctive and important strain within late Tudor culture. Catholic religiosity was complex and multi-layered, combining elements of ‘traditional religion’—itself a misleadingly precise term for the amalgam of very old and comparatively recent beliefs and practices that defined Christianity at the end of the Middle Ages25—with more innovative reformist currents. The religion of the clergy and religious publicists also needs to be distinguished from different sorts of lay Catholicism, including occasional conformity or ‘church popery’.26 The Protestantism of both the official Church and its puritan critics also looks more complicated than once supposed. Recent work has shown that some traditional patterns of belief—for example ideas about providential interventions in worldly affairs—were never entirely supplanted in Protestant culture but instead adapted and reshaped to fit within a changed intellectual environment.27 Tom Webster’s discussion of Protestant ideas about the devil in this collection provides a concrete illustration of this point.

It would require an entire handbook to survey the full range of current research on religious history in the period of Shakespeare’s life, and the essays included in Part III, ‘Aspects of Religious Culture’, represent no more than a brief sampling. Two of them have already been discussed because of the way they tie into wider political and intellectual themes. In addition to examining the phenomenon of exile, Katy Gibbon’s chapter has much to say about the nature of lay Catholicism, particularly among the landed elite. Shagan’s chapter explores relations between theological beliefs and legal concepts of equity, a topic that has also interested Debora Shuger.28 Naomi Tadmor surveys the impact of biblical translations on the language and imagination of Shakespeare and his contemporaries, and the ways in which different biblical translations filtered and subtly reinterpreted scriptural stories. Tom Webster examines ideas about the Devil in both elite and popular culture, showing how pervasive a belief in Satanic agency was but also how understandings of the Devil’s interventions in the world changed after the Reformation.

SOCIAL BELIEFS AND PRACTICES

Social and economic history have suffered a relative lessening in popularity since the 1970s, with the latter also becoming a more specialized field. The decline of Marxism and the lingering effects of revisionist attacks on socio-economic explanations of the ‘English Revolution’ partly explain this trend, although it may also reflect a shift of interest away from models of impersonal causation derived from the social sciences, towards greater emphasis on human agency and beliefs. In some subfields, like the study of historical demography, researchers arguably did their work so thoroughly in the late twentieth century that scholars now feel free to move on to other topics.29

Nevertheless, important studies of economic and social change continue to appear and work in many others fields now often has a social—and less frequently an economic—dimension. This is conspicuously true of most studies of women’s history and gender relations, which typically blend social and cultural approaches, as do many investigations of popular religion and politics within local communities. Beaver’s chapter, discussed earlier, provides an example of how this last approach shifts attention from large-scale socio-economic trends to a more richly textured examination of the impact of change on particular communities. Some historians have also become more interested in exploring how cultural attitudes, including ideas about connections between human psychology and behaviour, shaped social interactions. Thus Linda Pollock’s contribution examines at length how Shakespeare’s contemporaries understood the role of emotion in social life. She concludes that although theorists generally condemned strong passions they looked more favourably on milder feelings that reinforced bonds of friendship, conjugal affection and family or communal solidarity. Like Shakespeare, they also recognized that objects such as rings and handkerchiefs often became invested with a charged emotional significance. The new field of the history of the emotions, in which Pollock is a pioneer, would seem to cry out for an interdisciplinary approach combining the kinds of historical sources she has uncovered with close examination of how dramatists and poets depicted emotional attachments.

Richard Cust’s chapter grows out of his extensive research on chivalry and concepts of honour in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth century, a subject of central relevance to Shakespeare’s history plays and many other literary texts of the period. Chivalry used to be regarded as a declining tradition in the late sixteenth century, even if it experienced an ‘Indian summer’ in Elizabeth’s reign.30 But Cust and other scholars, such as Mervyn James and Richard McCoy, have shown that chivalric values remained deeply embedded in elite society in the period.31 The importance of personal honour in early modern society helped fuel cultures of insult, defamation, slander, and libel calculated to damage individual reputations. James Bryson’s chapter looks at this topic through the lens of verse libels, which usually circulated in manuscript although, as he points out, a number found their way into print. An interdisciplinary field of scholarship has grown up around these libels, in which literary scholars intrigued by an under-studied genre that was frequently encountered in everyday life and prized as a vehicle for wit have found common ground with historians interested in the role of public insult as a weapon in social and political conflicts. Verse libels provide another lens through which to view Lake’s ‘post-Reformation public sphere’. Many enjoyed a purely local circulation among villagers, as instruments of petty quarrels and vendettas. As such they can be compared to the shaming rituals discussed in this volume by Brian Weiser and Susan Amussen, as cultural forms that were in some sense extensions of the petty gossip through which neighbours sought to injure each other. As Helen Pierce’s chapter points out, a libel might also be set to music and turned into a ballad, and then illustrated with a satiric picture, as Shakespeare’s Falstaff promises to do in 2 Henry IV. But even when deployed in petty local quarrels, libels were public acts, which attempted to expose real or alleged acts of vice and folly, usually originally performed behind closed doors, to the view of an entire community. They therefore provided a convenient vehicle for ridiculing figures engaged in national politics by suggesting that they were guilty of shameful behaviour that would dishonour even ordinary villagers.

Studies of libel therefore dovetail naturally into other investigations of social attitudes affecting public judgements on individual behaviour, like Susan Amussen’s chapter on the significance of tropes of inverted order, especially in relation to attitudes towards cuckolds as ‘failed patriarchs’. This chapter grows out of the last major project of David Underdown, an historian who stubbornly resisted the trend toward the separation of social and political history brought about by revisionism.32 Amussen, herself a distinguished historian of early modern attitudes towards class, race, and gender, is bringing this undertaking, left incomplete at Underdown’s death, to fruition. Like Weiser’s analysis of Merry Wives of Windsor, which also draws on Underdown’s work, her chapter shows how greater attention to concepts of gender and misogyny can furnish new insights into the political and cultural discourses of the period, while simultaneously directing attention to ways in which Shakespeare playfully inverted conventional ideas of social order, for example by portraying in The Merry Wives of Windsor a situation in which rational self-controlled women preserve decorum against threats posed by vain, libidinous, and fickle men. Amussen’s discussion should warn us against associating public discourse exclusively with confessional and political issues, to the exclusion of ideas about personal conduct and household order that contemporaries never regarded as purely private matters.

Krista Kesselring’s chapter examines changing ideas of homicide during Shakespeare’s lifetime, a period in which murders, convictions for murder and executions for other crimes all seem to have peaked. Using court records as evidence she compiles a statistical profile of the circumstances in which homicides occurred, the lethal instruments involved and the explanations of suspicious deaths—including murder by witchcraft—arrived at by coroners and juries. She surveys the efforts of jurors and judges to distinguish between wilful murder, manslaughter, and other killings involving mitigating circumstances, such as the role of uncontrollable passion. She suggests a connection here to Pollock’s chapter on the social significance of emotion, as well as to Shakespeare’s depiction of homicides that raised similar issues, such as Othello’s killing of Desdemona and Hamlet’s impulsive stabbing of Polonius. Paul Griffith’s chapter explores a range of criminal activity in London, with special attention to neighbourhoods in which Shakespeare lived and the range of offenses—from vagrancy, bawdry, and night-walking to purse-cutting—that he and his neighbours would have encountered with some regularity. He also looks at how crimes were reported, exaggerated, and interpreted as evidence of a largely non-existent London underworld by contemporary writers.

Among other chapters dealing with London, Vanessa Harding’s discusses families and households in the metropolis, surveying marriage and child-rearing practices, domestic service and apprenticeship, and the houses and lodging chambers in which Londoners lived. Roze Hentschell and Christopher Highley provide detailed accounts of life in specific neighbourhoods—the Blackfriars District and the precinct of St Paul’s—which both housed theatres for at least part of the period. Highley looks closely at relations between the Blackfriars acting company and other residents, while Hentschell is concerned with analysis of the many overlapping religious and secular uses of spaces within the cathedral and its surrounding grounds, for sermons and religious services, bookstalls, a famous grammar school, plays, retail shopping, social gatherings, political gossip, and organized crime.

ARCHITECTURE, VISUAL CULTURE, AND MUSIC

Since the 1980s studies of architecture, art, and music have also begun to incorporate social history. A final section of this collection provides several examples of broadly conceived innovative work in these fields. In addition to Tittler’s previously mentioned chapter on vernacular architecture and domestic interior paintings, these include Elizabeth Goldring’s survey of art collecting and patronage, which examines both the activities of a handful of major royal and aristocratic collectors long celebrated in histories of English art and wider ‘shifts in the aesthetic and cultural landscape of England’ that instilled a desire to possess paintings not only among the court aristocracy but some among the ‘middling sorts’. In addition to evidence of actual collections she considers the development of a specialized vocabulary and set of conceptual tools for describing and evaluating art, for which Shakespeare’s writings provide valuable evidence, although she also concludes that his references to paintings sometimes suggest deeply traditional attitudes. Helen Pierce surveys and synthesizes recent work on the didactic and satiric uses of printed images in Shakespeare’s England, discussing the technological and commercial aspects of engraving as well as the subject matter and iconography of prints readily available for sale. Several of these prints provide further evidence or the tropes of inverted order and cuckold jokes discussed by Amussen, while others were produced in response to topical controversies or political scandals. They, too, need to be considered in any attempt to assess the emergence of an early modern ‘public sphere’. Luke Morgan examines both actual and fictitious gardens in Tudor and early Stuart Britain, and explores how garden architecture, both real and imagined, was connected to concepts of enchantment and monstrosity, and thus to plays such as The Tempest. Ross Duffin provides a thorough account of the uses of music in theatres of Shakespeare’s period.

This collection makes no claim to have provided exhaustive coverage of historically oriented research relevant to studies of Shakespeare and early modern drama. Inevitably there are gaps, created not only by limitations of space even in a volume of some forty chapters, but difficulties encountered by the editor in recruiting contributors in certain fields. To a degree, these difficulties may also point to lacunae in the current state of historical research. There has been an explosion of work in recent years exploring connections between politics, religion, and intellectual culture during Shakespeare’s lifetime, much of it deliberately interdisciplinary in approach. By contrast, the last few decades have seen fewer broadly conceived studies of how economic change affected social relationships and cultural attitudes, despite a handful of important exceptions.33 At present a student interested in exploring Shakespeare’s relationship to humanist political thought will therefore find many more helpful up-to-date studies than one interested in the Bard’s responses to economic conditions.

Interdisciplinary cultural history will always be a work-in-progress, with plenty of rough edges and lacunae waiting to be filled. But it is hoped that the essays gathered together here show the abundance of opportunities awaiting scholars prepared to cross disciplinary boundaries in pursuit of new insights into how the plays of Shakespeare and his contemporaries can be connected to early modern historical conditions.
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PART I

POLITICS


CHAPTER 2

WILLIAM CECIL LORD BURGHLEY AND THE MANAGEMENT OF ELIZABETH’S ENGLAND

NORMAN JONES

REMARKABLY, Sir William Cecil Lord Burghley retained his office as Queen Elizabeth’s primary servant from the first day of her reign, 17 November 1558, until his last breath in 1598.1 Given the fates of other chief ministers of the Crown in Tudor England and on the Continent, this was a fine achievement, and it means both that his values and management assumptions became integral to the Elizabethan state and that his reputation deeply coloured perceptions of the royal court and government. Burghley’s roles have been contentious from his first days in power. Early in the reign he was attacked for proclamations setting wages. They name you behind your back, he was told, ‘to be a cruel and an extreme man’.2 A supporter of Mary Stewart claimed in 1571 that the return of Protestantism to England was a Machiavellian plot, orchestrated by Cecil.3 The failure of the English to save Antwerp from Spanish occupation in 1585 prompted people who would not blame Elizabeth to say ‘that England was become Regnum Cecilianum’.4 Richard Verstegen, in a Catholic libel, said he was ‘the primum mobile in every action without distinction … to him her Majesty is accountant of her resolutions. …’5

But others disagreed. Gabriel Harvey, a younger contemporary rhetorician, referred to him as the Nestor of his time—a wise counsellor possessed of ‘sweet words’, a ‘clear-voiced orator’, whose voice ‘flows sweeter than honey’.6

Historians have been similarly divided. Alan Smith said ‘this very unexciting little man’ controlled Elizabeth because ‘In her heart she knew he was her master’.7 Stephen Alford’s 2008 biography of Burghley makes a similar case, but more subtly, while David Loades has argued that Elizabeth was careful never to surrender her power to him.8

Everyone then and now recognized him as a key figure in Elizabeth’s government, but to understand how he managed, and his relation to the queen, we must ask how he conceived his duty. Then we need to see how he carried it out.

William Cecil’s managerial experiences began early in the reign of Edward VI. Fresh from Cambridge and Gray’s Inn, he rose meteorically. In his late twenties he became the right-hand man of Protector Somerset; when Somerset fell in 1549, Cecil was imprisoned in the Tower for a brief time, and then quickly became equally close to Somerset’s successor, Northumberland. In September 1550 he became secretary to the king and a Privy Council member. By the time Edward died, Cecil had seen royal government from the inside and at the highest levels, earning a reputation for sharp, intelligent management.

Naturally, a man so close to King Edward fell from grace when Mary came to the throne, and he was once more sent to the Tower. He expected to be executed but he escaped the hanging and went into quiet retirement. He conformed religiously, and became a Nicodemite. Recovering from disgrace, Cecil was sent to escort Cardinal Pole to England as papal legate and Archbishop of Canterbury. When Queen Mary and Cardinal Pole both died on 17 November 1558, Cecil was immediately summoned by Queen Elizabeth and given the job of Principal Secretary once more.

By the time he became Elizabeth’s chief manager he had been seasoned by experience, and developed a clear value system. He was a good student and a serious young man, bringing his education to bear on his vocation, thinking about governance through the lenses of law, Protestantism, and civic humanism. They shaped the way he identified problems, gave him analytical tools, enriched his rhetoric, and defined right and wrong for him. He, Elizabeth, and his colleagues shared education, experience, and values which gave them common points of reference. In fact, many of the leading men in Elizabeth’s next government had been students together at Cambridge and colleagues in Edward VI’s government. Their ideas about how to govern were deeply shaped by their educations, leading Winthrop Hudson to argue that the Elizabethan Settlement was constructed by a group of men he called ‘the Cambridge connection’.9

When Cecil was sworn into office he was charged by Elizabeth to ‘take pains’ for her and for her realm. He was not, she estimated, corruptible by any sort of gifts, and she charged him to be ‘faithful to the state; and that without respect of my private will you will give me counsel’.10 At the heart of her interests were the peace and security of the realm and the defence of true religion. Cecil’s goals were, therefore, domestic peace, defence, and keeping God’s Handmaiden Elizabeth on the throne. These considerations were always foremost in his mind.

Cecil’s education had prepared him to meet these goals with scholastic rationality, with stoical scepticism, and with a Protestantism that saw a link between God’s will and the queen’s authority. His approach to governing was humanistic and rational, with a sad scepticism that his fellows sometimes took for coldness in religion. His deep belief in rational analysis is visible in the dozens of personal memos he wrote to himself, and as preparation for speeches, analysing problems in utramque partem. In them we find him carefully rehearsing policy on paper by listing propositions, reasons, and proofs according to the rhetorical cursus laid out by the great teachers of classical oratory such as Quintilian and Cicero.11

Through these propositions he debated with himself we can get a sense of his values, of his goals, and, ultimately, of the nature of his mind. The evidence is of a deeply thoughtful man who applied his learning to the problems he had before him, drawing on his extensive reading, his religious priorities, and his convictions about virtue and justice. He knew, as he said, ‘Good princes ought first to prefer the service of God and his Church, and next of the Commonwealth, before their own pleasure and profit’.12 As he told the Earl of Bedford, as that peer was heading north to govern Berwick,

serve uprightly and truly, and to do therein as you can, and then may you be bold of praise; And, if you miss of that, yet, of no dishonour; for nothing, indeed, is honourable, but well-doing: the Weal of your country (I mean, the quietness of such, as you have authority to govern) is your mark, shoot thereat, guiding your purpose with the fear of God, and so shall you gain the love of God and man.13

Certainly the weal of his country was uppermost in his mind. Perhaps that is why he thought so carefully about political issues. Serving God and country required thoughtful study. A member of the Edwardian group that used to be called the ‘Commonwealth Men’, his behaviour and preferences had a very Roman feel to them. Cicero was his informing genius. He was said to always carry a copy of De officiis with him, and Cicero’s Epistolae familiares were said to be his ‘glass, his rule, his oracle, and ordinary pocket-book’.14

Politically, we might anachronistically call Cecil a Burkean conservative. He and Elizabeth, with her motto of Semper Eadem, were not innovators like earlier Tudors. They saw the preservation of the system to be part and parcel with the preservation of the queen’s authority. Whether they were dealing with religion or feudal law, they preferred the status quo, adapting but unwilling to make large changes.

The stasis they preserved was based on the system of revived feudal dues that Henry VIII had, ironically, enhanced through his reforms. In 1561 Cecil became master of the Court of Wards and Liveries, a new court created by Henry to manage all the new people who held land as tenants-in-chief of the king. Thomas Cromwell had seen to it that all the monastic lands that were being redistributed owed knight service to the Crown. It made the new court an important source of revenue, based on feudal concepts of service commuted into cash. Overseeing these revenues gave Cecil a great deal of power and influence over the landed classes.

The system of wardship and livery could be highly profitable, but not for the children who became wards, and it was hated. As Sir Thomas Smith observed in De republica Anglorum, it was a court in which ‘a freeman and gentleman should be bought and sold like a horse or an ox’, and his patrimony wasted.15

A ward could be acquired and married to the man or woman of the guardian’s choice, ensuring that the child’s property would conjoin with the guardian’s, but they did come with duties.16

Anyone acquiring a ward was responsible for the child’s education. Burghley himself acquired many wards and he carefully oversaw their educations. Edward de Vere, the Earl of Oxford, was given a thoroughly humanistic education in Burghley’s house before he married Burghley’s daughter, Ann.17

Robert Devereux, Earl of Essex, was another of Burghley’s wards, and we can see in his correspondence with Burghley the advantages presumed to grow from owning the wardship of a major aristocrat—filial obedience. Young Essex, sent to Trinity College, Cambridge in 1577, wrote his guardian a note thanking him ‘for your goodness towards me’, ‘whereby I am bound in duty to your Lordship. …’ He signed it, ‘Your Lordship’s at commandment, Essex’.18 Although historians, with hindsight, know that the guardianships of Oxford, Essex, and others did not turn out as well for Burghley as he might have hoped—he was a domineering guardian—it is clear the power a guardianship gave him over the estates and persons of these young earls.

This reinvigorated set of feudal dues and powers overseen by the Court of Wards was used to influence powerful families; licensing Cecil to intervene in their business everywhere in the name of the service owed the queen. Undoubtedly, this is one of the reasons Cecil was obsessed with genealogy, decorating the walls of his office with charts showing relationships between England’s leading families. Naturally, he saw them as the leaders ordained by God to run the country, just as Elizabeth was ordained by God to rule England.

It was their places in the hierarchy of authority that gave these families power. This power made them leaders who exercised authority in several interlocking ways. A landowner controlled his estate and tenants, who owed him loyalty. He was tied to neighbouring landowners through kinship and friendship, and this group of men made up the elite from which the Crown’s magistrates were chosen. This made Elizabeth dependent on the peers and gentry who ruled the localities, since she had little ability to apply force except in a national emergency, and even then the gentlemen had to agree to muster their local militias. When the system of trained bands started to become widely established in the middle of the reign, Elizabeth was still dependent on these men, of the right social degrees, to serve as lords lieutenant, deputy lieutenants, and even captains.19 The creation of the lords lieutenant and their deputies gave the queen slightly more control over who served in these capacities, as Younger and Smuts have argued, but social rank was still important. Moreover, the fact that in some areas the lord lieutenant could not have been directly in control (Burghley himself held some lieutenancies) meant further dependence on the ‘right’ men. As Sir James Crofte told Burghley, such an officer had to have such status ‘that the nobility there being shall not have cause of disdain to serve under him’.20 This made choosing local magistrates an extremely important function of the state. All representatives of royal authority were appointees, so the lists were frequently scrutinized and edited.

The justices of the peace were appointed by commission under the Great Seal to perform a number of functions. First, they were to keep the peace, enforcing statutes and ordinances. Second, they were to enquire into felonies and misdemeanours committed in their jurisdiction, forcing those indicted to appear for trial. Third, a quorum could hear and determine the charges against those indicted. To be eligible to serve, a man had to be worth at least £20 a year. The justices of the peace were the cutting edge of the queen’s law in the locales.21

If they, as individuals, could not be depended upon to act properly in relation to their duties, the state was in trouble. Exam questions at Oxford voiced the puzzle of what goodness and reliability looked like in the magistracy. Is a good citizen a good man? Is it good for the commonwealth if magistrates are greedy? What was the right balance between self-interest and the interest of the community?22 William Cecil put it bluntly: honesty and religion are the grounds and ends of good men’s actions, without which they will never prosper. Answering the Oxford questions, he held that an honest man’s word was better than a bad man’s bond, and that ‘private gain is the perverting of justice, and pestilence of a commonwealth’.23

From the beginning of Elizabeth’s reign, Cecil sought to preserve the queen’s peace by improving the quality of the commissions of the peace. Multiple holograph drafts attest to his attention to core administrative values. He wanted an honest, disinterested magistracy, and he sought again and again to gather information about the justices’ trustworthiness, frequently turning to the bishops for advice. In general, he wished to know whether justices of the peace were sound in religion, and if their wives or servants were recusants; if their fathers were already in the commission; and if they were non-resident more than ninety days a year. Did those living in the county attend quarter sessions or gaol delivery? Were they ‘common attorneys’, or were they ecclesiastical persons of less rank than an archdeacon or chancellor? In short, could they be trusted with places of authority as men whose virtues, wealth, and lack of compromising entanglements would keep them honest and active?24

In 1572, newly Lord Treasurer, he drafted a memo suggesting that the Lords of the Council and the judges, when attending courts and assizes, should note the names of those who took excessive fees and send them to the queen for discipline. He called for the Privy Council to review commissions of the peace in all the shires ‘and the unmeet persons removed, and their rooms supplied, with more trusty and honourable persons’, and that ‘good and faithful men be appointed sheriffs’. The personal qualities he identified with good governors were those of a Boy Scout: honest, fair, trustworthy, faithful, honourable. Moreover, they should not be ‘condemners or deriders of the orders of religion established by Act of Parliament’.25

Beyond choosing men of the right status, sufficient wealth, and virtuous character, all Burghley could do to encourage them to do their duties was to inform, persuade, exhort, and threaten them with dishonour, in hopes that they would enforce the laws and ensure religious conformity. He paid careful attention to persuasion and exhortation, using the printing press, speeches, and sermons as best he could.

This management of perception was both positive, in the sense that the Privy Council was proactive in delivering its preferred interpretations, and negative, in the sense that messages conflicting with those of the regime were actively blocked by censorship, restrictions on the sale of books, and the outlawing of rumours.

English was used to tell the queen’s official version of events to the public using internal messages aimed at the powerful people that ran the country. John Cooper observes that, because the Tudor monarchy remained remarkably dependent on the consent of its local governors, it invested heavily in regal display and efforts to secure voluntary obedience.26 This meant mobilizing all means of communication, including pulpits, presses, proclamations, progresses, and even executions.

Messages for both ‘home’, audiences in English, and those ‘abroad’ in Latin, were generally under Burghley’s direction. He commissioned, edited, and even wrote them. Peter Lake, in this volume, suggests there is a ‘public sphere’ in Shakespeare’s England. Burghley would have agreed, insofar as the magisterial classes had opinions that needed informing and managing.

We can see this from the very first days of the reign, as the Elizabethan Settlement of religion was making its troubled way through parliament. When it appeared that the Acts for religious supremacy and uniformity would fail, a disputation was held at Westminster between Catholic and Protestant divines. It ended with the Catholics declared contumacious and arrested, removing enough Catholic votes from the Lords to make re-establishing Protestantism in England possible. The day after the disputation ended, a ‘Declaration of the proceedings of a Conference begun at Westminster, concerning certain Articles of Religion; and the breaking up of the said conference by default and contempt of certain Bishops, parties of the said conference’ was drafted. It explained what had happened, providing a rationale for arresting the stubborn disputants. It was not a story that could be published without careful editing, and the drafts show Cecil making extensive revisions before it was fair copied and given to the Privy Council to sign. It was then published. From the very first, Cecil was anxious to make Catholics appear to be uncooperative subjects.

Year after year he drafted declarations for the queen to deliver, addressing sensitive issues. A good example is the queen’s statement announcing her reasons for giving aid to the Low Countries against the King of Spain in 1585, justifying what would become a long war. It starts as a straightforward statement of the issues, but Burghley’s hand is, literally, all over the draft, adding context and precedent drawn from historical research, such as the translation of Philippe de Commines’ Mémoire he patronized.27 Burghley developed a historical and theological justification for the intervention. Elizabeth, in Burghley’s two versions, is intent on

aiding them in this their great calamities and miseries [and imminent danger], and until the countries are delivered of such strange forms as do now oppress them, and recover their ancient lawful liberties, and manner of government which are the very only true end of all our actions [now intended without any purpose to make war, towards the King of Spain but to procure peace in all parts] howsoever malicious tongues may utter their cankered counsels … whereby [[a Christian]] peace may ensue to his honour, and comfort to all them that love peace truly, and will seek it sincerely.28

Clearly, he was anxious that this declaration have the right impact on its hearers and readers, and especially on the magistrates who had to provide the troops and money.

Burghley himself had been a censor during the reign of Edward VI, so he had early training in the idea that books could be seditious.29 Consequently, he kept abreast of religious dispute literature and sought to influence the debates. He had a pragmatic view of the uses of learning. Perhaps not surprisingly for a person who was a sola scriptura Protestant, he believed in historical truth. This led him to read widely, making abstracts of his reading, and to use it to inform his messages. He saw history as a warning against factionalism and a corrective to religious utopianism, a study that provided perspective on the divisive topics of his day and which demonstrated the corruption of the papacy. Certainly a Protestant, he nonetheless had the irenic scepticism of someone whose historical studies had made the world more grey than black and white. However, when he commissioned polemical work, the grey was found in the scholarly consideration given by the authors, not in the final argument, which was expected to support the queen and her church.

When Robert Bellarmine’s Controversies was printed in 1586, Burghley conversationally approached the Regis Professor of Divinity in Cambridge, William Whitaker, and asked him for his opinion on the new work. Bellarmine had based it on an historical argument for the truths of Catholicism, and Whitaker reviewed it with appreciation. And then he wrote a refutation, which he dedicated to Burghley. In its preface, Whitaker recalled his discussion with the Lord Treasurer: ‘in the course of that same conversation between us, I allowed Bellarmine the merit of dealing less dishonestly with the testimonies of the fathers than is customary with others, and of not captiously or maliciously perverting the state of the question’.30

Whitaker’s reminiscences of Burghley’s disgust with those people who treated high matters with craft, are confirmed by John Clapham, one of Burghley’s servants, who said that in speech and writing the Lord Treasurer was ‘short and plain without curiosity, but not altogether without ornament’.31 Burghley was concerned that the historical truth be simply clad and intellectually convincing.

Of course, royal proclamations were an excellent way to inform, encourage, or dissuade the public in the queen’s interest. The Elizabethan proclamations were instructional. Proclaimed at market crosses and in other central places, they were oral communication as much as written, reaching the literate and illiterate. But, more importantly, the proclamations, and the letters to the magistrates that accompanied them, delivered the queen’s message across the realm. Their enforcement was managed by the Privy Council, while their distribution was ensured by the Chancery. All justices got them; town councils entered them into their minute books. Depending upon the issue, supplemental instructions were issued to those charged with enforcement. Around the proclamations there was a constellation of further communications concerning issues of central concern, often with local nuances. Sometimes dispensations were granted by the Council, and sometimes certification of action was demanded.32 If it was not forthcoming, Burghley and his colleagues would write to the ‘right trusty and well beloved’ justices as ‘loving friends’, demanding to know why, and suggesting their inaction was dishonouring them.

The use of moral opprobrium and shame was a normal part of Tudor social control, and the main delivery system for lessons in virtue was the pulpit. In sermons and homilies read to congregations, Elizabethans were told what to do and what not to do, discouraged from anything that might hurt the commonwealth. Of course, God’s honour was the most important thing for them to remember, but other lessons were pronounced there, too. With people forced to attend church, and with the Protestant obsession with sermons, it behoved the queen to ensure that the right lessons about service and obedience were being taught in church.

Obedience was the most important lesson, and the proclamation announcing the religious injunctions of 1559 that put the Elizabethan Settlement into operation laid out the Church’s duty. Every person having cure of souls was to use their wit, knowledge, and learning to declare, quarterly, that ‘the queen’s power within her realms and dominions is the highest power under God, to whom all men within the same realms and dominions, by God’s laws, owe most loyalty and obedience’. They were to preach, or read a homily, and they were to provide the Bible and Erasmus’s Paraphrases for all to read, ‘whereby they may the better know their duties to God, to their sovereign lady the queen, and their neighbour’. Preachers were to be licensed, and the royal injunctions were to be read quarterly so everyone would know the duties of the clergy. The injunctions continued to lay out the duties of clergy and parishioners, to define the qualities of school teachers, to state the necessity of catechizing the youth. They also forbade the use of contentious words, like ‘papist’, ‘schismatic’, or ‘sacramentary’.33

This was followed by a proclamation ‘Appointing Homilies to be Read in Churches’. These homilies had been written in the time of King Edward VI and expanded in 1562, to ensure that everyone heard the right doctrine and learned the right morals.34 In response to the revolt in 1569, another homily was added, against wilful rebellion. This one, a sermon in six parts, pounded home the godly duty of obedience to magistrates, identifying rebellious subjects with Lucifer who fell from Heaven to the pit and bottom of Hell.35 Clearly, the good people were meant to understand what disobedience led to, and to agree with the condign punishment meted out by Elizabeth and God.

Control of the pulpits, and the messages they delivered, was a major managerial concern throughout the reign. The queen, however, had weak influence, since advowsons were often impropriated, and towns, guilds, colleges, and other organizations often hired their own preachers. This made the licensing of preachers by the bishops important, especially in those places that had major pulpits with large audiences, such as Paul’s Cross in London.36 Certainly, in the 1560s it is clear that Cecil himself was approving preachers for Paul’s Cross, in coordination with Archbishop Parker.37 Parker worked with his bishops to ensure that no preacher would disturb the religious peace, and the Ecclesiastical High Commission instructed bishops not to license men who might disturb ‘godly quiet, repose and concord’.38 The subject matter addressed was frequently determined in consultation with Cecil and the Council, too. In October of 1562, after the queen nearly died of smallpox, the Council ordered Paul’s Cross to be used to publicize her recovery, stopping ‘vain bruits’ about her health being heard in London.39 That same month, Bishop Grindal of London wrote Cecil asking ‘If there be any other matter which you wish to be uttered there [Pauls’ Cross] for the present state, I would be pleased to know it in time, if your leisure serve’.40

The goal, managerially, was to reform and control public virtue, ensuring God was pleased and obeyed. Set forms of public prayer were used to the same end. In March of 1585 Dr William Parry was executed for plotting to kill the queen. Having been a spy on the continent for Burghley, he was actually a double agent. A member of parliament and a secret Catholic, he spoke against the bill denouncing Jesuits and seminary priests, and was denounced himself for plotting with Cardinal Como to murder Elizabeth. The spinning of this sensational case required the issuance of three official prayers. One, the longest, was to be used at court and in parliament. Praying for all kings, princes, countries, and peoples who profess the Gospel, but especially for Elizabeth, the petitioners thanked God for saving her life. Then they asked God to confound and overthrow her enemies and cast them into the pit they had dug. ‘Discomfort them, Discomfort them, Lord’, they recited. A second prayer was for all ‘loving subjects’ to use. It did not contain a confession of sin like the one for the court and parliament. It declared that God’s children prostrated themselves before Him with praise and thanksgiving for the delivery of Elizabeth from ‘the hands of strange children’ who attempted bloody and most barbarous treason. A third prayer was for members of parliament only. It asks God to recognize the special role of members of parliament, thanking Him for allowing them to taste his ‘sweet holy spirit’ and for the ‘liberty granted unto us at this time to make our meeting together’. They prayed for ‘good minds to conceive, free liberty to speak, and on all sides a ready and quiet consent to such wholesome laws’ and declare them to be His people.41

Rhetoric, in print and in person, was an essential working tool of leaders. Burghley and Bacon were better at it than many, which gave them gravitas as leaders of the state and legal community. But it was important because the spoken word was as powerful as the printed word in the managerial world in which they lived. Hearing was easier than reading for most of the queen’s subjects. The interplay between proclaimed information, declared information, preached information, speeches, and print was obvious to Elizabethan managers, who used all the forms to define how people understood events, to outline virtuous actions, and to enforce ideals of obedience.

This awareness of distinct audiences with separate roles was typical of the way Elizabethans structured their world. Burghley’s managerial style depended on men who did their duty according to their stations. If they did not, the system could not run. Thus, when the gentlemen who expected to set the example of virtuous rule failed to accept the role into which God had cast them, intervention was required.

Sometimes, they failed to act. At other times, they themselves caused the problem that was disturbing the commonwealth. In both cases, Elizabeth reminded them of what God and she expected.

For example, when George Talbot, Earl of Shrewsbury, died in early November, 1590, his son and heir, Gilbert, inherited the earldom. George and his wife Elizabeth ‘Bess’ of Hardwick had a famously troubled marriage, and their son Gilbert learned his social graces from them. A bitter quarrel broke out between Gilbert and Sir Thomas Stanhope over the weir on the River Trent Sir Thomas had built to run his flour mills.

It is a complicated story, but it demonstrates the need to manage up, to the queen, and down, to the aggrieved parties, to keep all the players working together for the good of the commonwealth. When Stanhope insulted Shrewsbury’s honour with proud, false, ‘unmeet’ words, damaging his credit, he asked various friends close to the throne to get the queen to ‘right’ him. He begged Burghley and Sir Thomas Heneage to get Elizabeth to ‘perform her most gracious words in that behalf, and not suffer my poor honour and reputation (which above my life I desire may be preserved to do her service and honour) to be thus wounded’. The earl assured them that he could not continue to serve the queen with such disgrace upon his name.

This dispute could not be ignored, since, although Shrewsbury was querulous and feckless, he was powerful in Derbyshire and Nottinghamshire, and he had to be treated with the respect and honour due an earl. There followed an intricate flow of correspondence from Burghley, Vice-Chamberlain Heneage, and various members of the Privy Council to Shrewsbury and to Stanhope, showing them that they were dishonouring themselves and displeasing the queen. At the same time, these courtiers tried to spin the story in ways that influenced Elizabeth. And they used Elizabeth as a force against the intransigence of the quarrelling men. In the end, Stanhope won because his brothers were royal favourites. They had her ear and, as Burghley told Shrewsbury, he never stood a chance. Shrewsbury hurt himself by not being at court, and by making trouble in his own country. It is policy, Burghley told him, not to increase the power and countenance of people like Shrewsbury ‘when in the country you dwell in you will needs enter in a war with your inferiors there’. When a great man turned on his inferiors, ‘we think it justice, equity and wisdom to take care that the weaker part be not put down by the mightier’.42

Magistrates who ignored their duty represented a difficult problem. In a system that enshrined voluntarism as noblesse oblige governance could only be as good as the men who were commissioned to govern. What if they did not choose to keep a horse for war? Collect the subsidy? Investigate infractions? Failure to perform was difficult to fix, since men could not simply be degraded, or deprived of the land that gave them their status.

Burghley and his colleagues were forced into an endless round of cajoling and persuading, mixing patronage, clientage, invocations of duty, and threats of punishment to gain cooperation. When it came to the defence of the realm this was an especially important dance.

Although Burghley and other officers could attempt, at a distance, to direct defences, they required a great deal of local cooperation. The Earl of Huntingdon, Lord President of the North, frequently met this reluctance, reporting, for instance, that he had spoken to sundry gentlemen to raise some lancers for defence of the realm against invasion, and found at first many willing. … But I perceive since that they are most loath to enter into that charge, because they fear they should always hereafter be charged for all kind of service. …’ If the Borderers were unwilling to register in a muster book for fear of being drafted and sent to Ireland and abroad it was an almost insurmountable problem.43

Likewise, if the Bishop of Chester claimed his poor clergy could not afford to find men for the Irish war, reporting ‘there is an old vain speech’ that was ‘better to be hanged at home than die like dogs’ in Ireland, it was necessary for Burghley to parley with him over what they could afford. The bishop not only wanted to compound for the cost, he wanted out of the recruiting business. He urged the creation of a royal commission with authority to compel men, rather than depending on the bishop and his colleagues to entreat or hire them.44 The bishop’s desire for a commission matched Burghley’s realization that more coercion and persuasion was necessary. However, this was ad hoc. The system would remain highly contingent on local circumstances and men. As Neil Younger has said, it was ‘more a case of construction of a network—an alliance, even—to meet short-term needs’, than of state formation.45

This local cooperation was true for most governmental activities, and especially collecting subsidies, evaluating estates for the Court of Wards, and other things that cost time and money while creating difficult tensions within communities. Pity the commissioners ordered to find women who wore silks, satins, and gold—evidence that their husbands should keep a horse and its equipment for the militia.46

Issues of local taxation were so delicate that Burghley put maintenance of cooperation before maximization of the queen’s income. In the face of horribly expensive wars in the Low Countries and Ireland, he tried to keep the financial burden on the magisterial classes down. In 1595 he wrote a long document entitled, by someone else, ‘A meditation on the state of England’.

He began the ‘meditation’ by musing on the fact that England was ‘more happy and favoured than any’ state in Christendom because Elizabeth was its queen. When she came to the throne, he noted, the realm was in terrible shape. Over the years, Elizabeth had exceeded the accomplishments of royal precursors, and earned the love of her people. She had managed this, in part, by keeping government as cheap as possible. He believed the nation was happy because it was taxed as little as possible, and its economy has benefited from good government and good management.

Specific examples given in the ‘meditation’ included the reform of the currency, returning it to a standard value that never wavered for the rest of the reign.

Although she had received subsidies from Parliament for defence, she had changed the way the subsidies were collected. She stopped the burdensome process of using assessors who required oaths or impanelled juries to establish the taxable value of men’s property. Instead, she invited people to contribute voluntarily. Not surprisingly, this reduced the yield, but it paid political dividends for, as Burghley observed, ‘the subsidies as they were collected did also increase her power’.47

This seems an odd observation, coming in a discussion of how the queen got her riches, but it does tell us about how Burghley perceived taxation. It was better having willing tax payers than to have thorough collection of taxes. This was putting a positive gloss on the problem that bedevilled him, the inability to get full collection of the taxes owed. As the cost of the wars, and the inflation, escalated, his system was less and less able to raise enough money, leaving his son Robert, and King James, with a deep fiscal problem.48

Over the years, the yield on the subsidies had decreased to such an extent that Parliament had to vote double subsidies, a tax on landed wealth, in order to approximate the buying power of a single subsidy in the old days. But the system was not to be reformed. It has been thought that perhaps it was the greed of the privy councillors that prevented a revaluation of the property, but Burghley’s argument here makes this seem like policy. The queen benefited by not forcing people to declare the true value of their taxable property.49

Interestingly, a third example of her virtuous parsimony was that she called few parliaments, the source of extra tax revenues.50 They were, he observed, unpopular because of the costs that had to be borne by shires and boroughs sending representatives. Therefore, she only called them when the nation was in crisis.

Elizabeth and Burghley were also careful to receive more where they could. They reformed the customs by ending the practice that let customs officers either keep the money they collected or neglect its collection. One of the first things Burghley did when he became Lord Treasurer in 1572 was to investigate the practices of the officers of the customs house in London, reforming the rate books.51 This, Burghley claimed thirty-three years later, increased Elizabeth’s income by a ‘large yearly sum’.52

She eased the burden of purveyance, too, to the general relief. The ancient system that allowed royal officers to take food, fodder, and transport for support of the monarch at prices fixed below the market rate was a tax much hated and much abused. Consequently, Elizabeth instituted cash payments by localities in lieu of purveyance. The people were, as Burghley said, ‘comforted being discharged of cruel purveyors’.53

All these measures may have been popular with the taxed classes, but the queen still needed money, and in a time of intense inflation Burghley thought there were better ways of getting a dependable revenue stream. Unlike the Marquis of Winchester, his predecessor as Lord Treasurer, Burghley liked to farm out collection of revenues of all sorts, selling or granting the right to collect in exchange for a guaranteed annual return to the queen. He also used private informers who filed informations against offenders in return for a share of the fine.

Nor did he like to pay for services out of annual revenue. He much preferred grants of office, or grants of office in reversion, or sale of offices that would yield annual incomes to their possessors. These jobs were private property, and almost beyond control of the queen once they had been handed over. It left the grantee with the job of collection, and made no demand on the queen’s meagre cash flow.54

Venal offices were the product of the late feudal management, which guaranteed loyalty through maintenance. It was easier to grant an office and its revenue to a person than to build a bureaucracy. The grantee was to guarantee provision of the services of the office, organizing and staffing it himself. Thus the queen did not have to manage the office holder’s work. The owners were allowed to set their own ‘just salary’, which was an effective way of rewarding them in a time of rapid inflation.55 Officials were expected to live ‘of their own’ and do the work of governing without any direct income at all. The system only worked because all the players recognized that office was the mark of respect that brought honour to the holder, and that those who held offices could be expected, at least in theory, to act virtuously.

Defence of the realm and the maintenance of the peace were never, in Burghley’s mind, separate from religious conformity. His fear of papists developed slowly across the reign. Elizabeth and he had hoped that gentle treatment would keep papists cooperating. In the early 1560s this seemed to work, but by the end of the decade it became clear, through rebellion and defection, that they were not to be trusted. After the rebellion in 1569, and the papal excommunication of Elizabeth, toleration decreased. The seminarians and Jesuit missionaries, combined with the war with Spain and rebellions in Ireland that claimed religious justification, prompted further prosecution. But Burghley was always careful about how this was done. He developed his ‘bloody questions’ to separate good subjects from traitors who gave allegiance to the pope.56 His policy was to prosecute the traitors and tax the recusants into conformity.

Keeping the religious peace also meant keeping the established Church undisturbed. A devout Protestant of an old fashioned sort, with a strong belief in providence, he wanted conformity from the clergy. Since Elizabeth was God’s providential instrument, staying within the bounds of her Church was required. Seen as a political problem, puritanism, Presbyterianism, and other internal demands for reform met a cold reception with him. They questioned God’s established order. But, at the same time, he worried that the bishops themselves would destroy the peace by requiring too much conformity of the clergy and people. There was pragmatism in this. Although a deeply committed Protestant, he was equally anxious to find flexible solutions that would keep the peace.

In the 1570s Burghley, as Chancellor of Cambridge, made common cause with Cambridge leaders who repressed the Presbyterians among the scholars. By the mid-1580s Burghley and John Whitgift, who became Archbishop of Canterbury in 1583, had evolved differing philosophies about how to control dissenters. Whitgift clearly saw it as his duty to obey the queen’s demands that dissenters be repressed. He had learned, as Bishop of Worcester, the dangers of letting the queen’s officers take authority over religious enforcement. If the Church was to thrive, it had to prove it was able to keep its house in order.57

As archbishop, Whitgift was using the Ecclesiastical High Commission to prosecute clergy who did not fully conform, having transformed it into a canon law court. Burghley had recently argued to the world that England allowed freedom of religion to everyone who accepted the queen’s authority. Whitgift was disproving that by trying to force ministers to conform. This was aimed at clergy inclined to Presbyterianism, and it had a sting in its tail. The High Commission could demand that people refusing to subscribe take an oath ex officio mero, promising to answer all questions put to them without knowing what the questions might be.58 It was a neatly constructed trap, and Burghley was horrified.

He had a practical worry and a legal scruple. To attack the ardent Protestant preachers now encouraged the papists. Whitgift was introducing schism and division among Protestants at a time when it could not be afforded.59

He told Whitgift, ‘I desire Concord and Unity in the Exercise of our Religion. I favour no sensual & wilful Recusants. But I conclude, that according to my simple Judgment, this kind of Proceeding, is too much savouring of the Romish Inquisition: And is rather a Device to seek for Offenders, than to reform any. This is not the charitable Instruction that … was intended.’ It may be, he said, that the canon lawyers could defend the procedure in canon law, ‘but though omnia licent, yet omnia non expediunt’.60 ‘All is permitted, yet not all is expedient’ became Burghley’s mantra.61

As an old-fashioned Protestant, Burghley also had problems with the Calvinist bent taken by Whitgift and many of his academic colleagues. When shown a draft of the Lambeth Articles, with their assertion of predestination, he ‘drawing by a similitude a reason from an earthly prince’, inferred ‘they charged God of cruelty and might cause men to be desperate in their wickedness’.62 When he heard Peter Baro was being expelled from Cambridge for his proto-Arminian views, he wrote: ‘omnia licent: at omnia non expediunt. … Ye may punish him if ye will, but ye shall do it for well doing in holding the truth, in mine opinion.’63

As we have seen, Burghley’s philosophy of governing was simple: keep the peace and protect the queen. His ability to manage was limited by the bounds of cooperation from the governing classes, and he spent a great deal of time trying to obtain their service. Rather than tax heavily, he taxed lightly; rather than hire public servants, he farmed out enforcement, or made temporary, ad hoc appointments. Rather than purvey directly, he encouraged compounding. And even in matters of defence he had mostly indirect methods at his disposal. In religion, though willing to use force, he preferred not to drive people to desperation. In governing he had to provoke cooperation and obedience in order to serve God by serving the queen.
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CHAPTER 3

THE EARL OF ESSEX

PAUL E. J. HAMMER

ROBERT Devereux, second Earl of Essex (1565–1601), was both a kinsman of Elizabeth I and a scion of what the Elizabethans considered the ‘ancient nobility’. Essex’s maternal great-grandmother was Mary Boleyn, the sister of Elizabeth’s mother, Anne. Although the Devereux family had only held the title of Viscount Hereford since 1550 and the earldom of Essex since 1572, its male head had been Lord Ferrers of Chartley since 1461. Older forbears reached back to the Crusades and the Norman Conquest, while a line of female descent tied the Devereux to the medieval magnates, the de Bohuns and Bourchiers. When the young Robert succeeded his father as Earl of Essex in 1576, the family coat of arms contained no fewer than fifty-five quarterings. He was also saddled with huge debts arising from his father’s failed attempt to conquer lands in northern Ireland.

The new Earl of Essex was not yet eleven years of age when he succeeded to his title, placing him in royal wardship under the eye of William Cecil, Lord Burghley, master of the Court of Wards. Essex spent some brief time in Burghley’s household in 1577, before going up to Trinity College, Cambridge. One of the other ‘children’ at Cecil House in 1577 was Burghley’s younger son, Robert Cecil, who was then aged twelve. Essex eventually spent four years at Cambridge. Most unusually, he completed the required public exercises in logic and ethics and took an MA degree in 1581. By then, however, Essex’s world had been dramatically reshaped by his mother’s secret marriage to Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, in September 1578. Leicester was Elizabeth’s great favourite, so the marriage was performed in secret and concealed for several months. Elizabeth eventually forgave Leicester for this marriage, but she continued to nurse a grudge against her cousin Lettice (née Knollys) for marrying the man she could not.

Although Essex was already Leicester’s godson (and presumably named for him), this marriage moved Essex towards the centre of Leicester’s plans for the future, especially after the young son of Leicester and his countess died at the age of three in 1584. At the end of 1585, Essex joined the great mustering of Leicester’s friends and followers who accompanied him to the Low Countries as the commander of the first official English army sent abroad in a generation. Essex was appointed general of the cavalry and learned his trade as an aristocratic soldier from trusted veteran officers. Although the fighting was sporadic and the results frustrating, Essex lived up to the high expectations placed upon him, most famously in a battle at Zutphen in September 1586 where Sir Philip Sidney was mortally wounded. Sidney was the eldest son of Leicester’s eldest sister and Leicester had used the Dutch war to position him for higher things in the future, perhaps even as heir to the earldom of Leicester itself. Sidney’s death dashed those plans and placed the hopes of long-term political influence for the extended Dudley–Sidney family squarely on Essex’s shoulders. Leicester dubbed Essex as a knight, while the dying Sidney bequeathed him one of his two best swords. For the next few years, Essex clearly sought to fill the void left by his kinsman’s death, ostentatiously patterning himself as a ‘second Sidney’. This Sidneian phase peaked when Essex secretly married Sidney’s widow, Frances, the daughter of Sir Francis Walsingham, Elizabeth’s principal Secretary of State and chief spymaster. This marriage probably occurred around the time of Walsingham’s death in April 1590 and became public in October of that year, when Frances was visibly pregnant.

After his return from the Low Countries, Essex acted as Leicester’s dutiful son, while Leicester promoted Essex’s fortunes at Court. When Leicester became Lord Steward in mid-1587 (creating a new senior troika within the Privy Council, with Sir Christopher Hatton becoming Lord Chancellor and Burghley continuing as Lord Treasurer), Essex succeeded to his step-father’s old post of master of the Horse. Essex also locked horns with Sir Walter Ralegh. Ralegh was about ten years older than Essex and had gained increasingly lucrative favour from the queen at home while Leicester served abroad. Leicester believed Ralegh was undermining him and despised him as a former client who basely bit the hand that had once helped him. Ralegh compounded matters by his deliberately abrasive manner, trading on Elizabeth’s special favour towards him as the nephew of her beloved former governess, Kat Astley (or Ashley), who had died in 1565.1 Ralegh had a history of violence and his rivalry with Essex reached a new level of intensity in the months after Leicester’s unexpected death in September 1588. At Christmas, Elizabeth herself tried to cool things down, but the Privy Council still had to intervene to prevent a duel.

The rivalry between Essex and Ralegh rumbled on until 1592, with Ralegh increasingly seen as frustrated and often absent from the court. Essex’s ability to establish himself as pre-eminent among the queen’s younger courtiers was greatly aided by widespread dislike of Ralegh, which encouraged senior courtiers like Hatton (who pointedly retained his old office as captain of the Guard to deny it to Ralegh) to lend their support to Essex. This broad support proved crucial when Essex directly disobeyed Elizabeth and sailed off to join the Portugal expedition in 1589.2 Although a major military and strategic failure, this voyage confirmed Essex’s Sidneian heroism—splashing ashore with the first wave of soldiers and later leaving his lance in the Lisbon city gates.3 It also marked Essex’s emergence from Leicester’s shadow and confirmed his desire for military command of his own in the future. This was an ambition which Essex finally realized in 1591, when Elizabeth grudgingly appointed him to command an army sent to besiege Rouen in concert with troops of Henry IV of France.

Essex’s bitter experiences during the Normandy campaign of 1591–92 were instrumental in transforming him into an altogether more substantial and significant figure than a ‘second Sidney’. Like all Elizabeth’s generals, Essex soon found himself wrangling with the queen by letter, messenger, and (briefly) in person about the conduct of the campaign and its costs. At one point, he had to pay the whole army from his own over-strained resources to keep the campaign going. Essex also lost his younger brother, Walter, who was killed near Rouen. These events strained Essex’s relationship with Burghley. Although the old Lord Treasurer had backed his bid for the Rouen command, Essex felt his former guardian did not support him enough when Elizabeth sought to withdraw from the campaign. Essex was also concerned that Burghley was trying to install his son Sir Robert Cecil as the queen’s new Secretary of State, shutting the door (unfairly, as Essex saw it) on William Davison, the junior secretary who had been made the scapegoat for Mary, Queen of Scots’s execution in 1587. Hatton’s death in November 1591 also raised the stakes by leaving Burghley alone as Elizabeth’s single dominant councillor—the last of the triumvirate of great officers created in 1587 and the holder of an extraordinary accumulation of posts which controlled many aspects of royal patronage. The very uniqueness of the old Lord Treasurer’s position now invited expectations about who would succeed to his influence and offices, and how soon. This would be the lesser of the two succession questions which hovered over Elizabeth’s court in the 1590s—the other, bigger and officially unmentionable succession issue being the continued longevity of the queen herself and the identity of her eventual successor on the English throne.

Essex’s command in Normandy also introduced him directly to Henry IV. Their meeting reinforced Essex’s life-long francophilia and lead-from-the-front style of generalship, for which the French king was also famed. More importantly, the personal bond between Essex and Henry IV encouraged the earl to develop a broader strategic view of Europe. After his return from Normandy, Essex began employing former spies of Walsingham. He also became the patron of Anthony Bacon (himself newly returned from a decade abroad, largely in France), who used his contacts to build an extensive intelligence network for the earl which spanned France, Italy, Spain, and Scotland. Between 1593 and 1595, Essex and Bacon also hosted Antonio Perez, a former secretary of Philip II of Spain who had fled to France. Perez’s stay in England was approved by Henry IV and provided Essex and his friends with detailed information on the weaknesses of the Spanish monarchy. Insights from Perez and intelligence from Bacon’s growing network encouraged Essex and his advisers to craft a new strategic vision for England’s place within ‘Christendom’. Once he was convinced of the rightness of this analysis, Essex became determined to persuade Elizabeth to adopt it, for the good of both England and Europe.

Elizabeth’s view of England’s war against Spain was essentially defensive and limited. She sought to prevent the Dutch Protestants from being crushed by the Spanish army, to protect her dominions in England and Ireland, and (after 1589) to ensure that Henry IV had sufficient control in France to prevent Spain or hard-line French Catholics being able to invade England from across the Channel. Elizabeth was also eager to defray the costs of war by trying to plunder Spain’s New World colonies and convoys, hoping this might also force Philip II to the negotiating table. Unlike her military men (especially those who pitched ambitious naval expeditions), Elizabeth did not seek or desire the ‘defeat’ of Spain, even if that were possible. She never formally declared war on Philip II (nor, incidentally, did Philip declare war on her) and she always mistrusted her French ally, Henry IV.

By contrast, Essex saw Spain as the ‘chief disturber’ of the European world and actively bent upon attaining the ‘universal monarchy’ which Habsburg propagandists had dreamed up for Philip’s father, the Holy Roman Emperor Charles V. This meant Christendom could only return to some kind of balance when ‘tyrannical’ Spain had been brought to its knees. Although Essex believed Spain had a special ‘malice’ towards England for catalysing resistance against it, this analysis deemed Spain to be almost as much of a threat to other Catholic princes as to Protestant states. Essex therefore envisaged an alliance against Spain which would encompass England, the Protestant Dutch, France, and perhaps some Catholic states in Italy. In contrast to older notions of international Protestant solidarity in which he himself had been brought up (one of his boyhood companions was the son of a Huguenot leader), Essex’s plans spanned the confessional divide between Protestant and Catholic for the sake of defeating Spain. This echoed the view of Henry IV, who famously converted to Catholicism (‘Paris is worth a Mass!’) in 1593 to end the religious wars which had torn France apart for decades and refocus his realm’s military energies on a national war against Spain. For Elizabeth and Burghley, Henry’s conversion was proof of the French king’s duplicitousness and likely to provoke God’s wrath, whereas for Essex it was an unfortunate but realistic necessity.

Essex’s expansive view of Europe and England’s place within it had profound consequences for Elizabethan politics and culture in the 1590s. Although Essex himself was very much a Protestant (English puritans repeatedly looked to him as a patron), he was comfortable with Catholics who proved their patriotism by hating Spain and he disliked the Elizabethan apparatus for persecuting recusants (English Catholics who refused to conceal their faith) which was widely associated with Lord Burghley. Many English Catholics therefore looked to Essex as a potential protector from the ‘Cecilian Inquisition’.4 This was especially true of Catholic gentlemen who aspired to validate their patriotism and family status by serving as officers or gentlemen volunteers on military expeditions instigated by Essex.

Essex’s belief that Catholics should be persuaded rather than persecuted into conformity, his European perspective, and his uncompromising attitude towards Spain also appealed to James VI of Scotland, who shared similar views and was anxious to secure decisive English support for his claim to be Elizabeth’s successor. James did not trust Burghley or Sir Robert Cecil, whom he suspected of favouring the Seymour–Grey line or some other rival claimant. James also feared the claims emanating from Spain that Philip II or his daughter, the Infanta Isabella, were the rightful sovereigns of England as the latter-day heirs of John of Gaunt—which opened the way for a direct revival of the Wars of the Roses.5 Essex’s staunch Hispanophobia meant that James could always count on him to oppose the Spanish claim, while the earl’s rapid emergence as the leading patron of soldiers in England in the early 1590s meant James could also look to him to rally a powerful army against any bid to place a Spaniard on the English throne if Elizabeth fell seriously ill or died. For his part, Essex saw James as Elizabeth’s true heir and was anxious to win his favour, as long as it did not compromise his allegiance to Elizabeth. By 1593, thanks to Scottish contacts of Anthony Bacon, Essex and James began to build a secret partnership which was aimed at ensuring the Scottish king would become Elizabeth’s successor.

While his dealings with James were shrouded in secrecy and conducted through trusted third parties, Essex also promoted himself and his policies in very overt ways by the mid-1590s. Although he regularly pressed the queen on the need to adopt a more aggressive war policy towards Spain in private briefings on foreign intelligence, Essex sought to pressure her through an increasingly elaborate campaign to mobilize public support for his plans—and for himself as the obvious candidate to succeed Lord Burghley as the queen’s leading councillor. Essex’s ostentatious self-promotion took many forms and targeted a variety of audiences.6 As master of the Horse, he flamboyantly dominated the annual jousts at the Whitehall tiltyard in the 1590s, combining his own bravura athleticism with extravagant pageants, masterful use of imprese, and carefully scripted public theatre.7 In April 1593, soon after his appointment to the Privy Council, Essex went to dine with the Lord Mayor of London accompanied by more than 200 men, while his visit to Cambridge in February 1595 brought a cavalcade of noblemen, courtiers, and foreign dignitaries to the university to witness an important sermon by William Whitaker and the bestowing of honorary degrees on many of Essex’s friends.8 Essex also patronized numerous ministers in London churches and was apparently well enough known around the City to be mocked for ostentatiously affecting a common touch: ‘Great Foelix passing through the street, Vayleth his cap to each one he doth meet’.9

In the closing months of 1595, Essex launched a veritable multi-media campaign to showcase his qualifications to succeed Burghley and lead England into the great European war against Spain which he envisaged. His show at the Accession Day tilts in November was perhaps the most elaborate of the reign, while the grand funeral at St Paul’s which he staged for his friend Sir Roger Williams in December echoed that for Sidney in 1587.10 Essex and his large secretariat, as well as close advisers like Anthony and Francis Bacon, also prepared a range of partisan texts. In 1594, a Spanish edition of Perez’s autobiographical denunciation of Philip II was printed in London by Richard Field under a false imprint. This edition was intended for secret dissemination in Spanish Flanders and Aragon. An English translation was prepared for the domestic market in 1595, but was ultimately spiked.11 A large work outlining the Essexian analysis of European politics and designed to accompany Perez’s book also failed to reach print.12 By contrast, a letter of conspicuously statesman-like travel advice by Essex for one of his protégés, the Earl of Rutland, apparently circulated widely in manuscript.

Essex’s self-promotion elicited decidedly mixed reactions. For many, the earl’s larger-than-life public persona seemed to project a reassuringly virile and aristocratic future for England, especially as Elizabeth aged and the succession remained unsettled. To them, Essex’s combination of illustrious birth, favour with the queen, proven courage on the battlefield, his serious intellect and openness to new and bold ideas, his willingness to surround himself with the realm’s best and brightest (and to pay them well), and his generous spirit and sheer personal charisma made him seem like England’s inevitable future political colossus. Soldiers, scholars, writers, ministers, and gentlemen of all stripes scrambled to win favour with Essex and competed to heap praises upon him. As Lionel Sharpe, one if his many chaplains wrote, ‘thousandes have interest in you’.13 Even other aristocrats felt his talismanic power. Many of the younger members of the peerage idolized Essex in the same way that Essex himself had once idolized Sir Philip Sidney.

Lord Henry Howard, who was a generation older than Essex, but one of his closest friends, compiled private notes about him: ‘the uerie time and manner of his aduancement proue ane argument of prouidence pro bono publico … when I see that this lord is apte to euerie thing that tendeth either to the grace of a ientilman, to the quality of a soldier and the persone of a councellour &c, I conclude that he was borne to publick honour, not to priuat officis’. For Howard, Essex’s seemingly inevitable rise to pre-eminence at Elizabeth’s court represented a final efflorescence for the queen: ‘the uerie face of the Courte at your approche, putting one the uesture of ane after spring, made proufe of the good happe that followes you. Beside it was observid that the Quene’s owne youth and gallant spirite was renewid and reuiued, as the psalme speakes of ane eagele’. Essex’s extraordinary combination of qualities seemed all the more remarkable ‘in this barren age wherin natur is so scant in hir proportions to honorable [i.e. aristocratic] howsis’.14 Here Howard reflected the contemporary belief in degeneration, in which succeeding generations saw a falling away from a thing’s true and original form. This meant that ‘ancientness’ and looking back to the past were essential guides to true understanding and offered the best path to the future. It was also believed that extraordinary personal ‘virtue’ could resist what Francis Bacon later called ‘the waves and weathers of time’.15 Some of the earl’s most ardent supporters, like Howard, attributed this special quality to Essex, as if he had the potential in himself to shield England for a time from the entropic forces of degeneration.

Others were altogether less enamoured of the glorification of Essex and the earl’s own calls for a greater military commitment against Spain, which he would lead. Over time, the number of courtiers who resented Essex began to grow. One of his most bitter enemies was Henry Brooke, who succeeded his father as Lord Cobham in early 1597. Brooke was a close friend of Sir Walter Ralegh, Essex’s old rival. For several years, Ralegh studiously avoided antagonizing the earl, after being banned from Court in 1592 for lying to the queen about his secret marriage to Elizabeth Throckmorton (although Ralegh retained the captaincy of the guard, which he had finally been granted after Hatton’s death). Brooke was also the brother-in-law of Sir Robert Cecil, whom Ralegh also cultivated in the hope of winning a return to court. The slight and hunch-backed Cecil had good reason to resent the rise of Essex and his aggressive push to sway the queen in favour of a broader war against Spain. Essex’s drive to promote himself as the obvious successor to Burghley’s pre-eminence in the queen’s government threatened the Lord Treasurer’s plans for establishing Cecil as his political heir. At times, this created sharp tensions between Essex and Burghley and Cecil (sometimes jokingly called ‘the father and the son’), as when Essex repeatedly tried to convince Elizabeth to appoint Francis Bacon to high legal office. In one extraordinary letter of October 1594, Cecil even poured out his frustrations to Essex directly: ‘your Lordship knowes that, howsoever the queen will serve herselfe of her creatures, yet she despiseth base perfidy’.16 However, this outburst was truly exceptional and Cecil thereafter kept his true feelings to himself. Moreover, whatever the private tensions between them, Essex and the two Cecils recognized that the safety of the queen and the realm required cooperation and a degree of collegiality within the Privy Council.

This understanding came under serious strain when Elizabeth ordered the removal of all English troops from France in 1595. Burghley supported the queen’s decision and sought to transfer a large part of England’s military resources to Ireland, where many royal officials were his clients and a large-scale insurgency was underway, led by Hugh O’Neill, Earl of Tyrone. For his part, Essex was appalled by the queen’s decision, which he attributed to her personal desire to punish Henry IV and which came at a time when the French king was rallying his subjects for full-scale war against Spain. Abandoning France now shattered Essex’s plans for a grand alliance against Spain, risked destabilizing Henry IV and potentially opened the way for Spain to turn its full resources against England and the Dutch in the future. In this light, Tyrone’s rebellion was a mere sideshow, inflamed largely by corrupt English administrators in Ireland. Privately, Essex and Perez referred to Elizabeth as the jealous and vengeful Juno, while Burghley was Aeolus, the god of the winds: Essex, of course, was Aeneas, the man of destiny who was forced to undergo many hardships before he could fulfil his preordained role as progenitor of a future empire.17

The difficulties between Essex and Elizabeth in 1595 were not simply matters of policy. In May, Elizabeth was furious to learn Essex had fathered an illegitimate son in 1591 with Elizabeth Southwell, one of her maids of honour. At the time, another courtier had taken the blame. The queen was so angry with Essex that Burghley tried again to have her appoint his son as Secretary of State, and almost succeeded—Cecil got the job, but not the title. Although Essex’s marriage to Sidney’s widow was apparently a happy one, his long stays at court (while his wife raised their children in the countryside) resulted in several affairs which angered the queen and temporarily shut down his influence with her at inconvenient times. The most notorious was his affair in 1596 and 1597 with Elizabeth, Countess of Derby. She was the wife of William, sixth Earl of Derby, the daughter of the Earl of Oxford, niece of Cecil, and granddaughter of Lord Burghley. In 1597 and 1598, Essex risked further royal fury by dallying with ‘his fairest B’, Elizabeth Brydges.18

Essex also received a damaging riposte from Hispanophile English Catholics on the Continent in 1595. Writing under the pseudonym ‘R. Doleman’, the Jesuit Robert Parsons exploded Elizabeth’s ban on any overt discussion of the succession by writing A conference about the next succession to the crown of Ingland. The Doleman book was produced in 1593–94, but only began circulating widely in England in 1595. It scathingly dismissed the claim of James VI to be Elizabeth’s heir and validated the claim of the Spanish Infanta. It also stirred up trouble in England by detailing all the potential domestic claimants and predicting a period of war would be required to settle the succession. Parsons maliciously dedicated the book to Essex: ‘no man [is] like to have a greater part or sway in deciding of this great affaire (when tyme shall come for that determination) then your Honour’.19 The Doleman book painted a bullseye on Essex, openly identifying him as England’s future kingmaker and encouraging his critics to interpret all his subsequent actions as moves to control the future disposition of the throne at their expense.

Remarkably, Essex eventually emerged from the storms of 1595 politically victorious. Although more troops were sent to Ireland and Elizabeth refused to commit fresh resources to France, Essex succeeded in winning approval for Sir Francis Drake and Sir John Hawkins to attempt the seizure of Panama and made a direct assault on Spain itself England’s top military priority in 1596. The latter resulted in the Cadiz expedition, in which Essex shared command with the Lord Admiral, Lord Howard of Effingham. Essex threw all his energies and resources into the Cadiz expedition, seeing a chance to outflank Elizabeth’s refusal to support a major war in northern Europe by focusing the war on Spain itself. After the English fleet (which included Dutch ships and troops, partly thanks to Essex’s influence) had overwhelmed the Spanish fleet guarding Cadiz, Essex landed his troops and stormed the city. It was the most dramatic English victory of the whole war. Essex now planned to garrison Cadiz and hold it as a base for an English naval blockade of the Spanish coast, cutting off Philip from his all-important silver mines in the New World. Essex believed this would force Spain to recall its best troops from Flanders and France, dramatically tilting the war in favour of England and its allies.20 However, the Lord Admiral refused to let Essex hijack the expedition in this manner and Cadiz was finally sacked and abandoned. Thwarted, Essex sought to whip up support in England for a fresh attempt to enact his new oceanic strategy by publishing a ‘True relacion’ of the victory at Cadiz. When printed accounts of the victory were banned, Essex and his secretariat circulated manuscript versions instead.21

Essex’s actions at Cadiz provoked a political storm which exposed all the latent tensions at court. Elizabeth went back on her promise to Essex and formally appointed Cecil as Secretary of State. Burghley launched an investigation into the booty taken at Cadiz, while the Lord Admiral fumed at being sidelined by Essex. Ralegh, still banned from Court, carefully avoided too overt an involvement in the accusations being traded back and forth. In the end, Essex was vindicated, but some of his followers blamed the Cecils as the true centre of corruption. Essex also saw some of the shine taken off his victory by news of a new armada hastily sent to sea by the infuriated Spanish king. The Spanish fleet was broken up by autumnal gales, but England was gripped by the invasion scare for several weeks.

Ironically, this failed armada guaranteed Essex a second chance to enact his strategy in 1597, this time with Elizabeth’s approval. However, Essex’s carefully prepared fleet and army were shattered by a summer storm and further problems finally reduced his expedition to a desperate attempt to intercept Spain’s incoming treasure fleet in the Azores. The gamble failed by a few hours and the whole expedition proved an expensive failure. The voyage also fuelled new strife with Ralegh, who had sailed on the expedition as part of a deal that allowed him to return to court as captain of the Guard. Ralegh’s unsanctioned landing at Fayal prompted calls for him to be court-martialled, but Essex chose not to press charges and Ralegh continued to profess friendship with the earl into 1598. The Azores (or Islands) voyage also failed to prevent a fresh armada sailing from Spain. The Spanish fleet almost reached England before being savaged by another of the year’s storms. Elizabeth would never allow so many of her warships to be sent into the Atlantic again.

Essex was shattered when he returned home. He was also distraught to learn Elizabeth had allowed the Lord Admiral to steal the credit for ‘his’ victory at Cadiz in the patent creating him Earl of Nottingham. Essex and the Lord Admiral soon traded threats of a duel, while Essex conspicuously refused to return to court, claiming ill health after his long voyage. Elizabeth refused to alter the Lord Admiral’s patent, but finally agreed to make peace between her two most important military men by creating Essex Earl Marshal. This office placed Essex at the head of the nobility and added to the mastership of the Ordnance, which he had received in March 1597. The latter appointment was itself partially a recompense for Elizabeth’s decision to give the wardenship of the Cinque Ports to Henry Brooke (now Lord Cobham) instead of Essex’s candidate, Sir Robert Sidney. Essex argued the Cinque Ports required a man with military command experience like Sidney, not the courtly arts of Cobham, whom Essex openly mocked as ‘the Sycophant’ and ‘Sir John Falstaff’.22

The failure of the Azores expedition ended any chance of Essex executing his strategy of carrying the war into Spain itself. Events in 1598 brought the very continuance of the war itself into question. When Henry IV of France made peace with Spain, Elizabeth was offered the chance to do likewise. The ailing Burghley supported the plan, hoping to see peace before he died. Lord Buckhurst, his obvious successor as Lord Treasurer, also urged an end to war. Essex was horrified by the idea, seeing an abandonment of the Dutch for whom England had entered the conflict in the first place and believing that the Spanish wanted only a pause to disarm England, not a true peace. Essex’s growing body of critics accused him of opposing peace to ensure employment for his soldier followers and the chance of glory for himself. Essex hit back by writing a detailed justification of his own position, denouncing the proposed peace as ‘a Sinon’s horse’ and its proponents as ‘minds bewitched with the name of peace’ and neglectful of ‘all care of defence’.23 Continuing his tactic of pressuring the queen by cultivating broad support for his policies, Essex began circulating his so-called ‘Apologie’ in manuscript, infuriating his rivals, who saw this as exposing arcana imperii to public gaze.

Essex managed to defeat the push for peace in 1598, but the rancorous exchanges at court also poisoned debate over the choice of a new commander for Ireland. One of these meetings boiled over at the end of June, when Elizabeth hit Essex with her hand. Mortified by the insult, Essex allegedly reached for his sword and had to be restrained by the Lord Admiral. Essex left the court and refused to return.24 The ‘great quarrel’ between Essex and Elizabeth meant he failed to benefit from Burghley’s death in August, winning only the chancellorship of Cambridge University. Although Elizabeth had promised Essex the mastership of the Wards, she delayed and eventually gave it to Sir Robert Cecil in 1599—continuing her habit of giving important offices to Essex’s rivals when he was on campaign abroad.

Although Elizabeth and Essex both refused to give way, the catastrophic defeat of the main English army in Ireland at the battle of the Yellow Ford in August 1598 eventually forced an end to the earl’s exile from Court. Tyrone and his confederates seemed to be on the point of overrunning the whole of Ireland and Elizabeth now needed to despatch unprecedented numbers of troops to reverse the slide towards disaster. The large scale of the army (which eventually topped 16,000 men) meant that Essex felt compelled to seek the command for himself, quietly encouraged by Henry IV of France. Essex recognized there would be no other new military opportunity open to him for the foreseeable future and gambled that victory in Ireland would restore his political momentum at court.

When Essex departed London on 27 March 1599, he left in kingly fashion and the people ‘wente out to see hym as though the godde of the yerthe had byn new come emongst us’. Ominously, the procession was soon hit by ‘a mightye storme of reyne, hayle, thunder and lightninge’, prompting many to wonder what this portended for Essex’s future.25 While the latter experience perhaps found an echo in the opening acts of Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, the heady optimism which attended Essex’s departure was caught in the Chorus before Act 5 in Henry V—making Essex the only contemporary to whom Shakespeare seems to have directly gestured in his drama during their lifetime.26

The sheer size of the earl’s army and his obvious intention to use success in Ireland to regain the political initiative against his rivals at home inevitably raised the old bogey of Essex as England’s would-be kingmaker. Elizabeth had passed her grand climacteric during 1596 and the alarming predictions of the Doleman book seemed ever more likely to come true.27 Indeed, a new book by Dr John Hayward, The first part of the life and raigne of King Henrie the IIII, added fresh fuel to the fire by including a Latin dedication which extravagantly praised Essex’s greatness ‘both in present judgement and in expectation of future time’.28 Enemies of Essex such as Edward Coke, the Attorney General, darkly suspected the book was a trial balloon for the earl’s own bid for the throne. James VI apparently harboured similar fears about Essex’s huge army, forcing Essex’s friend Lord Mountjoy to send a secret messenger to reassure the king.

Essex went to Ireland with a plan to rally support against Tyrone and overawe (and, if necessary, overwhelm) him with his large army. However, the drowning of the Earl of Kildare (a kinsman of Essex) and thirty of his gentleman followers when crossing the Irish Sea ruined Essex’s plans, as did the death of the treasurer of the English army in Ireland on the very day Essex reached Dublin. Thereafter, Essex had to find new ways to reassure the loyalist lords and townsmen, which ultimately led him to devote three months and a large part of his army to the south of Ireland, instead of confronting Tyrone in the north. This protected Dublin and the Pale and stabilized the situation, but infuriated the queen, who had only agreed to the huge cost of the expedition on the understanding that Essex would crush Tyrone in a single decisive campaign. She was also incensed by Essex’s profligate dubbing of knights (which he had also previously done in Normandy and at Cadiz). For his part, Essex saw knighthoods as the only affordable means of retaining the gentlemen volunteers who gave his army much of its fighting power.29

The increasingly sharp messages exchanged between Essex and the queen reinforced the bitter polarization of English politics between the earl and his friends and followers and an uneasy coalition held together chiefly by their shared opposition to Essex. Essex and his comrades in Ireland believed the queen was being poisoned against them by Cobham, Ralegh, and other enemies, while the latter feared Essex might turn his army on his opponents in England. In fact, Essex briefly considered precisely such a plan in August to ‘save’ the queen from his rivals. That same month, false reports of a new Spanish armada (the ‘Invisible Armada’) prompted a major military mobilization around London, which was deliberately extended to show Essex that he was not the only one who had access to soldiers. Although neither side realized it at the time, Elizabethan England had come close to open civil war.

Essex finally confronted Tyrone in September, but it was at a parley in the middle of a river ford rather than in battle. Essex and his army were exhausted and many of his troops were tied up in the south, while Tyrone’s army was large and securely dug in. Essex was desperate to return to court and Tyrone saw Essex as his best chance to strike an advantageous deal with the English Crown. Both men also had an eye to Elizabeth’s advanced age and were in secret contact with James VI. Indeed, their common interest in James’s succession—and the fact Essex’s rivals at court were also Tyrone’s chief enemies—undoubtedly featured in their private mid-stream parley. A truce was agreed and Essex hurried home with a handful of companions to put the case for a deal with Tyrone to the queen in person. Famously, he rushed straight into Elizabeth’s bedchamber while she was still getting dressed. A second meeting, after he had cleaned up, went well, but Elizabeth turned against him later in the day. Essex was convinced his enemies were behind the queen’s sudden change of heart. He would spend the next nine months in various forms of confinement.

Essex’s detention opened the floodgates of gossip and rumour. Libels against the earl’s enemies circulated around London taverns and many country houses.30 At the end of November 1599, the Privy Council publicly denounced these scurrilous attacks on the queen’s government and excoriated Essex’s actions in Ireland. Nevertheless, the news that Essex was close to death in December prompted public prayers and the ringing of bells in many City churches. Elizabeth fumed and ordered an investigation. Essex survived and was eventually sequestered from most of his offices at an unofficial court held in June 1600. Privately, a struggle raged around Essex between those friends and servants who thought he could eventually win back his favour with the queen by making a show of humbling himself and those who maintained she was so controlled by his enemies like Ralegh, Cobham, and Cecil that only an armed coup could restore his fortunes.31 Essex vacillated between the two views for months. By late 1600, however, he became convinced that his enemies were not only determined to frame him for treason, but also to counter his ties to James by traitorously plotting a Spanish succession. Ralegh and Coke, at least, were indeed out to get Essex, while Cecil and Buckhurst were playing a delicate political game with Robert Parsons in Rome. Although the earl probably did not know about these specific contacts, Cecil’s overture to Parsons outlined precisely the political logic suspected by Essex.32 At Christmas, Essex secretly appealed to James VI to send an ambassador to Elizabeth to rescue both their fortunes. James had spent years playing every political angle to advance his English ‘title’, even importing arms for a potential invasion of England. Now he finally agreed to abandon all pretence and commit himself openly in support of his chief English ally.

Unfortunately for Essex (but luckily for James), the embassy from Scotland was slow to set out and the earl’s plans to lie low until the envoys arrived were dashed by Lord Grey’s public assault on the Earl of Southampton, Essex’s close friend. When Grey seemed to receive only token punishment for breaking an explicit royal prohibition on violence, Essex finally accepted the need for urgent action. Secret plans were devised for Essex to enter the court at Whitehall unopposed and to lead about a dozen lords in petitioning the queen against his enemies, who would be arrested beforehand to prevent them repeating the events of September 1599. Ralegh, Cobham, and Cecil were to face trial, while James’s claim would probably have been secured by the calling of a parliament.

Essex’s intervention at court was planned for the second weekend in February. Some of his friends who knew of the plan arranged for the Lord Chamberlain’s Men to perform a play about Richard II (almost certainly Shakespeare’s) at the Globe a week beforehand. This performance therefore had no direct connection to the unexpected events of the following day, Sunday 8 February, when Essex tried to seek protection from his enemies with the City authorities.33 This plan was hastily improvised over the night of 7 February because of ‘a trick’ by the earl’s enemies which was designed to provoke Essex into an action for which the queen could not forgive him. The result was the ‘Essex Rising’, for which no one had prepared and which proved a shambles. The day’s chaotic events gave Essex’s enemies exactly what they wanted. Even though, ‘to this day, there are but few that ever thought it a capital crime’, Essex and Southampton were condemned for rebellion and treason on 19 February.34 Essex and four co-conspirators were executed.

Essex’s death cleared the way for his former opponents to ally themselves with James VI, whose deep involvement with Essex was deliberately concealed in the proceedings against Essex to prevent the king being barred from the succession by the terms of the Act for the Queen’s Safety of 1585. The new arrangement guaranteed James VI would be Elizabeth’s unopposed successor in 1603, but the condemnation of Cobham, Grey, and Ralegh for treason in November 1603 was widely seen as revenge for the destruction of Essex. The masterful Cecil survived to become Earl of Salisbury and Lord Treasurer. Many contemporaries believed that Essex’s execution haunted Elizabeth in her final months, especially when she was forced to grant generous terms to Tyrone to end the war in Ireland. In death, Essex became a martyr figure and the power of his reputation as ‘the great earl’ proved both a boon and a burden to his son, the third earl, who led parliament’s army against Charles I in the 1640s. Even in 1676, the octogenarian Lady Anne Clifford (by then, dowager Countess of Pembroke) felt compelled to note the passage of precisely seventy-five years since Essex’s ‘rebellion’ and death.35
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CHAPTER 4

ROBERT CECIL AND THE TRANSITION FROM ELIZABETH TO JAMES I

PAULINE CROFT

ROBERT Cecil was the only son of William Cecil, Lord Burghley, with his second wife Mildred. Born in June 1563, he was an ungainly boy, with a humped back, yet he grew up at the heart of English politics. Privy councillors and ambassadors thronged to Cecil House in Westminster, while Theobalds, Burghley’s country mansion, regularly hosted the queen. Cecil was largely educated by tutors, but ‘specially admitted’ to Gray’s Inn in 1580, and later spent some time at Cambridge, without taking a degree. In spring 1584, he enjoyed visiting France, with ‘the heat of the warm sun’ on his back.1 In November he made his first appearance in the Commons, where there was much clamour for the execution of Mary, Queen of Scots. Subsequently, a brief tract was circulated. Entitled The Copie of a Letter, signed ‘R. C.’, it depicted Elizabeth as concerned, but reluctant to act. In early 1588 Cecil accompanied the Earl of Derby to the Low Countries for negotiations hoping to avert war, but by July he was on board ship, observing the approaching Armada. After Walsingham’s death, Burghley resumed the secretaryship of state, since the queen refused to confront her young favourite Essex. However, Cecil’s knighting at Theobalds in May 1591 was preceded by a playlet, with a postman bringing letters for ‘Mr Secretary Cecil’.2 That was too bold, but in August he became a privy councillor, although only twenty-eight. As Burghley’s health declined, Cecil acted as his factotum. ‘I look before I sleep to hear from you’ instructed his father in December 1593.3 Suitors increasingly targeted Cecil, and in July 1596 he became Secretary of State.

In late 1597 his wife Elizabeth died in childbirth, leaving a son and a daughter: Cecil never remarried. In October, he steered the subsidy bill through the Commons, although severe economic conditions in the country made taxation highly unpopular. In winter 1598, he led a mission to France, attempting vainly to dissuade Henry IV from making peace with Spain. Shortly after Cecil’s return, Lord Burghley died. Cecil remained devoted to his parents’ memory. When he completed his country residence, Hatfield House, in 1611, a portrait of Burghley hung in his book-room, and one of Lady Mildred in his bedroom.4

In Burghley’s will, Cecil received Theobalds with its Hertfordshire estates, but the title, the great house near Stamford, and the midland properties inevitably went to his elder half-brother, Thomas. Some observers assumed that Cecil’s career was over. Cambridge dons elected Essex as their chancellor, succeeding Burghley: they ignored Cecil, since 1591 their high steward. The lord treasurership went to Buckhurst. Essex coveted the mastership of the Court of Wards, Burghley’s other great office, but his position as Elizabeth’s favourite was weakening. The Wards went to Cecil, although he surrendered his chancellorship of the duchy of Lancaster. His new office was lucrative but burdensome and time-consuming.

Essex grew increasingly hostile, but his failure in Ireland, followed by a chaotic uprising in London, ensured his destruction. In early 1601 he and Southampton were tried in Westminster Hall. Essex accused Cecil of favouring the claim to the English throne of the Infanta Isabella, daughter of Philip II and co-regent of the Spanish Netherlands with her husband Archduke Albert. That allegation would alarm James VI of Scotland. Cecil demanded that Essex reveal his evidence. Startled, the earl replied he had been told by his uncle Sir William Knollys: but Knollys cleared Cecil completely. Cecil retorted devastatingly that Essex’s malice proceeded from his lust for power. ‘I stand for loyalty, which I never lost. You stand for treachery, wherewith your heart is possessed.’5 Essex was executed shortly afterwards.

The clash between the two men arose mainly over foreign policy. With the death of Philip II, the threat from Spain was receding, so Cecil planned to wind down hostilities: Essex wanted to continue the war. Meanwhile, Elizabeth still would not openly acknowledge James VI as her heir, while James blamed Burghley for the execution of his mother Mary, Queen of Scots. However, he accepted that in terms of influence and ability, no privy councillor could rival Burghley’s son Cecil, who was ‘king there in effect’. Hostile public opinion in England shared James’s estimate, with libellers jeering that ‘little Cecil … rules both Court and Crown’.6 It was essential to reassure the king, so in May 1601 Cecil joined Lord Henry Howard and others who were already in cipher correspondence with Scotland. James noted coolly that if Cecil’s silence had continued, it might have been dangerous to both monarchs, ‘besides your own particular’. However, he was soon describing Cecil as a wise and provident friend, adding that these were not merely ‘Italian complementoes’.7 Cecil was relieved, but he still faced enormous problems, particularly Tyrone’s rebellion in Ireland. Writing to his old friend Sir George Carew he compared his labours to those of a lowly packhorse.8

After 1601, as the queen’s health worsened, Cecil plunged into land speculation, purchasing properties from crown estates as they came onto the market. He built a lavish mansion on the Thames river-front, proudly inviting guests to visit ‘my new house (called Cecil House)’.9 If all went smoothly after Elizabeth’s death, Cecil could entertain the Scottish king lavishly, with Theobalds in Hertfordshire and the Westminster town house. Yet if Cecil found his influence was fading, the country estates would offer a graceful exit. He loved gardening and hawking, and could consolidate his purchases into a great inheritance for his son William.

Fears of political eclipse were unfounded. The trust between Cecil and James deepened, and in March 1603, with Elizabeth failing, Cecil drafted the proclamation for the king’s accession, sending it north for approval. Cecil personally proclaimed the king on 24 March 1603, at Whitehall and then at the gates to the City. The new king wrote from Edinburgh confirming all the English Privy Council in their positions, adding in his own hand that he would express his gratitude to Cecil ‘out of my own mouth unto you’.10 Cecil remained in London, fearing disorder, but Elizabeth’s funeral was trouble-free, so in mid-April he rode north to meet James. At York, the king indicated to Thomas Cecil, president of the Council in the North, that he would keep his half-brother Robert in office. Around this time, Cecil composed for the king his tract, ‘The state and dignitie of a secretarie of estates place, with the care and perill thereof’, eventually printed in 1642. It emphasized the secretary’s wide discretion: ‘liberty to negotiate … at home and abroad with friends and enemies in all matters of speech and intelligence’. Conversely, there must be mutual confidence: ‘the place of a secretary is dreadful if he serve not a constant prince’. The choice of such a forceful adjective cannot have been accidental. Whether he read the tract or not, James retained Cecil in power, and at the end of his journey south, he stayed four nights at Theobalds, the Cecils’ Hertfordshire mansion.

There had been no queen consort since Catherine Parr, last wife of Henry VIII, and it was unclear how much influence Queen Anne might wield. Cautiously, Cecil placed some reliable women courtiers in her household. James himself esteemed noble families, and at Theobalds, he raised Lord Henry Howard and his nephew Lord Thomas to the Privy Council, later creating them as earls respectively of Northampton and Suffolk. The Earl of Northumberland became a privy councillor, and Southampton was released from the Tower where he had been incarcerated since 1601. James confirmed Cecil as master of the Wards, after some hesitation, and also ennobled him as Baron Cecil of Essendon. Nevertheless the Howard earls outranked him, and Southampton was given the Garter, so Cecil’s labours over the accession might seem poorly rewarded. However, Cecil knew that James’s central project was a union between England and Scotland, creating a new state, ‘Great Britain’. The bill was introduced in parliament in March 1604, but aroused unease: it was unclear what might be involved in such a grandiose scheme. Cecil offered outward support, although to him the essential business was a vote of supply. He began with an innovative attempt to exchange the royal rights of wardship for a cash payment.11 Fortunately, James gradually realized that support for the Union legislation was as limited in Scotland as it was in England, and by 1607, the project was dead.

After 1603, privy councillors had to adapt to a male monarch with a routine far different from that of Queen Elizabeth. In her later years she rarely travelled on progress beyond the Thames valley, but the king’s obsession with hunting led him to spend increasing periods away from London, which he disliked. By 1605 he was spending around half the year in the countryside. Privy councillors accompanied him only on summer progresses, and often for only part of the way. Inevitably, much business had to be done by letter. James willingly attended to issues which interested him, particularly foreign policy and the problems of religious dispute, but left virtually everything else to his councillors. Cecil occasionally gave in to pangs of self-pity over his burdens of paperwork, but the new style of hands-off kingship allowed him freedom to exercise his considerable administrative skills. Cecil began to rebuild the pre-eminence he had enjoyed under Elizabeth.

In May 1604, negotiations to end the long armada War began in London, with the envoys of Philip III and the archdukes Albert and Isabella, rulers of the southern Low Countries, who had taken the initiative towards peace. The sessions were dominated by Cecil. James did not participate, coming to his capital city merely for the banquet concluding the treaty, but on 20 August he conferred on Cecil the title of Viscount Cranborne. In the great group portrait The Somerset House Conference commemorating the peace (by John de Critz), Cecil turns to the viewer from his position in the midst of the English delegation. An inkpot, a quill pen, and a file of papers on the carpeted table in front of him signal his position as principal secretary.

The peace quickly brought benefits. English commerce flourished, with both the capital and the outports enjoying rising prosperity. English merchants increasingly established themselves on the valuable Mediterranean routes. Like Burghley before him, Cecil was determined to protect and foster trade. By its careful ambiguities and its silence on the Spanish claim to a monopoly of the New World, the 1604 treaty also allowed Englishmen to trade and settle across the Atlantic. These freedoms were central to the new world of commerce and colonies which emerged gradually in the seventeenth century. Cecil also forced improvements to the terms offered by syndicates of London merchants for the customs farm, obtaining increased revenue for the Crown.

After 1604, England gradually emerged from wartime isolation and the London diplomatic corps expanded considerably. James prided himself on controlling the general direction of foreign policy, but his endless hunting absences were highly inconvenient. Foreign envoys unable to see the king came to Cecil for information and guidance: his prestige was enhanced by his control of day-to-day business. It was widely assumed that James and Cecil conducted diplomacy, mostly by letters and messages, and only rarely referred matters to the Privy Council. The new style of foreign-policy management lasted up to the last weeks of Cecil’s life.

By autumn 1605, the Anglo-Scottish monarchy had settled in. Then on the evening of 26 October, Lord Monteagle came to Whitehall asking for a private word with Cecil. He brought worrying news of a Catholic plot. Investigations began, but the senior privy councillors agreed not to disturb James until he returned from his hunting for the forthcoming parliamentary session. Mass murder was only narrowly averted by the discovery on the night of 4 November of Guy Fawkes in the cellar below the House of Lords, guarding a half-hidden pile of gunpowder. Cecil led the investigations. On 27 January 1606 he also headed the commission at the trial of the plotters, personally refuting allegations that James himself was to blame for abandoning promises of toleration for English Catholics. Cecil had already published the first of the tracts that emerged on the plot, An answere to certaine scandalous papers, scattered abroad under colour of a Catholike admonition. It outlined the death-threats he had supposedly received from other malcontents for his part in unmasking the conspiracy. The most significant feature of the tract, however, was his clear distinction between ‘these late savage papists … Infested spirits of that Profession’, and those other Catholics who remained loyal to their new monarch. Cecil personally believed in that distinction, and he ensured the restrained response of the Privy Council. There were no anti-Catholic witch-hunts.12

In May 1605 James elevated Cecil to the earldom of Salisbury and made him lord lieutenant of Hertfordshire, his home county. In 1606 he became a knight of the Garter, though with some protests that he was not of pre-eminent nobility. Salisbury countered with a lavish procession from Westminster to Windsor for his elevation.13 James regarded Salisbury, Northampton, and Suffolk as his three most senior councillors, his ‘trinity of knaves’ as he jocularly called them, but Salisbury was the most powerful. Nevertheless he took steps to ingratiate himself. The great park at Theobalds, created by Burghley, became one of James’s favourite hunting grounds, and in May 1607 Salisbury exchanged the estate for a grant of other royal properties, including the old palace of Hatfield some twenty miles north of London. Perhaps the sprawling mansion of Theobalds had become a burden: the new Hatfield House was markedly different, luxurious but compact. Meanwhile Salisbury also staged splendid receptions in the capital. Most notably in 1609 came the opening of the New Exchange, built at Salisbury’s personal expense in the Strand. It diverted shoppers intent on luxury retailing away from the City of London to Salisbury’s birthplace of Westminster. After the performance of a masque commissioned from Ben Jonson, the royal family were shown round and encouraged to help themselves to lavish presents. James named the exchange ‘Britain’s Burse’, reflecting the ‘British’ union between England and Scotland, but also a compliment to Salisbury who had masterminded the king’s accession. The festivities underscored Cecil dominance of the developing area of the lower Strand, increasingly fashionable as the residential district of choice for men anxious to be close to Whitehall.14

Salisbury already held the secretaryship of state and the mastership of the Wards, but after the death of the elderly Earl of Dorset, in May 1608 he was also given the post of Lord Treasurer. This was an unparalleled accumulation of great office, but also a crushing workload. However, the king made it known that he considered Salisbury’s abilities sufficient to enable him to fill all three posts. Not surprisingly, the concentration of power exacerbated the hostility of rivals like Bacon and Northampton, convinced that their own merits should have led to greater power and profit. The efficient working relationship between Salisbury and Northampton remained important to the stability of the regime, but after Salisbury’s death, Northampton wrote a venomous series of letters, even gloating at the thought of ‘the little lord’ in Hell.15 However, factional dispute was avoided since the other Howard earls, Suffolk and Nottingham, enjoyed good relationships with Salisbury. The marriages of Salisbury’s nieces, one to the Earl of Derby and another to Sir Philip Herbert, brother of Pembroke and later himself created Earl of Montgomery, also extended Cecil links with the older nobility. After 1603 Salisbury also cultivated the Earl of Dunbar, the most powerful of James’s Scottish advisers. Perhaps in a tacit agreement, Dunbar assumed the pre-eminent role in border affairs but never challenged Salisbury’s position in England. In taking on all these major responsibilities, Salisbury was fortunate to be supported by an able and close-knit secretariat. Some had started their training under Burghley, but the recent appointees were more cosmopolitan and better travelled. Sir Walter Cope, Sir Michael Hickes, Sir Julius Caesar, and the Netherlander Levinus Munck worked devotedly for Salisbury in his lifetime, providing him with friendship and support, as well as loyally defending his reputation after his death.16

Salisbury was always centrally pre-occupied with royal finance. Already by 1605 it was Salisbury, not Lord Treasurer Dorset, who took the lead in pressing James to restrain his excessive generosity. The burden of the increasing resort to fiscal feudalism, he wrote, bred ‘great distraction and scandal’ among the populace. He later pointedly reminded James that his new kingdom was ‘potent but not opulent’.17 Between 1606 and 1608 Salisbury used a temporary disruption in the Levant trade to introduce additional levies on trade, known as the new impositions. In 1606, one of London’s leading importers of currants, John Bate of the Levant Company, refused at the quayside to pay the levy. After Bate’s condemnation in the Exchequer court, Salisbury utilized the verdict as the key precedent for imposing additional charges on a wide range of luxury imports.18 These levies generated additional revenue of at least £70,000 per annum, and were capable of rising further as trade expanded.

On taking office as Lord Treasurer, Salisbury quizzed the chief officers of the Exchequer. He was dismayed by what he learned. According to his friend Sir Walter Cope, ‘His Lordship found the Exchequer a chaos of confusion. He found the debts £300,000 or £400,000: but which were good, which were bad, which sperate, which desperate, no man knew’.19 Thereafter Salisbury worked to introduce economies and to curb the king’s reckless bounty. He also increased the Exchequer’s efficiency, and set up revenue commissions tasked with enhancing all streams of income. The journal kept by another close friend, the Chancellor of the Exchequer Sir Julius Caesar, detailed his efforts. Caesar paid tribute to Salisbury’s whirlwind energies in galvanizing the Exchequer officials into action, as well as to his ‘longe and great patience’ in sitting through complex cases in the Exchequer court.20

Salisbury was well aware that unless he could control the king’s reckless expenditure, there would be no lasting political stability but a descent into chaotic and dangerous indebtedness. All his separate roles, as court politician, superb administrator, and leading spokesman in parliament, came together in a series of remarkable treatises written for James. Salisbury was extraordinarily blunt in emphasizing that royal extravagance was a fundamental cause of royal indebtedness. Using pointed examples such as the Cornish tax revolt of 1497 and the disaster of the Amicable Grant in 1525, he emphasized that taxpayers’ patience was limited. This was a clear condemnation of James’s lavish distribution of moneys derived from the 1606 subsidy to some of his favourite courtiers. Salisbury spelt out his admiration for the prudent, frugal Henry VII, the first Tudor king, by contrast with Henry VIII, a monarch who ‘thought all things lawful’ where money was concerned. James had been dazzled by the wealth of England, much greater than that of Scotland, but Salisbury emphasized that by contrast with the continental monarchies, England was not rich. The costs of a long war against Spain, and Tyrone’s revolt in Ireland, had caused even the tight-fisted Elizabeth to fall into financial difficulties in her later years. The treatises convey a sense of urgency. Between 1608 and 1610, wrote Salisbury, there were no reserves, and the Exchequer had lived day to day for money. ‘It is not possible for a king of England … to be rich or safe, but by frugality … this I write with dolour but have beheld with fear and terror’. Salisbury’s worst fear was that James would do lasting damage, leaving the English Crown ‘no better than a dotard tree’. With striking bluntness, he told the king that it was his personal responsibility, as Lord Treasurer, ‘for showing you demonstrably how the storm comes before it breaks’.21 When the storm came, in 1640, Salisbury’s son William, the second earl, took the parliamentarian side.

Salisbury was driven to extreme frankness by a number of conflicting pressures. One was the desire of Prince Henry to become Prince of Wales and receive the estates due to him out of the crown lands. This would create another royal household. Salisbury despaired of Stuart household expenditure, describing it as ‘Ignis Edax, a devouring fire’, and the limited establishment set up for Henry was already difficult to control. At the same time Salisbury hoped to move the king to summon a parliamentary session in 1610: the promise that Henry could be created Prince of Wales in an imposing ceremony was intended to win the young man’s support for the new session.22

Since taking office as Lord Treasurer Salisbury had devoted two years of grinding work to stabilizing the royal finances. He had driven down the debt, raised extra income, and improved the administration of the Exchequer. He could now impress on the Commons that the king’s earlier irresponsibility over finance was lessening. A parliament in spring 1610 would allow Salisbury to seize the opportunity. The crisis over the succession to Cleves-Jülich-Berg highlighted political instability in Europe, which might even require English intervention. It was anybody’s guess how long James would tolerate Salisbury’s restrictions on his generosity, while Henry’s own expenditures suggested that he had inherited his father’s extravagance. Action was urgent.

The proposal that Salisbury put to the parliament of 1610, known as the Great Contract, was a complex design which emerged from researches undertaken by the Lord Treasurer and his team during 1609, but finalized only in the New Year. Salisbury urged James not to rely on the ‘sour and harsh supplies’ of prerogative taxation, but to attend ‘rather to what may be obtained in parliament upon diverse propositions that may be thought of, wherein I have taken some pains’. He proposed to offer a number of the crown’s prerogatives, mostly legal rights that brought in little revenue but were burdensome for the subject, in exchange for a lump sum of taxation to pay off the remaining royal debt. More controversially, he asked for an annual income raised in perpetuity thereafter, without any further parliamentary votes, to cover the Crown’s regular expenditures.23 Salisbury was well aware that ‘the Great Contract’ would prove contentious. The lump sum requested to wipe out the debt, £600,000, was greater than any of the heavy requests for money that the Crown had made during the war against Spain. The regular annual supply envisaged by the contract would require the Commons to abandon their historic control over every vote of taxation. However, Salisbury had no plans to put parliaments out of business. Any war or international emergency would always require extraordinary supply, which could come only from a Commons vote. In essence, he hoped to return the English polity to what it had been in the peacetime years, before 1585.

Even before attempting to win the consent of the Commons, Salisbury must persuade the king to recall the parliament he had irritably prorogued in 1607. By now James was disenchanted with what he saw as English time-wasting obstructionism. Salisbury won the king over, partly by impressing on him the seriousness of the financial situation, and partly by indicating that he personally would deflect the expected criticisms of the Scots, who were seen as particularly benefiting from James’s lavish bounty. He even dangled before the king the possibility of reviving discussions on the Union. At the same time Salisbury could not resist the sideswipe that it had been ‘the harsh effects and ill order’ of the royal generosity to the Scots that had ‘troubled’ the passage of the Union earlier. He did not suggest that success would come easily. He ‘would not be so idle as to move your Majesty to promise yourself any great fruits of that, which I can say (when all that all of us can say) must run his adventure’.24

Salisbury was isolated in proposing the Great Contract. He spoke largely for himself: during the 1610 session, few other privy councillors offered support, and Salisbury bore almost the whole burden of negotiations. The confidential treatises written for the king also provide a startling comparative insight. In parliament, Salisbury gave a very full account of the crown’s financial difficulties. Yet he altered the balance of his analysis, stressing the problem of unavoidable expenditures such as the costs of Ireland, while briskly dismissing the problem of the king’s lavish expenditure. Yet in the Commons’ blunt criticisms of royal fecklessness he must have heard echoes of his own admonitions to James. The verdict of the MP, John Moore, ‘that the Parliament could be content to replenish the royal cistern … were they assured that his Majesty’s largesse … would not cause a continual and remediless leak therein’, exactly mirrored Salisbury’s own fears.25

Further problems emerged. Amid the initial proposal of compensatory benefits, Salisbury offered the ending of purveyance (whereby the royal household obtained foodstuffs at prices well below the commercial rate), but only a modification of the much-disliked system of wardship. The Commons did not value the offer on purveyance, since in the 1604 session they had convinced themselves that although traditional, it was illegal; they refused to compensate the king for an abuse. Similarly, they rejected the proposed reform of wardship, wishing to abolish it completely. While discussion on these points was continuing, a third issue arose over the legality or otherwise of Salisbury’s earlier impositions on trade. Despite the Exchequer court’s favourable verdict in Bate’s case,26 the Commons regarded these impositions as extra-parliamentary taxation. By 1610 there was a growing distrust of James, not merely over his waste of any money they might offer but also over his political reliability. Would these objectionable features of the royal prerogative really be permanently abolished? In the circumstances Salisbury was fortunate to be able to conclude the first half of the contract, on the annual revenue, by the time that parliament was prorogued for the summer. He was assisted by the shocking news in May 1610 of the assassination of Henry IV of France. This highlighted England’s contrasting stability and good fortune, in having both an adult monarch and an heir about to come of age. Nevertheless the Commons drove a hard bargain, and during the summer their constituents showed little enthusiasm for Salisbury’s grand scheme. Support was also ebbing at court. James was determined to remind the Commons that the contract had always been twofold: the agreement on his annual income must be followed by a vote of the large lump sum needed to pay off his debts. The Commons’ distrust shipwrecked the scheme, and anti-Scots feeling resurfaced. Exasperated, the king adjourned the parliament for Christmas, then dissolved it.

Salisbury was exhausted and distraught by the end of the year. James wrote a savage letter, accusing him of ‘more passionate and strange discourses these last two sessions of Parliament than ever ye were wont to do’. Yet the king continued with the command that ‘it is now time for you to cast your care upon the next best means how to help my state’, so he had no intention of dismissing Salisbury. Nevertheless, James viewed the whole strategy of bargaining with the Commons as misguided. ‘There is no more trust to be laid upon this rotten reed of Egypt, for your greatest error hath been that ye ever expected to draw honey out of gall, being a little blinded with the self-love of your own counsel in holding together of this parliament, whereof all men were despaired (as I have oft told you) but yourself alone’.27 Nevertheless, James showed his appreciation of Salisbury’s tireless efforts. On 10 December 1610 the king renewed, for a further nineteen years, the lucrative silk farm concession originally granted in 1601; to Salisbury it was worth a clear net income of £7,000 per year.

Salisbury responded to James in his last treatise, written on 23 January 1611. Exhausted and depressed, he made clear that he could not ‘recover your estate out of the hands of those great wants to which your parliament hath now abandoned you’. Despite the strength of feeling in his choice of the word ‘abandoned’, he was too professional to despair completely, and sketched out for James a plan to tackle the situation. The first task ‘must be to settle an establishment as may prevent excess and amend defects’. The exploitation of the traditional revenues of the crown must continue, but once again he begged James to restrain his personal bounty. Salisbury did not conceal his deepest conviction, however displeasing it might be, that parliament ‘hath ever been the only foundation of supply to those princes whose necessities have been beyond the cares and endeavours of private men’. He made it clear that the only long-term solution lay there.28

Despite these blunt exchanges, Salisbury continued to hold his three great offices, and by February 1611 the king had returned to his former practice of channelling virtually all Privy Council business through him. Salisbury was simply indispensable, and suitors continued to queue for hours in order to gain access. At the same time, the increasingly active negotiations between 1610 and 1612 to secure marriage partners for both Prince Henry and Princess Elizabeth reinforced his control over foreign policy, and renewed his contacts with the royal family. In November 1611, the ambassador of Savoy on his arrival with proposals for dowry immediately had an hour’s private conference with the king, then another hour with Salisbury.

The pursuit of increases in royal revenues led Salisbury in 1611 into the sale of baronetcies, which can be demonstrated to have emerged from him and his Exchequer circle. Between May and November 1611, eighty-eight baronets purchased their new hereditary rank. The scheme was used not only as a revenue-raising device, but also more constructively it enabled loyal Catholics to demonstrate their political allegiance. Some twenty-six baronets came from recusant backgrounds; more strikingly, at the centre of the cohort was an interlinked network of four families that had been deeply implicated in the Gunpowder Plot. These families were prepared to buy the expensive honour of a baronetcy as a sign of conspicuous loyalty that would distinguish them from their traitorous brothers and cousins. The sale of the baronetcies was lucrative for the Crown, but also allowed Salisbury to put into practice that distinction between ‘infested spirits’ and reliable Catholic gentlemen he had made in print immediately after the plot itself.29

The spring and summer of 1611 brought the tragi-comedy of Lady Arbella Stuart’s elopement, a matter of concern to the king since she was a close relative and a possible alternative contender for the Crown in 1603. Salisbury handled the affair, another indication that he had regained James’s confidence. By summer 1611 the Lord Treasurer was once again the single most powerful minister and privy councillor. Nevertheless the political map was changing. In June 1610 the sixteen-year-old Henry was installed as Prince of Wales in the midst of the Lords and Commons. The unique ceremony was devised with much effort by Salisbury, drawing on antiquarian researches specially commissioned for the occasion.30 With his new status Henry was increasingly intent on making his views heard, not least on the question of his marriage where he objected to his father’s plans to marry him to a Catholic princess with a large dowry. The conflict would inevitably cause problems for Salisbury. Equally perturbing, the king by 1611 was enamoured of a male favourite, Sir Robert Carr. The Scot seemed likely to wield greater influence than the lightweight young men who had occasionally caught James’s eye. Relationships within the royal family, between the king and queen and also between the king and Prince Henry, were disrupted by the rise of Carr. The sexually complex situation would test the diplomatic skills even of a court politician as adept as Salisbury, but more significant was his own failing health.

Salisbury had often suffered minor illnesses but nothing more serious than occasional chills and sheer exhaustion. However, in August the royal doctor Sir Theodore Mayerne diagnosed two large tumours, although he could do little more than advise moderate exercise and a healthy diet. By December 1611 Salisbury was visibly unwell. He left the day-to-day running of the Exchequer to his close associate Sir Julius Caesar, a temporary expedient that rapidly became permanent. He was near death’s door in February 1612, when government business came to a standstill, but recovered sufficiently to receive visitors including the king, the queen, and the prince. Perhaps in the hope of escaping the royal family, and also seeking a cure, Salisbury in April 1612 left for the hot springs at Bath, known to the Romans. He had found enjoyment and relaxation there in earlier years. On the journey he frequently conversed and prayed with his chaplain, fearful of death and desperately seeking reassurance about his salvation. On being read the parable of the lost sheep, and hearing a learned exposition of the text, he exclaimed ‘Oh that sheep am I, that sheep am I’. Probably only a Lord Treasurer facing death would have added the striking phrase, ‘My audit is made’.31 Salisbury own religious views seem to have grown increasingly ‘high-church’, far removed from the protestant austerity of both his parents, and mirroring those trends already visible in his circle of friends and chaplains, including Lancelot Andrewes and Richard Neile. In 1611 he had completed his new house at Hatfield, with its extensive lands granted by the king in return for Burghley’s house and hunting estate at Theobalds. The private chapel at Hatfield House was unique for its time in its lavish decoration, colourful interior, and above all for its exceptional stained glass. The great east window, which still survives, appears to have been the first one commissioned since the Reformation with an explicitly religious subject. It silently distanced Salisbury from the increasing visual austerity preferred by the puritan or ‘godly’ wing of the English Church.

At Bath, Salisbury immersed himself in the waters and commiserated with his old friend and fellow invalid Sir John Harington. To his great joy his son William hastened to him, despite being forbidden to do so. Both the king and the queen sent him gifts of jewellery, brought by the king’s intimate Lord Hay, to testify to their enduring favour. On the return journey, increasingly wracked with pain despite his padded coach and frequent rests, Salisbury died at Marlborough, Wiltshire, on 24 May 1612.

Salisbury left his estates heavily encumbered with debt. He originally began to buy land soon after becoming master of the Wards in 1599. Between 1601 and 1603 he invested heavily, and after 1608 substantial purchases were made to consolidate his holdings around Hatfield House and Cranborne Manor in Dorset, a smaller estate purchased under Elizabeth. Despite a determined effort in 1611–12 to reduce his debts by selling unwanted land, on his deathbed he still owed at least £37,000. He had borrowed a total of £61,000 over the previous four years, more than half from the leading merchants of London. Salisbury spent heavily on conspicuous consumption, including royal entertainments to reinforce his political position. His chief extravagance, however, was his passion for building. Hatfield House, Salisbury (Cecil) House in the Strand, the commercial exchange known as Britain’s Burse, and additional works at Cranborne Manor in Dorset amounted to the most astonishing architectural programme of his age. They caused his loyal man of affairs John Daccombe to despair: ‘I beseech your Lordship to forbear buildings’, he wrote in September 1611.32 In addition Salisbury spent large amounts on the splendid gardens that surrounded all his houses, and on their highly sophisticated, elaborate interiors. He was one of the earliest Englishmen to build up a major collection of paintings, antedating the Earl of Arundel; he was the most notable musical patron of his day; he added extensively to his father’s great library; and he commissioned Ben Jonson for the masques staged at his houses for the royal family.33 The range and quality of his taste and the discrimination of his patronage were all remarkable.

Inevitably these luxury interests left his estate encumbered. However, by 1612 he had no outstanding family obligations, for he had married off his two children, to whom he had tried to act as a conscientious (if remote) father after their mother’s early death. His heir William was an unacademic youth who made little effort at Cambridge. He was dispatched on an improving tour of the continent: his father pursued him with letters urging him to concentrate on his language studies and make every effort to grow taller. In December 1608 William married Catherine Howard, daughter of the Earl and Countess of Suffolk. The countess was a noted beauty whose morals were often called into question by authors of libels, some of which depicted her as Salisbury’s mistress. The marriage was designed to consolidate the political links between the two families of the Cecils and the Howards. It proved an amicable and fecund partnership, securing the next generation of the family, although the fall of the Suffolks on charges of financial misappropriation was embarrassing. Frances Cecil, who had inherited both her father’s humpback and his love of music, did not appear at court. In July 1610 she was married to Lord Clifford, heir of the Earl of Cumberland. Salisbury paid Clifford a dowry of £6,000, very generous given his daughter’s rank, and almost certainly because extra money was required by the groom’s family to compensate for her deformity. By 1612 the Lord Treasurer had expanded his relatively modest inheritance from Lord Burghley into one of the greatest estates in the realm. Moreover, despite the burden of unpaid loans in 1612, Salisbury had not over-reached himself. After clearing his father’s debts, by 1617 William the second earl commanded a regular income from land and from valuable London properties that supported his position among the highest ranks of the English nobility. Hatfield House and Cranborne manor are still lived in by the Cecil family.

Immediately after Salisbury’s death there was an outpouring of libellous verses, depicting him as: ‘Oppression’s praiser, Taxation’s raiser’ and ‘the parliament’s abuser’. His humpback led to invidious comparisons with Richard III among others. Sexual depravity, ‘the pox’, was linked to the ulcerous sores and fetid breath of his last days. The funeral, held at Hatfield on 10 June 1612, was a quiet affair for a man of Salisbury’s eminence, but it was nearly interrupted by a symbolic protest against his new estate. His grand new house and grounds had caused bitter resentment among locals deprived of their traditional access.34

Sir Francis Bacon, a bitter rival, opined that the Lord Treasurer had merely kept things from growing worse. Ironically his successor Suffolk proved far worse, indeed totally incompetent, and the stability of the Jacobean regime suffered accordingly. Salisbury can be credited with some far-sighted reforms. The new impositions on trade were more lucrative, more expandable, and much easier to collect, than inadequate subsidy assessments of static landed wealth. The Great Contract envisaged a strong and permanent partnership between Crown and parliament in voting and raising state revenues. That was to be realized under William III, but proved impossible under the feckless James I. There are other areas, too, where Salisbury contributed to England’s stability. Between 1596 and 1603 he assisted the Elizabethan regime through circumstances of great difficulty. The Irish rising coincided with bad harvests, scarcity of coin, and widespread disruption of trade. He reacted promptly to Essex’s rebellion, but was careful not to create a permanently disaffected faction by discreetly easing the punishments handed down to the lesser men who had been involved. Second, Cecil took considerable personal risks between 1601 and 1603 in smoothing the path for the trouble-free accession of James I. Among those Englishmen who corresponded secretly with the Scottish king, he was the only one with sufficient administrative power to ensure that the necessary preparations were all made before Elizabeth’s death. Third, it was Cecil, effectively aided only by Northampton, who in 1604 conducted the negotiations with Spain which not only brought peace after the long war, but also safely opened up the New World, with all its potential for the future, to English merchants and mariners.

Historians have tended to ignore the achievements, while repeatedly debating how far Robert Cecil was corrupt. He undoubtedly used his official position for personal financial gain on an extraordinary scale. However, in an era which did not pay adequate official salaries, it was expected that great servants of the state would reimburse themselves by exploiting their offices and seeking some form of payment for favours that they were able to do for others. Burghley built more great houses and advanced more of his clientage than his son. Cecil served Elizabeth for eleven years, carrying heavy administrative burdens without much to show by way of reward. After 1603 he acquired a fortune, and perhaps was greedier than his father had been, but he debased his official position far less than his successor Suffolk. His acceptance of a pension and of substantial separate gifts from successive Spanish ambassadors after 1604 was dubious and widely derided. Yet he was never regarded at the Spanish court as a reliable friend or client of Spain; it was hoped that the pension might moderate his hostility, and there was rejoicing in Madrid at his death. Second, his relationships with the great London merchants who farmed the customs were extremely close, and he depended heavily on them for credit as he amassed his estate and funded his building programme. Salisbury almost certainly did not extract from them the maximum price that might have been obtained for the great farm of the customs and other subsequent farms. Nevertheless he ensured that customs revenue, and taxes on trade, contributed far more to the royal coffers than they had done earlier. If the merchants also generously contributed to his own coffers it might be argued that it was preferable to enriching himself directly from the crown. The political legacy remains harder to assess. Salisbury succeeded his father Burghley, but wisely made no attempt to train up his own son to follow in his footsteps as a pre-eminent administrator. The second earl proved himself to be a shrewd politician, but he was not a great bureaucrat.35

Yet it was perhaps the ultimate tribute to Salisbury that his political stance—co-operation with parliaments, conscientious central administration, restoration of sound royal finances, and pragmatic diplomacy—re-emerged triumphantly at the end of the seventeenth century.

Perhaps the most trenchant defence of Salisbury was the one put forward by his friend Sir Walter Cope to James I:

If this Lord’s tomb could speak, it would assure us there were no gain to be gotten by defacing the monument of so worthy a Minister … He lost the love of your people only for your sake, and for your service.

Among all the drones and freeloaders at the Jacobean court, Salisbury stood out as a dedicated bureaucrat. In the service of the state he wore himself out, and if he was to blame for amassing too many great offices, the king was deeply misguided to think that any one privy councillor could carry the burdens of the Wards, the secretaryship, and the treasury.

The tomb at Hatfield parish church, designed by Maximilian Colt and approved by Salisbury before his death, shows him in effigy, clad in Garter robes, and holding the Lord Treasurer’s staff. He lies on a black slab, with the four cardinal virtues of Justice, Fortitude, Temperance, and Prudence, carved almost life-sized, holding up the slab. A sculpted skeleton lies beneath on a carved rolled mat. There is no epitaph: nothing to extol Salisbury’s unparalleled tenure of the three greatest offices of state, and no mention of any family ties. On the other hand perhaps it was an appropriate monument for a man who years earlier had described himself to Sir John Harington as a man ‘that hath sorrowed in the bright lustre of a Court and gone heavily even on the best seeming fair ground’. It also expresses something of Salisbury’s state of mind in the last year of his life. For all his remarkable frankness to James I, and his efforts over the Great Contract, Salisbury had not succeeded in impressing on the king his financial plight: ‘how the storm comes before it breaks’. His words were reflected in the next generation of the Cecil family, for his son and heir William abandoned Charles I and supported the parliamentary cause.
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CHAPTER 5

JAMES I AND THE CONSOLIDATION OF BRITISH MONARCHY?

R. MALCOLM SMUTS

POLITICAL historians used to treat James’s succession to the English throne as a major watershed between very different periods. One influential textbook, repeatedly republished between 1928 and 1983, described his reign as the ‘Prologue’ to a great historical drama that would end only with the Glorious Revolution. Its author described the transition to the ‘new age’, made possible by the ‘completion’ of the Tudors’ work of reconstructing ‘English civilization’ by taming the baronage, subordinating the Church to royal control and extending Crown authority into ‘every corner of the land’. ‘What men needed now was not protection from the great lords but protection from the tyrannical abuse of its authority on the part of the power by which the great lords had been overthrown.’ Thus began the great contest between king and parliament that dominated the next century.1 This interpretation lost ground from the 1980s, as historians became suspicious of political narratives that advanced with the inexorable momentum of well-constructed dramatic plots, and sceptical of the idea that constitutional conflicts formed the pivot around which all seventeenth-century history turned. Some began to emphasize elements of continuity between Elizabeth’s last years and James’s reign, stressing the rise of more authoritarian tendencies in government in the 1590s and sharpened conflict over the Church.2 But these arguments came primarily from specialists in Elizabethan history gazing forward into the seventeenth century and did not stimulate a thorough re-evaluation of James’s early English reign, which has attracted less recent attention than either the 1590s or the years after 1620.3

This is unfortunate for specialists in English literature, since the new king’s first dozen years in England coincided with the latter part of Shakespeare’s career and a remarkably fertile period in drama and poetry. Born two years apart, in 1564 and 1566, Shakespeare and James were almost exact contemporaries, both slightly younger than Sir Walter Ralegh and George Chapman and a few years older than Ben Jonson, John Donne, and Thomas Middleton. Having come of age in the late sixteenth century, these men experienced the transition to a new reign as they approached middle age. They would have been much more aware of how James’s arrival affected their own generation than of its implications for a still fairly distant future. To recover their perspective we need to resist looking ahead to later political conflicts and concentrate instead on how James appeared to make an immediate difference, and how in some ways life under him continued much as before.

Perhaps the most striking way that the new king’s quiet accession altered the political climate was by dispelling years of anxiety that Elizabeth’s death would unleash a violent upheaval. As the queen lay dying the French ambassador confidently predicted the outbreak of ‘many murders, robberies and acts of revenge’ and reported that the Privy Council had rounded up ‘about a thousand’ vagabonds in London, ostensibly to reinforce the English regiment in the Netherlands but principally ‘to get rid of this dangerous canaille during a time of change’.4 But to the delighted surprise of many people, Sir Robert Cecil and the Council engineered James’s uncontested proclamation and assured that life continued normally while he made his way south. Although Shakespeare did not write verses celebrating the peaceful start of the new reign, several others, including Ben Jonson, Samuel Daniel, and Michael Drayton, rushed to do so.

The resolution of two other long-standing conflicts amplified the significance of James’s uncontested succession. Barely a week before Elizabeth died the Earl of Tyrone capitulated to the English general Lord Montjoy, ending nine years of bitter warfare in Ireland. England’s long war with Spain had also begun winding down and efforts to end it, already under way before the queen’s death, culminated in the Treaty of London in March 1604.5 James’s rule therefore initiated a period of peace that owed less to his own efforts than a fortuitous conjunction of circumstances. At the time no one knew how long that peace would last and the British government continued to support the Dutch in their war against Spain and to cultivate an alliance with Henry IV of France, in case it collapsed. But this did not prevent James from embracing the title of Rex Pacificus that panegyrists bestowed upon him, which has coloured his reputation among historians ever since.6

The advent of internal and external peace significantly affected James’s three kingdoms. For the English war had brought military conscription, high taxes, and even higher government expenditures, resulting in sales of Crown lands and a growing burden of royal debt. In Ireland it had shaken English control to its foundations, triggering a brutal campaign of conquest. Although Scotland avoided actual civil war after the 1570s, it had witnessed a tense, three-sided struggle between Catholic nobles led by the Earl of Huntly, a fiercely Presbyterian Kirk, and the king. The turning point came in 1596–97, as Huntly retired to his country estates while James extended his control over the Kirk, following a failed Presbyterian coup.7

The end of wartime pressures should have freed James and his ministers to concentrate on consolidating royal authority within each of his kingdoms, and in the relationship between them. In many ways that is precisely what they attempted to do by addressing long-standing problems involving everything from Crown finances to religious and ethnic diversity. But their efforts to build a stable Kingdom of Great Britain—a name James introduced—encountered several difficulties and raised new controversies.

LINEAGE AND NOBILITY

James and his apologists never tired of reminding people that he ruled his kingdoms by hereditary right, as heir to the Tudors and Plantagenets, the medieval sovereigns of Scotland and—so it was asserted—ancient princes of Wales and Ireland. His famous arguments for royal divine right—elaborated in Basilikon Doron, The Trew Law of Free Monarchies, and several speeches from the throne—were inseparable from claims about the transmission of legitimate authority from generation to generation through royal bloodlines. Just as ordinary marriages united the families of a bride and groom in a common kinship, so royal marriages, and seeming accidents of dynastic inheritance functioned in James’s eyes as providential instruments for unifying nations in peace. The antiquarian Sir Robert Cotton amplified the argument in a memorandum of 1604 by pointing out that the last female heir to the ancient line of Anglo-Saxon kings had married into the Scottish royal family. Her bloodline, supplanted by the Conqueror, had therefore returned to the English throne with James.8 Shakespeare gestured towards this connection by giving the last Anglo-Saxon king, Edward the Confessor, a role in Macbeth, a play about the founding of the Stuart lineage.9 Some writers credited James with restoring the lost unity of an ancient British kingdom that was subsequently divided into smaller units. The presence of this mythical realm in King Lear and Cymbeline—threatened in the first case with dismemberment among Lear’s daughters and in the second by Roman imperialism—would have called to mind this claim.

James and his panegyrists elaborated on the relationship between royal governance and royal bloodlines and procreation in several ways. They celebrated the fecundity of the king’s own marriage, which had produced two living sons and a daughter, while simultaneously portraying him as both husband and nursing father to his kingdom. It must be one unified kingdom rather than several, James told an English parliament, because he abhorred polygamy.10 Shakespeare inverted the biblical trope of monarchs as nursing fathers and mothers in Macbeth, by linking regicidal tyranny to infanticide, through the murder of Macduff’s children and speeches in which Lady Macbeth calls on infernal spirits to exchange her milk for gall and talks of plucking a child from her breast to dash its brains against a wall.11 Lear also metaphorically connects political discord to the disruption of royal generation by laying a curse of sterility on Goneril when she first angers him.12 More broadly, Jacobean discourse equated royal authority with a father’s right to rule his family, applying the Fifth Commandment to honour one’s father and mother to monarchs as well as parents. Britain was imagined as a hierarchical community of households ruled by fathers, with the king as grand patriarch.

James’s sense of paternalism applied with special force to great landed and titled families. He had learned the importance of managing the nobility in Scotland, which possessed an especially powerful and turbulent aristocracy, whose ‘feckless’ arrogance, ‘oppression’ of the commons, and feuding he denounced in Basilikon Doron. But James also endorsed the sixteenth-century belief ‘that virtue followeth oftst noble blood’, adding that a wise king would fill his court with nobles and seek to employ them in his affairs.13 He wanted to cure the nobility of its violent habits and reshape it as an elite dedicated to serving the Crown. At the century’s outset noble violence remained a serious problem in parts of Scotland and Ireland, where lords still possessed private armies. James waged a campaign to eliminate the Scottish tradition of blood feud, while supporting servitors in Ireland who set about dismantling the independent military power of Gaelic chiefs. The Dublin government also undercut the earls of Ormond, the one great Old English dynasty in Ireland that had emerged from the Tudor period with its power undiminished because it had consistently supported the Crown during Irish rebellions.14 But Gaelic lords who submitted to the new order and cooperated with Crown policy—including for a time the rebel earls Tyrone and Tyrconnell—were usually treated with forbearance, to entice them into supporting a new ‘civil’ pattern of governance through English-style institutions.15

In England, where the Tudors had already succeeded in curtailing riots and affrays arising from elite quarrels, James had less work to accomplish. But he did attempt to supress duelling.16 In all three kingdoms he drew support from humanist reformers and Protestant clergy who also disliked noble violence and the aristocratic ethos of proud self-assertion that accompanied it, favouring instead concepts of honour hinging on education, religion, service to the Crown and commonwealth, and an ideal of civility involving restraint and self-discipline.17 Even some Gaelic chiefs in Ireland and the Scottish highlands had begun to absorb these values, while in England and the Scottish lowlands they were becoming dominant, despite the lingering influence of chivalric values.18 Shakespeare’s satiric treatment of violent honour codes, for example in the character of Hotspur, can be related to this wider context.

In Scotland James had learned to manage his nobility by distributing honours and rewards among them, and he continued this practice in England.19 He promoted several courtiers and officers within the peerage, while granting titles to others for the first time. Thus Robert Cecil became Lord Cranborne and then Earl of Salisbury; the Lord Chancellor, Thomas Egerton, Viscount Ellesmere; and Lord Henry Howard, Earl of Northampton. The king turned the household of Henry, Prince of Wales into a virtual academy for noble heirs, hoping that they would form strong bonds with their future king by being brought up and educated alongside him. The strategy seemed to work, since Henry developed close relationships with several members of his entourage, although his early death in 1613 terminated the experiment.20 After 1612 James elevated several Scots tied by kinship or alliance to gentlemen of his bedchamber into the peerage. A few of these, such as Walter Scott, Earl of Buccleugh and Robert Ker Lord Roxborough, played significant roles in pacifying the border with England, alongside the Jacobean courtier George Hume, Earl of Dunbar, who shuttled back and forth between Whitehall and Scotland as the king’s personal agent.21 Englishmen who had distinguished themselves as soldiers or royal servants in Ireland were similarly rewarded with Irish titles, as were a few Scots who promoted royal projects like the plantation of Ulster. By 1628 twenty-nine of the sixty-five resident Irish peers were relatively recent arrivals from England, Scotland, or Wales. The Crown looked to this solidly Protestant cohort of new nobles to help it govern Ireland. The Catholic Earl of Antrim, originally from the Scottish Isle of Antrim, also pursued a successful duel career as a Stuart courtier and regional magnate in Ulster.22

Relying on nobles with ties to the court provided a way of linking the political centre to outlying regions, including districts never previously brought under effective royal governance. It reinforced bureaucratic administration through networks of personal relationships and facilitated informal communication in both directions.23 James attempted to erect a comparable system of control over the British churches by strengthening episcopacy, especially in Scotland, where bishops gradually took over many of the administrative and disciplinary functions previously exercised by presbyteries, regional synods, and national assemblies. This amounted to a system of personal government through delegation to men the king knew and trusted. By drawing nobles throughout Britain and Ireland into the orbit of a society centred on the court, it also promised to integrate James’s kingdoms. Irish peers visited Whitehall in greater numbers during his reign and about a third of them married English brides.24 Although marriages uniting English and Scottish noble families were much less common, a small cohort of Scots nobles—notably the Duke of Lennox and earls of Hamilton and Dunbar—moved with James to London, while others who remained in Scotland placed relatives or clients at the court. Although the Scottish nobility remained almost entirely separate from the English, social contact did increase between them, and a few noble Scots gained English lands and titles.

Since family connections and loyalties mattered enormously in early modern societies, attempting to tie the nobility to the royal court made good political sense. Other monarchs across Europe employed similar strategies. But dependence on a relatively small cohort of court nobles and bishops risked impeding communication with subjects excluded from the privileged networks. In Scotland James’s diminishing reliance on broad consultation through national assemblies and conventions seems to have impaired his awareness of the anger caused by some of his policies, especially involving religion.25 In England Scottish courtiers who monopolized posts in the royal bedchamber, enjoying enormous influence over the distribution of royal bounty, aroused bitter resentment.26 Although James called three English parliaments in his first seven years in London, there was then an eleven-year hiatus between 1610 and 1621, interrupted only by the very brief and unhappy ‘Addled Parliament’ of 1614. In Ireland, where parliaments provided the only opportunity for most Catholic landowners to participate in national affairs, only one was summoned, meeting from 1613 to 1615. James had first learned to balance bureaucratic governance through his Privy Council with informal management of the nobility in Scotland. The technique worked tolerably well in this relatively small kingdom but became more problematic once he had moved to London to preside over three kingdoms with many times Scotland’s land mass and population.

In Scotland James had also learned to spare his treasury by rewarding nobles with honours rather than cash.27 But when he bestowed 934 knighthoods during his first nine months in England—more than Elizabeth had dubbed in forty-five years—people complained that he had debased the honour.28 The number of titled families in both England and Scotland increased markedly after 1603, after remaining remarkably stable during the late sixteenth century, roughly doubling in each kingdom by the late 1620s. In Ireland the peerage trebled. The payment of bribes and gratuities by men seeking titles, followed in the 1610s by the open sale of titles further tainted this ‘inflation of honours’. Although the worst abuses did not occur until the 1620s, the problem had begun to appear earlier in the reign. A negative image of courts as centres of venality and flattery, where unworthy social upstarts acquired wealth and titles by manipulating weak kings, had long existed, finding a reflection in chronicle histories of unsuccessful rulers like Edward II and Richard II and plays by Marlowe and Shakespeare based on chronicle sources. While James’s lavish distribution of honours and material rewards to favoured members of his entourage did not create this pejorative view, it does seem to have breathed fresh life into it.

Historians and literary scholars have lately rediscovered a mass of anonymous verse libels, circulated in manuscript or by being set to music and sung in social gatherings, focusing on the alleged depravities of prominent court figures such as Salisbury, whose small stature and spinal deformity were interpreted as marks of inner corruption.29 Although anticipated by earlier Catholic complaints about Elizabeth’s court and criticisms by the Earl of Essex and his circle against his rivals, bitter invectives against the court and its leaders grew more common in James’s reign. They appeared to justify arguments that the defence of ‘old English virtue’—or its Irish or Scottish equivalents—required resistance to unreasonable royal demands promoted by corrupt courtiers. In the sixteenth century a concept had developed in France and the Netherlands of the patriot noble, who defended the liberties and privileges of his country against tyrannical misrule.30 The second Earl of Essex may have been the first Englishman to style himself a ‘zealous patriot’ towards the close of Elizabeth’s reign.31 In the parliament of 1604 Essex’s friend and Shakespeare’s former patron, Henry Wriothesley, Earl of Southampton, led the opposition in the House of Lords to James’s proposal for a more complete union of England and Scotland. Along with a few other peers and members of the Commons, Southampton went on to oppose other royal policies in later parliaments. By the early 1620s these nobles had become known as ‘patriot lords’ who claimed to defend ‘old English honour’ by speaking out against the king’s pro-Spanish policies, in ways that consciously looked back to Essex’s career.32 In Ireland Catholic nobles protested vociferously against the Crown’s attempt to procure a Protestant majority in the parliament of 1613 by creating new peers and enfranchising boroughs in districts inhabited by English planters.33 In the Scottish parliament of 1621 nobles without ties to the royal court or the Scottish Privy Council voted virtually unanimously against the Articles of Perth, a set of liturgical reforms James wanted to impose to bring Scottish practices into closer conformity with those of the English Church.34 Although James had largely succeeded in eliminating the old problems of noble violence and armed rebellion, thanks partly to widespread public support, he failed to prevent peers in all three of his kingdoms from putting themselves at the head of newer forms of resistance to royal policies, through parliaments and other legal channels.

CUSTOM, LAW, AND THE UNIFICATION OF PEOPLES

English critics who resisted James’s proposals for an Anglo-Scottish union and other subsequent policies claimed to be defending the kingdom’s ancient laws and customs. These arguments reflected an outlook that J. G. A. Pocock, famously dubbed ‘the common law mind’, a tendency to look back to ancient legal precedents for the solution to all political problems.35 Although the idea that English common law expressed the custom of the realm dates back to at least the thirteenth century, a preoccupation with custom seems to have become more prevalent in England towards the close of the sixteenth century, and not only among common lawyers. In the 1580s Samuel Daniel invoked a concept of linguistic custom to refute theorists who wanted to impose classical rules of metre on English verse.36 Richard Hooker produced the period’s most elaborate discussion of custom in The Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity, while Hooker’s student and patron, Edwin Sandys, led the resistance to James’s Union project in the Commons. Daniel, Hooker, and Sandys all saw custom as a barrier against unwelcome radical reforms, whether promoted by dogmatic classicists, Presbyterian clerics, or a foreign-born king. Appeals to custom justified continuity and stability in a period of political and religious uncertainty.

But the perspective changes if we move beyond England to the other British kingdoms. In Scotland the concept of ancient custom had less resonance, partly because it played a smaller role in Scottish law,37 but also because the Scottish Reformation had broken more completely with the traditions of the medieval Church and then gone on to attack ancient social institutions like the bloodfeud. Scots therefore tended to adopt more discriminating views of their own customs, distinguishing between usages they wished to preserve and others they wanted to discard. Hooker’s view of custom as the distillation of ages of human reason, producing a wisdom far superior to that of any individual, did not appeal to them. In Ireland most English observers regarded ancient Gaelic custom as barbaric. The only way to turn Ireland into a civil society, many argued, was to eradicate its customs—along with the bards, brehon lawyers, and Gaelic soldiers who perpetuated them—in favour of English usages. In Ireland the common law therefore became an instrument for uprooting one set of ancient customs and replacing them with another. The English believed, with some justification, that a similar process had already taken place in sixteenth-century Wales. Their view of the law as a tool for altering an ancient culture and consolidating conquest helps explain why they became so alarmed at the thought that a Scottish king might tamper with the legal customs of their own country.

But in reality law and legal custom played an even more complex and ambiguous role than these discourses suggested. In Ireland Old English Catholics trained in the common law generally supported efforts to extend legal procedures throughout the island, but they also tried to use the law to shield their co-religionists and block reforms they disliked. In order to turn the law into a reliable tool of English governance and Protestant reform, it therefore became necessary to purge Catholic judges from the Irish bench, banish Catholics from pleading before Irish courts, and imprison Catholic jurors who refused to convict individuals the authorities wished to punish.38 Even these measures did not prevent Catholics trained in the law from lending their services to Irish landowners threatened with eviction by English planters, or raising legal objections to government policies in Irish parliaments. In England Catholics also attempted to exploit legal technicalities to shield themselves from laws against recusancy, while from the 1590s puritans began appealing to common law rules in reaction against alleged persecution by the bishops. The law might variously promote or impede royal control, depending on who controlled its interpretation.

Antiquarian research had meanwhile begun to complicate views about the origins and development of custom and its relationship to ethnicity or ‘race’. Some jurists, notably Sir Edward Coke, believed English legal custom to be so immemorial that it antedated not only the Norman but the Roman conquest of Britain.39 But investigations into the historical movement of different peoples into Britain and Ireland rendered this view increasingly problematic. Largely on the basis of linguistic evidence, the most sophisticated antiquarians increasingly recognized that the English and lowland Scots descended from Germanic invaders of the early Middle Ages, the Welsh from the island’s ancient inhabitants, and the Gaelic Irish from a separate people closely related to the Highland Scots.40 Especially in Scotland, Ireland, and Wales, but to a degree even in England, where a small body of Celtic speakers remained in Cornwall, ethnic differences therefore cut across national boundaries rather than coinciding with them. Although the Welsh were sometimes charitably regarded as former barbarians who had become civil, Celtic speakers in both Ireland and Scotland were widely regarded as wild and ungoverned, as were a few anglophone communities, such as the inhabitants of the borders. James shared these prejudices and thought the differences between civil English and Scots trivial in comparison to the chasm dividing both from his more barbarous subjects.41

The unification of Britain (and Ireland) under Stuart rule therefore involved more issues than the dynastic and legal relationship between Scotland and England, and it is by no means clear that James considered a merger of law codes and parliaments of paramount importance to the process. Instead, it seems to have been primarily Englishmen, including both supporters and opponents of the Union project, who leaped to the conclusion that it must involve the amalgamation of English and Scottish law. Sir Francis Bacon and the civil lawyer Sir John Hayward both published treatises arguing on historic grounds that, without a unification of laws and institutions, dynastic unions always remained weak and fragile.42 As Hayward put it, ‘whatsoever appearances are used to make two states seem one, if they have not one community of laws they remain, notwithstanding, and upon small occasion will show themselves disjointed’.43 But others objected that a community of laws would subvert ancient English liberties, while opening the kingdom to an inundation of Scots seeking to transplant themselves into a richer country. Sir Henry Spelman also thought legal unification was impractical. He pointed out that ‘about 400 years’ had passed since Henry II first began to introduce English law into Ireland, ‘and yet how often in these ages have so many of them taken up rebellious arms to restore their ancient country usages’.44

Although James welcomed efforts to bring English and Scottish law into closer conformity with each other, the failure to pass legislation doing this because of strong English resistance probably seemed to him a less decisive setback than many historians have assumed. It certainly did not bring an end to his efforts at promoting greater unity and uniformity between his kingdoms by other methods, sometimes with active English support, as in Ireland. Many Gaelic chieftains adjusted to English institutions in efforts to preserve their local influence, even while religious issues remained an important source of division.45 James promoted measures to bring Scottish Highland chiefs under tighter control, to introduce colonies of lowland settlers into Gaelic areas of Scotland, and to integrate remote Scottish regions into a British and European commercial economy. But suggestively, he did not attempt to extend a system of royal courts and administration into the highlands, as the Dublin government was doing in Gaelic regions of Ireland.46 Again it was English servitors, rather than the king, who equated centralized royal authority with an immediate push to standardize laws and institutional procedures. James was more patient and flexible in his methods: so long as royal authority and civic peace were making progress he normally did not care particularly about precise forms.

MAGISTRACY AND OFFICE

This does not mean that James was indifferent to institutional structures, but, rather, that he adopted a pragmatic approach, adjusting laws and introducing new institutional controls as opportunities arose. In 1597 he expressed disapproval of Scotland’s hereditary courts that placed the administration of justice at the local level under the control of noblemen and lairds, rather than magistrates appointed by the Crown, as in England.47 But he also acknowledged that it would take a very long time to reform this system. Rather than trying to do so all at once he therefore concentrated on extending central supervision over local courts and recovering rights of jurisdiction piecemeal by pressuring their holders into surrendering them, often in return for other favours. Hereditary offices survived long beyond his reign; royal peace keeping spread by enlisting the cooperation of these entrenched institutions, along with the energy of Kirk sessions, rather than through radical institutional change.48

As a practical matter the growing penetration of royal governance depended not only on institutional reform but trends that made Crown authority an increasingly important part of the fabric of everyday life. These included a growing resort to litigation, often as a substitute for older and more violent methods of resolving disputes.49 In England this development gave rise to complaints about pettifoggers who stirred quarrels among neighbours, echoed by the famous line of one of Cade’s followers in The First Part of the Contention (1 Henry VI), ‘the first thing we do, let’s kill all the lawyers’.50 But it also made the law and its technicalities relevant to the lives of all landowners and many people of humbler station, who became embroiled in disputes over debts, tenures, or contracts of employment. Although noble violence persisted longer in Scotland, here too arbitrations sanctioned by the courts—especially the central Court of Session—developed from the early sixteenth century as an alternative to self-help and the feud.51 Even in Gaelic Ireland, newly established assizes made legal remedies more widely available as the government attempted to crack down on private violence.

Growing resort to the law was accompanied by the expanding role of magistrates and officers like village constables. In England the Crown appointed county magistrates, normally from among the greater gentry, who in turn exercised supervisory powers over parish and borough officers chosen by their communities. In the aftermath of the Nine Years’ War, English servitors made the first truly systematic attempt to impose a similar system throughout Ireland, while in Scotland James introduced English-style justices of the peace and parish constables in 1609.52 In all three kingdoms local magistrates received new statutory powers and also tended to extend their authority by devising ad hoc procedures for solving local problems, such as the distribution of poor relief, in what some historians have described as a process of unplanned state formation.53 Officers sometimes met with individual acts of defiance and bumbling village constables were frequent targets of satire by Shakespeare and other writers. But for the most part, people recognized an officer’s right to command his equals and even his social superiors while carrying out his legitimate duties. As Lear remarked, even ‘a dog’s obeyed in office’ when its bark chases a beggar from its master’s property.54 In some sense any social role, such as that of a minister or householder, could be regarded as an office, with its attendant rights and duties, so that, as one historian has argued, contemporaries might approach virtually any social and political issue in terms of competing claims of office.55 But magistrates and constables were officers in a special sense, the embodiment of legal and royal authority in their communities. Although their orders sometimes annoyed people they played an indispensable role in ordering local affairs. The growth of stronger royal authority was not always unwelcome and intrusive; for some people among the substantial propertied segment of the population, who were eager to deal with problems of disorder in their own communities, it might feel empowering.

This claim may seem paradoxical to modern minds accustomed to conceiving of politics in terms of the rights of free citizens. But although early modern Britons did have a keen sense of their liberties, they tended to regard participation in public affairs less as a right than a form of service. The concept of service had a revealing range of meanings in seventeenth-century usage (and in Shakespearean drama). It might be given to close friends and family members, to potential allies or patrons, to a local community, a country or commonwealth, to God and the king, or to several of these in combination. Although it often involved a relationship of subordination, social equals also ‘served’ each other by exchanging gifts and courtesies. Letters between gentlemen and women routinely expressed a desire ‘to be of service’. One might also serve a public cause, such as the defence of liberty and true religion. The concept of service therefore connected and at times elided distinctions between personal obligations to superiors, loyalty to a community, and dedication to moral and religious principles. In some circumstances true service might even involve a duty to disobey a command or oppose the wishes of a superior behaving dishonourably and destructively, as in Kent’s defiance of Lear’s decision to disinherit Cordelia. Conversely a traitorous servant might flatter, manipulate, and betray his master while pretending to assist him, as Iago did to Othello.

Seventeenth-century governance depended not only on an ethos of service but a belief that in serving the king individuals might find legitimate ways to serve kin, friends, neighbours, and their own interests. This meant that although the king might normally rely on a broad political nation to carry out his governance, royal policies were continuously adjusted and occasionally obstructed by royal servants. In Ireland, where the scarcity of Protestants made it impossible to exclude Catholics from office, local magistrates became locked into public contests with the king’s deputy, Sir Arthur Chichester. At one point in 1607 thirteen of Dublin’s twenty-four aldermen were in prison for resisting the government’s drive to enforce religious conformity, while five successive mayors of Waterford were removed from office.56 In a few English communities, such as the village of Terling in Essex and the town of Dorchester, puritan oligarchies took control of local offices and initiated rigorous campaigns of moral reformation reminiscent of the work of Presbyterian Kirk sessions in Scotland.57 The character of Jacobean government therefore varied from place to place depending on the views of the king’s local servants. James even managed to accommodate both Protestant and Catholic subjects who wished to engage in war, by allowing them to serve in opposing foreign armies. This rid Ireland of unemployed soldiers, while providing a source of trained British veterans in case the Jacobean peace should break down, without burdening the royal treasury. People of widely divergent views thus found it possible to serve the king while simultaneously seeking to advance agendas that James did not necessarily favour, and that other royal servants positively abhorred.

RELIGION

This flexibility was essentially a source of strength, provided differences did not become acute enough to disrupt the functioning of royal administration. The most significant potential sources of such acute divisions, apart from purely personal quarrels, involved differences over religion. In 1603 many puritans hoped that James would agree to eliminate Church ceremonies they had long disliked, and Catholics that he would grant them toleration. In Ireland the authorities in Limerick, Cork, and several other towns tried to force the issue by restoring the Mass after they received news of Elizabeth’s death, claiming that since they did not yet know the new king’s wishes they were entitled to follow the preferences of the majority as they awaited his instructions. James soon made it clear that he would not grant Catholics legal toleration, and at the Hampton Court conference in March 1604 he signalled his intention to maintain the Elizabethan Church Settlement. But the rigour with which he enforced conformity varied with time and circumstances. He eased prosecutions of Catholic priests and moderated recusancy fines in England, effectively allowing propertied Catholics to purchase de facto toleration in return for the annual payment of a fine. In Scotland he continued for several years to block the Kirk’s effort to crack down on the Catholic earls of Huntly and Errol, although he permitted their excommunication in 1607 and allowed pressure on lesser Catholics to increase.58 In Ireland Lord Deputy Chichester attempted to browbeat socially prominent Catholics into submission through stiff fines and spells of imprisonment. But despite some temporary local successes, strong opposition and James’s fear of provoking a new rebellion defeated this programme.59 Although technically illegal, the practice of Catholicism continued openly in Ireland, while the official Church suffered from inadequate resources, a shortage of qualified clergy and uneven leadership.

James made it clear that he preferred the English system of episcopal Church government to Scottish Presbyterianism. In 1606 six Scottish clerics who vociferously opposed his efforts to impose bishops on their Kirk found themselves summoned to London to listen to harangues on the duty of absolute obedience to kings by English clerics. Two were then imprisoned for refusing to back down in face-to-face interviews with the king.60 But despite his manifest determination to impose royal and episcopal control, James sympathized with many puritan and Presbyterian goals, including the promotion of a preaching ministry and the reform of uncivil customs. He often proved more willing than Elizabeth to turn a blind eye to unobtrusive non-conformity. Most Jacobean bishops accepted a broadly Calvinist theology of salvation, as did James himself. When the Dutch theologian Jacobus Arminius and his follower Conradus Vorstius challenged Calvinist orthodoxy James vigorously protested, demanding Vorstius’s dismissal from his professorship at the University of Leiden.61

Most recent historians of English religion have credited these policies with dampening religious divisions by creating a broad episcopal Church in which moderate puritans felt reasonably comfortable.62 Scottish historians have detected more evidence of serious disquiet, although James always managed to prevail, at least on the surface.63 In both countries the number of university-educated preaching ministers serving the parishes increased. But accommodating a wide spectrum of Protestant belief within the Church and among the bishops allowed partisan divisions to develop within the ecclesiastical establishment. The presence of crypto-Catholics like Henry Howard, Earl of Northampton on the Privy Council also caused disquiet in some quarters. These fissures worsened after 1618, as a new outbreak of religious warfare in Europe and the king’s provocative decision to seek a Spanish match for his heir, Prince Charles, brought them to the surface.

But at the time of Shakespeare’s death in 1616 the peace and stability of James’s kingdoms looked reasonably secure. In many ways James and his servants had indeed consolidated royal government over his kingdoms, by patching together arrangements that, although far from perfect, contributed to a more peaceful and stable climate than that of the late sixteenth century. English law and administrative methods had been extended throughout Ireland, bloodfeuds and private warfare greatly reduced in Scotland, and the already robust structure of English magistracy strengthened. The king presided over a court in which English, Scottish, and a few Irish nobles and politicians met and collaborated. Despite well-publicized examples of friction this contributed to the development of several collegial relationships. Although he never succeeded in the impossible task of removing religious disagreements among his subjects, James at least prevented those disputes from erupting into violent conflict. These were far from negligible achievements.

Serious weaknesses nevertheless remained within the polity, above all the Crown’s financial problems, discussed by Pauline Croft in Chapter 4 of this collection. The need to find money to pay the king’s debts distorted crown policies in many other areas, ranging from the granting of monopolies to the handling of Highland feuds. Financial pressure led Salisbury to impose controversial ‘new impositions’ or customs duties on trade, which some English considered illegal; this in turn amplified worries that James and his council had insufficient respect for English law. Lavish rewards to favoured courtiers, many of them Scots, undercut pleas that the king needed more money, while encouraging perceptions that a corrupt and venal court had begun to undermine the moral values on which sound government depended. James’s poverty also threatened to diminish his ability to aid foreign allies and defend his own kingdoms in any future war. His awareness of this predicament helps explain his refusal to break with Spain and assist the Protestant cause in Germany after 1618, in what many English Protestants saw a betrayal of their country’s honour and religious duties. The ham-fisted efforts of Charles I and Buckingham to repair the damage by entering the Thirty Years War after 1625 precipitated a genuine political crisis. But we should not allow the temptation to look ahead to later troubles to colour unduly our perception of James’s early years in England, the period directly relevant to Shakespeare.
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CHAPTER 6

WAR, SOLDIERS, AND HIGH POLITICS UNDER ELIZABETH I

D. J. B. TRIM

THE participation of career soldiers in high politics was a subject that attracted Elizabethan and Jacobean dramatists, including Shakespeare.* Their interest was natural because, in the second half of the sixteenth century, socio-cultural factors created an unusual political environment in which capable military commanders, with powerful individual personalities, emerged, flourished, and had a significant impact on debates at the queen’s court and in her council about policy—that is to say they became players in the political process. The important role of ‘martialists’ (to use a contemporary term) in politics and policy-making during the period when Shakespeare grew to maturity was, if not unprecedented, certainly unusual, and without parallel either earlier, in the ‘long’ sixteenth century of the Tudors, or again until the civil wars and revolution of the mid-seventeenth century.

HIGH POLITICS, GENDER, AND WAR

Recent scholarship on late sixteenth-century England has emphasized the collaborative nature of politics and policy-making under Elizabeth I. If some are too inclined to ascribe the queen’s actions or language to her chief councillors,1 the picture that has emerged of those councillors role in ‘royal’ decision-making is largely persuasive.

Concerned over what would happen in the event of the queen’s death, because of the lack of a clear heir, and certain in any case that a female sovereign needed male guidance, great nobles and royal ministers stressed ideas of ‘mixed monarchy’, and the sovereign’s obligation to listen to counsel, while seeking to channel the queen’s energies into their preferred channels, or even to evade her will. In addition, some scholars assert (including elsewhere in this volume) that they endeavoured to manipulate a nascent ‘public sphere’. There are difficulties in trying to apply that concept, developed by Jürgen Habermas and defined specifically in eighteenth-century terms, to the very different social and intellectual world of the sixteenth century, but certainly the ‘central members of the regime’ used a variety of print, text, and images, as ‘techniques of political maneuver and communication’, intended ‘to appeal to and mobilize various publics’. They sought thereby to shape court politics and Privy Council proceedings, in the hope of persuading the queen to support their stance on various issues.2

The councillors and courtiers who influenced the late-Tudor polity were themselves, in turn, significantly influenced by the actions and advice of their own clients, servants and counsellors. These second- and third-rank figures not only worked as ‘advisers, informants, spokesmen and public relations officers’ in response to their patrons’ commands; they also sometimes acted independently, especially where religion was concerned. Scholarship has largely focused on these so-called ‘men of business’ as intellectuals who drafted policy memoranda and political tracts, and participated in parliamentary debates.3 The influence of men of action, who contributed through deeds as well as words, has been largely ignored.

Soldiers, however, could be particularly significant influences on their patrons and on royal counsellors and courtiers. First, war was prevalent during the reign of Elizabeth I. England was openly at war with France in 1560 and 1562–63, and then with the Spanish Monarchy from 1585 until 1604 (after the queen’s death in 1603). Some smaller campaigns in Ireland in the first thirty years of the reign preceded the more substantial conflict of the so-called Nine Years’ War (1594–1603), which became subsumed within the wider Anglo-Spanish War.4 In addition, almost all of the queen’s subjects took a keen interest, and many Englishmen were directly involved, in a series of major religious wars in France and the Low Countries that lasted with few intervals from 1567 until 1609 (after the accession of James VI and I).5 Military affairs were regularly the stuff of high politics: up to 1585 there were recurrent debates about whether England should aid continental Protestants, and if so to what extent and by what means (debates sometimes among the queen’s courtiers and counsellors, but sometimes between her and her ministers), while from 1585 onwards there was sparring about whether and on what terms alliances with the Dutch Republic and Henry of Navarre should continue. Throughout the reign the Privy Council regularly discussed provisions for defence against invasion, especially the training and equipping of the militia, as well as military security in Ireland.6

A second key reason for the importance of soldiers in late-Tudor politics was Elizabeth’s gender, which prevented her from fulfilling a sovereign’s traditional role, one valorized by art and literature throughout Europe: going to war in person. All Elizabeth’s adult male predecessors for a century had done this: Henry VIII, Henry VII, Richard III, and Edward IV on multiple occasions, and even the mentally ill Henry VI during the Wars of the Roses. Throughout the sixteenth century, continental sovereigns regularly commanded armies. Although the perceived role of a monarch was evolving towards a greater focus on administration, even the ultimate sixteenth-century bureaucrat-king, Philip II of Spain, recognized that in contemporary elite culture his primary role was national war leader—a function fulfilled par excellence by his father, Charles V.7 Philip had, at the outset of his reign, taken part in the siege of St Quentin, which thereafter served as proof of his ability to play the part of a king. On his triumphal entry into Lisbon in 1581, after Portugal had been annexed by Spanish armies, commanded not by Philip but by the Duke of Alba, Philip donned the armour he had worn at St Quentin. He also twice had his portrait painted while wearing it; and his great-grandson, Charles II, a century later in a time of military crisis for the Spanish Monarchy chose to be depicted in that same armour.8 Such was the perceived power of royal deeds of martial prowess.

Elizabeth had no possibility of performing such deeds because of contemporary attitudes to gender. She joined an army only once in a reign of forty-five years: at Tilbury in August 1588, where she mixed with ‘the Coronells and Captaines of the Armye’ gathered to defend against the Spanish Armada.9 But by the time she did so the danger of invasion was (and was recognized as being) largely past. Her famous Tilbury speech was essentially spin, rather than an attempt to inspirit troops about to go into battle—they were demobilized soon afterwards.10 The contrast with her vigorously martial father is marked. Although whenever one of Elizabeth’s generals ‘led her armies overseas, he did so in the name of the Queen’,11 she personally never got near a battlefield. Her subjects may have esteemed the fact that their queen had ‘the heart and stomach of a king, and of a king of England too,’ but in practical terms it was more significant to them that she was ‘a weak and feeble woman’.12

As a result Elizabeth always found it difficult to control military and naval commanders after a campaign commenced. She indubitably influenced the policy that saw them deployed in the field or sent to sea and the objectives given commanders, but from the intervention in Scotland in 1560 to the 1597 expedition to the Azores, once armies or fleets left England, operational decisions by men on the spot often diverged from what the queen and her ministers had directed. By her latter years, Elizabeth tacitly accepted that some decisions about strategic planning would be taken by her (male) councillors.13 Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester and Robert Devereux, Earl of Essex were especially influential voices in debates on foreign policy, war, and strategy; they held most of the highest and most prestigious commands until late in the reign; and they have consequently attracted the greatest attention from scholars.14

High command in this era was associated with high birth and great wealth, rather than experience in the field.15 Indeed, some contemporaries believed that gentle or noble ‘blood’ intrinsically predisposed men to martial virtue, whereas men of common birth required aristocratic leadership to inspire courageous and effective military service.16 The twenty-five years of nominal peace before open war with Spain in 1585 meant that Leicester and other English peers lacked the extensive campaign experience of some of Henry VIII’s generals and admirals, both because their service in Huguenot or Dutch armies would have been too provocative to foreign monarchs and because Elizabeth preferred her favourites to stay close by at court. One result of the cultural prejudice that identified good birth with military ability, combined with the practical reality of a quarter-century in which England was not openly involved in a major war (followed by war to the hilt!), was that the men who filled viceregal roles, commanding armies or fleets in place of the necessarily stay-at-home sovereign, needed the counsel and staff work of career soldiers to assist them. For similar reasons, when the Privy Council considered when, where, and how campaigns should be conducted, it looked to experienced and expert martialists for their advice. Despite the cultural differences between ‘gownsmen’ and ‘swordsmen’,17 the former recognized that they needed the latter, at least in wartime or when war loomed as imminent. Second- and third-rank men (in social terms) began to gain political influence over military decisions.

This situation gave rise, however, to considerable tensions. Many peers and socially prominent gentlemen spent a season or two soldiering, but though lacking extensive experience in the field, were often still unwilling to defer to career soldiers. Major court patrons like Leicester and Essex proved reluctant, when on campaign, to accept advice from experienced subordinates; the earls’ important clients, having raised companies of volunteers from among their own friends and tenants and invested their own money in equipping these units, felt entitled to positions of command, and resented interference by officers who, though gentlemen, were of lower social standing. That all gentlemen had a prickly sense of honour exacerbated the problem, making quarrels more likely and more difficult to settle. Furthermore, when court patrons like Leicester and Essex finally did gain opportunities to lead armies in the field after 1585, leaving Elizabeth’s side necessarily weakened their ability to influence her. The letters of both men testify to intense anxiety, verging on real paranoia, over the insidious influence of court rivals and possible betrayals by their colleagues on the council while they were on campaign. Captains who enjoyed an independent line of communication to the queen and council could easily appear to threaten courtier generals, who worried that expert reports from the field might encourage Elizabeth to second-guess their decisions and cause her to lose confidence in their competence.

Veteran captains thus had to tread carefully in dealing with court patrons, especially when competition over patronage or professional jealousies prompted career soldiers to intrigue and backbite against each other. Finally, the fact that after 1585 English armies were fighting alongside those of the Dutch republic meant that the opinions and sensitivities of foreign military and political leaders also had to be taken into account. Career soldiers who had earned the respect of foreign leaders were sometimes able to mediate relations between the English government and its allies, but they also risked being caught in the middle when those relationships grew strained. These tensions and strategies used to deal with them are reflected in the drama of the period and the careers of prominent martialists.

SOLDIERS ON STAGE AND ON CAMPAIGN

Elizabethan and Jacobean dramatists, including Shakespeare, often depicted not only soldiers and famous battles, but also the participation of martialists in high politics. Shakespeare’s 1 Henry VI (1591–92) juxtaposes a career soldier, Talbot, constantly in the field in France, with the politicking of nobles at home in England. Henry V (1598–99) begins with the scheming of two ecclesiarchs, their minds fixed on a political struggle between the Church and the House of Commons; the exploration, in the rest of the play, of the mentalités of swordsmen is set up by the contrast with those of gownsmen as exposed in the opening scene. In Troilus and Cressida (1600–03), the Trojan warrior princes Hector and Troilus are each contrasted, to some extent, with subtle politicians in both the Trojan and Greek camps, along with jealousies between Greek commanders like Achilles and Ajax, which Ulysses manipulates for political advantage. The eponymous general in Othello (1602–04) owes his position to his military abilities and lacks a domestic power base in Venice. One result is that he bows to Venetian social prejudices by appointing the nobleman Michael Cassio as his lieutenant, instead of the more experienced Iago. Bitterly resenting the promotion of a man who had only theoretical knowledge of war, Iago sabotages both Cassio and Othello, taking advantage of the former’s good nature and weakness for drink, and the latter’s naïveté concerning the cultural, racial, and gender beliefs and overt politics of the Venetian republic. Early in Macbeth (1605–06), Banquo and Macbeth are presented as heroic battle-captains; the latter’s tragedy is that the blandishments of the witches and his own ambition lure him into high politics, in contrast to his compatriot, a straightforward soldier who falls victim to Macbeth’s ambition. Martialists also arguably have an under-acknowledged significance in Hamlet (1600).18

In other plays, an explicit and major theme is the fate of swordsmen when they go beyond their comfort zone, in the field, and enter the political realm of gownsmen. Such excursions end in tragedy for Shakespeare’s Hotspur, in 1 Henry IV (1596–98) and the eponymous protagonists of his Coriolanus (1607–09), George Chapman’s Bussy D’Ambois (1604), Samuel Daniel’s Philotas (1605), and Chapman’s The Conspiracy and Tragedy of Byron (1608).19 Philotas, like Coriolanus, was set in classical antiquity whereas Chapman’s two plays dealt with events (in France) within living memory, and with protagonists whose careers intersected with those of English soldiers (and in one case attracted Shakespeare’s passing attention).20

Unlike their theatrical counterparts, however, soldiers who really played a role in high politics did not inevitably meet tragic ends. Sometimes they shaped policy-making only briefly. Sir Humphrey Gilbert, a veteran of Irish service and client of Lord Burghley, effectively acted as the Elizabethan regime’s representative in Zeeland in 1572. The actions of his expeditionary force helped to safeguard the Dutch rebels’ control of the strategically vital port-town of Flushing. But when the privy council sent ‘William Pelham, one of the queen’s chief military engineers … to Flushing, to assess whether it could be held against a strong enemy threat’, his military judgement that it could not definitively shaped the council’s decision to restrict military aid to William of Orange and subsequently to withdraw Gilbert’s plausibly deniable force. Pelham later served in the Netherlands as one of Leicester’s senior deputies and there, in 1586, he helped poison relations between Leicester and John Norreys (discussed further below). He did not influence policy debates on the Privy Council, but his counsel to Leicester had serious consequences for English policy and strategy alike.21

Roger Williams, who contemptuously dismissed Pelham’s capabilities in his memoirs, was a loyal deputy to Norreys in the Netherlands in the 1580s, before becoming a trusted member of Essex’s military household. Like so many soldiers, the Welshman had a prickly sense of honour and could be combative to comrades, and was a friend of playwrights and poets; he is mentioned in Chapman’s Byron and probably was the model for Shakespeare’s Fluellen (Henry V). Williams briefly commanded an independent force aiding Henry of Navarre in France in 1592, and conducted embassies to the king in 1594 and again in 1595. In addition: ‘The personal bonds between Essex and Williams were very strong and the Welshman’s influence on Essex’s ideas of war was profound’, allowing Williams indirectly to shape English strategy against Spain.22

These examples illustrate the roles that soldiers could play, while revealing that the bitter personal rivalries between martialists depicted by Shakespeare in 1 Henry VI and other Elizabethan plays had parallels in real life. The rest of this chapter focuses on two careers that exemplify both the pitfalls faced by martialists who engaged in politics and the ways in which a few professional soldiers managed to overcome them, if not permanently and completely, then at least to a degree that allowed them to wield real influence. Sir John Norreys, a commander in France, the Netherlands, and Portugal, and Sir Francis Vere, a commander in the Netherlands, enjoyed military careers of distinction that generated extraordinary, European-wide reputations and elevated them into the exalted circles in which policy was debated and decided.

JOHN NORREYS

A zealous Calvinist, John Norreys actively supported Elizabeth’s decision to intervene in Europe’s wars of religion. He led an English army in the Netherlands in 1585 and argued for increasing English military aid to the Dutch in 1587, because the United Provinces of the Netherlands had, in his words, ‘no other relygion but the Reformed’.23 In 1589 he shaped the objectives of the large expeditionary force he and Sir Francis Drake led to Lisbon in the light of dialogue with puritan ministers.24 Norreys encouraged his troops in the Netherlands in the 1580s and Brittany in the 1590s in anti-Catholic behaviour that endangered the alliances between Protestant and Catholic he had been sent to support.

Norreys’s family background shaped his military career. His grandfather, one of Henry VIII’s favourites, had been caught up in the downfall of Anne Boleyn and executed in 1536. During Mary’s reign, Norreys’s parents became close to Anne’s daughter, Princess Elizabeth. Henry Norreys and Margery née Williams, both Protestant in their sympathies, lived quietly at Rycote in Oxfordshire, a manor belonging to Margery’s father, Lord Williams, one of Elizabeth’s co-guardians. Rycote was one of the main sites where the princess was kept under house arrest and here she formed a lifelong friendship with Margery and also knew John as a boy. Thus, Norreys grew up in a family with close links to the queen, helping to explain the extraordinary independent-mindedness he later showed.

This was demonstrated early, while still in his mid- to late teens. In 1566 his father, by now Sir Henry, became the English ambassador to France, and placed John in the household of the major Huguenot leader, Gaspard de Coligny. When the second war of religion began a year later, in 1567, John served under Coligny at the battle of St Denis in November 1567, apparently careless of the embarrassment his presence in the ranks of a rebel army could cause his ambassador father. The second civil war officially ended in March 1568, but the third war of religion broke out less than six months later. Norreys had been sent back to England during the truce to have his education polished by a spell in the household of Sir William Cecil, Elizabeth’s chief councillor, but he returned to France by the autumn of 1569 and from then until the end of the third civil war in August 1570, he again fought for the Huguenots.25

Norreys made vital contacts in these formative years. First, his time with Cecil, who was already on good terms with Sir Henry Norreys, seems to have endeared the young John to the man who dominated Elizabethan government for over thirty years; certainly later in life, Sir William, by then Lord Burghley, and his own heir, Sir Robert Cecil, were patrons and protectors of Norreys and his soldier-brothers after John offended and completely alienated his first major patron, Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester. Second, John had forged close ties with the Huguenots. A 1575 memorandum to Elizabeth on military aid to continental Protestants observed that Norreys ‘has always been friendly with the French’.26 During his time in the Huguenot army he came to know Louis, prince de Condé, who was killed in battle in March 1569; the prince’s heir and successor, Henry; and Henry of Navarre, who eventually succeeded to the French throne.

Finally, Norreys also established a relationship with the leaders of the Dutch revolt. He almost certainly met William of Nassau, Prince of Orange, and his brother, Louis of Nassau, leaders of the failed rebellion in the Netherlands in 1568, who took refuge with their co-religionists and kinsmen, Coligny and the Prince of Condé, and fought for the Huguenots in 1569–70. The 1575 memorandum to Elizabeth quoted above argued for military intervention in the Netherlands on behalf of the Dutch against the Spanish, and proposed that ‘Norris should be placed in command … as he knows the country well’. There is no record of his having served there by 1575, but the only year he could have done so was 1572, the year of the celebrated revolt when English veterans of Huguenot service joined Louis of Nassau as he invaded Hainault from France, their recruitment facilitated by the new English ambassador to France, Norreys’s distant cousin, Sir Francis Walsingham.27 Although John’s later close relationship with William of Orange clearly did develop in the Netherlands from 1578, it probably began earlier, during their mutual service to Coligny in 1569–70, and grew while Norreys served Orange’s brother, Louis, in 1572. From that time forward the young Englishman enjoyed cordial relations with the leading players of the Protestant cause in both France and the Low Countries, in addition to his personal lines of communication to Elizabeth and her chief minister.

From 1573 to 1577 Norreys was a captain under Walter Devereux, first Earl of Essex, during his ill-fated campaigns in Ulster. It was probably at this time that Norreys was nicknamed ‘Black Jack’ by his soldiers—because of the dark hair and features that were characteristic of his family, and probably his dark temper and ruthless approach to warfare in Ireland.28 Thereafter, although remaining intermittently involved in Irish affairs, he mainly resumed his military career on the Continent. In 1577 he raised his own battalion of infantry to serve the Huguenots and led an English force that successfully defended the island of Ré, which commands the maritime approaches to the Protestant stronghold, La Rochelle. The English government, apparently reluctant to provoke Henry III of France, had threatened sanctions against anyone fighting for the Huguenots. By taking troops to France, Norreys went further in helping the Huguenots than the government wanted.29

Norreys had meanwhile become a client of Leicester, a notable patron of military men, even while continuing to maintain good relations with Burghley. In late 1577, as war resumed in the Netherlands, Norreys was one of a number of English captains Leicester and Walsingham successfully recommended for employment to Orange and the States-General. In 1578, Norreys commanded the largest of several Anglo-Welsh regiments that joined the States’ army. He was instrumental in the Dutch victory at Rijmenam in August 1578, earning widespread praise from both Dutch and English officers.30 Leicester therefore soon afterwards tried ‘to perswade [the] ynglyshe kaptaynes to the good acceptation of John Norrys for theyre onely coronell’.31 However, English colonels and captains in the States’ pay mostly were proud men, reluctant to submit to another Englishman, and Norreys never achieved complete authority over them.

In the winter of 1579–80 Norreys successfully sought Leicester’s ‘license to stay heer a whyll tyll it may be better seen what wyll become of thes warres’.32 Thereafter, though, he had progressively less need of Leicester’s authorization. In late 1580 he was appointed Colonel-General by both the States of Holland and the States-General.33 In the winter of 1580–81, the Count van Hohenlohe, William of Orange’s cousin and senior general, was moved sideways after the States’ army in Friesland, which he commanded, had achieved little. His replacement was Norreys—a signal gesture of trust.

In February 1582 Francis, Duke of Anjou, younger brother of Henry III and former suitor to Elizabeth, arrived in the Netherlands, briefly escorted by Leicester and other English peers. He had come as the States-General’s and Elizabeth’s choice as new Governor-General of the Netherlands. Although there is much debate about how actively Leicester, his clients, and some others on the Council had opposed Anjou’s quest for Elizabeth’s hand, it is clear that they were united in supporting his appointment as Governor-General, as the best and perhaps the only way to prevent Spain from reconquering the Low Countries.

Norreys, however, had a very different view from the consensus at the English court. Anjou had once enjoyed a reputation as a friend of the Huguenots, having allied with them during the fifth war of religion (1575–76), but he had then commanded the royal armies fighting French Protestants in the sixth civil war in 1577. There is ample evidence that Norreys deeply distrusted Anjou. In consequence, he ignored the desire of Leicester, Walsingham, and virtually all Elizabeth’s councillors, that the English officers in Dutch employ support the French prince, and instead sided with the strong party in the United Provinces that sought to limit Anjou’s powers, from suspicion of his religion and authoritarian tendencies. This opposition soon led to deep divisions between Anjou and his Catholic French advisers and courtiers on the one hand, and William, the States-General, and its agents, mostly Calvinists, on the other. An important fault line was Anjou’s determination to allow equal liberty of worship to adherents of all confessions, including Catholics. Norreys’s Calvinism and iconoclastic hatred of Catholicism had been manifest in the conduct of his troops well before Anjou’s arrival. When his men sacked Mechelen in April 1580, ‘especially thei searched the Cloisters and Religious places’, seeking vestments and Eucharistic vessels, so ‘that no Masse should bee songe nor saied in Macklin many a long yere after, for wante of gilted Challices, and golden Copes’, and saints’ shrines were ‘terriblie handeled’.34 In 1583 his men deliberately provoked Anjou’s French troops by openly profaning sacred objects plundered from Catholic churches, in defiance of protests by Anjou’s senior commander, Armand de Gontaut, maréchal de Biron (and in defiance, too, it has to be said, of William of Orange’s wishes, for the prince was prepared to grant Catholics limited toleration).35

Matters came to a head in January 1583 when Anjou, frustrated, attempted to seize control of Antwerp. The French were eventually ejected from the city with heavy casualties and Anjou withdrew in disarray, pursued by Norreys, who in this time of crisis was appointed by the Dutch Council of State to command all the States-General’s forces in Flanders. Norreys blocked Anjou’s flight and cut him off from the coast, forcing him to negotiate. The prince briefly reconciled with the States-General, but in June he and his troops withdrew to France, where he died a year later.

Norreys made a fleeting visit to England in the summer of 1583 to brief the queen and council on the fallout from Anjou’s flight, but faced no sanctions. Elizabeth and her ministers apparently accepted that he had ameliorated the worst effects of Anjou’s actions and may also have failed to appreciate how actively he had resisted their policy, even before the feckless French prince’s own failings became manifest. Norreys again demonstrated his willingness to act independently in 1584, when he resigned his commission in the Netherlands and returned to England, his departure lamented by William of Orange and other Dutch officials.36 His motives remain unclear but he probably wanted to bring home to the queen and council that their existing Dutch policy had failed. Supporting the United Provinces only with loans, grants, and mercenaries had been a reasonable option up to 1583, but by 1584, the Dutch war effort was in disarray. Norreys and the other English colonels and their soldiers had suffered from the breakdown of Dutch finances and the near collapse of the logistical system.37 The Spanish army of Flanders, led by the Duke of Parma, the best army and general of the era, was advancing irresistibly, even prominent Dutch leaders were changing sides, and in July 1584 William of Orange was assassinated.38 England now needed to wage open war on Spain but Elizabeth, in particular, had become so used to ‘underhanded’ help to continental Protestants that she resisted open intervention in the Netherlands.39 By resigning, Norreys hoped to highlight the need for a more forward policy.

The assassination of William of Orange in 1584 and the capitulation of nearly all the significant cities in Brabant and Flanders in the next year led the States-General to request Elizabeth’s direct military assistance, which Leicester, Walsingham, and eventually Burghley all supported. In August 1585, as their arguments began to prevail, Norreys returned to the Netherlands with a commission ‘as colonel-general and governor of the queen’s forces’ there. Walsingham had earlier assured him that Elizabeth ‘hath resolved to take upon hir the protection’ of the Dutch and that she knew ‘no body more fit to be employed in some honourable charge in the entreprise then you’. By mid-September Norreys commanded a force of over 7,000 English troops in the Netherlands, with 1,000 more on their way. Only half of this army was in the queen’s pay; the rest were troops the States-General had contracted with Norreys to raise—but all were under his command.40 Elizabeth wrote to the States-General that, while she knew they already valued Norreys, ‘we want to tell you now that we hold him dear and that you should hold him likewise’.41 This was the apogee of his career; but it was to be short-lived.

In October 1585 Leicester was appointed lieutenant-general of the queen’s forces with diplomatic and political powers to go with his military rank. After several delays, he arrived in the Netherlands in December 1585 and Norreys ceased to command the army, becoming instead colonel-general of the foot, with the young Robert Devereux, second Earl of Essex, as colonel-general of the horse—both under the new lieutenant-general. A number of other peers and wealthy gentlemen came with Leicester, including Lord Audley, Lord North (whose son had been a rival colonel in Dutch employ in the early 1580s), and Sir William Pelham, all of whom sought and expected high military office. Officers in Norreys’s own military clientele, which had developed in the previous seven years, now found promotions hard to come by and Norreys himself was isolated.

Leicester swiftly accepted the post of governor-general, offered by the United Provinces and although Norreys continued to hold commissions from both the States-General and the queen there was no question that he was now part of the English military hierarchy. He soon found he had only limited ability to influence Leicester and their relationship deteriorated until they were bitter enemies.42 Norreys’s refusal to defer to other Leicester clients, such as North and Pelham, appears to have contributed to this transformation, along with quarrels over money—Leicester’s clients among the English officers accused Norreys of diverting funds to support his own troops and repay expenses he had incurred in raising them. But equally important factors were Norreys’s expert knowledge of personalities, institutions, and the art of war in the Netherlands, developed between 1579 and 1585; his personal ties to Elizabeth and members of her Council; and the renown he had won as a commander, not only among English in the Netherlands but the Dutch and in France, Spain, and Portugal.43 Norreys thought he knew better than Leicester.

The new governor-general meddled in local politics in ways the Dutch found unpleasantly reminiscent of Anjou; Norreys’s attempts to moderate his patron’s policy only incurred Leicester’s resentment. Norreys was still very much trusted by the States-General and by the almost equally important States of Holland. Leicester envied him his status in the United Provinces and, regarding him as a client who ought to know his place, sought to undermine his authority. Leicester openly disregarded Norreys’s advice and advanced officers with a history of hostility to him. Equally important, Leicester’s decision to accept the position of governor-general from the States-General infuriated the queen, who had refused an offer of sovereignty over the Netherlands and saw her general’s action as an underhanded way of manoeuvring her into accepting greater responsibility for the fate of the United Provinces than she wished to assume. Although she eventually forgave her favourite and accepted his governor-generalship, for several months their relationship was under severe strain and some mistrust probably lingered even after their reconciliation. Leicester had staked his reputation on his Dutch campaign and mortgaged his estate to help support it; he knew that even the appearance of Elizabeth’s displeasure could fatally weaken his position in the Netherlands. This made him especially sensitive to criticism from any Englishman in the Low Countries. Precisely because of Norreys’s independence, reputation for military competence, and ties to both Dutch and English leaders, including the queen herself, he must have appeared particularly threatening to the earl: not only an ungrateful subordinate but a man who simply had to be removed and discredited. In January 1587, two officers Leicester had promoted betrayed key fortresses to Parma, after Norreys’s warnings that their treachery was likely had been ignored. Although Norreys was instrumental in limiting the strategic damage that resulted, Leicester attempted to make him the scapegoat, telling the queen that he had to go. In July Norreys returned to England. He was later reconciled with the queen, held high command during the Armada campaign, and commanded English armies in Portugal, Brittany, and Ireland, but he never held a military command in the Netherlands again.44

The great noble patron had apparently triumphed and yet the war in the Netherlands had already been advanced more effectively by his one-time client than by himself. John Norreys had been sent by the government in 1578 as a stand-in for Leicester, leading a force of English ‘voluntaries’ instead of an ‘army royal’, its despatch an emergency measure, intended to stop the collapse of the revolt that seemed likely after Spanish victories in the winter of 1577–78. However, by success in the field, at Rijmenam in 1578, in Flanders in 1579, in Friseland in 1580–81, and in Flanders again in 1582–83, Norreys and his troops helped to prolong and preserve the revolt of the Netherlands and also captured the imagination of the elites at home. His courage, prowess, tactical skill, and leadership were publicized and celebrated both in manuscripts and in printed pamphlets that went through multiple editions. The result was that Norreys became more than an agent of noble patrons. In 1582–83, he helped to frustrate English policy, and later still, in 1586–87, he had a degree of success in ameliorating Leicester’s military and political failings. Unfortunately by the time Leicester’s authority in the Netherlands collapsed completely and irrevocably in late 1587 he was no longer present to repair the damage. The task of restoring better cooperation between English forces fighting in the Low Countries and the Dutch fell to other commanders, of whom the most important was eventually Sir Francis Vere.

SIR FRANCIS VERE

Vere’s English and Dutch commissions were originally for different offices; though he was Elizabeth’s Sergeant-Major-General from 1589, in the States-General’s pay he held only the middle-ranking office of colonel until 1599. However, after the bulk of English troops were taken into States’ pay, following the York House Treaty (August 1598), Vere’s commission from Elizabeth was matched by one from the States-General as ‘general over all the English companies’, with full ‘power’ ‘over the English captains, officers and soldiers’ in the States’ army.45 Dutch willingness to grant such authority stemmed partly from Elizabeth’s evident confidence in Vere, who in October 1598 she appointed governor of the port-town of Brill, which was in English hands.46 This was a power base in its own right; furthermore, several English peers had sought the post and so Vere’s appointment was a tangible sign that the queen trusted him.47 Yet one reason for royal confidence was Vere’s apparently privileged relationship with the Dutch.

Francis Vere attained his singular pre-eminence in the Netherlands by representing English and Dutch interests to each other. His kinsman, Lord Willoughby, who had succeeded Leicester as commander of English forces in the Netherlands, had been an important patron early in his military career and Willoughby’s influence was vital in Vere’s rise to command the queen’s troops in the Netherlands in 1589.48 He also benefited from the patronage of Essex, whose trusted follower he initially was, before in 1597 their relationship changed. From being an adviser and beneficiary of the earl’s patronage, Vere became a bitter opponent. But unlike Norreys after his falling out with Leicester, Vere’s career suffered no ill effects. Indeed, Essex’s previously considerable influence on Anglo-Dutch relations was eventually superseded by that of his former follower.

Vere assisted the English ambassador, George Gilpin, in a series of crucial negotiations from 1596 to 1598. Unlike both Leicester and Essex at times, and Norreys on occasion, Vere never presumed he knew better than Elizabeth, or at least not on a grand scale; he served her purposes faithfully right up to her death and consequently he always had her trust. At the same time, the existing Dutch regard for Vere’s military abilities, revealed by the award of a pension in 1593, which the queen allowed him to accept,49 was increasingly supplemented by esteem for his political and diplomatic adroitness. From 1596 through 1598 Vere was consistently able to portray Dutch circumstances in a positive light to Elizabeth and her ministers. By late 1598 (if not earlier) he enjoyed the confidence of Prince Maurice of Nassau, the Dutch captain-general and Gilpin declared that the Netherlanders generally ‘repose a very great trust’ in him.50

Having been part of the preliminary negotiations for the York House Treaty, the change it effected in the status of English troops in the Netherlands made Vere’s position unchallenged. For thirteen years after the arrival of Norreys’s troops in late 1585, the English companies serving in the field with the Dutch (some in queen’s pay, some in States’ pay) had been a bone of contention between the two governments. From January 1599 all were in States’ employ. Yet with conflicts over financial responsibility resolved, there was actually more scope for disagreement in other areas. If the companies were not to become even more a cause of discord between the allies, someone was needed who was trusted by both governments, who could convince the States to redeploy ‘their’ troops to suit England’s strategic requirements, while inducing the queen to levy reinforcements when the Dutch needed them. Vere was the man.51

In addition to mediating between the two governments, he also commanded the English troops in the field very effectively, trusted by both sides to do justice to their own strategic priorities. In January 1597, even as his diplomatic role emerged, Vere had been instrumental in winning the battle of Turnhout, the first victory over the Spanish in a major field engagement, as opposed to a siege, since Rijmenam in 1578.52 The ‘overthrow of Turnholt was acted’, becoming a theatrical success for an unknown playwright. Londoners enjoyed watching ‘Sir Francis Vere upon the stage, killing, slaying and overthrowing the Spaniard’. The actor ‘that plaid [his] part got a beard resembling his and a watchet satten doublet, with hose trimd with silver lace’—Vere was now a public personality in England, his appearance sufficiently well known to be worth reproducing on stage.53

His combat prowess and leadership won him even greater fame at the battle of Nieuwpoort in July 1600. Maurice had mounted a major invasion in Flanders but Spanish forces concentrated against the Dutch offensive far more quickly than Maurice anticipated and forced him to fight a pitched battle. Isolated and with its back to the sea, defeat would have been disastrous for the Dutch army, but Maurice and Vere led it to a famous and hard-fought triumph. Casualties were severe, not least among the English, including Vere, ‘shott in the thygh and in the legg’.54 Both at the time and subsequently, Vere and his partisans exaggerated his contribution to victory, but it was certainly substantial.55 Vere was celebrated immediately at Elizabeth’s court and by English balladeers and subsequently by both Dutch and English chroniclers, early historians, and humanist scholars.56 His reputation was exalted still further by his vigorous defence of Ostend during the first year of the celebrated siege that eventually lasted from July 1601 to September 1604, which led to Ostend being called ‘the new Troy’.57 Maurice personally selected Vere to hold the city and Vere did not disappoint. He remained in Ostend for eight months and repelled several Spanish assaults, before being invalided out in early March. Although there was some criticism of his conduct of the defence by Dutch officers he was generally lauded by contemporary narrators of the siege.58

In the summer of 1602 Maurice campaigned in Brabant, leading a large army that included some 7,000 English troops, many of them specially raised for the campaign, under Vere’s command. The army marched across Brabant and back—an extraordinary feat—before besieging and capturing the strategically important city of Grave. Vere did not see the surrender, having been wounded twice and invalided back to Holland.59 Up to that point, however, Vere had commanded one of the four major sub-divisions of the army: the others were under kinsmen of Maurice of Nassau; and, on Vere’s hospitalization, he was replaced by Maurice’s brother, Frederick Henry. Vere thus ranked with the Nassau family (the nearest thing the Netherlands had to royalty). He was at his zenith.

His ascendancy had begun, however, in the 1590s when he made himself apparently indispensable, as seemingly the only man who could satisfactorily fill both the diplomatic and military roles in the way the Anglo-Dutch alliance needed. As long as the two nations remained partners at war, he was irreplaceable. This explains his autonomy and that of his entire command. But his indispensability was contingent on a continuing Anglo-Dutch military coalition. Although he did not realize it, in the summer of 1602 his career had reached its apogee and soon his star would wane.

Vere’s relative independence is evident in his interactions with English patrons whose clients served in the Netherlands. When levying new units for the 1600 offensive in Flanders, Vere insisted on ‘the apointing of all Captens in that service’.60 When in 1599 Edward Cecil, son of the second Lord Burghley, decided to embark on a military career, he naturally turned to his uncle, Sir Robert Cecil, the Secretary of State, to support his applications for captaincies of foot and (in 1600) of horse. Yet only Vere had the power to make such appointments. Edward Cecil’s commission resulted not from a decision by Robert Cecil, but from Robert’s carefully courteous interactions with Vere.61 Similarly, when in 1601 James Tothill, who had fought under Henry of Navarre, sought ‘placing in the Low Countries’, he solicited from his own patron ‘letters to Sir Francis Vere’, not to the Dutch Council of State.62 The same year Robert Cecil sought from Vere a captaincy for his client, John Ridgeway, but Vere instead offered Ridgeway command of a new company if he raised sufficient volunteers in England to fill its ranks.63 Vere’s choice of officers naturally benefited his own clients, as well as other men’s.64 He appointed officers, not because he was obliged to by his patrons, but as his own favours to men whose influence he hoped to exploit within English political society: men who were his allies, not his patrons.

His independence of English social norms can be seen in his ability to ignore the pretensions of men who were his social superiors in England. His claim to equivalent status with Sir Walter Ralegh on the Cadiz expedition of 1596 deeply offended Ralegh and was upheld only with Essex’s backing.65 But by the end of the decade, Vere needed no assistance to maintain his position. Two peers, Lord Grey of Wilton and the Earl of Northumberland, both tried on more than one occasion to defy Vere’s authority over the English corps in the Netherlands—both failed. Grey was constrained to concede Sir Francis’s supremacy, despite frequent complaints about it at the English court, while Northumberland was driven to return to England precipitously to avoid acknowledging Vere’s pre-eminence.66 When Vere made a quick visit home in April 1602 to lobby (successfully) in support of a Dutch request for more English troops, Northumberland sent Vere a strongly worded challenge to a duel. Vere felt secure enough to send an insultingly dismissive reply. In any case, the Dutch ambassador had apprised the queen of the situation and she compelled Northumberland to withdraw the challenge—a telling episode.67

Vere even defied his former benefactor, Essex, the greatest military patron in England in the 1590s. As Simon Adams indicates, Essex had limited influence over the English troops in the Netherlands, partly because (unlike Leicester in 1586–87) he spent much of his career elsewhere and lacked a strong base there. But in the mid-to-late 1590s he attempted to develop such a base in the English-occupied town of Flushing, whose governor was his intimate follower, Sir Robert Sidney.68 Essex unsuccessfully opposed Vere’s bid for the governorship of Brill and then tried to replace him as general of the republic’s English troops with Sidney, or, at the least to obtain for the latter the colonelcy of a States’-pay regiment. However, such an appointment, as Vere was pleased to observe, ‘belonged to me by commission’ and so Essex lost out.69 At Christmas 1598 Essex and the Earl of Nottingham were rivals, each on behalf of a client, for the captaincy of a new company in Dutch service; Vere preferred Nottingham’s client, William Woodhouse, and deliberately rejected Essex’s nominee.70 Vere’s authority stood in sharp contrast to Norreys’s in 1586 when he was unable to advance his own clients against those of Leicester and Leicester’s protégés.

Vere’s political influence in England was limited, but his authority in the Netherlands was unmatched by any Englishman. Elizabeth trusted him not only to command her troops there (after Nieuwpoort she repeatedly told her courtiers that he was ‘the worthiest Captain of her Time’),71 but also to promote her policies in the United Provinces. Because he accepted an apolitical domestic role in England, he enjoyed real power in English military and diplomatic affairs. Maurice and other Dutch leaders valued him both as commander of the English troops that were so important in their war effort and as an intermediary to the English government. As long as Vere enjoyed these relationships, he had no need of intermediate patrons.

Ultimately, following Elizabeth’s death, Vere’s ascendancy ended and he left the Netherlands, but not as the result of the accession of James I. Vere quickly established good relations with the new king and his position vis-à-vis England remained the same. He had alienated Maurice of Nassau, however, partly by dabbling in Dutch domestic politics. Maurice turned a blind eye as long as Vere offered a conduit to the Privy Council and the possibility of shaping how England made war on Spain. But James made peace with Spain, removing Vere’s unique double leverage. His perceived ability to influence the Dutch was still valued in Britain, since the body of English troops in the Netherlands was the largest reservoir of trained soldiers. In the United Provinces, though, because England was no longer an ally of the Dutch republic, he was dispensable. Once England had made peace, his fate was sealed.72

CONCLUSION

Norreys and Vere were not great nobles. They were of noble birth, but Norreys was the younger son of a not particularly wealthy peer, and Vere was from a line of younger sons. Neither man was a poet, printer, or playwright—they were celebrated on stage and on the page but no evidence exists that they tried to enhance their literary celebrity to advance their careers. They were not, then, manipulators of public opinion. Nor were they interested in manipulating local politics at home and so do not fit well into models of monarchical republicanism. Both were intensely conscious of their honour, even to the detriment of their advancement and when it led them to be literally at daggers drawn with other soldiers, in ways redolent of scenes in 1 Henry VI, 1 Henry IV, Henry V, Troilus and Cressida, and Coriolanus. However, because of their courage, leadership, skill in the art of war, and personal chivalry, and because of the esteem in which they were held in France and the Netherlands, the two soldiers were placed in extraordinary positions, where their advice and influence could not be ignored, even when it was deeply unpalatable to two of the greatest noble patrons in Elizabethan England, the earls of Leicester and Essex.

But the difference in the outcome of the Leicester–Norreys clash and the Vere–Essex conflict is also instructive. Leicester did not end Norreys’s military career but he did succeed in having him removed from the Netherlands, whereas Essex failed to dent Vere’s position. This was partly because Leicester had much more influence with the queen than Essex. In addition Elizabeth was eventually persuaded (with considerable difficulty) that her policy in the Netherlands depended on maintaining Leicester’s authority, which meant that she needed to back him against both Dutch and English critics—as she consistently did in 1587. In the 1590s she was happy to let the Dutch look after their own affairs, which meant that she could afford to leave her soldiers under the command of a professional like Vere who had a relatively modest domestic political profile.

In sum, martialists might not infrequently engage in high politics, but only in rare instances could they leverage military success into high political influence. The interplay of personalities, court politics, and international diplomacy could variously empower or undermine their position. But in our picture of Elizabethan high politics and policy-making, as well as in our understanding of the period’s political imagination, there needs to be a place for men like Sir John Norreys and Sir Francis Vere.
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CHAPTER 7

SHAKESPEARE, THE IRISH, AND MILITARY CULTURE

RORY RAPPLE

IRELAND did not matter much to William Shakespeare. He rarely refers to it in his work and when he does he tends to stick to stereotypes about the country’s wetness and wildness. Unlike Scotland, Ireland does not get a play all to herself; unlike Wales in 2 Henry IV she does not even get a scene to herself. Dromio of Syracuse in The Comedy of Errors locates Ireland’s proper place in the Shakespearean cosmos when he declares that the country can be found between the buttocks of Nell the kitchen maid: ‘I found it out by the bogs’, he says. Similarly dismissive, Hotspur in 1 Henry IV would rather hear his hound ‘howl in Irish’ than listen to a Welsh song, while Frank Ford in The Merry Wives of Windsor says that, he would ‘rather trust … an Irishman with [his] aqua vitae bottle’ than place faith in his own wife.1 One could go on raiding the concordance and, at the end of the exercise, one would find little to make an Irish patriot proud. Nevertheless, Shakespearean references to the sister kingdom are well known and have been pored over and analysed by many literary scholars, especially those inclined to frequent the crossroads between new historicism and post-colonial theory. This chapter does not seek to emulate the exhaustive work of others, but rather tries to take some measure of the impact of contemporary Irish affairs on Shakespeare’s imagination, his milieu, and audience. To this end I have opted to focus on a select handful of references that seem particularly expressive of the possible effects that developments in Ireland during the 1590s and the early 1600s had on London. Consequently this essay will concentrate for the most part on relevant extracts from 2 Henry VI, 1 Henry IV, 2 Henry IV, and Henry V.

Shakespeare’s writings, in both the folios and the quartos, are full of what worked for him on the spur of the moment. And while it is now impossible to differentiate the elements of these texts that were deliberated over from those that were the product of contingency, it seems clear that his references to Ireland were designed to complement the momentum of his plot rather than facilitate systematic thought or deep contemplation. Of course, this does not mitigate the historical significance of these apparently off-the-cuff references. Given that anything constructed with a modicum of haste is likely to use materials and ideas lying freely around, Shakespeare’s references to Ireland probably express attitudes and ideas commonly found in his environment, pabulum that would be easily digested by his audience. This is particularly notable when we come to consider the history plays. In these, Ireland occasionally features as a prospect, a future embarkation point, an as-yet-to-be-arrived-at destination, or the location of pressing problems that distracted English kings from English affairs—an awkward reminder of the downside of the English empire, the larger Plantagenet patrimony of the medieval kings of England. As for the Irish themselves, only one character explicitly hails from the country: MacMorris in Henry V. Other characters, it has been posited, can profitably be seen as proxies for Irish figures and Irish themes, but for our purposes I will be very conservative and stick to explicit references to Ireland and the Irish.2

THE LONDON STAGE IN THE EARLY 1590S

To penetrate the professional, performative, and imaginative contexts within which Shakespeare operated, it may be useful to compare his treatment of Ireland in 2 Henry VI (written in 1591) with that to be found in the nearly contemporary Edward II by Christopher Marlowe (written in 1592 and published in 1594). Given the haziness of what we know about the peculiar textual history of 2 Henry VI, it is not surprising that the suggestion has been made that Shakespeare may have performed as an actor in Edward II and Marlowe may have composed parts of 2 Henry VI.3 Certainly, one of the most telling overlaps between each play is the way they convey Irish contexts using similar devices and modes of expression. Lawrence Manley has argued persuasively that the version of 2 Henry VI published in the first folio in 1623 was originally intended to be performed by the Lord Strange’s Men, while a quarto version, published in 1594 as The first part of the contention betwixt the two famous houses of Yorke and Lancaster, was an adaptation of the same material by, and for the purposes of, a different troupe, the Earl of Pembroke’s Men. Lord Strange’s Men had been prolific. Between 19 February and the imposition of a Privy Council curfew in Southwark on 23 June 1592, they performed twenty-four plays on 105 occasions at the Rose in Southwark; including works by playwrights Thomas Kyd, Christopher Marlowe, and Shakespeare. When in June 1592 the xenophobic riots against strangers interrupted this successful run, the Lord Strange’s Men withdrew from the stage, riven by legal wrangling between their most prominent players, Edward Alleyn and Richard Burbage. Despite this break, by October 1592, a troupe called Pembroke’s Men made up of ‘lesser players’ from Strange’s Company took a touring company on the road. Manley believes that it was on this occasion that former members of Strange’s Men brought a playscript related to 2 Henry VI with them to their new company and that this playscript later became The first contention of 1594.4 Marlowe had an active relationship with both companies. The Jew of Malta and The Massacre at Paris would later be performed by a resurrected version of Strange’s Men, while the title page of the first quarto of Edward II states that it had been ‘sundrie times publiquely acted in the honourable citie of London, by the right honourable the Earle of Pembroke his servants’. Whatever about the irrecoverable facts of the matter, it is clear that both 2 Henry VI and Edward II drew on the same pool of ideas about Ireland’s place in the contemporary world.

In Edward II the king, under pressure from aristocrats and clergy to banish his lover Piers Gaveston from England, declares that he has decided to send him to ‘Be governour of Ireland in my stead/And there abide till fortune call [him] home’. At first this exile silences the king’s critics, but this lull in hostilities cannot last. Mortimer expresses the homicidal hope ‘that vile Torpedo, Gaveston/… flotes on the Irish seas’ but in light of Queen Isabel’s intercessions on the king’s behalf, he softens his attitude. Another factor that causes Mortimer to change tack is his growing fear of Gaveston’s augmented wealth in Ireland: ‘Gaveston hath store of golde/Which may in Ireland purchase him such friends/As he will front the mightiest of us all’. Ireland is not only dangerous to get to but is also full of idle manpower that can easily be recruited for warlike purposes by somebody with cash-in-hand. Elsewhere, Edward II’s effeminate neglect of martial matters, detailed throughout the play, provokes the Duke of Lancaster to warn the king darkly to ‘Looke for rebellion, looke to be deposde/The garrisons are beaten out of Fraunce,/And lame and poor lie groning at the gates,/The wild O’Neyle, with swarms of Irish Kernes/Lives uncontroulde within the English pale’. And when Edward is reduced to a handful of followers, his new favourite, Spencer, urges that they should ‘Shape … [their] course to Ireland, there to breath’. The escape route is blocked as ‘sore tempests’ (perhaps the fruit of Mortimer’s prayer that ‘Some whirlwind [might] fetch them back or sink them all’) force the refugees back to shore where, disguised as monks, they await their inevitable detection and death.5

In 2 Henry VI Ireland is portrayed as a beleaguered but longstanding feudal possession of the King of England. Neither fully conquered, nor entirely alien, it serves Richard, Duke of York, as an opportune place to sit out political crisis in England. Initially, reports of chaos in Ireland augment the sense that things in the body politic are falling apart. The loss of France means that when news comes from Ireland that ‘the rebels there are up/And put the Englishmen unto the sword’ the sense that this is symptomatic of an acute crisis of honour under Henry VI is inescapable. Sharp action is required to prevent the massacre of the English population of Ireland ‘before the wound do grow uncurable’. Cardinal Beaufort exhorts York: ‘try what your fortune is/Th’uncivil kerns of Ireland are in arms/And temper clay with blood of Englishmen/To Ireland will you lead a band of men/Collected choicely, from each county some/And try your hap against the Irishmen’.6 If the cadence of these lines sounds familiar, the version given in The first part of the contention makes their fellowship even more apparent.7 The first part renders the message from Ireland thus: ‘Madame, I bring you newes from Ireland,/The wilde Onele my Lords, is up in Armes/With troupes of Irish Kernes that uncontrold/Doth plant themselves within the English pale’, a form almost replicated word-for-word in Marlowe’s Edward II.8 Manley has suggested that the version of these lines found in 2 Henry VI may have replaced those in The first part of the contention when the Lord Chamberlain’s Men made the play part of their repertoire, arguing that the reference to the ‘wilde Onele’ may have been deemed distasteful once the Elizabethan regime in Ireland actually found itself being challenged by ‘The O’Neill’ in 1595.9

In the first folio version York sees his expedition as a chance to secure an English army for Ireland and thereby manipulate politics in England. This whole Irish interlude is portrayed as an opportunity to muster military power to secure his dynastic end: ‘You put sharp weapons in a madman’s hands/Whiles I in Ireland nourish a mighty band/I will stir up in England some black storm/Shall blow ten thousand souls to heaven or hell’. Significantly his agent in England is a veteran of Irish service, Jack Cade:

In Ireland have I seen this stubborn Cade

Oppose himself against a troop of kerns,

And fought so long till that his thighs with darts

Were almost like a sharp-quilled porcupine …

Full often like a shag-haired crafty kern

Hath he conversed with the enemy

And, undiscovered, come to me again

And given me notice of their villainies.10

Ireland kills Englishmen or makes them feral. It is a place where ambitious men can go to raise bands and gather strength to intervene in English quarrels. Although York goes to Ireland with an English regiment, he returns to the capital with an Irish army, a puzzling discontinuity, which may make more sense when we consider the mustering practices that obtained in Ireland during the 1590s. We are told that: ‘The Duke of York is newly come from Ireland/And with a puissant and a mighty power/Of gallowglasses and stout Irish kerns/Is marching hitherward in proud array’.11 York, still posing as a loyal subject of the king, tells his forces, no longer an English troop, but an ‘Army of Irish’, to muster the following morning at St George’s Fields; until then they are to disperse. The kern and gallowglass will roam the streets of Southwark overnight before they reassemble the next day.

Christopher Highley has suggested that Shakespeare’s treatment of York’s Irish sojourn and his band ‘of gallowglasses and stout [Irish] kerns’ spoke to a deeper political anxiety abroad concerning the capacity of Irish viceroys to use their army to intervene in English affairs. As we will see, such fears of ‘reverse conquest’ from Ireland would become pressing during the viceroyalty of the second Earl of Essex in 1599, but in the early 1590s, notwithstanding fantastic allegations made against the former Lord Deputy Sir John Perrot, such worries were much less urgent in popular political culture.12 As for the potential shock caused by the sight of gallowglasses and kern roaming London streets, this can be overstated. Londoners were probably well acquainted with the spectacle of indigenous Irish soldiers. The Crown army in Ireland contained a high proportion of Gaelic-Irish troops who were occasionally reallocated to fight the Spanish in the Netherlands and were likely to have passed through London in convoy. These transferred levies included men such as Hugh O’Molloy, who would later petition Lord Treasurer Burghley for a pension on foot of his service, and Cathal O’Conor, the convicted murderer of Captain Mackworth, who was to be sent to fight the Spaniards, his offence notwithstanding.13 As late as 1597, Sir John Norreys could identify individual Gaelic-Irish figures still living in Ireland who had at one time served alongside him in the Low Countries.14

While fears in the late 1580s and early 1590s about the prospects of a reverse conquest from Ireland can be exaggerated, widespread anxieties were frequently expressed concerning a figure about whom Shakespeare, given his association with Strange’s Men (the troupe employed by Ferdinando Stanley, Lord Strange), would have been well aware: Sir William Stanley. Sir William, Lord Strange’s cousin, was an English captain from Cheshire who had gone to the Netherlands in 1586 in command of an army of Gaelic-Irish soldiers. Renowned for his prowess, he had been given the task of recruiting over 1,000 troops in Ireland to bolster the Earl of Leicester’s continued military campaign in the Netherlands in the spring of that year. Leicester held Stanley in high regard, but he was no safe pair of hands. Once deemed a potential holder of high office in Ireland, his career had been dogged by disappointment. He had petitioned for a substantial estate in Castlemaine, Co. Kerry, hoping to be rewarded for his prominent role putting down unrest in Ireland between 1579 and 1581, but he neither emerged as a beneficiary of the Munster Plantation nor received any offices. It was probably due to these frustrations that he seized upon the opportunities offered him by the Netherlands campaign in 1586. Enjoying the cover of a commission from Leicester and protected from his critics by the earl’s personal patronage, Stanley offered his services surreptitiously to the King of Spain. He ferried his Irish troops through London in the summer of that year.15 Their presence on the streets of the capital commanded less attention in the city itself than it did at the Spanish Court. Philip II saw Stanley’s presence in London as a great opportunity to seize the queen’s ships, but by the time Philip was aware of the chance that had opened up on the ground, Stanley had already arrived at his destination in the Low Countries.

At first Stanley maintained his cover, proving central to Leicester’s successful offensive at Zutphen sconce, which famously led to the death of Sir Philip Sidney. Consequently, Leicester, in spite of opposition, gave the governorship of the city of Deventer, newly won from the Spaniard, to Stanley. Within a matter of months, however, Stanley and his troops had defected to Spain, handing hard-won territory over to the enemy. Sir William now became a central figure in the English Catholic émigré community in Flanders and Spain. The spectre of Stanley and his Irish regiment ‘puissant and mighty … in proud array’ returning to invade England was a real and plausible fear. In 1588 his force, augmented by other troops, was poised, just waiting for the Armada to secure dominance over the English Channel and then facilitate their passage into the heart of the Home Counties. Three years later, while in Madrid, he tried to promote an invasion of the Channel Islands. Other rumours abounded: the Privy Council heard that he threatened to land in Ireland, declaring with a flourish: ‘je causerai en Irlande tel jeu et guerre que la Reine [n’]a [jamais] eu dans sa vie (I will cause in Ireland such sport and war as the Queen has never had in her life)’. There was also talk that he had landed in Scotland.16 Later, in 1597, he planned to raid the English coast with seven ships from a base in Flanders. Stanley’s defection had not only given rise to a specific threat but had also provoked unease over the possibility that other double-agents in positions of trust awaited the opportunity to betray their queen and country.17 Suspicion fell on Stanley’s cousin, Lord Strange, by now the fifth Earl of Derby, whose descent from his great-grandmother, the fifth child of Henry VII, Mary Tudor, arguably made him a contender for the soon to be vacant throne of England. It would be surprising if Londoners were not concerned that Sir William, principal officer of a regiment just across the Channel, might, before long, be among them again, gallowglass and kern in tow.

THE NINE YEARS’ WAR AS BACKDROP

As the 1590s wore on, matters across the Irish Sea became more urgent. When 2 Henry VI was first performed in 1592, Ireland did not pose a significant military problem for the Crown. Since the Desmond rebellion of 1579–83, the Crown army in Ireland had reverted to its usual role as a gendarmerie. Companies of soldiers, a high proportion of them Gaelic-Irish, lived in manors and fortifications dotted across the countryside. All told, there was usually between 1,000 and 2,000 soldiers in Crown pay. Captains often allied themselves with a local Gaelic-Irish or Gaelicized English-Irish potentate, setting up regional cartels of interest, imposing their protection rackets on the local population (sometimes exercising a quasi-judicial role, if their commissions of service so allowed). A certain type of military captain, attuned to Gaelic-Irish ways and resigned to a career in Ireland, arose out of this context. Shakespeare’s description of Jack Cade probably tallies well with Elizabethan English perceptions of figures like Francis Cosby, captain of Her Majesty’s kern, or Henry Davells, constable of Dungarvan, each of whom had embedded themselves in Ireland’s variegated polity.18

Storm clouds were gathering over Ireland. Between 1584 and early 1588, Lord Deputy John Perrot had made great show of being responsive to the political promptings of the indigenous population. While following a conventional policy of gradualist reform he also chose to take a more interventionist approach in Ulster by instituting English-style shire administration in each of the provinces’ lordships. This would facilitate the agreed suspension of Gaelic lords’ personal military taxation which would be replaced by a fixed levy that would sustain a Crown-sponsored but locally administered provincial presidency in Ulster. His strategy was moderately successful. For example, he secured the agreement of the chiefs of the O’Reilly lordship to the permanent division of their territory into four areas, each held directly from the Crown. While this was an unprecedented disaggregation of the ancestral territory of a Gaelic-Irish clan, it had been arrived at by means of broad consensus. This innovative approach was combined with the old manner of proceeding: Perrot used the seasoned model of ‘surrender and regrant’, by which Irish magnates received acknowledged legal title over their clan’s wonted territory in return for their submission to the English Crown. For the most part Perrot was representative of the gradualist tradition that held out hope that the internal workings of the Irish polity might be reformed by ‘sober ways, politic drifts and amiable persuasions’, backed up, of course, with the threat of force.19 Unsurprisingly, for all this optimistic rhetoric, nothing could prevent Crown officers in the field seeking short-term rewards within the loose framework of these longer term state-sponsored reform initiatives. Furthermore, times had changed: the corrosive influence of sectarianism in Ireland was increasingly making itself felt in relations between Crown officers and a population which had become more and more committed to a Catholic identity. Perrot’s departure from the viceroyalty opened the door to a change in priorities. With the appointment of Sir William Fitzwilliam as Lord Deputy, an avowed short-termist came to occupy the highest office in Ireland.20

Nowhere was the impact of this new appointment felt harder than in Ulster. Under Perrot relations between the Crown and the lords of Ulster had been in a state of détente. Perrot’s ambitions had even run as far as pressing for the partition of the province’s most substantial territory, the O’Neill lordship, between Hugh O’Neill, the Earl of Tyrone, and Turlough Luineach O’Neill, the acknowledged chieftain of the clan. While the earl had not yet established himself as securely as he would have liked, his personal policy over the rest of the 1590s was designed to shore up his position. Fitzwilliam’s administrative style did not facilitate trust. Behind his façade of irritable indifference lay an edifice of corruption. This may explain the reasoning that led to the appointment of unsympathetic English captains as sheriffs within Ulster. In early 1589 this led to unrest in the MacMahon lordship of Monaghan and resulted in the trial and execution of the chieftain of the sept. Fitzwilliam then forced a partition of the MacMahon’s ancestral territory: an explicit trespass on the sacred autonomy of the internal workings and dynamics of a Gaelic-Irish polity.

Monaghan may have seemed like the soft underbelly of Gaelic Ulster, but elsewhere Fitzwilliam’s arbitrary conduct would not prevail. In western Ulster, for instance, the O’Donnell and Maguire lordships had come to be dominated by swordsmen who had gained power on the back of an adversarial relationship with Crown government. They had no stake in successful reform. These lordships became safe havens for the Catholic Archbishops of Armagh and Tuam and seedbeds for a ‘Faith and Fatherland’ ideology heavily influenced by contemporary developments in confessionalized continental Catholicism. Red Hugh O’Donnell and Hugh Maguire’s antipathy to the Elizabethan regime was further compounded by a common reaction to the depredations of the Crown’s president of Connacht, Sir Richard Bingham, who had long sought to carve out a sphere of influence for his family and friends in the borderlands between Connacht and Ulster.21 Western Ulster would be the crucible of the conflict to come. As for the Earl of Tyrone, these developments threatened his longstanding plans to strengthen his position as the acknowledged pre-eminent potentate of Ulster. Tyrone wanted to enter the next reign in as powerful a position as he could muster, ready to negotiate from a position of strength with his new monarch, whoever that might be.22 Thanks to Fitzwilliam, Tyrone found himself beleaguered by petty captains, some of whom supported discontented figures within his own clan. The earl lamented that the death of his one-time allies at court, the Lord Chancellor Sir Christopher Hatton and the Earl of Leicester, had left him exposed, and that this treatment was poor recompense for his long-standing loyalty.23 When open conflict between Hugh Maguire and the Crown flared up in 1593, Tyrone took up arms against his son-in-law on the queen’s behalf, but this was the last occasion he would do so. Throughout 1594, the earl prepared himself, building up a substantial military force trained by English officers, and placing the economy of his lordship, rich in arable lands, on a war footing. This military force, no mish-mash of kern and gallowglasses, constituted a potentially devastating threat to the English Pale. Sporadic war between the Gaelic lords of Ulster and the Crown administration broke out in the spring and summer of 1594 and gained momentum in earnest once Tyrone had been proclaimed a traitor in February 1595. The defeats that the Crown army suffered, not only at Clontibret, but at the battle of the Yellow Ford in 1595, and later at Curlew Pass in 1599, displayed for all to see the consequences of Elizabeth’s long neglect of her military apparatus in Ireland.

Following Sir William Fitzwilliam’s viceroyalty the regime appointed two military figures in succession to the office of Lord Deputy. The first, Sir William Russell, a veteran of the war in the Low Countries, was appointed in May 1594, and recalled in May 1597. Russell’s deputyship was marked above all by the poor working relationship between him and another, more illustrious, veteran, Sir John Norreys. After Russell’s recall, Lord William Burgh, another soldier, was appointed, but he died of typhus in October of the same year. In the period between October 1597 and the appointment of the second Earl of Essex as lord lieutenant in 1599 Ireland was administered by two Lords Justice, with the Earl of Ormond, a native-born loyalist, serving as lieutenant general of the army. During this period the greater part of the country was beyond their control. The ‘Nine Years’ War’ was now in full spate and hostilities would last until only days after Elizabeth’s death, threatening to rip Ireland from Tudor sovereignty and make the Anglo-Spanish war, underway since 1585, even more dangerous to the Elizabethan regime. Irish war also crippled Elizabeth financially. It was understood that the Irish confederates had been in contact with the Spanish Crown. Faced with such a threat, Elizabeth’s Exchequer between mid-1594 and March 1603 poured £1,924,000 into the sister kingdom just to prevent it from falling irreparably beyond the control of the English Crown.24

LONDON AND THE DEMANDS OF THE IRISH WAR

If Elizabeth had not cared enough to prevent Irish affairs from careering off course, it should not be surprising that the denizens of London were even less habitually concerned by matters across the Irish Sea. What was Ireland or the Irish to them? Yet in order to understand how the structural issues at stake in late Elizabethan Anglo-Irish relations related to the personal troubles of Shakespeare, his colleagues, and audience it is important to appreciate that in the late 1590s London was full of men who had either been in Ireland, were going there, or had relatives serving there. As John McGurk has demonstrated, between 1594 and 1603 the city supplied 7.4% of the total number of troops sent from England to Ireland to fight in the ‘wars’, ranging from what was already a substantial levy of 300 men in 1598 to 400 in October 1601, supplemented by a further 500 in January 1602. While the municipal authorities preferred only to dip sparingly into the more expert ranks of the trained bands they certainly sought to exploit the Irish war as a means of removing London’s underclass from the city. This selective approach was so flagrant that in August 1600 Elizabeth’s Privy Council expressed its outrage that the City’s contribution to troop numbers had proved defective in terms of both quality and quantity.25

The sweepings of the streets and alleys were commonly pressed into service. Desertion was high, for instance, of the 350 Londoners recruited in August 1600 only 140 turned up in Chester to be transported to Ireland. Deserters included not only those who were fleet of foot, but also those with the means to informally bribe the recruiting sergeants and go missing on the long march between London and Chester.26 Shakespeare’s recurring commentary on the corruption involved in mustering troops was expressed satirically through his depictions of the audience’s perennial favourite, Sir John Falstaff.27 His account of Falstaff and Bardolph’s levying of soldiers under the wistful eye of Justice Shallow in Gloucester in 2 Henry IV Act 3, Scene 2 not only represents Shakespearean comedy at its best, but also stands as gritty social commentary. Falstaff appraises Ralph Mouldy, Thomas Wart, Francis Feeble, Simon Shadow, and Peter Bullcalf the motley crew on whom the lot has fallen. Once he has left the stage to dine with Justice Shallow, Bullcalf, and Mouldy take the opportunity to bribe Bardolph, giving him £3 in aggregate so they may be freed from the muster. Falstaff honours the transaction on his return from supper and sends them away. Shallow, an innocent abroad, gently criticizes Falstaff’s modus operandi, ‘Sir John, Sir John, do not yourself wrong. They are your likeliest men, and I would have you served with the best’. Falstaff responds with his usual dissimulation, presenting the fruits of his corruption as the product of discernment borne out of long experience in war: ‘Will you tell me, Master Shallow, how to choose a man? Care I for the limb, the thewes, the stature, bulk, and big assemblance of a man! Give me the spirit, Master Shallow’.28

Shakespeare satirizes recruitment practices twice, in 1 Henry IV and again in 2 Henry IV, indicating that in the mid-to-late 1590s he saw the issue as a public scandal. In each case Falstaff serves as the prism disclosing the calculated profiteering imputed to military captains. His lines demand to be quoted in full:

If I be not ashamed of my soldiers, I am a soused gurnet. I have misused the king’s press damnably. I have got, in exchange of a hundred and fifty soldiers, three hundred and odd pounds. I press me none but good house-holders, yeoman’s sons; inquire me out contracted bachelors, such as had been asked twice on the banns; such a commodity of warm slaves, as had as lieve hear the devil as a drum; such as fear the report of a caliver worse than a struck fowl or a hurt wild-duck. I pressed me none but such toasts-and-butter, with hearts in their bellies no bigger than pins’ heads, and they have bought out their services; and now my whole charge consists of ancients, corporals, lieutenants, gentlemen of companies, slaves as ragged as Lazarus in the painted cloth, where the glutton’s dogs licked his sores; and such as indeed were never soldiers, but discarded unjust serving-men, younger sons to younger brothers, revolted tapsters and ostlers trade-fallen, the cankers of a calm world and a long peace, ten times more dishonourable ragged than an old faced ancient: and such have I, to fill up the rooms of them that have bought out their services, that you would think that I had a hundred and fifty tattered prodigals lately come from swine-keeping, from eating draff and husks. A mad fellow met me on the way and told me I had unloaded all the gibbets and pressed the dead bodies. No eye hath seen such scarecrows. I’ll not march through Coventry with them, that’s flat: nay, and the villains march wide betwixt the legs, as if they had gyves on; for indeed I had the most of them out of prison. There’s but a shirt and a half in all my company; and the half shirt is two napkins tacked together and thrown over the shoulders like an herald’s coat without sleeves; and the shirt, to say the truth, stolen from my host at Saint Alban’s, or the red-nose innkeeper of Daventry. But that’s all one; they’ll find linen enough on every hedge.29

The sharp practices Falstaff describe were occurring in plain-sight. Near-naked, half-starved, gibbet-dodging levies like his were regularly shuffling off to Ireland where they faced the horrors of garrison life. They were more likely to die from Ireland’s peculiarly virulent strain of dysentery, the Irish flux, than the perils of warfare. In any case military officers did not care much for the lives of their charges, often seeing them merely as means of making up the numbers in a system where each name recorded in the muster signified an untraceable statistic which could loosen the purse strings of government, even if the soldier in question was long dead. When the time came for a full pay the money was disbursed to the captains who in turn were meant to pay their soldiers. Deaths among the rank and file contributed to the jingle in a captain’s pocket. The temptation to extrapolate this system to exploit real casualties was irresistible. This was lamented by Barnaby Rich in his martial conference … betweene two soldiers (1598), which featured a dialogue between two types of officer: Captain Skill, the worthy veteran, and Captain Pill who was cold, cynical, and unblooded. Pill was depicted by Rich as one of the ‘gallant gentlemen’ who, indifferent to the welfare of their soldiers, had them ‘sent to butchery’, often for no better reason than to collect their dead pays.30

The chicanery did not cease once the recruits arrived. The muster rolls sent from Ireland to the Treasury bore no resemblance to the actual makeup of the garrison in the field. Systematic corruption dogged every step of the process and the infection of the system went to the very top. Ralph Lane, Ireland’s muster-master was the foremost author of the great fiction known as the official muster roll and was a master of various types of patter devised to distract his superiors from what was going on. His initial appointment in 1591 was touted as a real stride towards modern efficiency, a turning away from the venal practices that had hitherto blighted the garrison, but Lane’s rhetoric about reforming the methods of mustering and paying troops in Ireland would never become a reality. Needless to say, with heightened Crown expenditure on military affairs in Ireland a necessity, the office of muster-master became ever more important. Alarm bells should have rung louder in September 1595, when Lord Deputy Russell was surprised to find that there was no mention of any kern in the last muster book sent in by Lane.31 Despite the number and frequency of challenges to his probity, Lane retained his post until his death in 1603 and was active in office up to 1599. The status quo he presided over was too lucrative and serviced too many vested interests to be allowed to fail. While this is not the place for an in-depth assessment of the idiosyncrasies of Lane’s term of office, it is easy to get a taste of the state of the garrison from the testimony of his critics, especially that of Maurice Kyffin, a godly Welshman who was appointed surveyor-general or comptroller of the musters to the army in Ireland in 1596 with an explicit mandate to scrutinize Lane’s methods.32

Once Kyffin’s incorruptibility had been ascertained he met with unremitting hostility in Ireland. His astonishment at the extent to which the muster rolls were a total invention was only matched by his outrage at Lane’s refusal to acknowledge the authority of his commission. Kyffin wrote that Lane refused to ‘give sight of old rolls or allow me to confirm names, numbers, taken by me in later musters. I cannot have one roll, script or screw from him’. Consequently he resolved that there was only one thing for it and that was to see the garrison in person. When he got the opportunity to muster some troops in the field Kyffin’s methodical approach to his office, examining each soldier and taking his name in private, disclosed beyond doubt that there were ‘divers borrowed and hired passevolante [who] commonly answer to other men’s names’. It was clear that the clerks of each company were in cahoots with the captains in falsifying the record. Before long Kyffin found himself beleaguered, subject to ‘bitter threats of death and destruction’ from officers who refused to recognize the validity of his Commission when he objected to using their fictional muster rolls in place of actual physical inspection.33 Everywhere he found ‘signs and memorials of dead pays, rewards and profit reserved to [the] muster master and his dependent[s]‌’. Although his probity gained him praise in Whitehall from Burghley and Robert Cecil, this mattered little in the sodden corners of the sister kingdom.34

A month after Kyffin expired in early 1598 the Lords Justice of Ireland, Adam Loftus, the Archbishop of Dublin, and Sir Robert Gardener, Chief Justice of Ireland, admitted that while ‘many English companies [that had] been sent hither [had been] weaponed and armed in reasonable good sort … the most of them [had] been altered and transposed since, from one captain to another … and many of them, by the ill handling of their captains have been changed from English to Irish, and many discharged without our knowledge.’35 They admitted that the number of soldiers involved in this industrial-scale bait-and-switch, may have amounted to 7,500 men. The Lords Justice blamed this disparity on the unaccountable and arbitrary governing styles of the previous Lords Deputy, but this was a whitewash. For evidence that the real story may have been worse still, we should note that even after his death, Kyffin was still considered a threat by the Irish Council. His papers, notably his last checks on the garrison covering the half-year up to September 1597, were impounded by the Irish Council, but only after his servant Hugh Tuder, who had tried to keep them out of the hands of his opponents, had been placed in irons in Dublin Castle for three weeks in order to persuade him to hand them over. Tuder subsequently attempted to complete Kyffin’s work, lamenting that the fruits of his endurance of ‘many a hungry day, and lying on the cold ground many a bitter night’ were disparaged at every turn by Ralph Lane who remained in Dublin ‘daintily fared, and easily bedded’.36

In short, it seems clear that Elizabeth’s knee-jerk investment in Ireland’s military fabric in the 1590s was not only too little too late, it had disappeared into the pockets of her Irish Councillors and army officers with remarkable speed. Her typical footsoldier in Ireland was less likely to be the sturdy English peasant mustered in the shires, than an indigent Irish kern picked up at a bargain price when a captain arrived at his destination. Perhaps this is the reason why Richard of York in 2 Henry VI leaves England with an English army ‘Collected choicely, from each county some’ and returns to London with a raggle taggle of gallowglass and kern. Such Falstaffian transactions were normal. Indeed, as far as the denizens of London were concerned, getting troops out of the City was a minor problem when compared with the challenges that arose when they returned. Military vagrancy had always been seen as a problem, but in 1598, for instance, the number of demobbed soldiers arriving in London hoping to support themselves through theft and mendicancy was so significant that a proclamation was promulgated in September that year forbidding those posing as casualties of war from begging in either London or Westminster. Those who returned from Ireland were particularly likely to be carriers of an infectious indiscipline that would likely issue in disorder.37

THE STAGE IRISHMAN

Spring 1599 saw the second Earl of Essex’s arrival in Ireland as lord lieutenant. Robert Devereux had long sat in judgement on the failures of past viceroys, but now he had the opportunity to be the new broom that would brush the sister kingdom clean. The military fabric that Lane had maintained was now inundated by a massive mobilization of troops from England. Essex’s army consisted of 16,000 foot, 2,000 of them transferred from the Low Countries, and 1,300 cavalry. This expedition had a palpable effect on Shakespeare and provoked one of his few direct references to a contemporary event. This occurs in Act 5 of Henry V when the chorus declaims: ‘Were now the General of our gracious Empress—/As in good time he may—from Ireland coming,/Bringing rebellion broached on his sword,/How many would the peaceful city quit/To welcome him!’38 This optimism provides the context in which Shakespeare’s one and only Irish character, the martial captain MacMorris should be considered. This is no anonymous shag-headed kern or gallowglass flitting across Shakespeare’s stage. If we have read our Holinshed, we should understand that MacMorris must be considered as a valued military consultant to the Duke of Gloucester at the siege of Harfleur. According to the chronicler, Gloucester was in charge of the conduct of the siege and ‘made three mines under the ground, and … with his engines and ordnance, would not suffer them within to take any rest’.39 The mining, although invaluable for keeping up pressure on the town was, in part, forestalled by countermining on the part of the French. Shakespeare has MacMorris make his brief appearance in the aftermath of this stalemate. He appears alongside other ‘culled and choice-drawn cavaliers’ such as Fluellen the Welshman, Jamy the Scot, and Gower the Englishman. It is clear that these figures are designed to provide a comic interlude, locker-room banter, before the army renews its assault.

The scene is humorous and dwells on the natural conflicts that arise between the different nationalities in the army led by Henry V, a microcosm of the Atlantic archipelago as a whole. Fluellen is a military pedant interested in ‘the disciplines of the pristine wars of the Romans’; MacMorris is impatient, impetuous, slapdash and brave; and Jamy likes stirring things up. The interaction between Fluellen and MacMorris has long caught the imagination of critics precisely because its meaning is unclear. Fluellen says, ‘Captain Macmorris, I think, look you, under your correction, there is not many of your nation’ and MacMorris famously cuts him off with ‘Of my nation? What ish my nation? Ish a villain and a bastard and a knave and a rascal? What ish my nation? Who talks of my nation?’ Given that Irish politics, society, and culture has perennially worried away at questions of identity and autonomy, this exchange has contributed to its own micro-industry of speculation. Is MacMorris the first stage Irishman? Is he proud or ashamed of his nationality? In the second decade of the twentieth century Sir D. Plunkett Barton in his Links between Ireland and Shakespeare even went so far as to consider the question of whether MacMorris was a Munsterman, a Leinsterman, or from Connacht.40 Whatever about his provincial identity, there is one thing of which we can be sure: MacMorris does not identify as Gaelic-Irish. It is likely that Shakespeare is drawing on associations with the name Fitzmaurice or Fitzmorrice to identify him as English-Irish, a member of the community that culturally identified itself as descending from the twelfth-century English settlers in the country. The name Fitzmaurice was notoriously associated with James Fitzmaurice Fitzgerald, the Catholic zealot who spear-headed a papal-sponsored expedition to the English Irish Lordship of the Earl of Desmond in 1579.41

In spite of these associations MacMorris is a sympathetic character, albeit one lacking in self-knowledge: the replacement of ‘Fitz’ with ‘Mac’ is a pointed reference to the degeneracy of the English-Irish population, their civility tarnished from long acquaintance with the Gaelic-Irish. Nonetheless, his presence at ‘Harfleur’ in Shakespeare’s approximation of Essex’s viceregal army makes perfect sense. Essex’s lord lieutenancy was not only a military affair; his mobilization was but one component of a political programme pursued with an eye both to the impending death of Elizabeth I, and, he hoped, the consequent succession of James VI of Scotland. Essex wanted to be the broker of James’s peaceful accession in England and in order to secure himself in that position he sought to gain political capital by cultivating a myriad of constituencies many of which at first blush seemed mutually exclusive. So, in the words of Henry Percy, the Earl of Northumberland, he ‘promise[d]‌ papists freedom in religion, puritans the sway of the commonwealth, [and] soldiers other men’s lands and houses’, but most importantly he also networked among the aristocracy. Essex’s Irish escapade was part of this broader project. With an eye to Elizabeth’s demise he hoped to become the means of delivering a pacified Ireland to the King of Scots and hoped to achieve this by acquiring an Irish aristocratic clientele which could compete with Tyrone’s own alliance of discontented Irish lords.42

The keystone of Essex’s plan was more than likely an English-Irish aristocrat: the thirteenth Earl of Kildare, William Fitzgerald. Fitzgerald, held the most illustrious title in the Irish peerage, a philtre that commanded devotion from a critical mass of Irish magnates and could awake atavistic partisanship, even if he himself was an untested commodity. His ancestors, the eighth and ninth earls of Kildare, both of whom had served as Lords Deputy of Ireland for most of the period between 1477 and 1534, had in their day almost ruled Ireland as a fiefdom. The affinity that had once gathered around their interest was formidable and the earls had proven themselves to be vigorous and battle-hardened factional leaders. In 1534 the House of Kildare’s bastard-feudal regime was destroyed when it defied Henry VIII’s will in both political and religious matters. The tumult that resulted led to the defeat, downfall, and disgrace of the dynasty, but also fractured the coherence of the Irish body politic. After a period of exile, William’s father, Gerald Fitzgerald, had been restored as the eleventh earl in 1554. William himself only succeeded to the title when his brother Henry, the twelfth Earl, died fighting Tyrone’s confederates in 1597. Kildare must have fraternized with Essex sometime in 1598, soon after he had acquired his hallowed title. It seems that he wanted to make an impression at court as he brought with him an entourage of eighteen prominent gentlemen from the English Pale. Both he and they pledged that they would accompany Essex on his Irish expedition.

It is probable that one of Kildare’s followers or servants, served as the model for Shakespeare’s MacMorris. Whoever he was, he, like many English-Irish, was touchy about being mistaken for a mere Irishman, an error that apathetic Londoners probably could not have cared less about. Over twenty years earlier, Richard Stanihurst, an Old-English scholar and servant of the Kildare Fitzgeralds, articulated some of the strategies that the English-Irish community used to navigate their identity crisis during this period, pointing out in his section of the Irish component of Holinshed’s Chronicles that some disdained the Gaelic-Irish so much that they preferred to be called ‘Irelandmen’ rather than ‘Irishmen’. Although Stanihurst mocked those so ‘ashamed of their country’, he himself regarded Gaelic-Irish culture as an inferior mode of civilization. Despite Stanihurst’s criticisms, MacMorris’s bluster seems to indicate that he may have seen himself more of an ‘Irelandman’ than an ‘Irishman’.43 Certainly, whoever MacMorris was modelled on, he, like the majority of the English-Irish aristocracy and gentry, wanted proper distinctions to be made in the metropolitan mind between the Old English and the mere Irish.

Shakespeare’s optimism in Henry V the sense that the king’s campaign was a courageous human endeavour spear-headed by a charismatic figure could not stand as an accurate forecast of Essex’s enterprise, however. The sorry fate of his lord lieutenancy seems to have disclosed itself from the very start. His best-laid plans fell asunder. The boat in which Kildare and his entourage were sailing back to Ireland was shipwrecked and no one survived. Essex was forced to improvise without William Fitzgerald, and this may account for why his five-month viceroyalty, well provisioned and equipped as it was, has always appeared strangely aimless, a fact that has long puzzled historians.44 Rather than proceeding against Tyrone directly, Essex went for a two-month-long progress, or detour, around Leinster and Munster. When he did finally move against Ulster in August, rather than engaging Tyrone in battle, he chose to parley with him in private without witnesses, an action that left him open to allegations of treachery. Ultimately Essex arrived at a temporary truce with Tyrone and rushed back to the queen to explain himself. His career would never recover. Disgraced and deprived of his monopoly on sweet wines by the queen, Essex was placed under house arrest. In February 1601 he attempted to leap to freedom by raising Londoners in support of an uprising to seize the monarch and topple the Cecilian faction, but, pace Shakespeare’s chorus, very few people quit ‘the peaceful city’ to welcome him. His failure was cataclysmic. He surrendered, was tried for treason, and was executed.

Ireland was certainly peripheral to Shakespeare’s vision, a wet, wild place full of barbarism, yet he may have underestimated his sole Irish character. Essex’s spectacular dégringolade, the most shocking event of Elizabeth’s last decade was in many respects the culmination of a train of events first set in motion by Kildare’s tragic drowning in the Irish Sea. Everyone knows the old proverb beginning ‘for want of a nail’ that links minute causes to cataclysmic consequences. It may not be too great an exaggeration to say that the real-life enterprise that Henry V had been written to advance was brought to disaster by the death of the real ‘MacMorris’.
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CHAPTER 8

CATHOLICISM AND TYRANNY IN SHAKESPEARE’S WARWICKSHIRE

GLYN PARRY

THE editors of both the Oxford and Arden editions of The Third Part of Henry VI have recently endorsed the increasing claims that a brief scene in Shakespeare’s play provides crucial evidence of his Catholic sympathies. In Act 5, Scene 1 of the quarto True Tragedie of Richard Duke of Yorke (1595), Shakespeare gratuitously gave a messenger two lines and named him ‘Somerfield’. In the first folio (1623) he was renamed Sir John Somerville, and given three more lines, which demonstrate his detailed local knowledge of south Warwickshire, correcting the Earl of Warwick. Randall Martin and John D. Cox believe that in the early 1590s Shakespeare’s insertion of Somerville would be understood as covert criticism of the Elizabethan government’s mistreatment of his Catholic relatives, the Ardens. For John Somerville had been condemned in December 1583 for plotting to murder Elizabeth, together with his father-in-law Edward Arden. Martin traces the play’s allusions to ‘Catiline’ and ‘Machiavel’ to the Treatise of Treasons Against Q. Elizabeth, and the Crowne of England (Louvain, 1573), which smears the ‘atheistical’ Burghley in such terms. Cox goes further, believing that the Jesuit missionary Robert Parsons ‘inspired’ John Shakespeare, and that William shared Parsons’s and his fellow Jesuit Edmund Campion’s uncompromising Counter-Reformation Catholicism.1 Martin and Cox therefore largely support Richard Wilson’s depiction of a radically subversive Catholic Shakespeare in the 1590s.2

However, all three scholars base their Catholic Shakespeare on very limited manuscript sources. Wilson depended on transcriptions of Elizabethan State Papers in Richard Simpson’s nineteenth-century biography of Campion. Martin used only Charlotte Stopes’s enthusiastic but sometimes unreliable transcriptions from the State Papers, as did Cox, merely adding the often misleading summaries in the Calendar of State Papers Domestic.3 Moreover, no one has yet genealogically connected the yeoman Ardens of Wilmcote with the gentry Ardens of Park Hall. Nor does the limited evidence so far published about the Arden-Somerville affair of 1583 explain Shakespeare’s, or his editors’, desire to further alter the first folio text, long after the heralds had publicly denied any Arden connection when designing John Shakespeare’s arms.

This essay uses fresh evidence about the Arden–Somerville families to provide a fuller account of the experiences of John Somerville, Edward Arden, and their descendants. These new sources show how religious differences formed only part of the story, which intertwined family rivalries, contests over ancient possessions intimately associated with family honour, Warwickshire factional politics, and government pursuit of personal and partisan goals through the abuse of legal procedures. Conflicting historical mythologies, embodied for example in the Dudley rebuilding of Kenilworth Castle, also played a significant role in making family honour almost literally part of the local topography, in ways that Shakespeare would have learned through his formative Warwickshire experiences, long before he wrote history plays which prominently featured murderous rivalries over power, honour, and land.

Indeed, this broader context explains why the name of Somerville remained notorious throughout Shakespeare’s later life, why a decade after the event he could expect it to resonate with his audience. It therefore provides new background to Shakespeare’s creative process in the early 1590s, while suggesting that his sympathies should not be viewed through the single lens of religion, but more broadly understood as a response to powerful men’s tyrannical abuse of the legal process, and the kind of political oppression exemplified in the Arden–Somerville affair. It further suggests that Shakespeare’s identification of Somerville was directed against the upstart Dudley dominance of Warwickshire during the 1570s and 1580s, and that the true ‘Machiavel’ was Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester.

The devoutly Catholic John Somerville (b. 1560) lived at Edstone, five miles north of Stratford, and married Edward Arden’s daughter Margaret in 1580, allying himself with a family under increasing pressure from the Elizabethan regime. Edward Arden traced his ancestry back to Turchill of Arden, Lord of Warwick before the Norman Conquest. The manor of Curdworth headed Turchill’s vast landholdings in the Domesday Book, and though the Arden inheritance now numbered a mere ten manors, Edward Arden still held Curdworth under an entail.4 His prominence amongst Warwickshire Catholic families had been cemented by his marriage to Mary, daughter of Sir Robert Throckmorton of Coughton, patriarch to many of the county’s Catholic clans. During the 1560s these long-established families were forced to make way in the county’s power-structure for the Dudleys and their followers. Ambrose Dudley, Earl of Warwick from 1560, and his less amiable younger brother Robert Dudley, Elizabeth’s favourite and Earl of Leicester from 1564, believed they were reclaiming their ancient patrimony, exaggerating their sketchy descent from the medieval Beauchamp earls of Warwick. Leicester spent £60,000 remodelling Kenilworth Castle to broadcast this lineage across the county and claim the Lancastrian mantle of John of Gaunt, who built Kenilworth’s great hall. Edward Arden by contrast claimed descent from prominent Yorkists. The Wars of the Roses resonated anew in the Warwickshire of Shakespeare’s youth, perhaps one early inspiration for his history plays.5

Leicester also incorporated Turchill’s aleged arms into his own, a personal challenge to Arden’s claims to ancient lineage, compounded when between 1569 and 1573 Leicester inserted his allies into the socially prestigious county commission of the peace at the expense of leading Catholics, including Arden.6 Arden’s remarkable son Robert (1556–1635) later explained to William Dugdale that his father’s refusal to signal his submission to the upstart Dudleys by wearing their livery, which many of his peers considered ‘no small honour to them’, singled him out for Leicester’s enmity. Even more provokingly, Arden savagely criticized Leicester’s rumoured affair with Lettice, Countess of Essex, a frequent local visitor, before their marriage in 1578. This further sullied Arden’s family honour, since his daughter had married their neighbour Sir Edward Devereux, an uncle of Walter, first Earl of Essex (1539–76).7 Arden also blamed Leicester’s influence with Elizabeth for the imprisonment in 1580–81 of other prominent Warwickshire Catholics, including Sir Thomas Tresham and Sir William Catesby, for harbouring Robert Parsons, who had stayed with Arden at Park Hall.8 John Somerville later confessed Arden’s conclusion that ‘the Queen wold not suffer the Catholike Relegeon, and that she dothe execute all good Catholikes’. After his arrest Arden ordered his wife to conceal his criticisms of Elizabeth.9

The atmosphere in Arden’s household therefore resembled the paranoid resentment of Leicester’s Commonwealth (1584), which retails anti-Dudley gossip from Warwickshire, perhaps because one of its authors, the exiled Charles Paget, considered Somerville ‘my deare frende’.10 Given this fevered atmosphere Somerville’s mental breakdown in October 1583 seems explicable, though family tradition held that he had been mad long before. That summer he had met frequently with Henry Goodere, a partisan of Mary Stuart. When Somerville’s wife reported gossip at Park Hall by the Marian priest Hugh Hall, which ‘touched her Majestie greatly in honor’ it ‘wrought in [Somerville] a hatred towardes hir Majestie’, allegedly because she was ‘base borne’ and Mary Stuart the rightful queen, so he resolved to shoot her. Paget may have told him about the Throckmorton Plot, and Somerville had also been inspired by ‘exhortations’ in three unnamed Catholic publications, perhaps those his relative Hall had helped smuggle into England, because on 23 October he sent to Hall asking him to hear his confession and give him the sacrament.11 Hall wisely refused and Somerville’s wife tried to dissuade him, but he left secretly for London on Friday 25 October. That night he was arrested at an inn near Aynho in Oxfordshire, carrying agnus dei, after announcing his plan to shoot that ‘serpent’ Elizabeth.12

The resulting investigation engulfed the Stratford area and most of Warwickshire. William Shakespeare knew of Somerville, since on 14 October Somerville lent Shakespeare’s friends Adrian and Richard Quyny 100 marks. Following Edgar Fripp’s suggestion, Wilson claims that Somerville was not insane, but cleverly using a bogus loan to protect his assets against confiscation. However, the money actually belonged to his sister’s dowry, and the Exchequer returned it to her.13

Responding to Somerville’s revelations under interrogation, the Privy Council sent their clerk, Thomas Wilkes, down to Warwickshire. He arrived at Sir Thomas Lucy’s house at Charlecote on 2 November to discover that news of Somerville’s arrest had disturbed an anthill, as local Catholic families hurried to clear their houses of ‘all shewes of suspition’. Stratford soon knew everything, since Henry Rogers, the town clerk, assisted Lucy and Wilkes in their searches for incriminating books and writings.14 On 3 November at Park Hall they arrested Edward Arden, his wife Mary, and his brother Francis. Somerville’s kinsman Sir John Conway, prominent in Stratford and owner of the Rectory tithes, fell under suspicion.15

Somerville’s arrest obviously confirmed Leicester’s dominance over Warwickshire, enabling him to destroy Arden. However, it also had national political implications. Arden’s resistance owed much to his reverence for ancient lineage and ancient religion against the upstart Dudleys and their new-fangled Protestantism, but it also reflected political support at Court from Elizabeth’s favourite, Sir Christopher Hatton. By 1577 Hatton had transformed himself into a serious politician, knight, and privy councillor, his conservative instincts in religion convincing zealous Protestants that he was a crypto-papist. Yet his dependence on Elizabeth for political and financial credit meant he had to adhere very closely to her notoriously fickle policies. That made him as susceptible as Elizabeth to what Peter Lake has identified as the ‘wedge-issue’ of anti-Catholicism, in this case when Protestant councillors like Burghley and Leicester exploited the Arden–Somerville ‘plot’ as leverage for a more thoroughly Protestant policy.16

Leicester therefore saw other political advantages to using Somerville’s arrest to persecute Arden in 1583. Through Hatton’s influence Elizabeth had installed John Whitgift as Archbishop of Canterbury in September. Amidst Somerville’s interrogations, on 29 October, Whitgift issued regulations demanding all clergy subscribe to the orders of bishops, priests, and deacons, and the Book of Common Prayer, as not contrary to the word of God, and to follow only that book in public worship. His Accession Day sermon at St Paul’s Cathedral on 17 November underlined this new conformity by attacking disobedient ‘wayward and conceited persons’, alienating even moderate nonconformists, and infuriating their leading patron, Leicester.17

The priest, Hugh Hall, linked court politics with Leicester’s persecution of Arden. Hall had ministered to Warwickshire’s Catholic families since Elizabeth’s accession, but claimed to have said Mass so infrequently he doubted he was still in orders.18 However, Hall was Hatton’s servant. Somerville sent his message asking for Hall’s absolution before assassinating Elizabeth to Holdenby, Hatton’s massive country house in Northamptonshire where Hall worked as a ‘surveyor of works’.19 According to Leicester’s Commonwealth, Leicester tried in typically Machiavellian fashion to entrap Hatton, ‘in the matter of Hall his priest, whom hee would have had Sir Christopher to send away and hide … thereby to have drawn in Sir Christopher himselfe’.20 Support for this accusation can be found amongst questions put to Edward Arden, his wife, and servants on 5 November: ‘what speeches dyd the said Hall utter at his being with you last touching the Earl of Leycesters repayre unto Mr Vicechamberlayne [Hatton’s] chamber in a morning, and if he dyd, who were present when he uttered the sayd speaches’.21 That is, did Hall tell you what Leicester advised Hatton to do, and who else knows about his advice?

Arden’s other connections to Hatton included Arden’s first cousin, the wealthy recusant Arden Waferer, Hatton’s fellow student at the Inner Temple and legal counsel to Hatton, the Ardens, the Throckmortons, and the Warwickshire Saunders family, who had intermarried with the Ardens and included Alice Saunders, Hatton’s mother. Hatton protected Waferer against Burghley’s Exchequer harassment, and he probably encouraged his kinsman Edward Arden to stand up to Leicester. Arden’s temporary return to county office in the mid-1570s may reflect Hatton’s rising political influence at Court.22 However, after Arden’s arrest their relationship enabled Leicester and Burghley to put Hatton on the back foot, reversing Whitgift’s persecution of nonconformists, especially when the arrest of Charles Paget’s friend Somerville prematurely triggered the sweeping up of the Throckmorton conspiracy. Walsingham arrested Francis Throckmorton on 4 November, but, perhaps spooked by Somerville, some of the conspirators successfully fled abroad. Paget, his brother Lord Paget, and Charles Arundel informed Walsingham through the English ambassador at Paris, Sir Edward Stafford, their relative and fellow Catholic, that they had fled because the arrest of ‘the traitorous Somerfielde’ now justified ‘a harde hande over all papists’. Writing to Burghley, Lord Paget similarly distanced himself from that ‘madd beastly bedlam’ Somerville, while denying that the Ardens had plotted to kill Elizabeth.23

However, they also recognized why Leicester and Burghley rushed Arden and Somerville through an unprecedentedly crooked legal process to execution in mid-December, even though interrogations to piece together their ‘conspiracy’, or connect it to the Throckmorton plot, continued into January. The trial’s odd procedure reflects Leicester’s personal animus, but he and Burghley needed a quick conviction to demonstrate the international Catholic conspiracy against Elizabeth and the Protestant realm, to push back against Hatton and Whitgift by making Catholics ‘so hardly conceived of’ that the Privy Council could exert ‘a harde hand’ against them.24 This immediately forced Hatton to acquiesce both in tolerating Protestant nonconformists and visitations aimed to purge Catholic recusants from the universities, and especially the Inns of Court, which sheltered many Arden Waferers.25 In the long term their trial, like the Throckmorton prosecutions, further weakened Catholic leadership at Court—those recently living under restrictions, like Lord Paget, now chose exile or were imprisoned. Somerville became part of the litany of Catholic ‘plots’ that justified the Bond of Association and ideological warfare. No wonder the exiles collaborated with Robert Parsons to disgorge their collective memories of Court scandals into Leicester’s Commonwealth.

Hatton’s tactical compliance ensured that his eclipse at court would prove temporary. Both Hall and his interrogators studiously ignored Somerville’s links to Hatton, and Hall was indicted as formerly of Park Hall, not Holdenby.26 Though condemned, he was never executed. Yet the memory of Leicester’s triumph probably continued to resonate around Stratford and Warwickshire—the William Underhill who sold New Place to Shakespeare was Hatton’s ward.27 Even Sir John Throckmorton’s servant had to concede that the flight of the Throckmorton plotters forced ‘common opinion’ to blame the county’s Catholic leadership when Arden and Somerville, both their wives, Hugh Hall, and Francis Arden were indicted for treason at Warwick on 2 December 1583.28

However, Leicester over-played his hand, arousing anti-Dudley resentment implicit in Shakespeare’s linking of ‘Somerville’ with the true Earl of Warwick. Twenty years later Somerville’s family insisted that Leicester had personally prosecuted the case, because of Arden’s ‘clayme to the Earldome of Warrwick’. Fifty years later William Dugdale recorded Robert Arden’s complaints about Leicester’s ‘particular spleen’ against Arden, and his ‘high hand’ in the prosecution.29 As he had ‘a hundred tymes’ Leicester carefully packed the petty jury at Warwick with his officers and clients. He apparently had no idea this was illegal.30 Beside these reliable Protestants he seated several of Arden’s allies and tenants, to demonstrate Warwickshire’s complete submission to his authority.31 The Somerville family later claimed that Arden was denied his common law right to challenge up to thirty-five jurors, though the official reports say otherwise.32 The jury duly confirmed the indictment that Edward Arden had conspired at Edstone on 22 October, and again on 24 October, with Mary Arden, John and Margaret Somerville, Francis Arden, and Hugh Hall, inciting John to leave for London on 25 October. Burghley had originally calculated in the margins of Somerville’s interrogation of 31 October that he first assented to the treason on Wednesday 23 October. Burghley then altered the date to Tuesday 22 October. That new date would have increasing importance over the next thirty years, because Arden’s family could prove that Edward Arden had been witnessing an indenture in Chancery that day, so the attainder, and everything that flowed from it, was invalid.33 As we shall see, to cover up this error the regime had to resort to such ruthless exercise of power against the families that no contemporary, including Shakespeare, could ignore it.

Leicester’s political conduct of the trial further inflamed local opinion. Margaret Somerville was pregnant, so even Leicester could not prosecute her at London Guildhall on 16 December. He also left Francis Arden to rot in the Tower for some years as he went after Edward Arden. However, he surpassed himself when he included Mary Arden in the indictment, an unprecedented exception to the general rule that coercion by the husband excuses the act of the wife.34 In another innovation that would have been roundly condemned in Warwickshire he persuaded Elizabeth to issue a special commission of oyer and terminer moving his hand-picked Warwickshire jury to serve the treason trial at Guildhall. Though Edward Coke later claimed this was ‘warranted by the course of the Common Law’, he struggled to find any precedent, apart from Leicester’s own condemnation for treason in 1553 and its reversal in 1564. His contemporary Sir Edmund Anderson reported a lengthy debate amongst the Guildhall judges about whether a jury could lawfully try the same issue twice, before they reluctantly acquiesced.35 Although Ambrose, Earl of Warwick actually presided, the special commission of oyer and terminer named Leicester first, along with Hatton. Robert Arden’s keen-eyed Catholic lawyers later argued it failed to give the commissioners authority to enquire about the treason, further voiding the indictment and attainder.36

That technicality might have escaped contemporaries, but they would have been very aware of questions about Somerville’s sanity. A fundamental common law principle, confirmed by 23 Eliz. c. 2, held that an insane person was not a full ‘homme’, and could not imagine or encompass treason. Somerville’s family and doubtless Stratford society had previously suspected his lunacy, but when Arden raised the question the judges replied that if Somerville pled to the ‘general issue’ of his guilt, but later did not speak, he would not be considered a lunatic. This explains why his daughters later claimed that he was only brought to the bar to plead guilty, and then immediately taken away to hide his insanity. The judges also concluded that unless he was sane he could not have assembled with the other accused and have been persuaded to kill Elizabeth, the ‘overt act’ required to justify a treason charge. The Spanish Ambassador, Mendoza, claimed that five privy councillors certified Somerville’s sanity to the judges. If so, Hatton signed that document, perhaps the price of Hall’s life.37

Inevitably information about the conduct of the trial would have seeped back to Warwickshire. Though only after Leicester’s death could William Seabright, town clerk of London but the owner of manors ten miles west of Stratford, publicly acknowledge ‘that he was made to read what made against them in their examinacions and leave out what made for them’. Following their inevitable condemnation Edward Arden and Somerville were brought from the Tower to Newgate on 19 December, where within two hours Somerville was found hanged—by his garters, so Mendoza claimed. His family later insisted that Leicester arranged the murder to prevent Somerville’s scaffold speech the next day revealing his lunacy. They even offered some second-hand hearsay in support. The official story became that the Catholics had murdered Somerville because Charles Paget had revealed the Throckmorton Plot to his ‘deare frende’, for whom the authorities invented a fictitious connection to Mary, Queen of Scots.38

Mary Stuart’s recusant partisans naturally condemned ‘the bloody erle of Leicester … because he had caused Arden and Somerfeld to be put to deathe, because he wolde have their lyvings’.39 However, Somerville’s father had put almost the entire family estate in trust to John’s mother until his twenty-fourth birthday in 1584. Therefore at his attainder John owned only some lands in Widenay and Halford, producing £70 per annum and burdened with £30 of annuities, which escheated to the Crown. Leicester’s share was insignificant.40 The real beneficiary of Somerville’s attainder was therefore his younger brother William, who managed to exonerate himself, inherited the estate, and despite acting as trustee for his kinsmen, the Gunpowder Plotters John Winter and John Grant, became a pillar of the Jacobean county establishment.41 He seems to have abandoned his nieces Elizabeth and Alice Somerville, who sank into genteel poverty until the accession of James I, when they immediately began petitioning the new king to disinherit their uncle by reversing their father’s attainder. The stakes were considerable, since Elizabeth had lost a dowry she claimed amounted to £2,000, and Alice 1,000 marks.42

Rebuffed for two years, in 1605 they persuaded their kinsman Sir Henry Goodere, a gentleman of James’s privy chamber and nephew of John Somerville’s friend Henry Goodere, to petition James. Young Henry used his uncle’s sufferings on behalf of Mary Stuart to broach what he knew was a sore subject. Choosing his words carefully, he acknowledged to James that the family’s allegations of corrupt judgement implied ‘some blemish to the last government’. However, ‘this case is without president, and if it were so in the prosecution, why should it not bee so in the relief of so great a misery?’43

After twenty years therefore the execution of John Somerville remained a public scandal, which alone ensured that the renaming of Shakespeare’s character would have resonated with his audience. Yet this was not the whole explanation. The remedy Goodere and Somerville’s daughters proposed for their predicament ensured that James could do no more than award them small pensions of £50 each, seldom paid. For they sought copies of their father’s indictment, ‘which if they mighte obtaine they doubt not but reverse the judgement’ and recover their lands, because ‘It is upon record in the Rowles that Mr Arden was then acknowledging a ffyne that day that he and Mr Somervill were accused to have conspired togeither at Edston in Warrwickshire’.44 No government could allow the reversal of an attainder and escheat without setting a potentially catastrophic precedent, yet the Somervilles were merely repeating a strategy which their kinsman, Robert Arden, had followed for twenty years, pursuing every possible legal means to expose the regime’s unjust treatment of his family. His heroic endeavours exposed the ‘blemish’ which Goodere saw in Elizabethan government, and to which Shakespeare alluded when he chose to name Warwick’s messenger as Somerville in the early 1590s.

James could not accede to the Somerville petition because by 1605 the Cecils had spent two decades defending the unjust execution of Edward Arden and its unforeseen consequences. In fact in 1609 James would repeat Elizabeth’s two previous attempts to deny the Arden family justice by a fake surrender and re-grant arrangement with the recipient of Edward Arden’s estate. Almost the only government action after December 1583 that might have satisfied Warwickshire gentry opinion was the pardon quietly issued to Mary Arden on 16 November 1584. Soon afterwards Elizabeth sent a warrant to Lord Treasurer Burghley to pay an annuity for Mary out of the Exchequer, in lieu of her dowry escheated to the queen. Burghley simply ignored the warrant, and only after his and Mary’s death did her daughters receive the money in 1599.45

Burghley’s vindictiveness characterized his general treatment of Arden’s remarkable son, Robert. Though not a member of the Inns of Court, Dugdale knew him as ‘a prudent person, and well-read in the Laws’.46 For fifty years he also needed steely nerves to navigate the treacherous shoals of the common law and courts of equity, given the complicated legal structure under which his father had held his ten manors and assorted other lands.47 Elizabeth initially leased Arden’s escheated manor of Berwood to Leicester’s relative by his marriage to Amy Robsart, William Huggons, an alchemist who distilled at Hampton Court for the queen. However, Raphael Massey already held this manor under a monastic lease valid to 1605.48 The government lacked accurate legal knowledge about the estate because while imprisoned in the Tower Edward Arden had managed to pass eight boxes of deeds and evidences to Robert Arden. By the time Burghley remembered to search for them six months later, Robert had hidden them too effectively.49

Therefore not until 26 January 1586 could Elizabeth grant the reversion of the entire estate by letters patent to her second cousin and valet of her privy chamber, Edward Darcy. Living at Dartford in Kent and a stranger to Warwickshire, Darcy probably owed the grant to Burghley’s patronage.50 The legal complications may have dissuaded other claimants. The extant grant gave Darcy only the reversion of the lands, because Robert Arden already claimed all the manors ‘in tail male’, except Curdworth. It also acknowledged that Elizabeth held nearly all of these lands only during the life of Mary Arden. It promised that if Robert Arden tried to break the entail so as to prevent Darcy from inheriting the manors, the queen would resume possession and regrant them fully to Darcy. It also itemized the rents Darcy should pay for the lands, and the annuities Elizabeth would pay from them.51

These details are important because they show that this document is a later forgery inserted into the record, an attempt by someone in authority to counter the legal arguments Robert Arden had made against Darcy’s original grant in a series of court cases from 1586 onwards. Attached at the beginning of a Chancery roll for 1586, it mentioned an annuity to Ursula Arden, widow of Francis Arden, late brother of Edward Arden. Francis died in November 1593. The annuities to Elizabeth and Mary Arden totalled the 40 marks each that Elizabeth awarded them in 1599 after Burghley’s and their mother’s death. The acknowledgement that Elizabeth possessed part of the lands only during Mary Arden’s life tried to get around Robert Arden’s repeated argument that, except for Curdworth, Edward Arden legally owned none of the manors at his condemnation, since they had been put in trust in 1573, giving Edward and Mary, then Robert and his heirs, only a life-interest in the manorial incomes. The insertion of rents due to the Crown also pre-empted Robert’s later argument that the Exchequer Chamber, which exercised equity jurisdiction over financial dealings between subjects and monarch, had no jurisdiction over the Arden manors, because Darcy held the lands only by fealty, without paying rent to the Crown. Therefore, although we lack Darcy’s original grant, there may be something in Arden’s later claim that Darcy paid no rent for the manors.52

Robert Arden used further arguments against Darcy in 1586. The adjacent manors of Curdworth, Berwood, and Park Hall, the latter mostly divided from the former two by the small River Thame, constituted the ancient heart of the Arden inheritance. After surveying Curdworth in early April, Darcy realized questions existed about whether several parcels of land totalling twenty-one acres north of the Thame were in Curdworth or Park Hall.53 To clarify these boundaries but also to secure his entire grant he initiated a series of Exchequer cases against Arden, to recover the deeds. In Easter Term 1586 he argued that by Arden’s attainder all Berwood came to the queen during the life of Mary Arden, and then would remain to Darcy and his heirs as their inheritance. He claimed Robert Arden withheld the deeds to establish his own freehold. Arden replied that Edward had placed all these lands in trust with relatives of Alice Corbett when Robert married her daughter Elizabeth in 1573. Under that trust, after Mary’s death Berwood would come to him, which was why he detained the deeds.54 Arden aimed to demonstrate that the issue did not concern equity, but inheritance, therefore the Exchequer Chamber had no jurisdiction, while the common law courts did. Since Burghley as Lord Treasurer presided over the Exchequer, Arden would struggle until after Burghley’s death in 1598 to persuade the judges to accept this argument, as we shall see.

Burghley recognized the wider political dangers of Arden’s arguments that summer, when in Trinity Term Darcy returned to the Exchequer demanding the deeds to Curdworth, which he claimed to hold by the queen’s grant, including the twenty-one acres. Arden countered that the acres north of the Thame had long been used as part of Park Hall, reiterated his rights under the trust of 1573, and again claimed that the Exchequer had no jurisdiction because the nature of the queen’s grant made this a question of inheritance, to be tried according to the rigorous standards of the common law. He then challenged the regime more fundamentally, denying that Elizabeth by her letters patent ‘lawfully could geve and graunte’ the premises to Darcy.55

Arden believed that Elizabeth could not grant away his father’s estate because she had unlawfully seized it under the void attainder of 1583, which included the dating error. parallel to this Exchequer case Arden used the same argument to petition for a writ of error in the King’s Bench, which exercised appeal jurisdiction over all courts of record. According to Robert’s later legal counsel, by the statute of 46 Edward III ‘the petitioner may have exemplification of all the records of the said attainders’, so a certified copy of the attainder could be minutely examined alongside cognate evidence—including a copy of the Chancery document proving that Edward Arden had been in London on 22 October 1583. Coke recalled the Judges’ decision, that because ‘the error is not erroneous, but lawfull by the course of the law’, the attainder, escheat, and regrant to Darcy were good.56

Arden’s attack on the attainder demonstrated his determination to reverse injustice, but it provoked an equally determined reaction. Considerable precedents existed for writs of error in attainders for murder, and even more in civil cases—Edward Darcy used one against Robert’s uncle Simon ten years later.57 However, perhaps because no-one had attempted it before, most authorities, including Coke, believed this remedy did not apply to treason. Yet the government needed to prevent any future scrutiny of attainders for treason. In the next parliamentary session it cold-bloodedly tried to block Robert Arden and cover-up the dating flaw in the attainder. At the same time it underlined a further anomaly in the Somerville–Arden treason case: it was the only Tudor attainder that was never confirmed by parliament. For example, the Act of 29 Eliz. c. 1 confirmed the attainders on the Throckmorton plotters, whether executed or in exile. That Act originated in a bill brought into the Commons on 25 February 1587, the same day as a government bill the Commons Journal labelled ‘for confirmation of attainders’. An anonymous parliamentary diarist described its purpose more accurately as ‘Not to reverse a judgment in a writ of error upon treason’. The bill went to a committee containing all the privy councillors in the Commons, plus William Fleetwood, the Recorder of London and one of Edward Arden’s judges at Guildhall, and several lawyers with a reliably broad interpretation of the royal prerogative, including Francis Bacon. This was very late in a session the Council knew Elizabeth would soon prorogue, so the Arden bill was recommitted on 8 March, then twice read and engrossed on 9 March. The Lords first read it on 15 March, and read it twice and passed it on 17 March. During the crowded end of the session, when many bills failed through lack of time, this was remarkably fast work.58

The Act of 29 Eliz. c. 2 used classic governmental doublespeak to deny Robert Arden legal remedy. Through ‘corrupcion or negligente kepinge’, it claimed, ‘the Recordes of Attaindors of Treason happen many tymes to be impayred blemyshed or otherwise to be defectyve’. However, that did not void the attainder, and it blocked all legal remedy. No heir of a person already executed could have an attainder ‘reversed undone avoyded or ympeached, by anye Plea or for anye reason whatsoever’. The Act did not extend to any attainder ‘upon whiche anye Writt of Error is nowe dependinge’, or had already been reversed, but since only Robert Arden had attempted such a petition, and had been denied by King’s Bench, this simply warned him off.

Some of the technicalities of Arden’s Exchequer cases against Darcy might have escaped Warwickshire society, and perhaps Londoners outside select legal circles. Yet even those with only a distant nodding acquaintance with the law understood that by writs of error the Crown provided a necessary legal remedy against injustice. Even more, whether Shakespeare in 1587 lived in Stratford or London, or had become an itinerant player, he could not have escaped hearing about this Act. For all public legislation was published immediately after each session, and advertised from the nation’s pulpits. The response to 29 Eliz. c. 2 in Warwickshire may have to be imagined, but the Catholic lawyers advising Robert Arden responded with a devastatingly dismissive argument. The Act, they pointed out, referred only to authentic attainders. However, the ‘supposed attainder’ by which Somerville and Arden were executed for ‘pretended treason’, was not encompassed by the Act, therefore it was still utterly void and ‘Coram non judice’, because ‘there is no attainder at all’.59 Robert Arden continued to attack the attainder in this way for the next thirty years, and though this essay cannot follow every twist and turn of his story, we can be sure that it was keenly followed in both Warwickshire and London.

Not everyone in Warwickshire considered the Ardens innocent victims, of course. Robert Arden’s most protracted litigation concerned the manors of Curdworth and Berwood. Curdworth had been excluded from Edward Arden’s trust of 1573, because of a long-established entail, and Edward Darcy believed that the trust had not been properly established over Berwood. In both cases a family reputation for exploitation came back to haunt Robert. The freeholders of Curdworth sued to prevent Edward’s father from enclosing land out of the commons in the late 1540s. They lost, but nursed their resentment. Edward Arden, having inherited Curdworth under the entail, enclosed New Park and punished those who had ‘stood out’ against his father by insisting they renew their leases, some with many years to run, paying doubled rents. He later ejected tenants when their leases expired. Such ‘hard dealinge’ explains why the inhabitants of Curdworth found their memories strangely deficient when asked to depose information to assist Robert Arden’s fruitless attempts to recover the manor. Some even committed perjury, according to his complaint in Star Chamber. They easily believed that Edward Arden would have avoided paying family annuities out of Curdworth, if he could have.60

The same fallible memories almost lost Robert Arden the adjacent manor of Berwood. Darcy claimed the immediate inheritance of Berwood, because when Edward and Robert Arden established the 1573 trust they failed to complete the necessary ‘attornment’ procedure. Attornment required that tenants must be informed of the coveyance of their lands to new trustees, swear allegiance in their manorial courts, and pay rent to them. However, Raphael Massey leased the entire manor under an indenture of 1535, and the case turned on whether Massey had been properly ‘attorned’ at Robert Arden’s 1573 wedding, especially since he continued to pay rent to Edward Arden. Their arrangement resembles the many false trusts Catholic gentry used to protect their estates, perhaps responding to Leicester’s growing pressure on Arden in the early 1570s. When Darcy submitted his bill in the Exchequer Robert Arden again claimed that, according to the letters patent, Darcy owed no rent to the Crown, and anyway since Darcy claimed full possession this was a matter of inheritance, not equity, which must be tried at common law, not in the Exchequer.61

Lord Treasurer Burghley begged to differ, and, having carefully examined Massey’s deposition, issued an Exchequer decree on 27 October 1587, which Arden later claimed had been made without hearing counsel on either side, or consulting the Barons of the Exchequer. Certainly Burghley’s decree gives the date in unusually solemn terms, perhaps trying to end the issue permanently. It dismisses the ‘supposed’ trust because there had been no attornment. So Berwood forfeited to the queen, and under her grant Edward Darcy and his heirs would hold it ‘for ever hereafter’ without interference from Robert Arden.62 This actually gave Darcy more than Elizabeth’s letters patent, and did nothing to stop Arden, who immediately denied Burghley’s jurisdiction as Lord Treasurer. He also succeeded in making Burghley’s personal animus central to the case, for when after many expensive procedural motions the Exchequer repeated this decree in July 1590, the Barons sat without the Lord Treasurer because of Arden’s objections.63

By 1590, about the time Shakespeare began work on the earliest version of 3 Henry VI Arden had succeeded in exposing the potential for oppression behind the supposedly impartial administration of justice. However, Arden continued to manoeuvre to recapture Berwood. A few years after the ‘final’ decree he purchased Massey’s remaining lease of the manor, and paid rent to Edward Darcy punctually until the queen died. When the lease expired in 1605 Darcy demanded the manor, but Arden defied the Exchequer judgement, on the grounds that Darcy only had a reversionary interest in the manor during the life of Mary Arden, who had died in 1599.64 Darcy returned to the Exchequer in 1606, but Burghley was long dead, and the Exchequer agreed by 1609 that Burghley’s decree was invalid, because Darcy really owed no rent to the Crown, so the Exchequer had no jurisdiction, and Arden should seek his remedy in the Common Pleas.65 We shall see that this decision had major repercussions, since it enabled Robert to revisit his father’s and Somerville’s attainder during the last years of Shakespeare’s life.

By 1590 Darcy also had decided to liquidate his assets and avoid the enormous potential costs of securing the other manors. By then, too, Warwickshire gentry opinion may have hardened against him, because some of the lands formed part of Mary Arden’s jointure, and the trust was intended to ensure her an income commensurate with her status. Darcy sold all the manors except Curdworth and Berwood back to the Arden family for £1,250 in February 1590. Robert Arden supplied the money, but perhaps to protect the manors from future trouble, the estate officially went to Alice Corbett, his mother-in-law, and Thomas Leveson of Wolverhampton. The indenture effectively restored the trust of 1573, and in 1602, after Leveson’s death, a frail Corbett sold on the manors for the same fictitious price to the Vicar of Curdworth and his namesake son Edmund Lingard of Park Hall, where Robert Arden had resided since 1590. They in turn conveyed them in trust to other friends of Arden in 1608.66

However, Robert still hoped to regain Curdworth. Darcy rightly suspected that by some ‘general words’ in their 1590 agreement Arden secretly sought to gain the twenty-one disputed acres in Curdworth, and eventually the manor itself. Robert’s detailed strategy in reply confirms Dugdale’s opinion that he was ‘well seen in the laws’. Given the new litigation, he would withdraw his promise of £20 to Mrs Darcy ‘for her good will that I might quietly enioye the landes’. He also obtained from his lawyer, Thomas Harris, confirmation that by confessing he had actually purchased the manors through dummy trustees he did ‘not dysclayme from my owne tytle’ to Berwood under the trust of 1573.67

Warwickshire gentry society would understand that Arden had been forced to buy back his stolen inheritance. It might not know about Arden’s duplicity in the 1590 agreement, which justified Darcy’s precautionary response. He surrendered his rights to inherit the manors to the queen on 1 January 1592, on condition that he could void this New Year’s Gift by paying 2 shillings 6 pence into the Exchequer. Like his repeated surrender and regrant agreement with Elizabeth of 2 December 1596, this allowed him to use the immense resources of the Crown to force Arden to disgorge the manorial deeds, and replace him in the succession to the manors. Both attempts failed, as did Darcy’s similar surrender to James in 1609. However, they demonstrated the partiality of the Crown, as did the most notorious example of Burghley’s animus, which landed Arden in prison.68

In the summer of 1594 Darcy began felling timber in the New Park of Curdworth, part of the disputed acreage. Arden’s response raised notorious legal and constitutional issues by early 1595, the year in which the quarto version of 3 Henry VI appeared as The True Tragedie of Richard Duke of Yorke. Arden sued Darcy in the Common Pleas, alleging he had no right to fell timber as a mere tenant during the life of Mary Arden, and seeking a writ of Estreapment to halt Darcy’s destruction. Darcy turned once more to Burghley in the Exchequer, which ordered Darcy to halt the felling but also ordered Arden to drop his Common Pleas action. Jurisdictional clashes between equity and common law courts often occurred, but Burghley may have anticipated Arden’s strategy for the next twenty years—to use the rigid documentary procedures of the common law to ensure that the defective attainder must be produced in evidence in Common Pleas, and then establish that the dating error and the lacuna in the Guildhall trial commission rendered it void. The Lord Treasurer had personally intervened in lesser cases that, unlike Arden’s, did not threaten unwelcome scrutiny for every previous attainder, and the Catholic ‘plots’ Burghley had claimed to uncover at politically advantageous moments.69

Arden ignored the Exchequer injunction, obtained his Common Pleas writ in January 1595, and had the Sheriff of Warwickshire enforce it in late January and early February. ‘Assisting’ the Sheriff’s bailiffs, at least one of them a servant of Arden’s, a dozen of Arden’s tenants and friends entered New Park and ejected Darcy’s workmen. Darcy complained to the Exchequer about this ‘riot’, and about Arden using Common Pleas to harass him with a blizzard of decrees. The Exchequer hauled Arden before them on 20 May, when he ‘utterly refused’ to answer some of their questions, or drop his Common Pleas action and sue only in the Exchequer in future. He was committed to the Fleet prison for his contempt. The Exchequer then ordered the Sheriff to protect Darcy’s interests and issued injunctions ordering Arden’s servants and solicitor, the young William Frere, to desist in Common Pleas. When Frere disobeyed they also imprisoned him in the Fleet on 23 October, and when both men exploited the Fleet’s notoriously lax ‘open’ regime to pursue their case, they made them close prisoners, immured in cells.70

Even more sensationally for those who saw Arden as merely exercising his birthright to defend his inheritance, Arden won his case in Common Pleas in late 1595, having raised exactly the issues Burghley feared. Initially Arden’s claim that the timber exceeded the value of the land itself seemed unprecedented.71 However, the judges after prolonged consultation not only found that New Park belonged to Arden, but instructed the jury to return a special verdict that had huge implications for prerogative grants by letters patent. The judges clearly had the original text of the grant to Darcy, not the one later attached to the Chancery roll to ‘fix’ these problems. To begin with, the original failed to show for what reason Mary Arden had been attainted. The forged text does. The court required all material details about the treason and Mary’s condemnation, which opened the way to question the attainder. Secondly, Elizabeth had been misinformed about her rights to the Arden estate, and did not actually possess it in the way the original grant assumed. Therefore the boilerplate words in the patent that she had ‘certain knowledge’ about the estate were untrue, and the letters patent were void.72

At this point Darcy dramatically intervened to halt proceedings with a writ purchased out of Chancery, De non procedendo rege inconsulto. Who suggested this tactic remains unknown, but the unusual writ ordered the judges not to issue a decree in a case between subjects that would materially affect the monarch. Arden’s counsel immediately countered by offering to pay the same rent to the queen as Darcy, but the debate had shifted to a major constitutional issue. According to Francis Bacon’s later interpretation, what now became ‘the famous case of Arden and Darcy’ demonstrated the wide extent of the royal prerogative. He insisted that the judges immediately acquiesced, and used this alleged precedent in a major constitutional clash with Sir Edward Coke in 1616, trying to shut down debate. However, other sources suggest that the judges disputed the validity of the writ for some time, supported by Coke, before reluctantly refusing Arden his final decree.73

Arden’s Exchequer cases were widely known in Warwickshire, but his imprisonment and the Crown’s intervention in Common Pleas would indeed have made them ‘famous’ during the preparation for the press of the quarto 3 Henry VI. Unfortunately this publicity did not win Robert early release, despite petitions to Burghley in March 1596. Frere emerged in May 1597, but not until March 1598 did Burghley and Darcy agree to release Arden, on condition that he would return to prison if he persisted with his case in Common Pleas. Meantime, Robert’s uncle Simon had to sue Darcy at Warwick Assizes in 1596 to force the payment of his annuities out of Curdworth, keeping the family’s troubles in the public eye.74 Soon after his release, Robert colluded with an old family connection, Sir John St Leger, to accuse Robert to the Exchequer of holding concealed Crown lands in Warwickshire. This enabled Robert to complain to the Exchequer in October 1599 that he could not establish his title for want of the attainder ‘which her Majesty’s Attorney Generall’ Edward Coke ‘will not assent shall be seene by him’.75

The Exchequer refused to play ball, but Robert Arden persisted in his campaign to recover his inheritance. Once Elizabeth I died he seized the disputed twenty-one acres in Curdworth, and Somerville’s daughters and their kin could agitate against the ‘blemish’ the attainder left on the Elizabethan regime. Yet they also had to acknowledge ‘the daunger of the president’ in Arden’s strategy. About then Arden’s counsel predicted that Darcy must ‘plead the attainder of Edward Arden and Mary Arden’ to defend his title at the Common Law and necessarily ‘give the Record of Attainder in evidence’, which Arden could then attack. The opportunity eventually came in 1613, when the Exchequer finally threw off Cecil influence and conceded that it had no jurisdiction over Arden’s inheritance. It encouraged him to sue in King’s Bench by an action of trespass and ejection firme against Darcy’s tenants. Sadly for Arden, the Chief Justice of the King’s Bench was now Edward Coke, determined to defend the treason laws. When Arden’s counsel moved the court for a copy of Edward Arden’s attainder, ‘intending to bring in a writ of error to reverse the same’, Coke exploded, claiming that by the Treason Act of 1352 ‘and all the books, a writ of error can only be brought by petitioning the King’. Even if the king allowed Arden to bring a writ of error, ‘yet I will not grant this unto you, before I have spoken with the king, for that it is a dangerous thing, and if this course should be allowed of, by this way all attainders might be searched into by writs of error, which is not to be suffered’.76

Though denied his motion, Robert Arden’s fight to restore his family’s estates and honour helped to keep the Arden–Somerville ‘plot’ in the public consciousness to the very end of Shakespeare’s life, and indeed far beyond. Shakespeare could well have expected that naming his messenger ‘Somerville’ would signal not sympathy for his mad enterprise, or Counter-Reformation Catholicism, but antipathy to Leicester’s brutal crushing of Edward Arden. Shakespeare’s choice of name also acknowledged the hardship imposed on both families for many years by a regime that would rather subvert the spirit of the law than acknowledge its mistakes. If we wish to call this Shakespeare’s condemnation of tyranny and oppression, that is as good a description as any for a playwright whose works habitually endorsed filial devotion like Robert Arden’s. Finally, in following Arden’s fight this chapter has sought to demonstrate that a full historical understanding of Shakespeare’s environment requires thorough investigation of its manuscript records.
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CHAPTER 9

ANCIENT LIBERTIES, ROYAL HONOUR, AND THE POLITICS OF COMMONWEAL IN ENGLISH FORESTS, 1558–1625

DAN BEAVER

SHAKESPEARE’S FORESTS: TRADITION, EXPERIENCE, HISTORY

SHAKESPEARE had no documented, direct experience of the forest regime in early modern England, but the significance of forest landscapes in many of his plays attests to both the powerful traditional literary meanings of woodland settings and the general familiarity with the nature of forests attainable by an educated and informed subject of the English Crown in his day. The absence of Shakespeare’s personal experience from the historical record amplifies the imaginative impact of the plays and poems. No recorded experience accounts for the poetry of ‘an old oak, whose boughs were mossed with age, and high top bald with dry antiquity’ (As You Like It, 4.3.105–6), any more than a myth of Shakespeare’s poaching escapades explains his dramatic transformation of an ‘ill killed’ deer into a venison feast of neighbourly reconciliation (Merry Wives of Windsor, 1.1.77, 1–293).1 As experience vanishes from the poetry, Shakespeare’s forests easily assume the magically fantastic qualities of the fairy woods near Athens in Midsummer Night’s Dream, a ‘theatrical stage’ that tends to dissociate the playwright’s ‘green world’ from the mundane forests of the late Tudor and early Stuart landscape.2 Poetic artistry and the accidents of the historical record thus combine to obscure Shakespeare’s evident interest in forests as political societies, a distinctive feature of the early modern English dynastic state that left an indelible mark on his plays and poetry.3

Among other motives, this problem of the historical record made the study of Shakespeare’s work into one of the most fruitful sources of a movement that began in the 1980s to direct literary criticism away from ‘the mysterious genius of an artist’ in order ‘to look less at the presumed centre of the literary domain than at its borders, to try to track what can only be glimpsed, as it were, at the margins of the text’.4 This interest in margins brought historical context into the meanings of texts, generating readings of Shakespeare’s plays as theatrical engagements with various aspects of his social environment, including English forests. Although readings cannot fill the void of historical evidence, this approach has significantly improved the standing of some traditionally lesser plays, such as Titus Andronicus (1594), Merry Wives of Windsor (1599), and As You Like It (1600), construed as poetic transfigurations of the politics of hunting and forest law or enclosure during the 1590s, and it has successfully incorporated even the magical woodland of Midsummer Night’s Dream (1594) in a ‘sylvan pastoral’ critique of property and possession in English forests.5

The meanings of forests in Shakespeare’s England reflected in many ways the complex Western tradition encoded in the vernacular Bible, with its copious woodlands of cedar, cypress, and oak, sources of timber for carpentry, sites of simple productive work and of relief from the relentless commerce of cities, which human depravity could transform into the howling wildernesses of the Old Testament, where the lion’s lethal violence reigned as an instrument of divine retribution. The proximate and ambiguous relationship of the forest to settled social order and cultivated landscapes within this tradition generated a rich English literary landscape, from the ‘golden world’ of Shakespeare’s Ardenne, where ‘merry men’ could ‘fleet the time carelessly … like the old Robin Hood of England’ (As You Like It, 1.1.109–13) and the festive May Day observances of the wood near Athens (Midsummer Night’s Dream, 1.1.165–7), to the ‘wandering wood’ of Spenser’s Faerie Queen, the abode of darkness and monstrous error, and to the sinister ‘Saint Filcher’s Den’, the woodland refuge of prowling Catholic raiders, in Derricke’s Image of Ireland, published in 1581.6 A complex discourse of forests served a wide range of English cultural purposes during the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, its themes entwined with the poetics of national myth as well as the legitimation of conquest by New English settlers in Ireland.

The most significant common experience of this culture of forests and woods in England involved customary Mayday festivities, including the setting up of village maypoles, often under the direction of a Robin Hood figure. This seasonal affirmation of nature’s rejuvenation, echoing the themes of the Easter cycle in its Pentecostal phase, belonged particularly if not exclusively to ‘the juvenile part of both sexes, [who] were wont to rise a little after midnight on the morning of that day and walk to some neighbouring wood, accompanied with music and the blowing of horns’, in the manner of Shakespeare’s four young lovers, who ‘rose up early to observe the rite of May’ and whose confusions then resolve into settled couples through its unspoken power, expressed by the hunting horns that summon their hearts to the chase (Midsummer Night’s Dream, 4.1.131–2, 137).7 Revellers gathered boughs, flowers, and greenery to decorate houses and churches, either cutting down a tree for a maypole or refurbishing an old one, in a festive suspension of boundaries and constraint that could include those of property.8 Morris dances, music, potations, and bonfires complemented the celebration around the painted and beribboned maypole, with plays and games featuring figures from the Robin Hood ballads conveying a mythic liberty of the forest to the May’s licensed disorder in towns and cities as well as rural villages.9 Unseen forces became more active, as the fairies in the Athenian forest, who planned to depart the woods following the Mayday wedding, and mundane rites of divination might draw greater power from their presence (Midsummer Night’s Dream, 2.1.138–9).10 Shakespeare’s evident regard for this aspect of forest culture places him at odds with those Protestant critics of popular customs who viewed Mayday and maypoles as ‘stinking’ symptoms of idolatry and who made their suppression, along with that of the theatre generally, one of the major objectives of a godly reformation of manners.11

These beliefs about forests survived evangelical Christianity and could endure for centuries after the destruction of the woods. In 1700, Richard Gough described Myddle lordship in Shropshire as ‘formerly beautified with many famous woods’, mostly cut down and enclosed before his birth. But memory lingered in the local ‘report’ of Myddle Wood as ‘such a stately wood that a man might have gone along the road from Myddle almost to Marton, in a bright sunshine day, and could not have seen the sun for the branches and leaves of trees, above three times in that space of ground’. Gough still associated Divlin Wood, also long since cut down and ‘wholly enclosed’, with the ‘idle conceit that the superstitious monks and friars did formerly persuade ignorant people that there were fairyes (or furyes) and hobgoblins, [and that] this wood being a thick, darke, and dismal place, was haunted by some airyall spirits, and therefore called Divlin Wood’. In this treeless landscape, ‘the people [told] almost as many romantick stories [about a notorious former tenant of Myddle castle] as of the great outlaw Robin Whood’.12

During Shakespeare’s lifetime, English forests came under increasing demographic, social, and economic pressure, comprising perhaps forty to fifty royal properties, numerous in Lancashire and Wiltshire but also scattered across the Midlands, and varying greatly in their value as economic assets and as royal hunting preserves.13 Shakespeare’s family connections and ownership of property in Stratford-upon-Avon, near the forest of Arden, a disafforested area in north-western Warwickshire undergoing environmental transformation across the period, afforded ample opportunities to reflect on the varieties of change in the forest.14

Arden’s landscape reflected a process of social and economic change common in varying degrees to most English forests and woodlands, from the royal forests of Dean, Rockingham, and Whittlewood to the disafforested woodland of Condover, south of Shrewesbury.15 In Arden, population decline following the Black Death had led to a predominantly pastoral economy devoted to cattle-raising in the forest of Shakespeare’s childhood, and local communities that were already more socially stratified than their medieval counterparts became sharply polarized during the sixteenth century. Arden parishes experienced substantial population increase and immigration during the last quarter of the century, creating an imbalance between population and resources that exacted a toll of increased mortality and migration, generated a substantial group of landless cottagers dependent on the local food market for subsistence, and thus served the interests of an opportunistic yeomanry, who cleared and enclosed forest land for convertible husbandry during the early 1600s. This provided more food for sale to the growing number of cottage workers engaged in the dressing, carding, and spinning tasks required of an expanding local textile industry.16 During the early seventeenth century, this process of change turned a traditional politics of access to the land into the sporadically violent politics of the polarized landed and landless. Although it derived a strong coherence from concepts of property based on custom, before the 1640s this politics of social change tended to generate an activism of local incident, such as the blowing up of the lord’s hedges at Condover in 1593 or the attack on Sir Robert Cecil’s park in Rockingham Forest by ‘a troop of lewd women’ from Brigstock in 1603, only rarely broadening to a regional scale, in the style of the ‘skimmington’ mobilizations against the enclosure of commons in the Forest of Dean during the late 1620s and early 1630s.17

This complex, changing economy and society was not the forest depicted in Shakespeare’s plays, and no reading of Celia’s ‘sheepcote … in the purlieus of this forest … fenced about with olive trees’ and recently ‘on sale’ can render the Arden of theatrical imagination anything more than a moderate lament for the loss of traditional ‘hospitality’ in the pursuit of new ambitions of less certain value (As You Like It, 4.3.77–8, 2.4.79–85). Shakespeare’s forests expressed his interest in the nature of political societies, allowing him to engage ideas about the traditional politics of social estates in late Tudor and early Stuart forests rather than directly reflecting changing economic and social conditions. Shakespeare’s rendering of forests as microcosms of the English body politic reflected an awareness of the royal forests as a distinct type of political society within the kingdom, governed by a separate law, institutions, and officers. He expressed this idea most clearly in Merry Wives of Windsor, in which theatrical fantasy took in the whole range of negotiated interests in the forest: from the royal hunting preserve to the noble preoccupation with honour to local concerns for the integrity of household and neighbourhood in Windsor. Although this view of forests as commonwealths in microcosm appeared nowhere else as strikingly in Shakespeare’s work, specific forest elements, such as the hunt, its royal symbolism, and its relationship to other activities, served dramatic or poetic purposes in several of his plays and poems. Venus ‘stains her face’ with the ‘congealed blood’ of her lover, killed by a boar while hunting in the forest, the traditional blooding ritual reflecting the poem’s theme of hunting and sex as forms of masculine initiation (Venus and Adonis, 1121–2).18 Political society in the Forest of Arden comprises both the noble chase of the ‘sequestered stag’ and the shepherding of ‘fleeces’ on forest pastures (As You Like It, 2.1.33, 2.4.78). Even in the magical forest near Athens, entertainment for the duke’s wedding expressed the negotiated interests of artisans and nobility, however timid the lion of the forest’s vox populi in practice (Midsummer Night’s Dream, 1.2.59–78, 3.1.25–42, 5.1.266). Shakespeare regularly dramatized the elements of forest commonwealth, but its volatile political activism and episodic violence, familiar enough in the late Tudor and early Stuart landscape, served neither the poet’s pastoral nor his tragic themes.

If Shakespeare subverted the rites of ‘horn and hound’ in ‘Roman hunting’ through a ‘double hunt’ of adultery and rape in Titus Andronicus (1.1.490, 2.2.19, 2.3.19), his meaning still depended on familiar concepts of honour, justice, and commonweal that animated the political culture of early modern English forests, defining the terms of both consensus and conflict in their distinctive judicial regime. If this political topography now seems buried amid the varied esoterica of Shakespeare’s vocabulary, it is because, since the demise of forest courts and law during the nineteenth century, the historical view of the English dynastic state has gradually erased the institutions and culture of forests as surely as earlier generations razed the woodland habitats that sustained them. As late as 1842, a historian of Charnwood Forest in Leicestershire understood the English forests as ‘appendages of royalty’, an organic joining of Crown and forest closer to the political reality of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.19 In the early 1600s, Michael Drayton described Windsor castle and forest as ‘that supremest place of the great English kings’.20 The foundations of the castle lay in Arthurian mythology alongside the invention of the English hunt, a narrative refreshed in Sir Thomas Cockayne’s familiar attribution of the ‘first principles’ of ‘the honourable sport of hunting’ to ‘Sir Tristram, one of the knights of King Arthur’.21 After his arrival in England, James I esteemed few places more highly than Windsor, where a proclamation chastised his subjects in July 1603 for coming between their king and his prey, and Waltham forest in Essex, where problems of preserving the deer for the king’s ‘princely recreation and delight of hunting and chasing’ routinely received James’s personal attention.22

Samuel Rawson Gardiner referred to the early Stuart forests as ‘special localities’, acknowledging the unique blend of intimate royal interest, formal institutional power, and myriad local interests that comprised forest societies, all under the protection of the forest law.23 Indeed, a forest expressed, more clearly than any other political form, the principle that royal honour existed alongside a variety of other lawful interests, increasing in proportion both to its triumphal pursuit of the noble hart and its care for the legitimate livelihoods of its forest subjects. This unique composition made forests a sensitive political register in the early modern dynastic state. In short, the late Elizabethan and Jacobean forest regime of Shakespeare’s lifetime recognized the many interests incorporated in forests and appreciated that negotiation and local cooperation were essential to the survival of forests as hunting preserves.24 After 1630, the Caroline regime would elevate the royal interest as the transcendent interest in those forests under its direct control, approaching them in imperial terms as a species of absolute royal property. Despite the important continuities in forest policy and administration, this imperial style of the 1630s explains better than any other single factor the general unrest and political violence in English forests on the eve of civil war.

Shakespeare’s forest thus reflected a particular historical moment in the political dynamics of these territories, defined by the interplay and negotiation of diverse interests in forest commonwealths that demonstrated a high degree of political consciousness. This pattern acquired particular clarity in forests such as Windsor and Waltham, sited near London and regular recipients of royal visitation, but faded in majesty on the margins, where the privileges of the hunt and the authority of forest law in Rockingham and Bernwood, for example, tended to devolve on courtiers or on powerful local landowners who treated the forest as their private interest.25 Beyond these margins lay many disafforested woodlands, contrary to the poet’s pastoral theme but increasingly important in late Tudor and early Stuart forest policy. As disputes over parks and other enclosures in disafforested tracts became more common in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, Shakespeare presented this conflict to London audiences in the conventional pastoral terms of sylvan negotiation, in which a poached deer could still become a feast of neighbourly reconciliation (Merry Wives of Windsor, 1.1.1–293).26

SHAKESPEARE’S ENGLAND: LATE TUDOR AND EARLY STUART FORESTS

As a matter of course, the political process that sustained forests in Shakespeare’s England often brought the interests and priorities of kings and subjects into close proximity. The Crown’s investment was clear enough in a forest regime derived from royal prerogative and designed to promote the royal hunt. The administration of forest law and the execution of its offices made a powerful recurrent statement of the claims just kingship might legitimately make on its subjects. Although effective local swanimote courts remained in only a handful of places, rangers used other judicial means to defend the royal interest in forests scattered from Devon and Dorset, across the Midlands, and north into Yorkshire and Lancashire. Windsor and Waltham symbolized the interrelationship of royal authority, forest law, and hunting preserves, but a widely dispersed array of at least fifteen forests and five chases—including the vast acreage of Cranborne Chase, a royal favourite spread across a hundred-mile area of Dorset, Hampshire, and Wiltshire—generated the type of Star Chamber prosecutions used to reinforce the laws protecting royal game during the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries.27

Because royal pleasure was a primary justification for a forest, disputes over forest governance tended to move quickly into the most intimate circles of power. Shakespeare dramatized this intimacy when he allowed the local men and women of Windsor to don the hatred of the ‘radiant Queen’ for ‘sluts and sluttery’ during their attack on Falstaff in the Little Park of Windsor Forest, a scheme devised to make Windsor ‘worthy the owner, and the owner [worthy of] it’ in governing virtue (Merry Wives of Windsor, 5.5.36–101). Under James, the ordering of Waltham Forest was particularly significant in this regard, since it became the preferred sylvan retreat of a king who often conducted official business from the saddle.28 In 1624, James intervened personally in a dispute between an underkeeper and keeper in Waltham, ‘his majesty conceiving it to be a hard thing if an honest and faithful keeper of the deer and woods should be put out for particular displeasures’.29

In addition to personal pleasure and royal honour, the trophies of the forest also served the Crown’s broader political purposes. Among the regular administrative tasks of the state during the early seventeenth century was the annual distribution of ‘such number of deer of this season as we are pleased to bestow on ambassadors and agents of diverse princes residing with us’ and ‘on the lord mayor, aldermen, and recorder of our city of London’.30 This political circulation of venison, ranking among the noblest of gifts and a potent symbol of royal favour, was a major economic dimension of the southern forests, in particular, and, though statistical evidence is rare, Waltham Forest alone accounted for 21 per cent of the venison distributed for such purposes in the late 1630s.31 The forest regime performed numerous functions and served many interests, but its offices served the Crown most immediately in the distribution of this gift and in the enforcement of a royal hunting monopoly that ensured venison’s scarcity.

A forest comprised a hierarchy of offices as well as a system of law and a range of diverse interests. Apart from the familiar problems of officers serving in their own neighbourhoods, a variety of unique challenges confronted rangers, keepers, and verderers in their efforts to preserve forests as sanctuaries of the royal hunt, but the most important of these challenges reflected interests that were protected under the forest law itself, such as the ‘liberties’ allowed to specific groups or communities and the many forms of local custom, limited only during the ‘fence’ or ‘forbidden’ month of early June to July, vital for the reproduction of the deer. These were not challenges to royal authority, but, on the contrary, expressed a fundamental principle of the forest as both a community of law and a hunting preserve, its many interests balanced and sustained by the king’s justice. When conflicts arose, the presence of powerful, legitimate interests in a political territory sacred to the honour of the Crown generated a pattern of principled dispute: appeals to the authority of law and its courts became routine; the language of loyalty, sedition, oppression or despotism, liberties, and justice became familiar; the capacity to understand oneself or one’s village in these terms, a form of political consciousness, became more common.

As a result, conflict in forests regularly inspired principled, coherent, but opposed views of the key interests and priorities of the forest regime itself. Sir Fulke Greville, fresh from the hard negotiations for the expansion of Theobalds Park, including controversial new enclosures on Enfield Chase, acknowledged this politics in 1617, describing Waltham Forest as a ‘tight sea of busy people’, requiring ‘a tender proceeding’.32 Greville’s view was confirmed in 1622, when most of the adult population of Nazeing, in the forest’s north-western corner, mobilized to defend the ‘liberty’ of their 600-acre wood common, a venerable royal franchise, from Edward, Lord Denny, a chief forester of Waltham and lord of Nazeing manor, who initiated a Star Chamber suit against his tenants as part of an ambitious plan to divide and enclose the woods. Once the tenants received legal advice and offered depositions, the case quickly hardened into a principled contest between the villagers’ account of Lord Denny’s ‘great and universal oppression’ of the ‘country’ and Denny’s complaint against the ‘extraordinary multitude of seditious persons’ in the village.33

The defence of liberties sanctioned under forest law became more explicit in disputes involving claims of purlieu. Many who aspired to gentle status in Waltham and other forests tried to manipulate such claims to purlieu, a restricted liberty to hunt on their freehold land in disafforested territories.34 They regarded the forest in the conventional terms of the hunt but sought to negotiate a broader participation in this essential activity of the forest and in the status it conveyed. In the manner of conflict over commons and their customs, contests for purlieu rights became matters of principle, invoking ‘ancient liberties’ against, in the words of one Star Chamber charge, ‘sundry speeches from your majesty’s own royal mouth’ aimed to preserve the ‘pleasures’ of Waltham for ‘any vacancy from the great affairs of the state’.35 In 1608, some gentlemen from Romford had hunted, in their words, only to ‘preserve their ancient liberties and inheritances’ as forty-shilling freeholders in the purlieus of Waltham. At the same time, their words evoked the purlieu as a distinct form of neighbourhood, for ‘time out of mind, purlieu men dwelling near together have used neighbourly to meet and to hunt and course together, and to share amongst them such venison as they happened to kill with their greyhounds’.36 Between 1616 and 1618, similar networks of hunters from Ashmore near Cranborne Chase had included the local curate, who hunted with dogs after Easter services, sharing the venison among his parishioners and defending the practice as the custom of Dorset parishes on the borders of the chase.37 These circles of ‘purlieu’ hunters were quite common on the margins of forest societies, inseparable from the codes of honour and gentility that defined local status and, not infrequently, the exercise of civil magistracy or clerical office.

In its management of these challenges, the Jacobean regime set aside much of the institutional apparatus of the forest in many places, including Waltham, where the most important means of local coercion, the swanimote court, did not hold regular sessions, even during the tenure of the forest law’s great advocate, John Manwood himself, as steward of the forest. Protection of the deer trumped the collection of fines, and the high officers of the forest used the Star Chamber court to confront major attacks on this royal investment in such geographically scattered forests as Braden, Galtres, Rockingham, and Waltham, where the forest courts did not interfere in the routine activities of local communities before 1630. This negotiation among forest interests, the Crown receiving considerably less than its due under the strict terms of forest law, marked a Jacobean consensus on the best means to ensure the survival of forests as royal hunting preserves. In Windsor Forest, despite the presence of an active swanimote court and a more expansive hierarchy of forest officers, the Jacobean pattern of negotiation is just as clear.

An early modern forest presented a varied landscape of human settlement, enclosed parks, and cultivated land in addition to its sometimes exiguous proportion of woodland. During the early seventeenth century, John Norden’s survey described Windsor Forest as seventy-eight miles in circumference, mostly in Berkshire and Surrey. The forest contained sixteen walks or districts, their boundaries vaguely defined, and each overseen by a keeper. Norden remarked on the ‘contention between every neighbour keeper, for usurpation and intruding one into another’s walk, for not one of them truly knows his own bounds’.38 Among these walks, and their islands of enclosed, specially stocked parks, moved the royal deer. Although the size of the population is difficult to estimate, of the important royal properties, Home or Little Park contained 280 acres and supported 240 fallow deer; Moat Park contained 280 fallow deer in its 390 acres; and Great Park boasted 1,800 fallow deer, spread among four distinct walks and 3,650 acres of ‘good ground’.39 The swanimote court held separate sessions for the four forest bailiwicks named Battell’s, Fyne’s, Finchampstead, and Surrey, formed from the sixteen walks. Battell’s bailiwick, on the Berkshire side, included the important royal hunting preserves—Great, Little, and Moat Parks—as well as the vastness of Cranborne Chase, covered by 13,000 trees in a 1633 survey, and its troubled western border near New Lodge walk, and the important parks of Sunninghill, Swinley Rails, and Folly John.40 Battell’s bailiwick also contained Windsor’s largest human settlements. Braye and New Windsor contained adult populations of roughly 1,000 each, and four hamlets on Battell’s western border had a combined adult population of more than 1,500.41 These substantial settlements posed a major challenge to forest institutions in their efforts to protect the royal hunt, and records of Battell’s swanimote court during the early seventeenth century reveal a complex political society under the flexible discipline of forest law.

In contrast to the diminished courts of many forests, the Windsor swanimote court held annual sessions and compelled the participation of influential local families as officers of forest and hamlet.42 Star Chamber remained a powerful instrument for the furtherance of Crown interests in the forest, and, when required to answer in Star Chamber for challenges to those interests, factions in the neighbourhood of Windsor invoked political principles and views of the forest reminiscent of the battles over commons and purlieu in Waltham and other forests. But the yearly sessions of the Windsor Forest courts, under the Jacobean regime, did not attempt to suppress this politics, serving instead as a flexible institutional means to adjust the forest law to the customs and shifting practices of local communities in the forest. Prior to the forest eyre of 1632, the Windsor swanimote protected both the interests of the Crown and the customs of foresters. Seen from the perspective of the forest court, the security of the king’s deer in Windsor during the early seventeenth century, and thus the defence of the forest as a hunting preserve, as a symbol of royal honour and power, resulted from a politics of negotiation among Crown interests and those of local communities in Windsor Forest. During the 1630s, when the Crown did treat the forest as an absolute property, strictly enforcing the forest law, a covert then openly violent local activism would threaten to disafforest much of Windsor by killing the king’s deer.

During the early seventeenth century, the swanimote court intervened little in the everyday affairs of local communities in Windsor Forest, tending to follow the tithingmen from the forest hamlets, whose declarations of omnia bene became a litany of the court sessions. Supervision of the keepers and woodwards responsible for Windsor’s sixteen walks and parks demanded the annual diligence of verderers and regarders in the swanimote court, and forest officers seldom took time from this great administrative task to present minor violations of forest law.43 But contrary to the stereotype of an archaic forest law, barely remembered and poorly enforced, the court did actively investigate and prosecute significant, and especially organized, offences against the forest law.44 A system of fines and sureties, the authority to compel appearance in court and to control a person’s time, secured the local power of swanimote courts against all but the wealthiest among those prosecuted, even in the absence of a forest eyre.45

Prosecutions resulting from local use of the woods were few in number, but the court demanded a stricter annual accounting of casualties among the king’s deer. This usually did not involve much investigation, and few presentments named any neighbours suspected of illicit hunting, recording just the owner of the land where the deer were found. When deer died by chance or under mysterious circumstances, forest officers gave the venison to the poor as an informal but customary act of charity and neighbourliness. Across the walks and parks of Battell’s bailiwick, the most populous jurisdiction in Windsor Forest, the keepers distributed eight deer in this way among ‘poor neighbours’ in 1607 and 1608. But this close interrelationship of the keepers and their neighbourhoods also meant that conflicts in the forest might bring down local retribution on the deer as symbols of the forest regime. In 1623 and 1624, as the swanimote attempted to limit turfcutting on the forest’s western border, the keepers confronted a major increase in deer ‘killed by chance’ in the forest. Although the number of these ‘chance deer’ had grown from 169 in 1607 to 267 in 1619, the politics of chance generated an unprecedented 841 casualties in 1624, including 358 dead in the Great Park alone.46 The forces of ‘chance’ were well armed and suspiciously precise in Windsor forest. As the swanimote prosecuted more turfcutters, anonymous foresters and their ‘chance’ bullets killed more of the king’s deer, symbols of the forest as a royal hunting preserve. In 1624, forest officers in Windsor were confronting in stark terms the familiar problem of how to preserve the forest, how to balance the multiple uses of both the deer and the woods, without challenging the fundamental assumptions of its politics.

In Windsor as elsewhere, major forest conflicts were not adjudicated in the swanimote court but became the ‘Star Chamber matter[s]‌’ dramatized in Shakespeare’s presentation of forest politics (Merry Wives of Windsor, 1.1.1–2).47 As the more powerful court, Star Chamber could intimidate even the wealthiest ‘enemies’ of forest law, the threat of its crippling fines serving to inhibit organized attacks on the forest either by local gentry, those noisy players in the theatre of honour, or by other local groups hoping to profit from the market in illicit venison or fuel. But the most difficult and revealing cases in Windsor, like those in Waltham, involved the conflicts resulting from the forest officers’ failure to protect local customs and the response of those affected to this perceived usurpation of their place in the forest. Because these cases lay at the intersection of multiple interests in and uses of the forest, they reveal more clearly than any other form of evidence the ‘tender proceeding’ or negotiation that made the Jacobean forest regime work.

The diplomatic mission was especially challenging on the fluid western border of Windsor Forest, in Bear Wood walk, where the holders of ‘ancient houses or lands’ in Arborfield, Barkham, Hurst, and Wokingham parishes had traditionally shared common of pasture in Bear Wood. During the first half of the sixteenth century, Bear Wood or Bishop’s Bear Wood had been the Bishop of Salisbury’s chase, exempted from the forest jurisdiction. The Crown had acquired the chase in 1574, and Bear Wood then became a walk in Windsor Forest, subject to the swanimote court.48 These changes made the newcomers in Windsor Forest more careful of their customs, but peace ruled until 1613, when James decided to build a new lodge and an enclosure for the deer in Bear Wood, abruptly renamed Newland Coppice. Sir Francis Knollys, the keeper of Bear Wood walk and scion of a powerful court family, and Richard Arrowsmith, a yeoman of the chamber, held a patent to build on this tract and proceeded in 1614 to set up a mound and fence of hedges in Bear Wood, nearly completing the enclosure.49 After an informal meeting of families living near the works, as many as sixty neighbours assembled to break the mound and its ditch, ‘quietly in the night time, for fear of Sir Francis Knollys, who countenanced the enclosure and is a great man in that country’. In a second action against the new lodge, local youths took advantage of Rogationtide and Holy Thursday, a church festival marked by processions around the parish bounds and prayers for blessings on the fields, to remove what was taken as an illicit boundary from a common pasture.50

The written defence of these actions in Star Chamber reprised the principled political rhetoric of the Nazeing Wood case, particularly the moral defence of custom and common, as lawful interests in the forest, against the ‘great man’ style of enclosure ascribed to Knollys and Arrowsmith. This defence turned violent only in response to aggressive building that appeared to endanger the lawful settlement of affairs. According to his neighbours, James had confirmed the ‘diverse privileges and immunities’ of Bear Wood in 1604 under the privy seal, in exchange for local support of his efforts to increase his herd of deer in the walk, ‘which the inhabitants of the four parishes, to give contentment to his majesty and to show their loyalties and sincere love to him, do suffer most freely and quietly to eat their corn and grass and to crop and spoil their woods’.51 The patent burying the commons of Bear Wood beneath ‘the new and feigned name’ of Newland Coppice had damaged royal justice as surely as it had injured local families. These families disavowed ‘any contempt of the king’s laws or authority’, but petitioned for royal favour either to preserve their privileges or to allow a right to sue for recovery. In this case, the ‘voice of the country’ clearly expressed the common esteem for Crown, law, and custom as the key elements of a legitimate settlement.

Moreover, the 1604 settlement in Bear Wood resembled the king’s grant in 1608 of exemption from purveyance to the inhabitants of Surrey bailiwick ‘on condition of preserving the king’s deer in the forest’.52 Jacobean forest officers used this kind of negotiation to sustain the forest as hunting preserve, attempting to incorporate the diverse interests and uses of the forest in a settlement that might protect the king’s interest. In New Forest, the keepers even allowed purlieu hunters to course the deer of the forest as ‘compensation for damage done to their crops by the king’s deer’.53 When the needs of the royal hunt and these other uses were mutually exclusive, such negotiations became impossible and Star Chamber intervened, but this occurred in only a handful of cases. These conflicts were important not because of their numbers but because of their political qualities, revealed in the statements collected as evidence by the court. Only the Star Chamber cases now remain of the keen competition for trophies of honour among influential families in Waltham, Windsor, and many other forests, and these cases also illuminate matters of principle in forest politics, expressing local claims to forest resources in terms of reverence for the authority of law. This rule of law demanded and justified an active response to transgressions in the form of petition and direct action. In Shakespeare’s phrase, the forest ought to be ‘worthy the owner, and the owner [worthy of] it’ (Merry Wives of Windsor, 5.5.59). According to this politics, preserving the rule of law in the forest, an aspect of royal dignity as well as a warrant for the forest as the king’s hunting preserve, required the active participation of those subject to this law, as defenders of custom and privilege both in the courts and in their local communities. A forest devoid of just balance among interests fell prey to ‘great men’ and such creatures as Richard Arrowsmith, who ‘unlawfully and without warrant’ usurped their neighbours’ livelihood.

ENGLISH FORESTS AFTER SHAKESPEARE

From the 1590s to the 1630s, during Shakespeare’s adult life and the decades immediately following his death, political and socioeconomic changes in English forests and woodlands generated a volatile political environment in these ‘special localities’, ranging from local mediation and violence to judicial contest in its tactical claims to forest resources and in its principled attempts to legitimate such claims.54 This forest politics involved both a geographically dispersed, episodic pattern of local activism and more sustained mobilizations between 1626 and 1632 in the forests of Braydon, Dean, Feckenham, Gillingham, and Leicester, known collectively as the Western Rising, which came ‘close to insurrections in intensity, duration, and the numbers of people involved’.55 The general pattern nevertheless obscures the political complexity of this environment, in which violence could express the reaction of landless labourers to disafforestation—especially in cloth producing areas—the enclosure of commons, and the expansion of deer parks, but could also reflect the response of property owners to the revival of forest law and reforestation, or a coalition of local interests, with the most important politicizing influences varying from place to place.

Under these circumstances, it is hardly surprising that a writer of Shakespeare’s keen interest and curiosity concerning the nature of political society should explore some of the themes of forest politics in his poetry and plays. This curiosity sometimes resulted in dramatic scenes built on abstract principles, as when the disorderly hunt in Titus Andronicus led to a politics of libels, Titus and his kinsmen firing arrows into the imperial court bearing the ‘sweet scrolls’ of supplication for divine justice (Titus Andronicus, 4.3.1–113, 4.4.16). In Merry Wives of Windsor, his only explicit dramatization of English forest society, Shakespeare presented a dynamic but conventional view of the Crown and commons united against the forces of disorder in Windsor, placing the forest’s political violence offstage and inviting his audiences to consider it only as a prelude to the neighbourly reconciliation negotiated by conscientious local householders (Merry Wives of Windsor, 1.1.1–293). This pastoral view of forests as political societies, in which concepts of duty and loyalty framed the negotiation of interests in a hierarchic social order, was a political fantasy even in the 1590s, but the fantasy did reflect important aspects of the Elizabethan and Jacobean forest regime. In the years after Shakespeare’s death in 1616, the conventions of pastoral drama would become increasingly distant from a coercive and violent political reality.

Although the Caroline regime of the late 1620s and 1630s did not invent principled conflict in English forests, Charles and his law officers did facilitate the spread of this politics. Details of the change varied from place to place, but the broad pattern amounted to an imperial political style that subordinated traditional forest uses to the interests of the Crown. In Waltham, the change took striking form in the Caroline revival of such institutions as the swanimote court and the court of justice seat, disused in Waltham before 1630, and the forest eyre of 1634 reasserted boundaries unknown in Waltham since the thirteenth century.56 More than the occasional Star Chamber case, this revival of the forest courts made the terms of forest politics more familiar among the neighbourhoods of Waltham forest. Just as importantly, the Caroline shift in the pattern of institutions used to dispense justice in Waltham changed the quality of justice itself, promoting the fiscal interest of the Crown, in particular, over the many traditional interests and uses of the forest.

In Windsor, the Caroline forest eyre focused more on the preservation of the deer and woods, but also differed markedly from the Jacobean regime in its promotion of royal interests as the fundamental purpose of the forest’s judicial institutions. Charles esteemed Windsor’s venison for his personal use, taking the customary gifts to ‘ambassadors and agents of princes’ and to London’s officers from Waltham and from his parks near London.57 In 1632, the Earl of Holland, as Chief Justice of the Forests South of Trent, asserted the primacy of the king’s ‘honour and power’ in the forest, directing an eyre in Windsor marked by its observance of the formal ceremonies and traditions of forest law.58 This reforming court reacted against the style of negotiation practiced under James, with its adaptation of forest law to local circumstances. In 1632, for example, the court included Surrey bailiwick in the forest as a matter of law, rejecting the Jacobean politics that had secured local protection of the king’s deer in exchange for such privileges as an exemption from purveyance.59 This reform initiative set the course for the swanimote court, which prosecuted hundreds of local violations of forest law during the 1630s, the offences ranging from petty encroachments to the organized attacks on the deer formerly prosecuted in Star Chamber.60 Officers of the court also surveyed the Crown woods and coppices in Windsor and walked the forest boundaries in an attempt to resolve jurisdictional conflicts. This broad administrative effort visibly established the Crown as the dominant political force in Windsor and subordinated other uses to royal interests in the forest.

The unique crisis of the late 1630s and early 1640s complicates any comparison, but the fact remains that the Caroline forest regime entered this crisis over questions of justice never raised by its Jacobean counterpart. Most forest subjects understood the law that allowed the Crown to reserve the forest for the king’s hunt, but local communities in Waltham, Windsor, and elsewhere understood their customs, under the same law, as legitimate claims to forest resources, and many local families ambitious for status and office believed in a necessary competition for honour expressed in the trophies of the hunt. Under the Jacobean regime, the royal hunt coexisted uneasily alongside these other notions of forest, but the Caroline forest eyres insisted unequivocally on the primacy of royal interests. The resulting political struggle was not peacefully settled before the outbreak of the Civil War. In 1636, Charles enclosed the east end of the terrace near his lodgings at Windsor ‘with a handsome wall and gate’ leading into the Little Park, including an image of Diana as lord of the hunt. By 1642, many of his neighbours might well have looked on this figure as Bassianus on the sinister presence of Tamora, who had ‘abandoned her holy groves to see the general hunting in this forest’ (Titus Andronicus, 2.3.58–9).61
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PART II
 
INTELLECTUAL CULTURE AND POLITICAL THOUGHT AND IMAGINATION


CHAPTER 10

POETS, PATRONAGE, AND THE PRINCE’S COURT

TIMOTHY WILKS

THE first decade of Stuart rule in England (1603–13) might be described, with some hope of indulgence in an ‘Age of Shakespeare’ volume, as the period of Shakespeare’s later tragedies and tragicomedies: of Othello, Macbeth, King Lear, Antony and Cleopatra, and Coriolanus, as well as Pericles, The Winter’s Tale, Cymbeline, and The Tempest. These same years may also be described as those of the court of Henry, Prince of Wales; now, possibly, also an evocative statement in view of the attention given to the prince in recent years.1 Within this single decade, Prince Henry’s court passed through all the phases of its brief existence; the embryonic court, when the household of his childhood was described as a ‘collegiate court’; the active court, when for two and a half years the court of the newly created Prince of Wales, having been made financially independent, encouraged achievements that enhanced the status of Britain; finally, the stilled court, as it was after Henry’s unexpected death in November 1612. The prince’s grief-stricken followers were dispersed and his palaces were largely abandoned but memories of Henry, his court, and its culture soon became associated with a sense of lost promise.

For as long as Henry’s court thrived, the lines of contact between it and the adjacent cultural sphere of public performance, printing, and publishing in London carried much creative energy. The identification of professional writers within the prince’s circle—penmen in the privy chamber, so to speak—challenges accepted notions of court access and influence. There is, nonetheless, ample evidence of several important writers occupying such a position. We may cite such names as Joshua Sylvester, Michael Drayton, George Chapman, John Owen, and Ben Jonson. This list may be extended further to include various practitioners of the arts who, having been brought to court in order to give the prince a grounding in diverse areas of knowledge and to provide that aura of omnicompetence expected of a Renaissance court, were emboldened to publish, so that with the prince’s permission, the public might share in his instruction. As Henry became associated, not unwillingly, with militant Protestantism, puritan authors of devotional works and religious controversy were also attracted to him. Unlike the courts of Elizabeth I and James I, his would privilege both poetry and prose. The literary works associated with Henry, most of them bearing a dedication to him, were not intended solely for a court readership but were, ideally, to be published.2 It is important to recognize that the bookishness of the prince’s childhood household, which counter-balanced Henry’s instruction in arms and manège, was carried into the later court of the Prince of Wales.

The early household, established for Henry in July 1603, was governed by Sir Thomas Chaloner, an Englishman of enquiring mind, interested in natural science and voyages of discovery. Sir David Murray of Gorthy, a career courtier, became Henry’s sole gentleman of the bedchamber, while another Scot, Adam Newton, a classical scholar, served as his tutor, assisted by a handful of others. Notable among the latter was Robert Dallington, who had previously tutored the brothers Roger and Francis Manners, successively fifth and sixth earls of Rutland, accompanying them on their tours of the Continent. In these early years of the household Dallington found the time to prepare for publication two important accounts: The view of Fraunce (London, 1604), republished as A Method for Travell (London, 1606) and A survey of the great dukes state of Tuscany (London, 1605); labours that would have been considered entirely compatible with service to the prince.3 Initially, Henry’s salaried servants numbered only twenty-one or twenty-two;4 among them were the music master Walter Quin, the musician Alfonso Ferrabosco, and the dancing master Thomas Giles, who would become significant contributors to the emerging court culture.5 Not until the formal expansion of the household in 1610 were more practitioners of the arts and sciences, including professional writers and players, added to the household.

Many sons of the aristocracy and gentry of similar age to the prince, however, attended upon him. In November 1607, Chaloner complained that the household ‘which was intended by the king for a courtly college or a collegiate court, was become so great a court, that it was ready to be overwhelmed with the burden and charge of itself’.6 This was not so much a plea for a reduction of the number as for an increase in the support of this scholarly community. Some responsibility for the pressure placed on the household may be given to John Cleland, the tutor of Sir John Harington of Exton, who had been chosen as a companion for Henry (they appear together in the well-known hunting portrait painted by Robert Peake in 1603, while Robert, third Earl of Essex, takes his place in another version).7 Cleland had recently published Hero-paideia; or The Insititution of a Young Noble-man (Oxford, 1607), in which he recommended—

in particular the Academie of our Noble Prince, where young Nobles may learn the first elements to be a Privie Counseller, a Generall of an Armie, to rule in peace & to command in warre./Here is the true Pantheon of Great Britain, where Vertue her selfe dwelleth by pattern, by practise, by encouragement, admonitions, & precepts of the most rare persons in Vertue and Learning that can be found: so that the very accident of young Noble mens studies cannot be but substantial, a sympathising with the fountain from whence they flower.8

Cleland, however, does not clarify who was delivering this enviable education and what were the material aids to learning at this academy. The young noblemen, in fact, brought their own tutors—an under-studied category of English Renaissance scholar, though many household tutors may be found as college fellows or schoolmasters at other stages of their careers.9 Professional writers, also, turned to tutoring; a role which could easily arise within a patron–client relationship.

Even Ben Jonson accepted the role of tutor; at a time, moreover, of recent success: in the playhouse, with The Alchemist, and at court with the masques, The Speeches at Prince Henries Barriers and Oberon. In these New Year’s entertainments for 1610 and 1611, he had attempted to moderate the expectations placed on Henry, who later requested him to add scholarly notes for Oberon’s publication, as he had for Jonson’s earlier Masque of Queens (1609).10 His interest may have been a factor in Jonson’s curious repositioning and refashioning of himself during the lifetime of the prince’s court, that is, mid-1610–1612. This transformation entailed his return to the Church of England, the spur for which may have been the assassination, in May 1610, of Henry IV of France—a hero of Henry and his followers.11 Militant Catholicism may have seemed to Jonson at that moment more of a threat to the order of things than militant Protestantism, while a more selfish consideration may have been the possibility of exclusion from the court and even from Protestant aristocratic circles if he remained a Catholic. A refashioned Jonson remained acceptable to Henry; he also found the cultural and political sphere of the Herberts and Sidneys congenial and spent a ‘pastoral’ summer at Penshurst in 1611. This required less of a poetic conversion than might have been thought until recently, more evidence having emerged of Jonson’s regard for both Sidney and Spenser.12

Jonson’s new pupil was Wat Ralegh. Taking on Sir Walter Ralegh’s son, who by all accounts was barely controllable, probably seemed to Jonson a shrewd move, as it was believed that Henry admired Ralegh and would soon secure his release from the Tower. This engagement, though it would entail a period of absence, was consistent with Jonson’s desire to serve Henry. Jonson and the younger Ralegh travelled to Paris in the spring of 1612 and were still abroad when Henry fell ill and died. Jonson returned in mid-1613 to find, post-Cecil, post-Henry, that the matrix of Jacobean patronage had rearranged itself. He chose to accept the new order at court and was tasked with writing two masques for the wedding celebrations of Robert Carr, Earl of Somerset and Frances Howard, performed between Christmas and New Year 1613/14. Only Jonson’s intense dislike of factionalism,13 however, could have outweighed his honesty to allow him to write A Challenge at Tilt, which enacted the reconciliation of a divided court. Not all were reconciled; the Essexians—formerly embraced by Henry—absented themselves.

A few of the tutors gathered at the early ‘courtly college’: Newton, Dallington, Quin, Cleland, have already been mentioned. Another, Mr Gurrey, the young Essex’s tutor, comes to notice for introducing the cleric, Joseph Hall, to Henry’s household while it was residing at Richmond Palace. Hall’s account of how, little-by-little he was encouraged to preach, then to accept a chaplaincy in the household, provides fascinating evidence of the methods and protocols used to attract brilliant minds to the court. Though it was Hall’s devotional works, particularly his Meditations and Vowes (dedicated to the Drurys to little advantage), that suggested he would make an excellent court preacher, the unauthorized publication of his ingenious satire pretending to be an account of a voyage of exploration, Mundus Alter et Idem (1605) would only have enhanced his reputation within Henry’s circle.14 A translation by John Healy, The Discovery of a New World (1609), came as a further reminder of the versatility of his mind and pen, though Hall protested that he had long since given up satire.

Most of the writers and scholars associated with Henry had a primary patron, eager to place his client inside the court. Henry Peacham dedicated The Gentleman’s Exercise (1612), also issued under the title, Graphice, or the Most Auncient and Excellent Art of Drawing and Limning (1612), to the ‘worthiest patrone of all learning and excellencie’, Sir Edmund Ashfield of Chesham. Ashfield had journeyed to Scotland in 1599 to pledge his support and, presumably, that of other loyal English Catholics, for James VI’s claim to the English throne. After James’s accession, Ashfield, who for his temerity had been held ever since in the Tower, was released and knighted.15 Stuart gratitude seems to have lasted, as the ‘Mr Ashfield’ made a gentleman of the privy chamber in Henry’s household of 1610 was probably Sir Edmund’s son. His earlier attendance at the ‘courtly college’ would account for Peacham’s presence there. Peacham also continued to attend Henry’s court after 1610, occasionally providing coloured illustrations for Cleland’s manuscript panegyrics on Henry.16 The term ‘Graphice’ identified the section of the Aristotelian curriculum in which Peacham specialized, the ‘use of the Pen in writing faire, drawing, painting, and the like’.17 This included the making of manuscript emblem books, in which Peacham’s achievement is significant. Seeking royal patronage at the very beginning of the reign, he made, but left unfinished, two emblem books: one for the king, and the other for the prince, based on James’s book of advice for Henry, Basilicon Doron.18

In 1610, Peacham successfully presented another emblem book to Henry that was larger and finer than its predecessors. These efforts presaged a publication, which emerged as Minerva Britanna Or A Garden Of Heroical Deuises (1612). The author made clear his allegiance with a frontispiece filled by a rayed sun containing the crest of the Prince of Wales and the initials ‘HP’ (Henricus Princeps), surrounded by a garland of roses. In the following dedication, Peacham acknowledges that he had ‘by more than ordinarie signes, tasted heeretofore of your gracious favour’.19 What these ‘signes’ were remain unclear, as there is no mention of Peacham in Henry’s privy purse accounts, but Peacham’s affection would endure after Henry’s death. Not only would he be among the many who offered an elegy, but also, two years later, on the birth of the princess’s first child, he would publish a curious work: Prince Henrie Revived, claiming Henry had returned in another body.20

Peacham’s intention, stated in Minerva Britanna but applicable to all his emblem books, is ‘to feede at once both the minde and eie, by expressing mystically and doubtfully our disposition, either to Love, Hatred, Clemencie, Iustice, Pietie, our Victories, Missfortunes, Grieffs, and the like: which perhaps could not have been openly, but to our prejudice revealed’.21

Peacham recognized that images allied to words might achieve great effect in a court culture that was prioritizing the visual arts. Peacham, though, was also a poet and necessarily so, as an essential part of every emblem was the epigram (Latin offerings in Peacham's manuscript versions). In Minerva Britanna, for the first time he matched his pictures with verses in English. Henry’s court certainly valued the vernacular but did not entirely neglect neo-Latin composition. Henry had his own Latin epigrammatist, John Owen, who was granted a pension ahead of Drayton and the other poets.22 The first volume of Owen’s epigrams, published in 1606, proved so popular that it was reprinted twice the following year, demand for it rapidly spreading across the Continent. Only Jonson seems to have denied the wit and elegance of Owen’s verse. Further books of epigrams (ten in all) appeared up to 1613, the fifth and sixth being dedicated to Henry.23 Owen owed his rapid advancement at the court not only to his ability but also undoubtedly to the influence of his uncle, Sir William Maurice of Clennenau, one of Henry’s fervent Welsh supporters and benefactors. Maurice was the wealthiest and (if his Commons speeches in favour of Union are any indication) the most voluble of the ‘Cambri-Britanni’ at court.24 Also to his advantage, Owen had taught another child companion of the prince, Sir Thomas Puckering, the brother-in-law (but by virtue of their difference in age, effectively the stepson) of the prince’s tutor and later secretary, Adam Newton. It remained important for Owen and others like him to gain princely approval, as although stage-plays and non-performative literature were becoming less dependent on patronage and more on a paying public, texts that emerged from the court still bore a certain authority and aroused special interest.

There were also ways to dress a text for its readier acceptance by the court. In Minerva Britanna, Peacham purposely made little distinction between emblems and imprese, seeking to capture two interests at once: that for the moralizing wisdom of the emblem and that for the enigmatic, personalized impresa. As the impresa's usual context was chivalric, it stood a good chance of capturing the attention of Henry and his martial companions. A supporter of the prince, who inherited his brother’s placemen in the prince’s service, Francis Manners, Earl of Rutland, so desired to display the most ingenious impresa at the Accession Day tournament of March 1613 that he engaged Shakespeare and Burbage to devise and paint one.25 Also using the lure of the impresa, Henry’s chaplain, Joseph Hall, preached a sermon to the prince and his household in 1611 entitled ‘The Impress of God’, his contrived subject being: ‘bells of the horses’, which seems to have been listened to attentively, as, several months later, he delivered a second part.26 It has been argued that Hall found emblematics useful in ‘his attempt to renew Puritan meditation’ by ‘neo-medievalizing’ it using imagery.27

The sons of the aristocracy had always been gathered in small groups to study and exercise, temporary gatherings that also brought together their tutors, possibly to greater benefit. The household of Henry’s boyhood, however, seems to have facilitated for the first time in England an education resembling that of the continental academies. The location of his ‘Academie’ was Nonsuch Palace in a park near Ewell, Surrey, within an hour’s riding distance from the Thames at Lambeth, where Henry would later propose to build a bridge. Nonsuch, with its extraordinary Renaissance design and decoration, bore the mark of Henry Fitzalan, twelfth Earl of Arundel, who had purchased it in 1556, and his son-in-law and legatee, John, Lord Lumley, as much as that of Henry VIII, who began the building late in his reign.28 Their influence on the palace’s fabric and contents, also on its gardens and grounds, would have made Nonsuch a stimulating environment in which to receive a humanist education. Henry seems to have spent a good part of the years 1605–09 there. Lumley was a scholar, a collector, and a dedicated curator of Nonsuch.29 He has been described as Henry’s tutor, though ‘mentor’ may better describes his role. Lumley’s greatest contribution to the nascent court was the library that he left Henry on his death in April 1609, which, crucially, had the capacity to nourish a productive literary circle.30

Lumley’s library was enormous, comprising about 3,000 published titles bound in 2,800 volumes and 400 manuscripts. The legal and medical books and a few manuscripts seem to have been separated before its transportation to a newly constructed library at St James’s Palace. Though an undeniably valuable acquisition, most of the Lumley books were in Latin, Greek, or Hebrew. Of those catalogued in 1609, only 187 were in English, sixty-eight in Italian, fifty-eight in French, two each in Spanish, Dutch, and Welsh, and one in German. To serve the needs of a court that would encourage the composition and study of major works in the vernacular and the translation of continental literature into English, Henry’s library needed to put right its deficiency in modern languages. This was achieved with the aid of Owen’s uncle, Sir William Maurice, who yielded ‘very choice books of all kinds out of Italy and France’, which, it seems, he had purchased while visiting those countries.31 Archbishop Bancroft also instructed his bishops to collect from their double-beneficed clergy five pounds ‘to be bestowed by them upon such books, as I shall know are meet, having the catalogue of all his books, to be presented afterwards by me unto his highness in their name’.32 Inspired by his own idea, Bancroft then sent instructions to persuade the chancellors and ‘richer sort of commissaries’ in the dioceses to contribute as much as twenty marks towards the purchase of law books.33 It was, however, Adam Newton’s copy of the newly updated library catalogue, prepared by the same Anthony Alcock who had catalogued it for Lumley in 1596, bound and embossed with Henry’s arms, which became the essential work of reference for the planned growth of the library.34

Most of the newer titles to enter the library were purchased from two leading London booksellers. Edward Blount was paid £122 15s for books delivered to St James’s Palace between 1609 and 1612, and Bonham Norton, for books delivered over a similar period, eventually presented a huge bill of £456 17s 4d. John Norton, Bonham’s father, had been paid 100 marks for books as early as January 1609—before the acquisition of the Lumley library.35 These, therefore, may have been intended for Richmond Palace, where Henry was also sending books to another library founded on Richmond’s old Tudor collection. There, Henry installed the mathematician and instrument maker Edward Wright as his librarian, possibly to take responsibility for scientific titles, which would have included the revised edition of his own brilliant Certaine Errours in Navigation (London, 1610).36

A library of this greatness—such that even Lumley’s books and manuscripts were thought not nearly sufficient for it—was intended, beyond being a reading resource, to provide a visually impressive statement of Henry’s high regard for learning and literature. This, rather than fear of theft or damage, best explains the costly undertaking to rebind Henry’s books and to gold-tool them splendidly with his arms and the ‘HP’ cipher.37 Visitors to St James’s Palace would thus have been impressed by the very appearance of the library, as by the ancillary cabinet collection of antiquities, if permitted to see it, and the new picture gallery.38 There was much talk of St James’s Palace becoming a formal academy, where book study would have a place alongside physical exercises.39 At the time of his death, however, Henry had consented to do no more than lend his stables.40 The library of St James’s Palace would, in any event, have continued to be the resort of mature scholars, even after the prince became Henry IX and took Whitehall as his principal palace. It would serve a broader range of interests than Sir Robert Cotton’s nearby library, which had an antiquarian bias and a preponderance of manuscripts.41 Importantly, the prince’s library would be for writers; books would inspire more books. Indeed, the library began to exert an attraction of its own, adding to the normal draw of princely patronage. Would not such a court, possessing such a library, welcome a writer bearing his own book? The privy purse accounts reveal a drip-feed of encouragement: ‘To a stranger who presented his book to his highness, £4’; ‘to a Frenchman who presented a book to his highness, £4 2s’; ‘To a poor scholler who presented a book, £2’; ‘One that presented a great dictionary, 20s’; ‘Rowland Cotgrave presenting a dictionarye £10’; ‘A Ducheman presenting a law book, 15s’.42 Though the management of expectation would soon become an issue for the prince’s officers, the scale of Henry’s library-building disposed of early notions that he might be content with one poet.

A writer taken into the household of a Renaissance patron might expect, beyond receiving food and shelter, to find books and a place to write. Access to a library is an aspect of Renaissance patronage that tends to be overlooked as the modern gaze focuses on the pecuniary aspect of the patron–client relationship. Samuel Daniel, for example, knew the library of Wanstead House, the home of Lord Mountjoy, well enough to be able to disclose that its owner had underlined many of the books (for Daniel, impressive evidence of their use).43 Men of science were no less dependent on their patrons’ libraries. Thomas Harriot, who prepared mathematical exercises for Henry and may have been a visiting tutor at Richmond Palace, not only had access to the libraries of his two patrons, Ralegh and Henry, ninth Earl of Northumberland, both before and during their incarcerations in the Tower, but also purchased books for them.44 When patronage was insufficient, however, a writer might find himself under the torment described by Joseph Hall prior to his relief, initially by Lord Denny, then, by Prince Henry: ‘I was forced to write books to buy books’.45

The first professional poet granted an annual pension by Henry was Joshua Sylvester, who received £20 during each of the four years, 1609–12, the first payment pre-dating the creation of the Prince of Wales’s household of 1610.46 These payments were made from the privy purse held by Sir David Murray, which indicates that the interest in writers either penetrated or emanated from the bedchamber.47 Significantly, Murray was a poet; in fact, a disciple of William Alexander, ‘kinde friend of Drayton, admirer of Trissino, and a self-styled “Scoto-Brittaine”.48 Sylvester’s first known address to Henry is the dedication in his translation, Tetrastika or the Quadrains of Guy de Faur, lord of Pibrac (1605). He may have known that the young Henry liked De Faur’s Quatrains so much that he had announced an intention to memorize them all.49 Sylvester’s next publications were instalments of Posthumous Bartas—his translation of Du Bartas’s La Semaine, again dedicated to Henry.50

From the outset, Henry attracted controversial writers, but the fact that Chaloner and Henry’s other protectors, who included privy councillors, did not bar them speaks of the embryonic court’s self-assurance. John Hayward, for example, had been imprisoned towards the end of Elizabeth I’s reign for publishing The First Part of the Life and Raigne of King Henrie IIII (1599), which was dedicated to the rebellious second Earl of Essex and dealt with the deposition of a monarch.51 He then worked hard to ingratiate himself with the Stuarts, providing erudite arguments for some of the main tenets of James I’s rule.52 Henry developed a high regard for him as a historiographer, approving of his various completed accounts of the kings of England while they remained in manuscript. Indeed, it is likely that Henry learned much of his English history directly from Hayward. The Lives of the Three Norman Kings of England was certainly written before Henry’s death and, when he published it in 1613, Hayward acknowledged that the prince had encouraged him to do so. Henry, it seems, also urged Hayward to publish The Beginning of the Reigne of Queene Elizabeth, though this would not come about until 1636.53

Other writers aroused controversy even as they attempted to gain Henry’s favour. Samuel Daniel, a poet who had attracted Spenser’s praise as early as the mid-1590s, wrote a new play, The Tragedy of Philotas, that was performed before the king in January 1605. As the play’s matter again concerned the conspiracy of a favourite against a monarch, albeit of ancient date, Daniel was immediately suspected of seeking to revive sympathy for the executed Earl of Essex.54 Examined, exonerated, but remaining under a cloud, Daniel proceeded to write an innocuous, pastoral tragicomedy, Arcadia Reformed, that was performed before the queen, Anne of Denmark and the prince during their visit to Oxford. It was very well received, due in no small part to Inigo Jones’s transformation of the hall of Christ Church for the performance. Not only did it further enhance Jones’s reputation at court as an able and innovative designer, established the previous New Year by his designs for the queen’s Masque of Blackness, but it also brought Daniel into contact with Henry’s circle, from which permission apparently emerged for the inclusion of a dedication to him whenever Philotas came to be published. This was achieved before the end of the year, the equanimity of Henry’s advisers having dampened the controversy surrounding the play.

Why, then, did Daniel not pursue Henry’s favour? His principal patron at this time remained the bookish Charles Blount, Earl of Devonshire, who would die the following April, but Anne of Denmark had already begun to show a liking for Daniel and his verse, and her patronage might have proved irresistible in any case. Anne’s court and the overlapping circles of other female, aristocratic patrons certainly differed in character from the prince’s court-in-the-making,55 which was attracting military men, colonizers, explorers, and ardent puritans—some of Henry’s followers being all of these.56

In the epistle dedicatory of Philotas, Daniel acknowledged that Henry already had a poet: ‘you haue a Swannet of your owne’. There is no doubt that he was conceding the laurel to William Alexander of Menstrie (Daniel praises him elsewhere in the same piece). Alexander had first addressed Henry in print with A Paraenesis to the Prince (1604), which offered advice in verse similar to that which had been provided by the king in Basilicon Doron. Daniel referred to his own offering to Henry as ‘this last of me’—a serious pledge that he would not be allowed to keep. If, in 1605, Daniel had considered a single poet sufficient to respond to the hopes being invested in the young prince and to adequately absorb his literary patronage, he would have been disabused of this opinion by June 1610, having then been thrust back amongst the Henricians by the queen in order to write the celebratory masque Tethys Festival and, presumably, to assist Jones in its production.

Alexander, in the meantime, had returned to Scotland where he secured certain mining rights and a patent to collect old taxes, shared with Walter Alexander, a kinsman, who being a gentleman usher, controlled access to Henry and could not have been better placed to represent the senior Alexander’s interests at court.57 More in respect of past services, therefore, William Alexander was made a Gentleman Extraordinary of the prince’s privy chamber in the 1610 household, a status which did not require his ordinary attendance at Henry’s court. The publication of An Elegie on the Death of Prince Henrie (1612) in Edinburgh suggests that he did not witness the ‘Olympian catastrophe’, as another elegist, Ralegh’s cousin Sir Arthur Gorges, termed Henry’s death.58

Daniel, however, had been right to assume that Alexander would maintain his interest in Henry, at least until he had completed his series of Senecan, closet tragedies. The first two of these appeared in 1604, and all four, Croesus, Darius, The Alexandraean, and Julius Caesar, were first published together in 1607 as The Monarchick Tragedies. Alexander sought to confirm his devotion to Henry by preparing a presentation volume in which these were bound with his early sonnets, Aurora (1604).59 These verse tragedies were intended to exemplify how to rule and how not to rule, a remarkable, extended lesson for Henry in statecraft.60

Alexander’s mode of exemplary writing differed from that of the professional writers attending the new court. Eager to contribute to an increasingly themed court culture developing around the prince, they appreciated that any achievement dedicated to Henry, from the literary to the exploratory (one recalls the naming of Cape Henry by Christopher Newport in 1607 and Sir Thomas Dale’s founding of the settlement of Henricus in 1611), had either to bring honour to Britain or address the theme of Britain directly. The many deficiencies of English literature, especially when compared with the literatures of Italy, France, and Spain, provided opportunities for writers to do this. The era of Prince Henry’s court became, accordingly, one of major, ‘gap-filling’ literary projects conceived by writers with courtly ambitions. They committed themselves to providing essential texts: either translations into English of works from the classical or Renaissance canons, or new works concerned with Britain’s history, topography, and peoples. Such undertakings were neither unprecedented nor confined to Henry’s court. In 1579, Spenser had dedicated The Shepheardes Calender to Sidney, and in 1582, Richard Hakluyt had dedicated to him Divers Voyages: the first of his published collections of accounts of English sea voyages that would evolve into the monumental Principall Navigations.61 Prepared to labour for several years with little or no financial support from the court, such writers hoped for life pensions and eternal fame. Chapman, Drayton, and Sylvester, in particular, neglected more immediately rewarding work, which Chapman and Drayton would have found in playwriting and Sylvester in the merchant trade.

In June 1610, to celebrate Henry’s creation as Prince of Wales, Anne of Denmark presented a masque, Tethys Festival: or The Queenes Wake. Daniel, by then Anne’s preferred poet, provided the text and collaborated again with Inigo Jones, soon to be confirmed as surveyor of the Prince’s Works, in which post he hoped to become a classicizing architect.62 Tethys Festival instructed Henry to confine his imperial ambitions to the British Isles and required him to don the guise of a mythic Lord of the Isles, Meliades, a suitably Britannic appellation that he was happy enough to retain thereafter. In Tethys Festival, Daniel has the Triton announce:

Herewith, says she, deliver him from me,

This scarf, the zone of Love and Amity,

T’ingird the same; wherein he may survey,

Infigur’d all the spacious Emperie

That he is born unto another day.

Which, tell him, will be world enough to yield

All works of glory ever can be wrought.

Let him not pass the circle of that field …

(E(4)v—F1r)

Though these lines dutifully conveyed the wishes of Anne of Denmark (a Catholic with Spanish sympathies) and the peace-loving James I, Daniel’s personal opinions appear to have been little different. These he expressed in an elegant, cautionary verse epistle to Henry on policy and princely responsibility, which again urged consolidation of the existing Stuart imperium—the British Isles—approving the further plantation of Ireland but not of distant lands.63 With this, Daniel set himself apart from the advocates of exploration and colonization, among whom were two other poets closely associated with Henry’s court, Drayton and Chapman. The list of subscribers to the 1609 Charter of the Virginia Company, in which the names of many supporters of the prince are to be found (though not the impecunious Drayton and Chapman), may suggest why Daniel became a groom of the queen’s privy chamber, c.1607, instead of aspiring to serve Henry. His concern and affection for Henry was, nonetheless, sincere—in Henry’s funeral procession, he would be assigned a reserved position with his old friend, John Florio, the lexicographer, language teacher, and translator of Montaigne, and Isaac Oliver, the excellent miniaturist. All three, though salaried servants of the queen, had also been, ex officio, important participants in the cultural life of the prince’s court.

‘Few letters serve for great heroicq mynds’ is the line closing Daniel’s ‘Epistle to Henry’. It is the conventional, self-deprecation of a Renaissance writer addressing a prince. But Daniel adds that Henry’s ‘art of arts’ will be the learning of his ‘state’, a word suggesting not so much the lands and revenues as the latent power and virtù of a prince. Daniel may also have hoped that Henry would recognize the re-use of a phrase from the opening of Michael Drayton’s ‘Ode to the Virginia Voyage’:

You brave Heroyque Mynds,

worthy your Countries Name,

that honor still pursue,

goe, and subdue,

whilst loytering hinds,

lurk heere at home, with shame.

(ll. 1–6)

This echo is unlikely to have been intended as a compliment to Drayton, as Daniel had made his own thoughts on the foolhardiness of adventuring perfectly clear, but he fails to make clear where else Henry’s heroic mind (which none dared deny) would be expressed in actions. Where to divert Henry left more than one cool-headed adviser in a quandary. Henry’s influential auditor, Richard Connock, the mastermind of his revenue from the Duchy of Cornwall, fretting over a hugely expensive building programme, ventured: ‘Youth and Courage will not endure to be enclosed by Walls. By heroicall and valiant Actions Princes are to lay a Foundation to their Fame, before they enter into costly Fabrications, serving only for Ornament.’64 Whether or not Henry’s activities could be confined to the geographical limits of the kingdoms, these would sufficiently occupy Michael Drayton in Poly-Olbion.

Drayton committed himself to the great work of his career as early as 1598, in the last years of Elizabeth I, when inadequate royal patronage and the general tiredness of the reign, besides provoking a frustrated favourite to rash action, stirred artistic ambition but stayed production. Anticipating the succession, Drayton visited Scotland in 1599, aware that James VI was not merely a poet himself but was interested in the form and purpose of poetry, though his Reulis and Cautelis (1585) had been directed specifically at improving Scottish vernacular literature.65 Poetry had certainly flourished at James’s court in the 1580s, though his ‘Castalian band’ has proved to be a chimera.66 Drayton, however, would not receive the effusive reception that James had given to Du Bartas when the author of La Sepmaine visited the Scottish court in 1587. By the late 1590s James’s literary interests had shifted more towards political theory, and most of the Scottish court poets who might have sustained James’s active interest were either retired or dead. At least Drayton found a friend in William Alexander, thereby establishing a personal link between the English Spenserians and the Petrarchans of the Edinburgh court. In Englands Heroicall Epistles (1600) Drayton included a dedicatory sonnet by Alexander, and in his Pastorals (1603) remembered ‘Alexis that dost with thy flocks remaine’.67

Poly-Olbion bears the influence of Spenser’s pastoral eclogue, Colin Clouts Come Home Again (1595), a geographically vague (for being heavily mythologized) journey from Ireland to the English court, inspired by one made with Ralegh, which Poly-Olbion would greatly exceed in length and chorographical detail.68 Drayton’s intention was to extol every county of Britain in couplets. Bernard Newdigate, who so successfully reconstructed Drayton’s literary circle, concludes that Poly-Olbion was ‘the object of such high hopes when he set about his task and the cause of such bitter and grievous disappointment when the fruit of some fifteen years of labour was received with coldness and neglect’.69 Yet Drayton’s hopes, shared by friends, still remained high at the beginning of 1612, and the later part of that year seemed an extraordinarily propitious time for the publication of the long-awaited First Part (the Second Part would be printed in 1622). Poly-Olbion was duly entered in the Stationers’ Register on 7 February. Drayton’s publishers would have demanded copies stitched and bound by early September, in time for the seasonal return to London of the nobility and gentry and the commencement of the new term at the law courts and the Inns of Court. The royal households would also reappear: the king’s to occupy Whitehall Palace, the queen’s, Denmark House, and the prince’s, St James’s Palace.

Preparations were then also to commence for the winter wedding of Princess Elizabeth to Frederick, the Elector Palatine—to be hailed by George Beaumont as the marriage of the Thames and Rhine, marking a new alliance of Protestant states.70 There could scarcely have been a better time to publish a major literary work extolling Britain’s innate virtues. German and Dutch princes and dukes and their entourages began to arrive over the summer and Henry entertained them with boundless energy.71 Unbeknownst to all, Henry (to whom Poly-Olbion was, of course, dedicated) had only about two months to live. Newdigate does not draw the connection between Henry’s death and Drayton’s disappointment nearly strongly enough; for the loss of Henry would be as much of a disaster for Drayton as for the prince’s soon-dispersed servants.

As Poly-Olbion neared completion, enthusiasm for it was evident among the prince’s followers, and the different abilities of two of them, John Selden and William Hole, would be evident within its pages. On 7 May, Selden finished the Introduction to his ‘Illustrations’—scholarly, marginal notes that he had agreed to provide at Drayton’s late request. It is probable that he continued to work on them even after the printers had set the main text, and by the time he had finished, an antiquary’s voice, distinct from that of the poet, could be heard speaking from its pages. Drayton, having earlier criticized Daniel’s The Civil Warres (1595; with additional books and revisions, 1599, 1601, 1609) for blurring the distinction between the poetical and the historical and having demonstrated the correct method of separation in his own The Barons Wars (1603), showed impressive humility in engaging Selden. The gendered reading implicit in Drayton’s Poly-Olbion is not that assumed by Selden. His desire, however, was never other than to reinforce Drayton’s work, and through his very evident involvement in Poly-Olbion he, too, became a supplicant at the court of the prince. His prior standing with Henry’s senior circle remains unclear, though his recent entry into publishing with two very different works, both based on archival research, Jani Anglorum Facies Altera (1610), and The duello or single combat from antiquitie deriued into this kingdome of England (1610) would have attracted its attention. Many years later, the regicide Hugh Peter would testify that, amid the confusion of the early Commonwealth, Selden, fearing for the cabinet of antiquities and the library at St James’s, ‘swore, that, if I did not undertake the charge of them, all those rare monuments of antiquity, those choice books and manuscripts, would be lost’.72 It may be suspected that these were not merely the sentiments of an old antiquary but also those of an old Henrician.

No less committed than Selden to the success of Poly-Olbion was its engraver, William Hole, whose other work around this time connects him to the prince’s court.73 For the First Part of Poly-Olbion, Hole provided thirty engraved maps, much in sympathy with Drayton’s intentions to ‘let the land speak’, as well as a lavish frontispiece and a striking, full-page portrait of Henry practising with a pike, copied from a drawing done for the purpose by Isaac Oliver (Inigo Jones would afterwards acquire it), which itself was based on an illustration of ‘The Pike Charged’ in Jacob de Gheyn’s The Exercise of Arms.74 Having enlisted Henry’s principal image creators to the cause, Drayton secured for Poly-Olbion a new portrait of the prince.

Motivated, therefore, by a kind of literary ambition peculiar to the Renaissance, Sylvester, Drayton, and Chapman had each decided to commence a great literary labour, though, at the outset, not for Henry. Sylvester chose to exploit his fluency in French by translating Du Bartas. Though the standing of Du Bartas would be relatively short-lived, in early seventeenth-century Protestant Europe he was considered a modern author of rare gifts—with Sylvester falling only little short of him. Chapman, a fine Greek scholar, decided to render an inventive English interpretation of Homer. Drayton’s own interpretation would be of Britain itself. All three, importantly, would compose in English verse. Flanking these major poets (unkindly, Jonson averred that Sylvester was merely a versifier) were other writers such as John Lewis of Llynwene, who, c.1610, dedicated to Henry a work in seven books fiercely defending Geoffrey of Monmouth: The History of Great-Britain, from the First Inhabitants Thereof, ’till the Death of Cadwalader, Last King of the Britains, which remained in manuscript until 1729.75 Contradicting the authoritative Camden, Lewis’s history sought to substantiate the belief that Brutus of Troy had been Britain’s first king, which, however implausible, was an old stem onto which the growing myth of Henry had been successfully grafted.76

By the time of Henry’s death, Sylvester, Drayton, and Chapman could each style himself ‘the Prince’s servant’. We have Chapman’s testimony of his regular attendance at Henry’s table and may assume that other professional writers also understood that preferment and presence were not unconnected. Writers are not recorded coming to blows at the prince’s court. Did the much insisted-upon harmony within Henry’s household prevent rivalry? Those practitioners concerned with the remodelling of Richmond Palace certainly jostled for place, but Inigo Jones, Costantino de’Servi, and Salomon de Caus were competing for the design and oversight of the same palace and garden works, whereas the court writers had long since defined their own projects.77

Letters written by George Chapman shortly after the dispersal of the court, in which he seeks recognition and recompense for his service to Henry, contain remarkable testimony of the nature and extent of his involvement with the household.78 Chapman’s claims were made to Privy Council and, separately, to one of its members, Henry Howard, Earl of Northampton. In his petition to the Privy Council, Chapman counted his length of service as 'fower years, which places his entry into the household around 1608/9 and (reminiscent of Daniel's earlier rescue) Henry's circle was unconcerned that in recent years Chapman had twice fallen foul of the authorities for passages in Eastward Ho (1605), co-written with Jonson and Marston, and in The Conspiracy and Tragedy of Byron (1608). Chapman reminded the Privy Council that he had been in a service

commanded by his highness (being the translation of Homers Iliads out of the Greeke) And being promist, with his often Princely protestation of likeinge, both out of his owne rare towardnes, and confirmation of the best in the Homericall language) three hundred poundes; And uppon his deathbed a good pension during my life; Commaunding me to go on with the Odysses.79

Whether Chapman was actually ushered into the bedchamber to hear these words from the dying prince’s mouth or whether he remained in an outer chamber among a crowd of desperate servants while he was being remembered to Henry, the princely response acknowledged Chapman’s great commitment: ‘the whole works of Homer’, to be one of Henry’s legacies. Thereby, Chapman was bound to Henry and to the work’s completion.

An Epicede or Funerall Song: on the most disastrous Death, of the high-borne Prince of Men, Henry Prince of Wales, written within days of Chapman’s last attendance at St James’s, was published with an engraving of the hearse by William Hole and a description of the funeral. Then, Chapman, along with the entire court and city, was jerked out of mourning to celebrate the wedding of Princess Elizabeth and the Elector Frederick. Chapman provided the text for The Memorable Masque of the Middle Temple and Lincoln’s Inn, performed in February 1613. With the aid of Chapman’s friend, Inigo Jones, it was set in a fanciful Virginia and its themes were colonial and Protestant, connected by a narrative of conversion from paganism. The masque was probably conceived while Henry—patron of the Virginia plantation—still lived, and, indeed, it addressed ambitions that related to his as much as the Palatine couple’s future.80 Chapman afterwards returned to the unfinished Odysses: his part of the bargain with Henry. The Whole Works of Homer appeared in 1616, with the dead prince reasserted as its patron by means of a new memorial plate containing a sonnet in which Chapman complains: ‘My bloode, and wasted spirritts have only found commanded cost’, though this willing sacrifice is ‘to make thee ever springe.’81

Henry’s court successfully accommodated enthusiasms that might otherwise have been expressed in oppositional terms. Its writers were proposers and celebrants, not critics—only in death did Henry inspire a poetic ‘opposition’. William Browne, one of the younger Spenserians and a follower of Drayton’s style, presented an unidentified manuscript to Henry in October 1608, surmised to be an early version of Britannia’s Pastorals.82 When the First Part of this long poem was published in November 1613, it contained evidence that the English pastoral had reverted to being a discourse of dichotomy. Whereas Poly-Olbion had blissfully disregarded court and city, Britannia’s Pastorals took refuge in the countryside, contrasting its innocence with the corruption of a court and government now dominated by the Howards.83 Browne had clearly made changes to his manuscript in the twelve months after Henry’s death, not least by inserting his elegy for the prince. English Protestant heroes also enter the text.84 Browne was a half-fledged Henrician of the new generation of poets; so, too, were Christopher Brooke (whose brother, Samuel, had been one of Henry’s chaplains) and George Wither, whose first publication had been Prince Henries Obsequies or Mournefull Elegies upon his death (1612). In the following months their work became more satirical.85 Wither’s Abuses Stript and Whipt (1613) and Browne’s Shepheard’s Pipe (1614) redirected radical Protestant attentions—so recently aimed at Rome and even more remote targets—to a Stuart court where corruption and luxury (ever associated by Protestants with Catholicism) seemed resurgent.

While these young poets were coming to notice, Shakespeare was easing into retirement. In his later tragedies—Macbeth and King Lear, most obviously—he explored themes of division and unity in a British context. Without moral, monarchical rule, the state is shown to fall apart. Importantly, it is a combined English and Scottish army that restores Malcolm to his father’s throne, while Lear’s broken Britain is reconstituted by a virtuous, aristocratic alliance; Albany urges: ‘Rule in this realm, and the gor’d state sustain’ (5.3.318–21). Antiquity and prophecy work on Shakespeare’s audiences to suggest that Britain is no ordinary island, for the polity created by men upon it, when damaged, will always heal.

Shakespeare’s last independently written plays, the tragicomedies or romances of the years 1609–11, retain an interest in the quality of Britishness. In Cymbeline, the Britons defeat the Romans in battle, but only when, again, virtue and valour, preserved in a few men, re-infuse the army. It is possible that by the time Shakespeare came to write The Winter’s Tale and The Tempest, probably during the thirty months of Henry’s court, city gentlemen and courtiers (Scoto-Britaines and Cambro-Britaines among them)—a large section, therefore, of the Blackfriars audience—while persuaded by 'Britain', had found a fresh appetite for strange lands.. The pastoral needed to leave the bleak heath and relocate to the mysterious beach. The imaginative mood, particularly among the Henricians, was for travel, whether touring through Europe, extending trade routes, or colonizing America. Shakespeare now took his audience to Sicilia and to Prospero’s island. But this is topicality, not allusion. These plays also indulge in fancies similar to those that enwrapped Henry in myth: magicians, caves, sprites, and flowers, and with music and machinery serving to increase the wonderment, as in Jonson’s masques. Shakespeare, however, used such romantic elements only to heighten, alternately, the tragic and comic experience;86 he did not lend his tragicomedies to the political radicalism of the moment, even though the masque-poets had found in ‘faerie’ mythology a delightful medium for either radical or moderate messages.87 By 1612–13, Shakespeare was sharing the writing of new plays for the King’s Company with John Fletcher, and in The Two Noble Kinsmen, we might, at last, detect a response to the chivalric aspect of Henry’s court, induced by the real tragedy.88
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CHAPTER 11

THE THEATRE AND THE ‘POST-REFORMATION PUBLIC SPHERE’

PETER LAKE

I want to start with three basic premises. The first concerns the emergence in Elizabeth’s reign of something that I have called elsewhere a ‘post-Reformation public sphere’;1 the second the role of rhetoric in structuring the resultant appeals to the public; and the third, the by now well-established fact that many contemporaries used ‘history’ as a means to think about ‘politics’. On that basis I want to argue that, by the last two decades of Elizabeth’s reign, the public theatres had a prominent role to play in the workings of public politics and the drama a good deal to tell us about Elizabethan political culture.

EVIL COUNSEL NARRATIVES AND ‘THE POST-REFORMATION PUBLIC SPHERE’

The post-Reformation public sphere I take to have been consequent upon the potentially explosive mix between increasingly formal confessional divisions and the course of high politics, in particular dynastic politics. Fundamental here were the dynamics of the religious disputation; the assumption that in an age of religious conflict the truth could be established through the rigorous, public exchange of arguments and authorities before an adjudicating audience. Both Catholics and Protestants held to this view, as did the emergent group of critics of the current structures and practices of the English national Church, soon known as the puritans. Thus both the proponents of the Presbyterian platform and Catholics claimed that if they were once allowed to debate the crucial issues before the relevant authorities, the truth would out, they would be vindicated, and the English Church returned to the path of true religion. These same assumptions prompted the vast outpouring of polemical divinity that was such a marked feature of the age, as Protestants, Catholics, puritans, and conformist defenders of the ecclesiastical status quo challenged and answered one another in vast tomes in which no argument went unanswered, no citation or authority unchallenged or unglossed.2

But even more significant, and conducted according to rather less stringent ground rules, were the exchanges between the Elizabethan regime and its Catholic critics and victims about what was at stake in the high politics of the reign. Central here were certain libellous secret histories which attempted to unmask the doings of the great and the good, in order to reveal what was really going on behind the scenes as a conspiracy of evil counsel, whereby the queen was systematically misled about her real situation, the loyalty of her Catholic subjects, and her true interests and friends. The result was a narrative in which the breach with Rome, the Elizabethan religious settlement, the queen’s failure either to marry or settle the succession, the disgrace of the Queen of Scots, various interventions on the side of Protestant rebels in Scotland, France, and the Low Countries, the failure of the Anjou match, and increasing levels of repression and indeed persecution against Catholics were all attributed to the machinations of a clique of evil councillors out for their own ends. These men were portrayed not as conviction Protestants, but de facto atheists, who changed their religious convictions with the times and used religious principle and accusations of religious deviance (popery) for sinister purposes.

Having convinced the queen that they were uniquely qualified to protect her from the threat to her reign represented by popery, the ancient nobility, and her true heir, Mary Stuart, these men had achieved a virtual monopoly over what Elizabeth knew and whom she saw. They had used their influence at court and in council to enrich themselves and build factions in Church and state that allowed them to dominate the regime and entirely control the queen. But such dominance was not the extent of these men’s ambitions. On the contrary, they wanted it all; that is to say, they wanted the Crown itself, if not for themselves then for cat's-paws entirely under their control. Hence their sedulous opposition to the queen’s marriage and their adamantine hatred for Mary Stuart, who, far from the ultimate threat to the regime, was, as the queen’s kinswoman and next successor, the ultimate guarantor of dynastic legitimacy, and hence of Elizabeth’s own security. Thus, having sequestered and controlled Elizabeth, kept her unmarried, and the succession unsettled and poisoned her mind against Mary, the clique of evil counsellors awaited their moment to remove Elizabeth and divert the succession in their own interests, while assuring the rest of us that they were only acting to defend the realm against the Catholics, upon whom Elizabeth’s demise would be blamed.

This basic narrative template was first adumbrated in the early 1570s in the Treatise of treasons. It was repeated first in 1584 in Leicester’s Commonwealth, in which the Earl of Leicester replaced Cecil and Bacon as the leading villain of the piece, and then again in 1592/3 in the cluster of tracts subsequently known as ‘Cecil’s Commonwealth’, in which Leicester having died in the interim, William Cecil, Lord Burghley, returned to the starring role of the arch-Machiavel and conspirator in chief. Its final and finest efflorescence was Robert Parson’s great tract of the mid-1590s A conference about the next succession, which sought to confront the English with the consequences of their current predicament. Thirty years of conspiracy had left them with an aging queen, an unsettled succession, and multiple potential claimants. This situation, while disastrous enough in itself, was compounded at home by a deeply divided and unstable religious scene and abroad by a war with the greatest power of Catholic Europe.3

It is worth remarking that this version of the Elizabethan regime as a conspiracy of evil counsel was first produced in response to an assault on Mary Stuart launched by elements within the regime, an assault that had used precisely such a libellous secret history—albeit one centred, not on the trope of evil counsel, but rather on the figure of Mary herself as conspirator and aspirant tyrant in chief.4 This assault had taken the form of a veritable multi-media campaign, encompassing various sorts of apparently illicit and pseudo-official print, show trials, circulating rumour, and manuscript, culminating in the debates on Mary and Norfolk’s fate in the parliament of 1572; debates which doubled as attempts to put pressure on the queen to act and as messages sent, through the sounding board of the House of Commons, by elements in the regime and their clients and allies, to the broader political nation. In other words, this mode of public politicking via various conspiracy theories and libellous secret histories was anything but a purely oppositionist and Catholic phenomenon. Arguably, it had been elements within the Protestant regime that had first had recourse to such methods. Indeed, it was as a response to that campaign that the first Catholic exercise in this mode of analysis, The treatise of treasons, was written.5

Not only that, but through the 1580s and 1590s in a whole raft of tracts translated from the French, another, very different version of precisely the same sort of libellous secret history was being pumped out from the London presses. The structure of this narrative was virtually identical to that inscribed in the Catholic tracts, but this version was deployed to precisely opposite polemical and ideological effect. For these tracts provided an account of recent events in France in which the roles of evil councillor and actual or aspirant tyrant were played by the Duke of Guise and Phillip II of Spain. Now Guise was the evil councillor, seeking to build himself a faction and divert the succession, ostensibly to defend the true religion but in fact to seize the throne. Behind him lurked the sinister figure of Phillip II, whose ambitions of universal monarchy led him to bankroll Guise’s Catholic League. Jesuits rather than the puritans became the fanatics duped by an atheistical Machiavel into plunging the Church and state into chaos, not, as they thought, to achieve some sort of New Jerusalem, but rather to help realize his drive to power. Henry III rather than Elizabeth was the victim of this conspiracy, and France rather than England was being plunged into a bloody religious and dynastic civil war. France, on this account, became not merely the cockpit in which the balance of power in western Europe and the fate of the gospel were being decided, but a dystopian vision of what might well lie in store for England, if events took the wrong turn and the succession was not settled.6 It is worth noting that through these secret histories conflict between religious ideologies and identities was being personified, converted into vivid narratives about specific individuals and character types, with the evils of various styles of false religion or political action embodied in the persons and signature characteristics of their owners. On this basis if you wanted to know what was happening now and might happen next you had to be able to read the plots these people were pursuing and to see through the various claims and counter claims about what was really happening. There is a move here from the abstract to the concrete, from the polemical to the actually or potentially theatrical that is of some consequence for the history of the drama and its relations with various forms of public politics.

The translated French tracts might be taken to represent in some sense not merely appropriations of the central narrative tropes and assumptions of the Catholic libellous secret histories, but even replies thereto. But if so, it has to be admitted that they were remarkably indirect replies that turned the methods and modes of the Catholic libels back on themselves, rather than replying directly to what was being alleged about the Elizabethan regime. There can be no doubt that, at various points throughout his career—in the early 1570s and again in the early 1590s—Burghley was sorely tempted to do that, by providing detailed justifications of his own career. Indeed, in 1593 he even had one such elaborate apologia written for him by Francis Bacon, and wrote another one for himself a couple of years later.7 But, in the end, discretion remained the better part of valour, and the regime restricted its responses to the propagation of a very different sort of conspiracy theory centred on various Catholic plots to assassinate the queen and replace her with Mary Stuart, or alternatively prepare for a Spanish invasion and foreign take-over. These efforts continued through the show trial and execution of Edmund Campion, the Throckmorton and Parry plots, the Babington conspiracy and bond of association, the final campaign to bring Mary to the block, and then into the 1590s with the Lopez affair and beyond.

In each of these cases, the full range of contemporary media was deployed; circulating rumour and manuscript, the word preached and printed, in genres ranging from cheap pamphlets, ballads, and proclamations to full works of theological polemic and ‘political thought’. Parliament often featured as a sounding board through which various strands of opinion could be sucked in from the regime and its clients and supporters and thence broadcast back out to the country, and indeed to the queen. The aim here was to alert opinion to the danger, unite the populace in opposition to the popish threat, mobilize it to defend the regime as it was currently constituted, and, as often as not, induce Elizabeth to take action that otherwise she was by no means inclined to take against Mary and the popish threat, both at home and abroad.

PURITANS AND POPULARITY

Thus far this account of the origins of ‘the post-Reformation public sphere’ has remained centred on the ramifications of what we might call the Catholic and dynastic questions, and the political conjuncture that Patrick Collinson memorably termed the ‘Elizabethan exclusion crisis’, and has thus omitted another strand of related but distinct activity centred on what Collinson called ‘the Elizabethan puritan movement’;8 that series of agitations to reform the Elizabethan Church while enhancing its effectiveness as a proselytizing institution. Many of the moves towards further reformation, if not the ‘puritan movement’ itself, started out within the establishment, and even after ‘the movement’ had taken on more than the appearance of opposition; many, indeed most, of the prominent puritan ideologues retained friends and even patrons within the regime. It was only thus that the movement was able to sustain itself for decades in the face of the implacable opposition of the queen and an emergent faction of stridently conformist clerics. Indeed, many of the central figures in the official and semi-official efforts against Mary and the popish threat also played more than walk-on parts in the puritan movement, and even rather radical puritans were available for co-option in the fight against popery. One thinks here of Mary’s nemesis, and the role of Burghley’s ‘man of business’, Thomas Norton, in pushing a range of initiatives for the reform of the Church, or of the notorious Presbyterian ideologue and agitator, John Field’s role in the propaganda effort against Campion.9

By no means a constant throughout the reign, the ‘puritan movement’ crested and retreated according to a rhythm set by external events. But there can be no doubt that at the most charged moments of activity and ideological excitement, the puritans attempted to make their case and mobilize various bodies of opinion with a quite striking energy and élan. Again the full range of contemporary media were used—rumour, news, circulating manuscript, and petition, the word both preached and printed, again across a range of genres from the most extended, indeed interminable, works of formal polemic, through dialogues, printed sermons, short pamphlets, and squibs. And again just as the regime’s engagement with various sorts of Catholic, this campaign elicited a concerted and long-lasting response from the defenders of the status quo, who felt compelled to respond in elaborate detail to all the major claims and texts pushed out by the movement. Collinson discerns various peaks of such activity: in the 1560s around the so-called vestiarian controversy; in the early to mid-1570s around the publication of the Admonition to the parliament and the consequent so called Admonition controversy; around the subscription crisis of 1583/4, and the subsequent efflorescence of the so-called classis movement; and lastly around the activities of the anonymous, rabble rousing pamphleteer, Martin Marprelate, and the final repression of the movement in the early 1590s.

The Marprelate affair and the final failure of the Presbyterian movement provoked perhaps the most spectacular series of exchanges, with elements within the establishment—aka Richard Bancroft—sponsoring various Grub Street writers, pamphleteers, and playwrights to respond to Martin in kind with a series of short, satirical pamphlets and indeed theatrical interludes. In his two (at the time anonymous) tracts, Dangerous positions and A survey of the pretended holy discipline, Bancroft himself produced what amounted to a full scale libellous secret history of the puritan threat, designed to lay before the public the secret doings, the behind-the-scenes machinations, and real intentions of the puritan movement. This outburst of polemical activity, which also included show trials in High Commission and Star Chamber and the execution of some separatists, not to mention of the very likely Martinist, John Penry, concluded on an altogether different level of discourse with the publication of Richard Hooker’s Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity, which, partly because of the timing of its publication and partly because of its very considerable length and sonorously convoluted prose style, fell more or less dead from the press.10 Nor did the effects of this outburst of popular polemicizing and playing end with the classis movement. Anti-puritan satire, including that produced by Bancroft himself, portrayed the godly as a self-selecting oligarchy, anxious to subject the traditional hierarchies of the social order to their own claims to superior godliness and it was in part out of such materials that dramatists like Thomas Nashe, Ben Jonson, and indeed William Shakespeare produced their own versions of the puritan hypocrite on stage.

But we should beware of seeing such developments in purely literary terms. At stake here were myriad local bust ups between the godly and their enemies; stand-offs and feuds in which accusations of hypocrisy, gluttony, and lust, the standard tropes and stereotypes of popular sexual slander and libel, were regularly deployed, often by both sides of the argument. Similarly, many of the slurs and stereotypes at the centre of anti-popery were based on the street speech, the modes of popular vituperation and often sexual libel of the day. Thus while it would not be true to say that the theatre invented anti-puritanism on the back of the Marprelate controversy, one could plausibly claim that the popular theatre did play a central mediating, even circulatory, role in mixing and matching the elite and poplar elements in these anti-puritan and anti-popish stereotypes and conspiracy theories.

Bancroft’s journalistic and propagandistic activities did not end with the classis movement. On the contrary, he went on to play the central role in the regime’s sponsorship of the Archpriest controversy, an intra-Catholic spat about the nature and locus of authority within the English Catholic community and the taboo subject of the succession, which Bancroft and Robert Cecil exploited in order to divide and disrupt the Catholic faction by discrediting its Jesuit wing and, in particular, the polemical and political manoeuvres of Robert Parsons. They did this by allowing the dissident faction (the so-called appellants) access to printing presses to expose their case, and the dirty laundry of the English Catholic community, to public view. For his part Parsons, who had been winning the dispute handily enough through the private means of political manoeuvre at Rome and within the English Catholic community, was forced to go equally public and make his case in print. Both sides produced what were in effect libellous secret histories of the dispute with themselves as victims and heroes and their opponents as the villains.

The whole affair represented the final sophistication of the regime’s tactic of replying to Catholic libels and secret histories by ventriloquizing or sponsoring the voices of dissident, turncoat, Catholic loyalists. In this case, with wonderful economy, they cut out the middle man entirely, allowing a faction of aggrieved Catholic clergy to do their dirty work for them, thus getting their view of the (Jesuited and Hispanophile) Catholic threat, and indeed of the succession question, out there without seeming to move a finger themselves. Such manoeuvres were, of course, anything but lost on the likes of Parsons, who spent a good deal of time denouncing the appellants as schismatic, and incipiently heretical, cat's-paws of the regime.11

What we have here, punctuating almost the entire reign of Elizabeth I, is a series of exchanges between a variety of groups, all based on appeals to a series of differently envisaged and constituted adjudicating publics. While such outbreaks of public politicking were intermittently pervasive, at no point did they become licit or normal, still less normative. Rather, they were invariably legitimated as extraordinary expedients, even as desperate measures, necessitated by some pressingly urgent issue or conspiratorial threat, about which not merely the public, but the authorities and the queen herself had to be alerted.

The aim was to unmask and defang these threats, to return to a sometimes new and improved, indeed sometimes radically reformed, but always univocally monarchical and religiously orthodox, normality; a version of the normal that would have no room for such promiscuously public recourses to print, petitioning, circulating manuscript and rumour, or the pulpit. It was just that that blessed moment of return never happened. In marked contrast to Margo Todd’s Scotland, puritans never got control of the levers of power in such a way as to create a univocally reformed Protestant culture. Despite the best efforts of the likes of Robert Parsons, the Catholics never got a chance to impose his utopian vision of a properly reformed Catholic England as laid out in his Memorial. The queen never did settle the succession; the war with Spain did not end; the Catholic and puritan threats never went away. In short, despite the aspirations of nearly all contemporaries towards unity, uniformity, orthodoxy, and consensus, the tensions, divisions, and anxieties inherent in the post-Reformation condition never were successfully transcended or suppressed, and so this style of public pitch-making remained a recurrent feature of the political and cultural scene. Never licit, indeed always illicit, it became if not a normative then certainly a more or less normal, and frequently utilized, part of the political scene, consistently adopted by a range of both establishment and oppositional political actors, throughout the period.

A sure sign of this development was that, in the course of the reign, this mode of activity was given a name—albeit a predictably pejorative one—and people started to theorize about best practice. That name was ‘popularity’ and its ‘inventor’ the leading anti-puritan theorist, John Whitgift. Whitgift used the term to denote two things; firstly a version of the structure of government in both Church and state that gave too great a role to the people, and secondly the modes of communicative action which the supporters of that vision used to mobilize various publics in its support. Whitgift devised and deployed the term in the course of his denunciation of Presbyterianism and indeed of the wider puritan movement. His protégé, Richard Bancroft, went on to elaborate Whitgift’s analysis in his dissection of the puritan threat during the early 1590s. But as I have argued elsewhere, a case could be made that, while the term remained indelibly associated with puritanism, Whitgift’s analysis could easily be applied to many of the assumptions and means of political manoeuvre and communication, the public pitch-making and mobilization of opinion, that Patrick Collinson has termed ‘the monarchical republic of Elizabeth I’. In other words, Whitgift could be seen as excoriating assumptions and actions that emanated from the very centre of the Elizabethan establishment, which, given the connections that the likes of Leicester and Burghley enjoyed with even some of the most notorious puritan leaders such as Thomas Cartwright or indeed John Field, ought perhaps not to come as too much of a surprise.12 However, once this mode of popular politicking had become current even some of its sternest critics increasingly found themselves having recourse to it, as Bancroft himself did when he moved into the realms of cheap print, popular satire, and the stage to excoriate the godly.

By the 1590s the notion of popularity had become associated with the doings of some of the good and the great. Abroad, the Duke of Guise was very often described as past master at the dark arts of popularity, and the Catholic League fingered as the epitome of a popular attempt to subvert, transform, and perhaps even dismember a monarchical state from within.13 Here was the foreign Catholic equivalent of the popular puritan threat being conjured at home by Richard Bancroft. But in England the person most often associated with popularity was the Earl of Essex, whose promotion of himself as the hero of his own story, the great servant of the queen, saviour of the state, the victor of Cadiz, and, as the chorus in Shakespeare’s Henry V referred to him, ‘the general of our gracious empress’, was made, through circulated manuscript, rumour, performance, and print, to a variety of publics, on a range of topics, up to and including the question of whether or not to make peace with Spain. Inevitably such activities attracted considerable attention, comment, and criticism.

Like ‘puritan’, the term to which it was most often yoked, ‘popularity’ was a bad word, something to which few people would lay claim or admit. And yet it was also a widely recognized feature of the political scene. The resulting paradox is perhaps best illustrated through a notorious letter of advice to Essex from Francis Bacon. Bacon regarded himself, and was regarded by others, as something of an adept in the dark arts of popularity and political persuasion. When Burghley wanted to reply to one of the Catholic libels it was Bacon he chose to act as his surrogate, and Bacon himself commented critically on Bancroft’s decision to fight the popularity of the puritans through popular means by secretly sponsoring demotic replies to Marprelate.14

In a remarkable letter to Essex of 1596 Bacon addressed what he termed the ‘impression’ of ‘a popular reputation’ that hung about the earl. This, Bacon conceded, was a good thing in itself, based, as it was, on the earl’s virtues and achievements, but, in the current circumstances, ‘it would be handled tenderly. The only way is to quench it in verbis and not in rebus.’ The earl was therefore advised to ‘take all occasions, to the queen to speak against popularity and popular courses vehemently; and to tax it in all others; but nevertheless to go on in your honourable commonwealth courses as you do.’15

THE (RHETORICAL) PRACTICE OF POPULARITY ANATOMIZED

What we have here, then, are a series of pitches for public support, various intermittent attempts to mobilize a variety of promiscuously popular publics through appeals launched through the whole gamut of contemporary media. I say promiscuously popular because the resulting publics were limited only by the reach of the printed and manuscript texts, and the rumours and conversations prompted thereby, through which these pitches were made. By modern standards, those limits were very considerable and sometimes the publics thus appealed to or constituted were really quite constricted. While Essex’s apology, the text in which he denied that he was a war monger while arguing for continued war with Spain, survives in a good many manuscript copies, and eventually made it into print, we have to assume that the circles within which it first circulated were centred on court insiders and the gossip networks that emanated outwards from such circles. This was no genuinely ‘popular’ appeal to the great unwashed, but rather one to those in the know, and the penumbra of gossip that surrounded them. Nevertheless, for contemporaries it represented a daring attempt to go public, indeed to take to the street, with crucial matters of state that early modern convention, indeed law, dictated remain within the closed inner circle of the queen and her councillors.16

That said, popularity was never merely a top down manoeuvre, a sort of early modern rent-a-crowd, with members of the elite manipulating the lower orders as it suited them. As Patrick Collinson insisted decades ago, there was more than an element of the spontaneous popular movement about puritan objections to the vestments and ceremonies of the national Church. The progress of the puritan reformation of morals in the localities, the persistence, indeed in some instances the recrudescence, of Catholicism, ensured that many people had puritan neighbours to loath and local Catholic notables to worry about. In many places confessional disagreements became entangled in factional disputes among the gentry and divisions within parish communities,17 causing worries that an invasion or civil war over the succession might turn these rifts into murderous conflicts and a breakdown in law and order that would unleash pillage and chaos on vast swathes of the population.

Moreover, even where the initiative might initially have come from the top down, popular initiatives and interest could take over. Thus while there can be no doubt that Essex went out of his way to cultivate a popular following, the welter of libels that greeted his return in disgrace from Ireland scarcely operated to his advantage, but rather, by fuelling his reputation for popularity, rendered a rapprochement with the queen and his former colleagues on the council the more unlikely. When his apology did make it into print it did so because a rogue printer thought he could make a profit from the very considerable popular demand for all things Essexian and Essex himself had to intervene (with Whitgift’s help) to get the thing suppressed before it could do any more damage.

Various passages and set pieces in Shakespeare’s plays register both the value and volatility of popularity. It is worth remembering that in 1 Henry VI the Cade rebellion has its roots in York’s attempt to use Cade as his cat's-paw, although Cade and his plebeian followers soon made the rebellion their own, with what the play presents as horrifying consequences. In Richard II the king famously cites Hereford’s cultivation of a popular following as a sure sign that he was a dangerous man on the make. When in 2 Henry IV Henry IV looks back on his rise to the throne he seems to endorse Richard’s view of the matter, but he only does so in the course of attributing an overly promiscuous familiarity with the lower orders to both Richard II and his son prince Hal, while attributing to himself just the right balance between familiarity and distance, a balance that he claims was instrumental in his own progress to the throne. Certainly, crucial passages in both Richard II and King John portray the fortunes of kings and princes depending upon shifts of popular opinion, with that opinion in turn moving according to the transmission of news and rumour through anything but official channels. Thus in the garden scene in Richard II the gardeners seem at least as well informed as the queen herself about the fate of her husband, and in Richard III a mere scrivener is shown decoding the scurrilous tricks being used by Richard to obfuscate what the scrivener claims was obviously the judicial murder of Hastings. On this view, popularity was decidedly Janus-faced; difficult, dangerous, but also, at moments of crisis, crucial.

Now many of the pitches discussed above were shaped by the forensic and vituperative rhetorical skills in which, as Lyn Enterline and Markku Peltonen have both demonstrated, from childhood into adolescence almost the whole of the political nation were drilled. These included arguing from both sides of the question (in utramque partem)—taking on different personae and subject positions, and speaking plausibly, indeed movingly, in the voice of the position or figure being personated. These skills and techniques were taught in intensely polarized, adversarial contexts. The appeal was to be made as much to the emotions as to reason to win a debate and worst an opponent.18

All the participants to the exchanges, the makers of the various pitches referred to above, Catholic, conformist Protestant, and puritan, were products of this same humanist training, indeed of the same educational institutions, the grammar schools and universities. As John Bossy pointed out years ago, the university-educated, seminary-trained priests of the English Catholic mission shared everything about their cultural and intellectual formation, except, of course, their theological opinions and confessional allegiances, with the similarly university-educated grammar school boys who were increasingly staffing the post-Reformation Church of England, and, in the 1570s and 1580s, thickening the ranks of the Elizabethan puritan movement. Edmund Campion had been one of the most admired products of the humanist university culture of Elizabethan England before his defection to Rome. Robert Parsons had been a fellow of Balliol before his.19 Similarly, leading figures on both sides of the archpriest controversy were products of the same grammar schools, universities, and English Colleges abroad, some of them almost exact contemporaries, others former teachers and pupils. They were all intensely at home in the highly emotive, adversarial world of deliberative and forensic rhetoric in which they had been raised as schoolboys, as well as with the more austere rules of dialectic and logic which governed the university disputation. That is why even the most exalted works of polemic could combine syllogistic reasoning, source criticism, and various sorts of ad hominem vituperation.

The recourse to libellous tale-telling which often decorated and sometimes appear to dominate these exchanges was animated by not only the shared backgrounds, but very often by intimately intermixed personal histories. The confrontation between Cartwright and Whitgift that culminated in the hundreds of printed pages of the Admonition Controversy had famously started in Cambridge University, where they had been almost exact contemporaries and rivals.20 The participants in the Archpriest controversy told the most scurrilous and insulting stories about one another, lamenting the libellous depths to which the other side had sunk, while presenting their own exercises in precisely the same libellous arts as a necessary telling of truth.

Some of the disputes I have mentioned were simply about religion; others were not ‘religious’ at all, but rather concerned with apparently secular issues—royal marriage, the succession, the course of recent political history, what was happening now and what might happen next. But even then when they were not ‘about religion’ but ‘politics’ these exchanges were structured, one might even say determined, by confessional divisions. For these were largely altercations between groups, factions, or interests that were structurally defined by their religious allegiances and confessional identities; between Catholics and Protestants, certainly, but also between different types of Catholics (appellants and Jesuits) and different types of Protestants (puritans and conformists). The political and polemical logic at work here was remorseless; those committed to the Protestant state could not but feel deeply threatened by a Catholic succession, and those on the outs with the regime could not but feel despair at the prospect of its continuation in its present state.

Written by self-conscious practitioners of the rhetorician’s art, finely attuned to the role of special pleading, emotive appeal, and even straightforward deceit in the construction of truly persuasive discourse, and dedicated to the confutation of often diametrically opposed versions of precisely the same events or topics, all of the texts were concerned to win over an adjudicating public or readership. In that sense, they were addressed to, indeed were designed if not simply to call into being, then certainly to shape and mobilize various publics, in ways that great swathes of the male population had been trained both to do and to understand.

Moreover, various notions of the public and publicity were nearly always in play in these exchanges. Central was the assumption that what was at stake was the public good, a good currently under threat from persons or factions pursuing their own corrupt private interests. The underlying premise was that a self-serving tissue of half-truths and outright lies—propagated by the regime or its Catholic or puritan adversaries—had to be unmasked through the public telling of the real truth, not only to power but even to the ‘people’, if the common good were to be served and the realm saved. To this extent, and in these senses at least, these exchanges might be thought to have contributed to the formation of something that we might call a post-Reformation public sphere.

But whether we use some such a phrase to characterize this phenomenon or not—and it may carry too much Habermasian baggage for some people’s liking—what we have here are emergent modes of public politicking and pitch-making to various publics through a range of media that represent a distinctive and significant development in the post-Reformation period. These modes of communicative and political action were a product of, or perhaps a response to, a very particular conjuncture; a complex interaction between post-Reformation confessional divisions, the partially reformed state of the English Church, the peculiar political dynamic set up in England by an unmarried queen and an unsettled succession, all played out in the context the wider set of confessional and dynastic conflicts—in France, Portugal, and the Low Countries, not to mention in England, Scotland, and latterly Ireland—that engulfed western Europe in the second half of the sixteenth century.

THE (POLITICAL) PRACTICE OF HISTORY

When these texts talked about ‘politics’ they very frequently had recourse to ‘history’. There were three main reasons for this. Firstly the topic most obviously at stake during this period was the succession. And this raised a number of issues that could only be resolved, as it were, historically. The most obvious was the question of genealogical right, a question that, since the real elephant in the room was the prospect of the Catholic Mary Stuart, also raised the question of whether those of foreign birth could inherit the throne of England, and that opened up a whole range of different legal and political precedents and parallels culled from the full range of English history from the Saxons to the late Middle Ages. Also at stake were what we might term questions of prudence or political probability. That is to say what were the likely consequences of a failure to settle the succession? What the likely outcomes of recourse to some version of elective monarchy?

Perhaps the earliest stirrings of what Collinson famously dubbed ‘the monarchical republic of Elizabeth I’,21 and indeed the first signs of the emergence of the Elizabethan post-Reformation public sphere, can be found in the vigorous debates, conducted in circulating manuscript tracts during the 1560s, about these very questions.22 The tracts resounded with examples culled from English history. One attributed to the puritan divine Thomas Sampson, attacking Mary’s claims, used a wide range of historical examples culled from English history, running from King Lucius to Richard II and Henry IV and Henry VI, through Maud, Stephen, Richard I, King John, and his nephew Arthur, to address those questions.23

But those arguing on the other side of the issue, most notably John Leslie Bishop of Ross, enlisted different readings of the same incidents to support their position. Leslie’s defence of Mary’s title was inserted into the course of contemporary political debate and manoeuver at a number of points. When its Latin and English versions of the early 1580s appeared they provoked at least two manuscript replies, which again ran through the legal and historical precedents cited by Leslie—running from Edgar Aetheling through Stephen and Maud, Henry II, King John, the Duke of York, Henry VI, and finally Henry VII. In discussing these historical events the two replies to Ross were also practicing a species of political thought, canvassing a version of England, not as an elective, but rather as a law-bound monarchy, with the power inherent in the Crown in parliament to settle or divert the succession away from the path dictated by mere hereditary right if the interests of the commonweal demanded it. That vision of the English monarchy was contrasted throughout with the French-style absolutism attributed both to Ross and his royal mistress. The same combination of appeals to history to discover and affirm genealogical right, to establish just what were the terms upon which the English throne descended from one monarch to the next, and to test out and confirm wider claims about the nature of English monarchy as absolute, law-bound, or indeed frankly elective, persisted at least down to Robert Parsons’s famous tract A conference about the next succession.24

For all that, who took which side in these disputes was largely determined by the religious commitments of the participants, and although for the most part the resulting exchanges concerned themselves with what we can call (without undue anachronism) secular concerns—issues of dynastic right, legal precedent, claims and counter-claims about the nature of the English monarchy and the powers of the Crown—at times debates about history could also become debates about religion. Perhaps the best example is the reign of King John, which, as well as concerning the fate of John’s nephew Arthur, which all sides took to bear directly on the question of whether, and under what circumstances, someone of foreign birth could inherit the English Crown, also featured heavily in Catholic and Protestant disputes about the papal deposing power and the Crown of England’s relations with the papacy. While Protestant writers like Bale and Foxe depicted John as a proto-Protestant English national hero whose (unsuccessful) efforts to defy, indeed to throw off, the yoke of popish tyranny presaged the triumphant success of the Tudors in that regard, Catholics like Cardinal Allen saw John’s reign as a perfect example of the just exercise of the powers of the papacy in order to bring a peccant prince back to the fold of the Roman Church and John’s submission to the papacy as confirmation of the special relationship between the papacy and the English Crown.25

But there was another way in which history featured in these exchanges. Many of the tracts (both Protestant and Catholic) prophesied doom for the realm if the queen died with the succession unresolved. While Mary Stuart remained alive that conjured the prospect of the accession of a Catholic queen. Sampson used the reigns and fates of ‘Maud, Arthur, Edmund Mortimer and Edward, the son of Henry VI’26 to show the likely disastrous consequences; ‘they [ambitious Catholics] disinherit, they kill, they divide, they fight, they covet, they lose all’.27 Catholic supporters of Mary pictured attempts by the regime to have the succession diverted, and the Scottish queen excluded or killed as threatening the realm with precisely the same dreadful fate of dynastic civil war. After the death of Mary, Collinson’s exclusion crisis was succeeded if not by a succession crisis, then by a situation in which all parties were animated by considerable anxiety (and/or hope) at the prospect of the aging queen dying with the succession unsettled in the midst of a European war and with a variety of rival candidates of very different religious persuasions all with their hats in the ring.28

Recourse to history could thus be a response to uncertainty about the future and the need to find some method of predicting the possible or probable outcome of the current (deeply worrying) conjuncture. That was certainly how the Catholic tracts urged their readers to use the historical precedents they cited. Such anxieties produced a desire for some (more or less) foolproof way to discern how various individuals or groups would respond, if push ever did come to shove and the queen died without an heir, or indeed the Spanish invaded. While this dilemma might be addressed through the most lurid of conspiracy theories, it also raised the more subtle question of how best to gauge the real intentions and commitments of one’s contemporaries. The need to make such politique judgements about who stood where and why pervaded the social and political order and was a concern both for privy councillors like Lord Burghley, surveying the political nation and wondering who to trust, who to exclude from office, and who to lean on, and even imprison, and ordinary persons wondering which way their neighbours or local big wigs would jump, if and when the final crisis ever broke. On this account the near obsession in many of Shakespeare’s history plays with the capacity of one character or another to work out what was really happening, just what the intentions of his or her rivals or colleagues really were, and how best to respond was anything but an accident.

In short, the worrying uncertainty of Elizabethan politics encouraged recourse to a humanist method of applying historical examples to current concerns and circumstances, in order to extrapolate lines of political force from previous, parallel events and outcomes and assess where the current conjuncture would probably lead. As a number of scholars have taught us late humanists had not merely learnt to read historical texts for use, that is to say for the extrapolation of moral and prudential saws and sententiae, generalizable insights into the nature of the political process; by Elizabeth’s reign men of affairs, central figures in and about the court, were employing towardly young university-educated scholars to perform this task for and sometimes even with them. While Anthony Grafton, Lisa Jardine, and indeed Blair Worden all identify the 1570s and 1580s as the crucial period in which these reading habits were developed and spread amongst the Elizabethan elite,29 Kathy Shrank finds them ‘representative of humanist reading practices throughout the sixteenth century’. Certainly Shrank claims they were alive and well in Edward VI’s reign, amongst the likes of Sir Thomas Smith and William Thomas, the latter of whom was employed by Northumberland to send the young Edward VI weekly essays on political topics, essays suffused with the influence of Machiavelli. Thomas’s History of Italy of 1549 was, Shrank observes, quite as ‘geared to political analysis’ and practice as any of Gabriel Harvey’s later readings of Livy.30 The treatise of treasons and Leicester’s commonwealth reveal dissident Catholic authors inciting their readers into precisely such exercises in ‘politick’ history, by applying crucial events and figures from the English and indeed the Roman pasts in order to read the runes of current events’ likely future outcomes.

In so doing these tracts were not engaged so much in Political Thought, as in thinking about politics; that is to say in analysing politics as process, giving an account not only of who was doing what to whom but how and why they were doing it. The reader was invited inside the pamphlets’ historically grounded accounts of the machinations currently underway in the Elizabethan court. Once established, this mode of analysis was capable of almost indefinite extension and refinement. Although already present in Treatise of treasons it is handled with greater range in Leicester’s commonwealth, which not only provides many more historical parallels but also traces the rise to power of an evil counsellor within specific institutional and political contexts, through analysis of how the tendrils of Leicester’s sinister influence spread from court and council throughout the body politic, as his rivals were either destroyed or discredited, discourted or bullied into silence and compliance. This, the tract alleged, was how politics really worked behind the veil of official lies and state secrecy. The politick histories inspired by Tacitus that became fashionable in the 1590s, especially in Essex’s circle, provided still more complex and subtle readings of how wily courtiers exploited the fears, jealousies, and psychological weaknesses of rulers to discredit men of virtue and weave nefarious plots. This way of viewing politics as an interplay not only of large impersonal forces but distinct personalities was then to be read back into chronicle accounts of episodes like the Wars of the Roses, before being applied with renewed force to the present. We might describe John Hayward’s notorious account of Henry IV’s usurpation as a heavy-handed effort to do this,31 and certain Shakespeare plays as far more skilful and subtle but no less pointed attempts to analyse the ways in which the purposes of particular historical agents—Hotspur and Henry V, Julius Caesar and Brutus, Hamlet, Hector and Achilles—were framed, advanced, or sometimes undermined by the demands and blinders inherent in particular ideological formations and social codes: Roman republicanism; late medieval or early modern concepts of ‘honour’; the conflicting demands of popularity and (monarchical) legitimacy, political virtu/e, and martial prowess.

THE (THEATRICAL) PERFORMANCE OF HISTORY AND POLITICS

I want now to argue that the theatre, and in particular the history play, played a role, perhaps a central role, in the workings of the resultant ‘public sphere’. Almost from the outset of the reign plays had been used to address the, if not forbidden, then highly sensitive topics of royal marriage, the succession, and the fate of Mary Stuart. Gorboduc famously staged first at the Inns of Court and then performed before the queen in 1561/2, had used ancient British history to stage the dangers of an unsettled and contested succession and stressed the need to use parliament to put the issue to rest before the death of the current incumbent threatened to push the realm into chaos. Historians have placed the production and first performances of the play in the context of a push to persuade the queen to marry, perhaps even to marry Robert Dudley, later Earl of Leicester,32 but, through publication in 1565/6 and 1570, the text was reinserted into two later conjunctions in which its action took on a broader relevance to the issue of the succession and, particularly in the latter case, to the fate of Mary Stuart, whose controversial conduct in Scotland had arguably first received public discussion in England in yet another play, Horestes, performed at court in the Christmas festivities of 1567/8 and published, at least according to its title page, in 1567.

But these, of course, were plays performed before coterie audiences at the Inns of Court and the Court itself. They only reached wider audiences through the medium of print. Things were altogether different with the development of the touring companies and London theatres. With their socially heterogeneous, both provincial and metropolitan, audiences the later acting companies enjoyed an altogether different and more promiscuously uncontrollable relationship with a variety of publics. As Scott McMillin and Sally-Beth MacClean have convincingly argued, as early as 1583 elements within the regime—Walsingham and Leicester, to be precise—had realized the potential of the acting companies for projecting an image and a message across the country and, through the formation of the Queen’s Men, took steps to enlist drama for the purposes of the Elizabethan protestant state.33

At times MacClean and McMillin write as though, if not the theatre tout court, then at least the Queen’s Men can be viewed as a propaganda arm of the regime. But while there is surely a good deal of truth in such a claim, it is far from being the whole truth about the commercial theatre. To begin with, as McMillin and MacClean point out, the plays of the Queen’s Men were ‘the largest theatrical source of Shakespeare’s plots’, with ‘no fewer than six of Shakespeare’s known plays’, ‘on the reigns of Richard II, Henry IV, Henry V, Henry VI, and Richard III, not to mention the one on King John’, all ‘closely related to the plots of plays performed by the Queen’s Men’.34 It is worth observing at this point that these were precisely the reigns and events most commonly referenced by the Catholic tracts and indeed by many of the Protestant replies thereto, when they discussed not merely the succession and the nature of the monarchical polity of England, but the current and likely future course of events.

This does not, of course, mean that the plays were in any simple sense ‘about’ the succession or related issues; certainly not in anything like the ways in which the pamphlets were. But it does mean that both plays and tracts inhabited the same intellectual and ideological universe, and addressed the same anxieties and concerns about where the death of the queen, without a known successor, in the midst of a major European war, might lead; about what an excess of female influence over the levers of monarchical power might produce; about what happened to a polity from which the structuring assumptions of legitimacy had been stripped by a contested succession, civil war, tyranny, and usurpation. These themes and questions certainly represented the organizing concerns of the history plays of the period, particularly those written by Shakespeare.

For as rewritten by Shakespeare these plays did not simply reiterate the earlier meanings encoded within the Queen’s Men’s versions. Infamously, as Neil Rhodes puts it, Shakespeare used these materials to dramatize ‘ethical, legal and political situations’ in such a way as to invite ‘the audience to entertain alternative points of view’. Rhodes makes that case in the context of arguing for the constitutive influence of the rhetorical tradition on Renaissance drama in general, and on Shakespeare’s famous ‘doubleness of vision or aim’, and in particular on the centrality in rhetorical training of the exercise of ‘declaiming controversiae or argument in utramque partem’, precisely the aspect of grammar school training that Markuu Peltonen has emphasized in his study of the emergence of adversarial attitudes to politics and political argument, and which he sees structuring many of the polemical texts and libels and secret histories constitutive of the post-Reformation public sphere.35

Naturally the tracts used rhetoric to make a case, the plays to evoke and embody both sides of an ‘argument’ in order to keep them in play and therefore in dramatic tension. But while the audience of the plays was precisely not being strong-armed into taking one view of the matter, it was nevertheless being enabled, even induced, to consider, and perhaps to choose between, different interpretations of what was being acted out on stage, interpretations made available to them in and through the action of the play itself. Moreover, the alternative viewpoints in play were not restricted to those contained within or evoked by the structures of Shakespeare’s plays alone. For after all, Shakespeare’s propensity serially to rewrite the repertoire of the Queen’s Men meant that audiences were regularly confronted with different dramatic versions of the same historical events and characters. Indeed, it may not be going too far to say that half of the appeal of Shakespeare’s versions came from their enlisting and then frustrating the narrative and interpretative expectations brought by the audience to this material from the earlier plays. This in fact ensured that there were now two versions of the same events available for audiences to compare and contrast, and when that came to a reign as controversially over-determined as King John’s the result was that the audience was required to make their minds up about a number of really quite contentious topics.

Moreover, the plays were staging precisely what the pamphlets claimed to be laying before the public; that is to say they were staging what politics was really like. What was being staged was history and therefore politics as process, as a series of interactions between political agents each pursuing their own ends through their own means, competing for power amongst themselves through various combinations of persuasion, deceit, and sometimes brute force, whilst often explaining both to themselves and to the audience their purposes and sometimes even the most underhanded or duplicitous of their methods. As Lorna Hutson and Lyn Enterline have both argued, in their very different ways, the plays’ capacity to present the political actors on stage as characters actively engaged in interpreting and thus making their way through the very plots that their own actions and interactions were constituting owed a great deal to forensic rhetoric and the training in theopoeia (impersonating historical and mythological characters), prosopoeia (impersonating abstractions or ‘things unknown’), and idolopoeia (impersonating dead people).36

Marlowe’s, Massacre at Paris, Shakespeare’s Richard III, Titus Andronicus, Richard II, King John, Henry V, Julius Caesar, Troilus and Cressida, or even Hamlet or Jonson’s Sejanus are all plays that stage histories of various sorts, taken from various sources, to address political issues or eventualities taken straight from the political imaginary of late sixteenth-century England and indeed Europe; contested succession, political and regime change, conspiracy and assassination, tyranny and what to do about it, war as an instrument of policy and a source of national unity, or its opposite, the reconstitution of legitimate monarchical rule out of a political system plunged into illegitimacy by tyranny, usurpation, or some combination of both. These were things that had clearly happened, and indeed were happening abroad, in France, the Low Countries, and Portugal, and which many contemporaries—not merely the authors of the Catholic secret histories and libels—either feared or hoped might or would happen in England, after the death of the queen, with, as now seemed certain, the succession unsettled and the war with Spain still raging.

It is tempting to draw a straight line from the libellous secret histories to the plays. Certainly, it would be no exaggeration to see a play like Richard III as in effect Leicester’s commonwealth rendered in three dimensions, with the audience able to watch the rise and fall of the Machiavel both from inside and outside; given access to Richard’s innermost thoughts through his soliloquies; to the effects of his stratagems through the actions and reactions of the other characters; to the workings of God’s providence through the network of prophesies, portents, and prodigies that suffuse the action; and to the workings of the divine decrees themselves, through the remarkable portrait of a reprobate soul rendered unable to repent and thus confronted by certain damnation with which the play closes. But, as that account implies, the presentation of the plots of politics, of politics as process, offered particularly by Shakespeare’s plays had long transcended the one-dimensional melodrama of plot talk and conspiracy theory. Rather, the plays offered their audiences accounts of a variety of political agents seeking to realize their ends, achieve security, seize power, establish legitimacy (as in Richard II and the Henry IV plays), discern precisely what had just happened and was happening now before taking decisive action (Titus Andronicus and Hamlet), or imposing form on events and found or re-found the state (Caesar and Henry V). All of them attempted to navigate their way through a political scene often stripped, by either usurpation or tyranny, or some combination of the two, of the certainties, the close fit between ideologically framed expectation and outcome, the capacity accurately to estimate the intentions and characters of others, that legitimacy, and the conduct of business as usual that attended it, could so often confer (King John, Richard II, Julius Caesar, and the Henry IV plays again).

Of course, it remains controversial to claim that any of these plays referred even indirectly to immediately contemporary events or political agents. I think a case could be made that at certain points several of Shakespeare’s history plays do indeed particularize in that way, but the claim that they were in some sense contributing to, indeed helping to constitute, some sort of post-Reformation public sphere does not rest on their capacity or willingness to do that. Still less does it rely on attempts to turn them into roman à clef or political pamphlets. On the contrary, it was a play’s capacity to stage not merely some of the great issues and obsessions of the day, versions of what was happening elsewhere or might be about to happen here, but to take audiences inside the conduct of politics as process, to reveal political events as a puzzle that had to be solved not merely by the participants, as they struggled to impose their will on events and achieve their ends and ambitions, but also by the audience as they sought to work out just what was happening in these plays, and in their own times, and what it meant. In that sense, therefore, there can be no doubt that the drama had something like a central role to play in the formation of political publics and the dissemination of certain ways of thinking about politics in post-Reformation England.
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CHAPTER 12

RHETORICAL TRAINING IN THE ELIZABETHAN GRAMMAR SCHOOL

PETER MACK

THIS chapter, which builds on many earlier studies,1 aims to describe the rhetorical skills and doctrines which a pupil would have acquired at an Elizabethan grammar school. It begins with a brief analysis of the surviving Tudor grammar school syllabuses, before focusing on the rhetorical training provided mainly through the reading of classical Latin literary texts, the practice of the composition exercises of the epistle and the theme, and the theoretical framework provided by the three rhetoric texts most often named in the syllabuses, Erasmus’s De conscribendis epistolis and De copia and Aphthonius’s Progymnasmata. These three texts will be examined in order to determine the rhetorical approach and the writing skills which pupils could have acquired through reading them. The chapter will end with an attempt to assess which aspects of the whole syllabus of rhetoric were passed on in the grammar school and to place the skills acquired from these textbooks and exercises in the broader context of rhetorical approaches to writing.

The surviving syllabuses of the humanist grammar schools established in England in the sixteenth century share a central core of texts, even though there is some variation in the number of classes established and some syllabi are considerably more ambitious than others. In every case pupils, who would enter the grammar school aged around eight to ten, would be expected to be able to read and write English before entering the school. The first activity in all cases was to learn the Latin accidence by heart, usually in the form in which it appears in the Lily–Colet grammar. Almost all the syllabuses prescribe the following texts as early readers: the Distichs of Cato, a set of moral sentences, a Latin text of the Fables of Aesop, and a book of school dialogues, such as those by Corderius or Erasmus’s Colloquies. Many syllabuses also include some simple Christian poetry such as Mancinus’s poem On the Four Cardinal Virtues.

From Latin literature almost all syllabuses prescribe (usually in this order): Terence, Vergil’s Eclogues (and sometimes also his Georgics), the selected letters of Cicero (starting with the very simple ones from Ad familiares book 14), Cicero’s De officiis, Ovid (usually Tristia or Metamorphoses), Horace, Sallust and/or Caesar, and Vergil’s Aeneid. Many syllabuses also add references to Erasmus, De copia and De conscribendis epistolis, and Aphthonius’s Progymnasmata. Two also include Selected Orations by Cicero and one mentions a classical textbook of rhetoric, Rhetorica ad Herennium or Quintilian’s Institutio oratoria. The fact that an author or a book is mentioned does not mean that they were read complete. In most cases it seems likely that pupils would have read at most a few hundred lines in class, which would have prepared them to read more of that author or text on their own later. Around half the syllabuses prescribe a Greek grammar and mention some Greek authors, usually Isocrates and sometimes also Homer, Hesiod, and Demosthenes. In most schools up to about 1580 Greek must have been an aspiration rather than a realistic possibility and pupils would at best have learned the grammar and read a few selections to back that up.2

The run-of-the-mill grammar school had three main aims: to teach the reading writing and speaking of Latin; to read portions of the best authors in the major genres of Latin literature; and to practise Latin composition, especially letters and themes, but in some schools also declamations. The focus on composition, the ways in which texts were studied, and the composition manuals used inculcated elements from rhetoric in the pupils, but in general pupils did not read a textbook of the whole of rhetoric.

Rhetoric, however, played an important role in the reading of literary texts. In his letter giving advice on reading, which was reprinted in Lily’s Brevissima institutio, the elementary grammar of the Tudor period as well as in De conscribendis epistolis, Erasmus advised pupils to read their texts four times over. The third of the four readings was to be focused on features of style and content which could be understood through rhetoric.

Review immediately a reading that you have heard in such a way that you fix the general meaning a little more deeply in your mind. Then, go back over it, starting at the end and working back to the beginning, examining individual words and observing only points of grammar in the process … After doing this, run through the passage completely again with particular attention to points of rhetorical technique. If any phrasing seems to have special charm, elegance, or neatness, mark it with a sign or an asterisk. Examine the arrangement of the words, and the fine turns of expression. Analyse the author’s purpose, why he phrased things in a certain way. When you find something particularly pleasing, take care not to be in a rush, as the saying is, and run past the house. Halt your steps and ask yourself the reason for being so taken with the expression and why you did not derive equal pleasure from the rest as well. You will find that you have been impressed by the incisiveness of the language, or some rhetorical embellishment, or harmonious arrangement or, not to rehearse them all, for some similar reason. But if there is some saying, maxim, old proverb, anecdote, story, apt comparison, or anything that seems to you as being phrased with brevity, point, or in some clever way, consider it a treasure to be stored carefully in the mind for use and imitation. When you have attended to these things carefully, do not be reluctant to go over the passage a fourth time … Read it again, therefore, for the fourth time, seeking out what seems to relate to philosophy, especially ethics, to discover any example that may be applicable to morals.3

Erasmus advises pupils to be on the lookout for impressive phrases and sentences and to analyse them in terms of vocabulary, sentence structure, and the use of figures of speech. He also urges them to be on the lookout for maxims, proverbs, stories, and comparisons which should be stored away, presumably in a notebook, for reuse and imitation. Cardinal Wolsey makes a very similar point in his instructions for teachers in Ipswich grammar school, which was also sometimes reprinted in the Lily–Colet grammar.

Lastly you are carefully to mark out to your pupils every striking elegancy of style, every antiquated expression, everything that is new, every grecisized expression, every thing that is obscure, every etymology, derivation or composition that may arise, whatever is harsh or confused in the arrangement of the sentence. You are to mark every orthography, every figure, every graceful ornament of style, every rhetorical flourish, whatever is proverbial, all passages that ought to be imitated and all that ought not.4

Pupils and teachers are urged to attend to the vocabulary chosen, the arrangement of sentences, and the employment of figures of speech. They should take note of proverbs, rhetorical ornaments, and passages which deserve to be imitated.

The editions of classical texts chosen for printing in England also emphasize the rhetorical element in the reading of classical texts. Commentaries on Terence and Vergil note the employment of figures.5 The preface to Sabinus’s commentary on Ovid’s Metamorphoses after stressing the value of the poem’s practical and ethical teaching through fables extols its virtues as a model of style.

Finally it has many other uses, not least that it teaches those who wish to learn eloquence with all the rhetorical doctrine of words and figures of speech, and it teaches how the different things invented should be organised and some subject-matter explained clearly, copiously and pleasingly. For the variety of figures, emotions and maxims in the telling of these fables is astonishing.6

Since teachers and pupils were expected to point out the use of figures of rhetoric it follows that pupils must have been taught the names and definitions of the figures. The 1541 curriculum for King’s School, Canterbury, states that the pupils in the fifth form should commit to memory the figures of rhetoric.7 The statutes for Rivington mention knowledge of and exercise in the figures, and ask that pupils note ‘the parts of them, in such things as they do read, according to the rules of rhetoric’.8 The notebook of the Elizabethan Schoolmaster John Conybeare contains a fourteen-page summary of the tropes and figures, drawn from Susenbrotus’s Epitome troporum ac schematum, which he presumably made his students copy and learn by heart.9 A few of the figures were described and discussed in Lily’s Brevissima institutio.10 There were also a number of specialized manuals which may have been used in grammar schools, including Peter Schade’s Tabulae de schematibus et tropis and Susenbrotus’s Epitome troporum ac schematum, both of which were printed in England.11 However since neither of them had large numbers of editions typical of the grammar books, many pupils must have relied on their teachers for this material.12

Elizabethan grammar school pupils practised two main forms of composition, the letter and the theme, which was like an essay but could also be called a commonplace or an oration.13 The first stage in teaching letter-writing was to train pupils to vary phrases from some of the simpler letters of Cicero, Ad familiares, book XIV.14 Later they would be set to write letters to their parents or for characters in situations in their reading, where the text they had been studying would provide the principal content of the letter. Several of the syllabi mention a letter-writing treatise, most often naming Erasmus’s De conscribendis epistolis, first published in 1522 and printed eighty-three times in the sixteenth century.15 Erasmus emphasizes the freedom and variety of the epistolary genre. Very different lengths and styles are permitted; the only rule is that the choices made should suit the addressee, the writer, and the subject undertaken. A letter need not be brief; it need not be simple and clear, everything depends on the subject-matter of the letter and the relationship between the writer and the recipient.16 Erasmus’s discussion of the style appropriate to the letter conveys also a broader idea of the way in which letter-writers should adapt their approach to the subject-matter and to the person addressed.

Quintilian considers the best style to be that which is most suited to the topic, the place, the occasion, and character of the listeners … In the same way I judge the best letter to be that which is most removed from a hackneyed and ignorant kind of writing: it should consist of carefully considered thoughts and well-chosen, appropriate words; it should be adapted as much as possible to the subject, the place, the occasion and the person; when dealing with great matters it should be dignified; in matters of less importance, unpretentious; in matters of little importance, elegant and amusing; in pleasantries it should give delight with subtlety and wit; in eulogies it should have a degree of pomp; it should be powerful and spirited in exhortations; soothing and friendly in consolation; effective and pithy in persuasion; clear and vivid in description; modest in making requests; conscientious in recommendation; joyful in congratulation and grave in commiseration. Finally, not to pursue an endless list, it should be flexible, and, as the polyp adapts itself to every condition of its surroundings, so a letter should adapt itself to every kind of subject and circumstance … it will take account of times and persons: it will not speak on the same subject on all occasions or to all persons alike; it will present itself in one guise to the old, in another to the young; its aspect will vary according as the person addressed is stern and forbidding, or of a more jovial nature; a courtier or a philosopher; an intimate acquaintance or a total stranger.17

Erasmus requires that the writer adapt the approach and style of the letter according to the subject-matter and the addressee. He places the strongest possible emphasis on the recipient of the letter. In every aspect of the instructions it gives his manual foregrounds the need for the writer to think about the audience and to adapt the content and style to suit the relationship between them. The writer’s sense of the self which will be expressed in the letter depends on thinking about the relationship between writer and addressee. More than any of the classical rhetorical manuals, De conscribendis epistolis focuses the attention of the writer on the audience and on what he or she wants to achieve in relation to them.

I shall give this one preliminary piece of general advice to young students, that when they are going to write a letter they should not at once have recourse to rules nor take refuge in books from which they may borrow elegant little words and sententious expressions. Rather, they should first consider very carefully the topics on which they have decided to write, then be well acquainted with the nature, character and moods of the person to whom the letter is being written and their own standing with him in favour, influence or services rendered. From the careful examination of all these things they should derive, so to speak, the living model of the letter. After that has been determined I shall allow them to search out passages in the authors from which they can borrow a plentiful supply of the best words and sentiments.18

Although Erasmus grounds his classification of letters on the three genres of classical rhetoric (judicial, deliberative, and demonstrative) he has already considered the 'mixed' letter and he immediately adds a fourth genre (the familiar). Each of these genres is then instantiated in several types of letter and the instruction he gives is focused on these types, primarily within six types: exhortation, persuasion, consolation, request, recommendation, and advice. He also gives reasonably full accounts of letters of friendship, complaint, apology, criticism, entreaty, thanks, lamentation, congratulation, and offering help. Erasmus points out that the possible occasions for letter-writing are unlimited but these fifteen types evidently offer a much better idea of the kinds of letter a sixteenth-century person might frequently need to write than the three classical genres of oratory. Erasmus is here contributing to the adaptation of the principles of classical rhetoric to modern conditions of writing. Some of his types, such as exhortation, requests, and consolations, are later taken up by the general rhetoric textbooks.19

Within his different types Erasmus provides pupils with a good deal of central rhetorical training suitably adapted to the form of the letter and the occasion of each type of communication. The letter of persuasion provides him with the occasion to teach in summary fashion several key elements from the theory of invention: the topics of deliberative oratory, the forms of argumentation suitable for a letter, the topics of circumstances (person, action, motive, place, time, manner, means), the topics for describing a person, and the general topics of invention (following Cicero’s list in Topica). To this he adds an example of a declamation in favour of marriage and a sketch of a reply dissuading someone from marriage.20

He notes that the letter of encouragement originates in the emotions, which are incentives and guides to virtue. Although the handling of the emotions must be learned from the rhetoricians, he provides suggestions for ways in which letters of exhortation can employ praise, hope, fear, love, hatred, pity, and rivalry. The focus is on the way in which these emotions might be used to encourage someone. He gives particular attention to the force of examples, the sources they can be taken from and the ways in which positive and negative arguments can be strengthened with them. Since letters of encouragement require a majestic, imperious, and fiery style he takes the opportunity to summarize the doctrine of amplification, which is so important in the handling of emotions. He also lists rhetorical figures which contribute to solemnity before giving an example of a letter encouraging a grandson to noble deeds and a number of sentences and phrases to use in letters of encouragement and further examples and replies.21

Erasmus begins his account of the letter of consolation by emphasizing the frequency, value, and difficulty of the obligation to console.

Timely and friendly consolation is no ordinary act of kindness; for in times of distress, when it is not possible to remedy the anguish of those whom we love through deeds, it at least enables us to ease their sufferings by words. Yet we must perform this duty skilfully, lest like unskilled doctors we aggravate rather than alleviate a wound that is still raw and fresh.22

The strategy and arguments to be employed will depend on the situation of the person being addressed. Three different approaches can be taken. To philosophers and men of strong character one can argue directly that there is no reason to feel grief since the wise man cannot be damaged by anything but his own mistakes. To very noble people who would be distressed by overt consolation one must employ a discreet approach, praising their fortitude and strength of character in the face of overwhelming difficulties. To those who are overwhelmed with grief we must begin by expressing sympathy with the depths of their grief and establish a sense of sympathetic suffering before moving over to the cure, which begins with arguments to soothe the pain and assert that it will not endure long. It may be possible to find some advantages in the new situation, to argue that the trial will benefit the soul or to elaborate on the common condition of sorrow shared by all humans. These suggestions for ethical arguments related to the different types of people one may be called on to console are elaborated with lengthy examples of letters of consolation and reusable phrases.23 Erasmus both suggests the thinking which may be needed for this type of letter and provides a collection of expressions in which to convey these ideas.

Consistent with the focus on the audience of the letter, Erasmus gives a good deal of advice on ways to obtain the goodwill of the person being addressed. In his general chapter on the opening of a letter he suggests ways of obtaining good will by emphasizing the warm connections between the families of the writer and the recipient, the shared experiences of their previous acquaintance and to amplify both the recipient’s previous kindness and the writer’s gratitude.24 In letters of request we shall employ the same topics to begin with but add the argument that what we ask is just, honourable, and essential for us and easy and commendable for the recipient, adding professions of our gratitude and promises of favours in return.25 In letters of recommendation the arguments must be adapted to include the person being recommended. The writer must show that he makes his recommendation for important and honourable reasons, that the person being recommended is well known to us, of good character, and well disposed towards the recipient. We must enlarge on the reputation and reward that the recipient will obtain from agreeing and we must express the devotion and gratitude which the writer and the person being recommended will feel towards the recipient.26

As well as providing his pupils with sound advice on how to think about particular letter-writing assignments, which can also be applied to the cognate social situations, Erasmus provides full examples illustrating each of his types of letter along with model phrases, both of his own composition and taken from his reading. He uses his reading and his own writing as a resource from which pupils can try out approaches, varying and imitating his phrases. Thus, although the focus of the book is firmly on invention and on thinking about the audience, it also provides very useful suggestions for expression and style.

De copia, Erasmus’s most successful rhetoric textbook with 169 editions between 1512 and 1597 (and a further sixteen seventeenth-century editions, from 1632 onwards), was focused mainly on style. Only four of the sixteenth-century editions were English but at this period it was normal to import Latin textbooks from the Continent; six of the seventeenth-century editions were English.27 De copia aimed to teach pupils ways of varying a pre-existing text both to provide ways of restating the same idea in ever more elaborate forms and to show pupils that any expression of an idea involved a choice among hundreds of possible ways of putting it. The first book, on copia of words proposes twenty methods of varying individual words (such as antonomasia, metaphor, allegory, metonymy, synecdoche) or the form of the sentence, mostly based on the tropes and figures of rhetoric.28 This section culminates in a demonstration of 148 ways of rephrasing the useful sentence ‘your letters pleased me greatly’, followed by 202 ways of carrying out the more difficult assignment of varying the sentence ‘always, as long as I live, I shall remember you’. Erasmus explains that the task here is harder because there are fewer easy ways to vary the individual words. He uses this sentence for his demonstration because it is a sterner test of his virtuosity.29 The remaining 173 chapters of the first book provide the pupil with multiple ways of expressing frequently occurring ideas or of connecting clauses or sentences (such as combining sentences of equal weight, expressing superlatives or negation, giving reasons and phrases for departing or congratulating and alternative formulations of individual words). As in De conscribendis epistolis, he provides the pupils with many alternative phrasings which might be useful in their own writing.

The second book, on copia of things, begins with eleven methods of varying a text based on thinking further on what is implied in the words rather than varying the words themselves. These methods are linked to the topics of invention. For example method 1 involves exploring the more detailed implications lying behind a summary phrase like ‘he completed a comprehensive course of education’; method 2 examines the actions leading up to an outcome; method 3 directs attention to the causes of an event; method 4 focuses on the circumstances which accompany an event and the effects it has. In each case the writer can find more material which will lead to a fuller and richer statement in place of a brief summary.30 After describing the eleven methods, Erasmus provides further advice on extending the material of the text, including advice on methods of writing descriptions and collecting and using proverbs, comparisons, maxims, and examples. He shows how striking phrases and narratives from pupils’ reading in classical literature may be collected in commonplace books for reuse in their own written compositions.

De copia is firmly embedded within the grammar school tradition for which it was written. At the simplest level it teaches pupils how to vary and amplify pre-existing texts, such as models chosen for imitation or outlines which they wished to work up. It teaches students how to reuse material from their reading in their own work. It shows them how to think around a situation and how to ask questions about what might be implied in or underlie a summary statement. It draws their attention to useful components of texts such as descriptions, comparisons, maxims, and examples, and it suggests ways of writing and using such components.

De copia embodies an attitude to language. Any given expression can always be varied or amplified. A short summary passage of text can be transformed into something intense and vivid. The expression you actually use always involves a choice among many other possible expressions and that choice should be guided by the impression which one wishes to make on an audience at a particular moment. The exercise of varying a text involves an element of play, of trying out the resources of language, of having fun but also of creativity. In the course of such linguistic play the student can make extravagant expressions, can try on as it were different linguistic masks, but will also need to ask himself (usually then) or herself (also now) whether that form of expression suits the audience being addressed or the impression of oneself one wishes to give in that context. Although De copia concerns itself mainly with questions of style it also opens up issues of content, of the relationship with an audience and of ethos.

Later in the sixteenth century and with a series of editions which continues well into the seventeenth century, Latin translations (and especially the 1542 adaptation by Reinhard Lorichius) of the writing exercises or Progymnasmata by the late antique Greek rhetorician Aphthonius enjoyed considerable success in European schools. Green and Murphy list eighty-four European editions between 1520 and 1600 (including seven London editions), with a further seventy-five editions in the seventeenth century (eleven of them English).31 Aphthonius gives brief rules for writing (and brief composed examples of) fourteen types of short text: fable, narrative, chreia, maxim, confutation, proof, commonplace, praise, vituperation, comparison, speech for a character, description, thesis, and proposal for a law. Thus, for example a chreia is an elaboration of a saying or a deed of a famous person, which employs the following topics: praise of the person involved, paraphrase of the saying (or narrative of the action), cause, contrary, parallel (or similar), example, testimony, and conclusion.32 Lorichius adds a commentary on each aspect and many further examples of each type, several of them taken from classical and recent Latin literature.

The Progymnasmata provide students with rules and models for composing a range of short texts. In so doing they expand the range of structures available to the student. Some of the exercises, such as narrative, confutation, proof, comparison, speech for a character, and description, train pupils in writing components which could be incorporated in longer texts; others look like shorter versions of kinds of oration (e.g. praise, vituperation, proposal for a law) or preparations for writing school essays (thesis). The exercises combine a focus on invention, using topics (such as cause, contrary, similar, example, and testimony) while providing a forum for the reuse and elaboration of material taken from the pupils’ reading. Some of the examples of Tudor schoolboy writing which survive have some resemblance to exercises from the Progymnasmata, particularly in relation to the chreia and to the speech from a character. It is possible that some of these texts were read out or performed by the students, just as it seems that on occasions pupils may have preformed declamations (probably written by the schoolmaster) to the assembled pupils and their parents.

It seems reasonably clear from the statutes that in general Tudor grammar school pupils did not study a manual of the whole of rhetoric, such as Rhetorica ad Herennium. Few of them mention any classical orations. A study of the whole syllabus of rhetoric (and perhaps of classical oratory in general) would have been reserved for the university. Oxford and Cambridge statutes mention Quintilian, Hermogenes, Cicero (including the orations), and Aristotle’s Rhetoric.33 The lists of books owned by students who died in residence frequently include Cicero’s Orations, his rhetorical works, and Rhetorica ad Herennium, but there are also many instances of Quintilian, and several of Aristotle’s Rhetoric and Hermogenes.34

At the same time it is clear that the approach to reading classical literature and to Latin composition exercises was profoundly rhetorical. So what aspects of the syllabus of rhetoric were emphasized in the grammar school? Let us take the traditional first three skills of the orator as a basis for comparison. Under invention, De conscribendis epistolis offered a reasonably comprehensive account of the presentation of arguments and of topical invention, as well as indications of the arguments and appeals to be made in several different types of letter. It also includes an account of the use of the emotions in persuasion (in the section on the letter of encouragement). De copia and the Progymnasmata contribute to invention in their use of the topics of invention, in their comments on narrative, and in their discussions of such additional components of a text as descriptions, maxims, comparisons, and examples. The Progymnasmata also covered the main topics of demonstrative oratory. Under disposition both the Progymnasmata and De conscribendis epistolis provide structures for texts which function as alternative models to the four-part oration (even though the latter is implicit in some of the forms of letter and some of the exercises). Comments on the classical texts studied (together with the relative lack of oratory) should have ensured that Elizabethan pupils did not regard the four-part oration as the only possible form. Erasmus’s observations on constructing letters of petition and recommendation provide a very realistic and concrete instruction for the students in the method of obtaining goodwill at the opening of a text.

The grammar school diet is particularly rich in relation to style. The tropes and figures were taught in the grammar text and in short manuals provided by the teacher and were reinforced by the teacher’s commentary on the texts read and by the use of the tropes and figures in the first book of De copia. Amplification was also a central concern there. In the most practical terms both De conscribendis epistolis and De copia provided students with examples of many different formulations for concepts and linguistic connections which they would probably need to use. The value of both texts as resources for phrases for writing should not be underestimated. The question of imitation was addressed both by the techniques for varying described in De copia and by the models for compositions provided and referred to in De conscribendis epistolis and in Lorichius’s additions to the Progymnasmata.

Taking a broader view of rhetoric, one could also note the way in which this course emphasizes certain central ideas more prominently than a full course in rhetoric would have done. De conscribendis epistolis provides an exemplary focus on thinking about the content of a letter (invention and disposition) in relation to subject-matter, audience, context, and speaker. The recipes, the previous models, and the repertoire of phrases are all provided in order to serve the letter-writer’s aim in relation to the addressee. This is a fundamental concept of rhetoric which can become buried underneath the arguments associated with the three genres, the doctrine of status, and the contents expected in each part of the oration.

De copia emphasizes the idea of virtuosity and play in language. Combining the different techniques of variation offers an almost limitless array of creative possibilities but it also foregrounds the need to choose between different expressions and different possible ways of presenting the self. Copia of things provides a way of further interrogating the realities implied in an existing phrase in order to generate new linguistic matter. It foregrounds the important idea that variation rarely repeats exactly the material of the original phrase but usually conveys additional information. To change the formulation is also to change what is expressed. The requirement to test each new formulation in relation to the subject-matter and the audience promotes the function of discovery which is at the heart of verbal revision. By trying, testing, and criticizing different variants the writer can arrive at the form of expression (and hence of the idea) most likely to convey a mental intention in a particular social context.

Elizabethans used rhetorical ideas for an extraordinary range of different types of persuading, arguing, and storytelling. Grammar-school education provided them with shortened versions of the most important technical resources (that is to say the forms of argument, the topics of invention, and the tropes and figures) together with the most important principles of rhetoric, and especially the need to consider first of all audience, subject-matter, aim, and self-presentation. It provided them with instruction in analysing classical texts and with methods of varying existing phrases, their own and other people's. It exercised them in the rhetorical use of stories, phrases, and situations from their reading. This combination of techniques, principles, approaches, and exercises, offered as elements on which they might practise their own virtuosity and choice, may have served them better in confronting the linguistic opportunities of their social lives than a more organized full course structured around (and limited by) the classical occasions for oratory. It is possible to think that writers may have been better served by the relatively fragmented rhetoric course provided in the grammar school than by the more comprehensive teaching offered at university through the reading of Rhetorica ad Herennium or Quintilian, though one needs to remember that many of the university students would have been compensated by the advantage of having studied Rudolph Agricola’s De inventione dialectica, Aristotle’s Rhetoric, and Cicero’s De oratore.
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CHAPTER 13

ENGLISH VERNACULAR HISTORICAL WRITING AND HOLINSHED’S CHRONICLES

DANIEL WOOLF AND JANE WONG YEANG CHUI

WHAT did the ordinary English man or woman know about history in Shakespeare’s age? The answer naturally depends on who that ‘ordinary’ person was. Social status, education, gender, and even economic prosperity could determine both what knowledge of history an Elizabethan or Jacobean person acquired and how they acquired it. For a large majority of the population, the past was omnipresent even if written or printed history was not. It circulated, and had impact on the present, in various ways: through custom and prescription (in such basic aspects of life as terms of land tenure, rents, and rights of way); through images (print woodcuts,1 tapestries, stained glass, and heraldic display among the more affluent); through religious practice; and through oral tradition. Moreover, much of the landscape, as Adam Fox, Alexandra Walsham, and others have demonstrated, was dotted with human, natural, and geological remains of varying antiquity. These gave rise to stories, legends, and tales—recorded by antiquaries and other scholars with a scepticism that hardened over the next century or so—involving figures from English history (kings, nobles, prelates), foreign invaders (Brutus the Trojan), heroic figures of chivalry (Guy of Warwick), giants (Gogmagog), climatological events (great storms, floods, comets), and so on. In a conservative society that valued precedent and inherited practice, and which also frowned on innovation and human-driven change, the past was often inescapably present.2

At the high end of the social hierarchy, knowledge of history was becoming rather more widespread but was still considerably narrower and shallower than it would become after the mid-seventeenth century: ‘narrower’ because focused on particular episodes, persons, or periods (with a bias towards ancient history, biblical history, and matters British);3 ‘shallower’ because confined to such sources as were readily available and also because cognitively limited by a scripture-based cosmology which took it as axiomatic that the world was no more than six millennia old, had been created by God in six days, and would have a finite existence, ending (soon, some thought) in a Day of Judgement. Notwithstanding the limitations placed on temporal horizons, various phenomena stimulated an increased interest in ‘history’, a term which to contemporaries meant ‘writings about the past’, or even, to many, the telling of a story, rather than the more modern sense of ‘the cumulative events of the past’. The Reformation, with its reorientation of religion away from centuries of accumulated ritual and tradition towards a faith grounded in scriptural authority, played a significant role. The advent of Renaissance humanism, and a privileging of the classics, would prove similarly influential (though more haltingly and somewhat later than is usually assumed), discussed by Paulina Kewes in Chapter 15 of this volume, and Nicholas Popper, in Chapter 14.

Arguably the most powerful engine of increased historical knowledge was print, which not only generated multiple copies of historical works previously limited to manuscript circulation, but eventually spawned entirely new genres of historical writing and a market for them, in turn responding to reader tastes and consumption patterns with new titles in accessible, portable, and affordable book formats. At the start of the Tudor era, a mere decade after the arrival of William Caxton’s printing press in England, the number of historical titles in print was tiny and still outnumbered by circulated manuscripts. By the time Elizabeth I died in 1603, the literate reader would still prize the exclusivity and privilege of a text in manuscript, but the quantitative balance had decisively shifted in favour of print. The seventeenth century would see the graphed curve of available historical works rise still more steeply, especially during and after the civil wars.

This chapter offers, first, a brief overview of English historical writing and its development up to the early seventeenth century, with special attention to the dominant form, the chronicle, prior to its early seventeenth-century decline as a ‘living’ genre—living in the sense of a genre of which new examples continued to be written and published.4 In the second part, we will examine more closely the creation, structure, and politics surrounding a specific example, Holinshed’s Chronicles, by any standard the most ambitious of all Tudor histories in its size and scope, using its treatment of Irish matters (less often a focus of interest than its English parts) to explore some of the issues surrounding its composition and revision. Published in two editions (1577 and 1587) and occurring at the apogee of the Elizabethan chronicling tradition, Holinshed’s Chronicles were, famously, the major (though not the only) source for much of what Shakespeare and many other writers put into dramatic form. They have become a subject of study in their own right since the mid-1990s, with a recent comprehensive handbook published, an online version of both editions easily available to scholars,5 and several efforts at rehabilitating the reputation of Holinshed and his associates (and by implication chroniclers more generally) from the disparaging criticisms of near-contemporary humanists and more modern scholars.6

ENGLAND’S CHRONICLING TRADITION

Holinshed’s Chronicles did not appear in a vacuum but represents the tail end of the long tradition of writing chronicles in England, and especially of what one might consider chronicling’s Elizabethan Indian Summer. The Middle Ages, in England as in Europe, had produced hundreds of historical works, the great majority written in Latin, not all of which were ‘chronicles’ in the strictest sense.7 For the purposes of this chapter, a chronicle will be considered as any work of history that includes, in some combination, (a) retrospective writing about the past before the writer’s time and (b) writing about the more recent past and (c) writing about annual events unfolding as the writer recorded them. To be a true chronicle a work must also be organized in a particular way, into year-long sections known as annals, though that form of organization, used by some classical historians such as Thucydides and Tacitus, was also borrowed by late Elizabethan and Jacobean historians such as William Camden; the difference lay in the process of selection and in the tendency of the chronicler to include many things not specifically related to the political and military bias of classical and humanist historiography. One major change in historical writing during Europe’s Renaissance and, later in England, was the inclination of many historians to abandon annals as their primary unit of organization in favour of other divisions, for instance the life and reign of a particular king.8 Classical histories and their Elizabethan imitators were not chronicles and for the most part would have been understood by educated readers to be quite different in content, structure, and style.

The qualification ‘for the most part’ is important: Tudor and early Stuart readers, many of whom recorded their thoughts on the historical works which they read in commonplace books or in annotations on the text itself, were notoriously loose in their use of literary terms, and thus one can find casual references even to Thucydides or Caesar as chroniclers. This became less and less common as the sixteenth century drew to a close, not least because of the increasing bias of the educated elite towards Greco-Roman models of historical writing. Works on historical method sharpened the distinctions, though many of them considered the chronicle a debased form, at best offering the raw materials for true history.9 The word ‘chronicle’ increasingly became associated with medieval historical writing, and by extension with the many Tudor works that emulated the structure, though not the content and tone, of their medieval antecedents.

From the twelfth to the fifteenth centuries, the writing of history in England, as on the Continent, had rested predominantly in the hands of the clergy. Apart from trans-generational monastic chronicles, there were individual works narrating the martial activity, deeds, or ‘gesta’ of rulers and warriors, and chivalric romances, often in vernacular (English or Old French) verse. Perhaps most important for Tudor audiences, there was also a widely influential mid-twelfth-century work of historical fantasy by the hyperactively imaginative Geoffrey of Monmouth,10 who either invented wholesale or bestowed spurious achievements upon a whole line of entirely fictitious British kings of remote antiquity, thereby helping to spawn the Arthurian literature of the late Middle Ages (Malory) and Tudor era (Spenser).

Most of these works were written in Latin, mainly for clerical audiences though occasionally for a king or noble patron. The warming of lay interest in history was spurred in part by episodes such as the Crusades and later the Hundred Years War, which created an appetite for accounts of great deeds and often also bolstered magnates’ confidence and self-image. By the time of England’s Yorkist–Lancastrian struggle, it is fair to say that although the proportion of aristocrats and major land-owning gentry who could read was relatively small (and those who could read Latin smaller still) an interest in acquiring knowledge of the past had been firmly established.

At the same time, a vernacular tradition, largely dormant for three centuries, had begun to reawaken, particularly in Old French and Middle English, and often in verse (which lent itself more easily both to memorization and performative recitation). Apart from translations of Latin works (for instance Ranulf Higden’s widely circulated world chronicle, the Polychronicon),11 there were two major strains of vernacular texts, first a chivalric/heroic variety best represented by the Anglo-French chronicler of the Hundred Years War, Jean Froissart, and similar works. This strain also included accounts of more ancient history, in a similar vein, especially the series of poems, derived directly or indirectly from Geoffrey of Monmouth, and familiarly termed The Brut because of their commencement with the arrival in Britain of the mythical Trojan émigré, a son or grandson of Aeneas. These were adapted in prose form and became one of the first works printed by Caxton under the title of Chronicles of England.12

A second vernacular strain of historical writing arose quite independently in England’s towns which, like their counterparts in the rest of Europe, jealously guarded their independence from feudal magnates and their special relationship, typically established in charters of incorporation and grants of privilege, with the Crown. Initiated as a basic form of communal record-keeping—typically organized into annals according to the mayoralty or other civic office cycle—town chronicles eventually memorialized everything from local prices to natural and man-made disasters (fires, plagues, floods), omens (such as meteors and comets, or monstrous births) and the visits of grandees, especially kings.13 They were, at least at first, devoid of the narrative skeleton detectable in most monastic chronicles, or in the verse and prose chivalric romance histories because they were never intended to be ‘stories’ at all so much as municipal records.

By the end of the fifteenth century vernacular historical writing in verse and prose was well established in England though relatively few instances of it apart from the translated version of Higden’s Polychronicon and The Brut had as yet reached print; crossover between the reading interests of urban merchants and nobles is visible in some texts, and in Caxton’s and later printers’ decisions about what to publish. While the very locally specific annals maintained by towns or private citizens did not migrate from manuscript into print, many newer chronicles, aimed in part at a vernacular, literate urban readership but embracing events well beyond the local, adopted their structure while simultaneously including a healthy dose of the more militaristic and heroic (and sometimes legendary) content of the Froissart–Brut tradition. Two prominent examples, both familiar to Tudor readers, were John Hardyng’s mid-fifteenth century metrical account of events in fifteenth-century England and, at the very end of the century, the Londoner Robert Fabyan’s prose survey of English history from Brutus to Henry VII, published in 1515 as New Chronicles of England and France.14 Both works also demonstrate that by this juncture, classical influences were creeping into vernacular chronicling—Hardyng in particular is known to have made himself familiar with some ancient authors.

Throughout the sixteenth century, the chronicle remained the dominant form of historical writing in England, despite the importation of more ‘modern’ humanist exemplars. Henry VII, for instance, following Lancastrian and Yorkist practice, supported émigré historiographic ‘hired guns’ such as Bernard André and Pietro Carmeliano (a writer of highly flexible views who had previously served, and extolled the virtues of, the now-reviled Richard III). And it was during the first Tudor’s reign that the papal official Polydore Vergil (c.1470–1555) arrived in England. A native of the duchy of Urbino, Vergil would spend most of the rest of his life in England. He broke with the medieval chronicling tradition in his Latin, classically inspired Anglica Historia, a book that did for England what a century of Vergil’s fellow Italians had done for numerous city-states and not a few European monarchs. Published at mid-century in several editions, its initial influence was limited, not simply because it was in Latin and published abroad but because Vergil’s scepticism towards certain inherited beliefs (the historicity of King Arthur and Brutus the Trojan) and the reliability of Geoffrey of Monmouth infuriated a large number of English and Welsh writers. Yet, along with Sir Thomas More’s brilliant character assassination (unpublished in More’s lifetime) of Richard III and the emerging scholarship in philology, as well as the impact of foreign historical works in a classical vein, Vergil’s history represented the historiographical wave of the future with its ‘higher’ style of neo-classical Latin, greater selectivity of subject material, sharpened focus on the political, and—though this point can be overstated—a more critical attitude towards sources.15 The humanist mode of writing English history did not fully flourish until the 1590s and early 1600s, however, when regnal histories (Sir John Hayward on Henry IV and other kings, Francis Bacon on Henry VII, William Camden on Elizabeth, and Samuel Daniel on all the kings from the Conquest to the fourteenth century) became the fashion, along with a preference for a spare and politically instructive writing style much influenced by Tacitus.16

The decades in between still belonged to the chroniclers. Print helped bring into the public domain a number of older histories originally composed in Latin, Anglo-Saxon, or Middle English, many of them resurrected at the direction of Archbishop Matthew Parker, collector and sometime editor. It also permitted newly written chronicles to find their way quickly into very many hands and encouraged their writing, often at the instigation of market-attuned booksellers and printers. The print run of a single edition or issue of any text in Tudor England is conventionally estimated to have fallen between 800 and 1,200 copies. Some of the Tudor chronicles appeared in several editions. This may not appear to be a very wide circulation until one remembers first that the total population of England and Wales was barely 4 million in 1600, with the literate population among both sexes amounting to a fraction of that, and secondly that book-lending and reading aloud extended the potential reach of even a single copy. History was not the dominant genre of reading by any stretch of the imagination—a role it would ultimately assume, shared with the novel, in the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries—but the evidence of private libraries, wills, and diaries tells us unmistakably that ownership, borrowing, and actual reading were increasing among both urban and rural readers of middling social status, and even among women, who previously had read very little of it.17

The reasons for reading historical works varied. The Ciceronian notion of history as magistra vitae was not confined only to ancient historical works; episodes and characters could be lifted, for didactic purpose, from English chronicles. Indeed, the very elasticity of chronicles—their capacious ability to include interesting episodes and anecdotes that did not need to fit with an overarching narrative—potentially provided attentive readers with a wider variety of lessons, instructive episodes, cautionary tales, and even examples of divine providence than did their leaner and more tightly focused humanist counterparts.18 Information was also important. In an age without, as yet, the encyclopaedias of the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, obtaining details about particular events, geography, the environment, local politics and office-holding, and economics was not straightforward. The chronicles often offered up such details and thereby unintentionally provided an easy target for the derision of later historians and of literary wits such as Ben Jonson or Thomas Nashe who sneered at ‘lay chronigraphers, that write of nothing but of mayors and sheriefs, and the dere yere, and the great frost’.19 Apart from such data, and earnest didacticism, some readers read for entertainment and from sheer curiosity: it is no accident that the word ‘history’ also became associated at this time with works of fiction, beginning with cheap print chapbooks and broadsides and ending, a century and a half after Shakespeare, in the novel.

For whatever reasons, an interest in chronicles continued to grow. Some enterprising printers, following in Caxton’s footsteps, saw a modest market opportunity here and produced, either for themselves or at the behest of booksellers, new works of history. Richard Grafton (c.1511–1572), was the archetype: holding the title of ‘King’s printer’ under Edward VI, he fell from grace under Mary and turned, like Caxton half a century earlier, from printing to writing. Apart from publishing one version of Hardyng’s fifteenth-century verse chronicle, Grafton himself would author An Abridgment of the Chronicles of England (1562 and several subsequent editions) and a Chronicle at Large (1569). This led him into a prolonged quarrel with a rival, John Stow (1525–1605), who accused him of lifting much of his material wholesale from other sources. Stow himself would prove even more prolific, authoring three different series of chronicles (each issued several times with updates), under the titles Summary, Chronicles, and eventually Annales, the final editions of which appeared, with continuations by Edmund Howes, in 1615 and 1631—the last new chronicle to be published in England, though some later works deliberately adopted the word ‘chronicle’ in their titles.20 Stow represented precisely the sort of new, urban readership for which he wrote—son of a tallow-chandler, he was a member of one of London’s major Livery Companies, the Merchant Taylors’, though he appears to have made much of his living by writing history books.21 He would eventually play a significant role in producing Holinshed’s Chronicles, having, it seems, abandoned the idea of writing such a mega-chronicle himself. Apart from his chronicling activities, Stow was a competent antiquary who authored a prose Survay of London (1598) which fit into the emerging genre of ‘chorography’.22 But like his erstwhile rival Grafton, he also exemplified a tendency among enterprising authors and savvy publishers, accentuated in the last decades of the sixteenth century, to reissue older works, or recompile material wholesale from earlier chronicles, rather than write genuinely new works.23

Apart from the emerging new humanist histories by the likes of Sir John Hayward, Camden, Bacon, and Daniel, and Sir Walter Ralegh’s apocalyptically inflected Historie of the World (1614),24 two further historical writers must be added to this roster. Both are in some ways difficult to categorize because sui generis, at least in England. The first, Edward Hall or Halle (1497–1547), a London-based lawyer, civic official, and sometime Member of Parliament is the great amphibian of the day: he had a familial connection to the earlier chronicler Robert Fabyan, but was neither a humanist historian in the style of Polydore Vergil nor really a chronicler. Like Vergil and other humanist and ancient historians Hall sought to tell a unified story across several reigns—indicated tellingly by the title, which nowhere uses the terms ‘chronicle’ or ‘annals’. The Union of the Two Noble and Illustre Famelies of Lancastre and Yorke, posthumously published in 1548 (by Grafton) delivers exactly what its title suggests—an account, organized into reigns subdivided in turn into annals, of how the disorder and dynastic conflict occasioned by the deposition of Richard II was resolved by Henry VII’s victory at Bosworth Field, and consummated in the rule of his son by Elizabeth of York, Henry VIII. This covered, on a shorter time scale, themes addressed in the latter parts of Vergil’s Latin history, and more or less created the notion of the years between Richard II’s accession in 1377 and Henry VII’s 1485 as a distinctive period in English history. It can arguably be seen as sharing with Holinshed’s later and much longer work the title of principal source to Shakespeare’s two English tetralogies.

The second of these exceptions in order of time, and by far the most widely read, was John Foxe, the ‘martyrologist’. His Acts and Monuments (first published in England 1563 and expanded and reissued several times during this and ensuing centuries) was both a complete record of protestant martyrdoms by fifteenth- and sixteenth-century Catholic persecutors, and a history of the Church from early times. Drawing on early sacred and ecclesiastical histories going back to Eusebius of Caesarea, but also on contemporary records and oral accounts from witnesses, Foxe established the authoritative Protestant view of the English past as a series of struggles between true religion and the forces of darkness led by Rome and its secular allies. It is no exaggeration to call this the single most influential work of English historical writing of the sixteenth century. Like Hall’s work, however, it was no chronicle.25

Hall and Foxe represent distinct strains of contemporary historiography that were deeply influential, in different ways, on the successive teams of authors who compiled Holinshed’s Chronicles in the 1570s and again the 1580s.26 Although very obviously an heir to the previous century of chronicling, this was also a work that appeared, though the authors did not know it, when the market for new published chronicles was about to wane. In this waning, print again played a role as the chronicles became a victim of their own success; having responded to growing interests in history, they created a market that they were soon unable to satisfy, even through frequent reissues and updates. Meanwhile, the chroniclers’ materials were appropriated by writers in other genres, including history plays, historical poems, and, of course, the humanist prose histories of medieval reigns. These lifted material wholesale from the chroniclers (of necessity in an age when ‘coal-face’ research in archival sources was still the exception rather than the norm), and they sometimes maintained, as had Edward Hall earlier, an annalistic organization. But, they eschewed the chroniclers’ tendency toward inclusiveness in favour of a focus on key events, causal links, political lessons, and maxims, and even a single episode as in the case of Hayward’s account of the fall of Richard II and rise of Henry IV.27 Given these changes in fashion, and the business acumen of London’s publishers and printers, it is unsurprising that the appetite for new chronicles disappeared, in particular for very expensive ‘super-chronicles’ such as Holinshed’s, which after its second edition did not even merit a simple reprinting until the early nineteenth century.

HOLINSHED’S CHRONICLES: ONE CHRONICLE TO RULE THEM ALL?

This was an unexpected fate for the most ambitious English historical project (antiquarian achievements such as Camden’s Britannia excluded) of the Elizabethan era, a ‘chronicle to end all chronicles’.28 If far from the most original or scholarly, Raphael Holinshed’s Chronicles was, in the nearly 3.5 million words of its second edition, the largest historiographical project conceived and executed in sixteenth-century England. For a work so closely associated with the creation, via Shakespeare, of a robust and durable English understanding of the country’s past, it is perhaps ironic that it was initially the brain-child of a Dutch-born printer, Reyner (Reginald) Wolfe, who was more interested in universal, rather than strictly English, history. Following his move to London in the 1530s, Wolfe’s connections soon made him one of the most important printers in an England undergoing religious ferment; his own support of prominent reformers doubtless contributed to his success, which was later interrupted during Mary’s reign owing to his printing of evangelical works. At Elizabeth’s accession the printer returned to his press and was appointed as a master of the Stationers’ Company in 1559. While he continued to publish a wide array of works, he also acquired historical manuscripts in hopes of publishing a work on cosmography and universal history which he at one point titled, perhaps in imitation of Ranulf Higden two centuries earlier, a ‘Policronicon’. Wolfe hired Raphael Holinshed (whose origins remain obscure) and the better-known William Harrison to assist him. Wolfe’s death in 1574 did not put an end to the project, which his associates, supported by a consortium of Stationers, inherited.

Holinshed himself shaped the first edition of what became The Chronicles of England, Scotlande, and Ireland (1577), printed by Henry Bynneman. In his dedication to William Cecil, Lord Burghley, he explained that Wolfe had ‘willed’ him with the task of continuing the project. Holinshed acted as the principal, with Harrison responsible for the Description of England at its beginning and Richard Stanihurst providing the same for Ireland.29 Holinshed’s initially intended to produce the work that he had been preparing with Wolfe in two volumes, but these plans evolved as he encountered problems with the writing, editing, and publication of what was meant to be Wolfe’s universal ‘Cosmographie.’ The difficulties of realizing Wolfe’s vision quickly became apparent: ‘when the volume grewe so great, as they that were to defray the charges for the Impression, were not willing to go through with the whole, they resolved first to publishe the Histories of Englande, Scotlande, and Irelande, with their descriptions, whiche descriptions, bycause they were not in such readinesse, as those of forreyn countreys, they were enforced to vse the helpe of other better able to do it than I.’30 The histories of England and the British isles were initially to be compiled in one volume, while the second would cover the history of foreign lands. The latter aspect was largely abandoned when Holinshed and his editors were overwhelmed by the excessive materials on British history.31 The abridged histories of foreign countries were excluded from the chronicles, but they made brief appearances when their histories impinged on the British narrative. In the end, the first volume would include the ancient history of England to the Norman Conquest, Irish and Scottish history, and the second volume would contain the continuation of English history to 1576.

Despite the radical departure from Wolfe’s original concept, Holinshed still struggled with producing the Chronicles under the pressure of the publishers.32 Fortunately, he and his colleagues had ready access to a good portion of the materials they needed. Stanihurst apparently already had access to Edmund Campion’s 1571 history of Ireland before he began work on the project, which provided adequate descriptions of contemporary Ireland.33 The ancient history of Ireland was almost entirely lifted from Gerald of Wales’ late twelfth-century Topographia Hibernica and Expugnatio Hibernica. Harrison’s history of Scotland was largely taken from John Bellenden’s History and Croniklis of Scotland (1536) and that work’s Latin source, Hector Boethius’ Historia Gentis Scotorum (1527). England itself proved a bigger challenge. The authors faced a relatively new problem for English historical writers accentuated by the aspiration to provide universal coverage: a plethora of available materials from which to choose (no fewer than 181 authors, including 45 chroniclers, were listed in the book’s preliminaries),34 and which needed to be assembled into a whole, without as yet a full array of the critical tools that allowed later historians to privilege some past accounts and ignore others.

The editors’ opportunity to improve on their work came after Holinshed’s own death, probably in late 1580 or early 1581.35 A Stationers’ Company licence to produce a folio version of the Chronicles was granted in 1584 to a new consortium of John Harrison and George Bishop (two of the original publishers), now joined by Ralph Newbery, Thomas Woodcocke, and Henry Denham (who would eventually print the second edition). The new consortium shaped the second edition (1587) in different ways and seems from the start to have aimed at producing a work that might reach a higher status of reader through both a reform of content and improved printing quality. Most notably, the appointment of the clergyman Abraham Fleming as the new chief editor ensured that the revision would be more structurally coherent, and the errors in the first edition were carefully scrutinized and corrected. Fleming’s Cambridge humanist background, facility with Latin, and prior experience in translation and editorial work proved especially valuable. He implemented further ‘improvements’ to the revised work. Fleming included an introduction of a new volume, bringing the account forward from where the earlier edition had ended at 1576 to 1586; the woodcut illustrations from the first edition were also removed, possibly because images produced in this way were beginning to fall out of fashion;36 significant changes were also made to the arrangement and division of the text. In ‘Holinshed 2.0’, the lengthy histories of the pre-Norman period were divided into separate books and chapters with titles, an intrusion of humanist literary convention on to the chronicle’s annalistic base.

More notably, Fleming’s ‘fingerprints’ were all over the new edition, especially in his moralizing commentaries within the text and on its margins (another humanist modification), encouraging readers to draw appropriate responses to historical events.37 The deposition of Richard II, for instance, is often cited as one of the more controversial events depicted in the Chronicles, though in fact it seems to have aroused precious little concern among authorities (in contrast to John Hayward’s closer call with his Henry IIII in 1599 and again in 1601). Holinshed’s report of the episode is self-conscious; even as he describes Richard’s faults, he notes that the young king was a victim of his corrupt advisors and companions. Here, he breaks off from the historical narrative:

Thus have ye heard what writers doo report touching the state of the time and doings of this king. But if I may boldlie saie what I thinke: he was a prince the most unthankfullie used of his subjects of any one of whom ye shall lightlie read. For although (thorough the frailtie of youth) he demeaned himself more dissolutelie than seemed convenient for his roiall estate, & made choise of such counselors as were not favoured of the people, whereby he was the less favoured himselfe: yet in no kings daies were the commons in greater wealth, if they could have perceived their happie state: neither in any other time were the nobles and gentlemen more cherished, nor churchmen lesse wronged. But such was their ingratitude towards their bountifull and loving sovereign … which stirred such malice betwixt him and them, till at length it could not be asswaged without perill of destruction to them both.38

Fleming’s addition to Holinshed’s comments further asserts the injustice that Richard suffered at the hands of Bolingbroke; the latter is described as unnatural, and his cruelty ‘tigerlike’.

In her study of the Chronicles published just over twenty years ago, Annabel Patterson has suggested that the interjections were ‘indifferent’, thereby rejecting the view that ‘Tudor chroniclers were seen to be promoting a providential view of history, especially since Holinshed states that Bolingbroke “and his lineal race were scourged afterwards, as a due punishment unto rebellious subjects.”’39 She claims that ‘the facts of the reign continue to speak for themselves’.40 More recently, Jennifer Richards has noted that it may be more useful to consider such interjections less in terms of the purported proto-liberalism of some of the editors than of an attempt to ‘teach’ readers to be independent, and to judge events not only by what the chronicles have just reported but from their own critical reading of the text (in this case, the contradictory commentaries about Richard II being a bad king nonetheless deserving of sympathy—more or less the perspective Shakespeare would encourage in his dramatization).41 The interjections shape readers’ understanding of a historical event through multifaceted renderings by various editors with different political, social, and religious views. Patterson tries to extricate Holinshed’s Chronicles from the dominant view of earlier scholars who saw the Chronicles as a product of Tudor state propaganda echoing the prevailing political, social, and religious ideologies of the day,42 and those who regarded the work as of little intrinsic literary value—worth studying mainly because of its use by Shakespeare and others.43

More recently, Igor Djordjevic’s Holinshed’s Nation: Ideals, Memory and Practical Policy in the Chronicles (2010) has reconsidered how early modern readers perceived medieval history. He focuses on the writing practices of the editors, particularly their assembly and reshaping of sources concerning the late fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Like Patterson, Djordjevic uses literary techniques to analyse some of the Chronicles’ more well-known and sustained narratives (Richard II’s deposition, the transition of power from Henry IV to Henry V, and the Yorkist–Lancastrian struggles of the 1450s–80s).44 Djordjevic’s monograph has now been complemented by the mammoth Oxford Handbook of Holinshed’s Chronicles (2013). The essays in this comprehensive volume reconsider the many dimensions of the Chronicles in light of recent research on early modern political, cultural, and religious history. More importantly, the contributors hope to encourage a ‘scholarly reawakening’ in the study of Holinshed and a systematic analysis of its text and its intellectual and political contexts.45 The interdisciplinary nature of the volume provides an exhaustive and, barring significant new documentary evidence, probably definitive treatment of Holinshed’s two editions.

An essay on Holinshed and on chronicling would not be complete without some discussion of the issue of political and religious censorship. Thanks to the work of Cyndia Susan Clegg in particular,46 it is now possible to achieve a more rounded understanding of the process of censorship and of its influence on the publication of various genres, histories among them. Even in the first edition of the Chronicles, Holinshed reminds readers that the material in the work ‘may be thought to giue offence in time present, which referred to the time past, when the Authour writte, are not only tolerable but allowable’.47 The names of these authors immediately follow the preface, but the degree to which they were held accountable for ‘offence’ to Elizabethan authorities was less important than the editors’ interjections in relation to the political climate in England, and the ways in which the authorities responded.

Authors probably had at least as much to fear from offended individuals (who might object to the unfavourable portrayal of a relative or an ancestor) as from a ‘state’ censorship that was highly erratic in its application and unable to catch every instance of potential literary sedition. (One recalls that it was not the Crown but Lord Cobham who would object to Shakespeare’s buffoonish depiction of Cobham’s ancestor Sir John Oldcastle, forcing the change of name to ‘Falstaff’.)48 Moreover, it can reasonably be argued that authorities were nearly as often interested in the shaping of a message as in its outright deletion from print. Nor is it the case that only very recent or near-contemporary events were likely to be subjected to scrutiny. The Irish sections of the two editions of Holinshed provide a good illustration of both these points. Stanihurst’s ‘History of Ireland’ in the 1577 edition of the Chronicles—seemingly the only part of that edition to arouse governmental attention, and that only briefly—covered the period up to 1547, which could hardly be considered contemporary thirty years later. Yet Stanihurst knew that even though his history ended with the reign of Henry VIII, its publication in the Elizabethan era could be potentially dangerous. Dedicating it to Sir Henry Sidney, then serving his final term as Lord Deputy of Ireland, Stanihurst expressed the underlying anxieties of the early modern chronicler:

How cumbersome (ryghte Honorable) & daungerous a taske it is, to engrosse & divulge the doings of others, especially when the parties registred or their issue are liuing: both common reason sufficiently acknowledgeth, and dayly experience infallibly approueth. For Man by course of nature is so partially affected to himself, and his bloud, as hee will bee more agreeued with the Chronicler for recording a peeuish trespasse, than hee will be offended with his friend, for committing an heynous treason.49

The order to ‘stay’ the Irish chronicle (in which ‘many things are falcelie recited and contrarie to the ancient records of the said realme’) demonstrated that Stanihurst’s concerns were valid. In early December (1577), the Privy Council ordered the Bishop of London to investigate the number of copies sold in England and Ireland; the printer was also obliged to halt the printing and selling of Stanihurst’s Irish chronicle or ‘answer the contrarie at his uttermost perill’.50 The reasons behind this act can only be speculated from the passages that were cancelled and revised. Liam Miller’s and Eileen Power’s modern edition of the Irish Chronicle (1979) and more recently, Clegg’s chapter on censorship in The Oxford Handbook of Holinshed’s Chronicles note the offence that Stanihurst may have caused, particularly in his somewhat scandalous depiction of the Archbishop of Dublin, John Alen.51 Stanihurst’s treatment of the Kildare rebellion and his favourable portrayal of the Earl of Kildare may also have been a cause of concern for the Privy Council, since the English were determined to prevent the re-emergence of a Kildare ascendancy.

In the second edition of Holinshed’s Chronicles (1587), the Irish section was refashioned at a time when Crown control over Ireland tightened and renewed efforts were made to colonize large areas of the island with English planters. John Hooker, who took over Stanihurst’s history of Ireland in the 1587 edition, was personally embroiled in Irish affairs when Peter Carew hired him as his legal advisor to establish Carew’s ancient rights to lands in Idrone in the 1560s. While Stanihurst was largely concerned with affairs within the English colonial government, Hooker aggressively promoted imperial expansion. Hooker’s addition to Stanihurst’s text, ‘The Supplie of the Irish Chronicles,’ sets the tone to his second edition. Imperial expansion is front and centre in Hooker’s version; his dedication to Sir Walter Ralegh (a leading investor and landholder in the Munster plantation, the largest of its time) celebrates conquest, and Spain looms in the background as England’s competitor in the quest for imperial expansion. Ralegh’s attempt to colonize Virginia is lauded as ‘the first English colonie that ever was there planted, to the no little derogation of the glorie of the Spaniards.’52 For Hooker, Ralegh’s ambitions and achievements epitomize the rhetoric of colonial discourse:

For what can be more pleasant to God, than to gaine and reduce in all christianlike manner, a lost people to the knowledge of the gospel, and a true Christian religion, than which cannot be a more pleasant and a sweet sacrifice, and a more acceptable service before God? And what can be more honorable to princes, than to inlarge the bounds of their kingdoms without injurie, wrong, & bloodshed; and to frame them from a savage life to a civill government, neither of which the Spaniards in their conquests have performed? And what can be more beneficiall to a common weale, than to have a nation and a kingdome to transferre unto the superfluous multitude of frutelesse and idle people (here at home dailie increasing) to travel, conquer, and manure another land, which by the due intercourses to be devised, may and will yeeld infinit commodities?53

The colonial government was consistently preoccupied with the imposition of religion, the establishment of civil (English) government, and the civilizing of the ‘savage’ Irish. Stanihurst’s and Hooker’s respective versions of Irish history provide readers with a glimpse of how Holinshed’s Chronicles were shaped not only by the editors’ approach towards prevailing political ideologies of the period, but by their patrons’ attitudes and ability to exert pressure on authorities to amend historical narratives.

The 1587 English history in Holinshed’s Chronicles was similarly shaped by personal and political sensitivities, including strains between England and Spain over the Low Countries, and the failure to betroth the English queen to the Duke of Anjou. The authorities censored more than twelve pages describing Anjou’s government in the Low Countries in order to conceal the queen’s ‘personal regard for Monsieur and her government’s investment in Monsieur’s Dutch enterprise’.54 Modern scholars have also suggested that cuts were sometimes made because of complaints from influential individuals, notably Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester. Like many among Elizabeth’s inner circle, Leicester was often accused of abusing the queen’s affections, and, in his case, of mismanaging England’s intervention in the wars in the Netherlands in 1586–87. Holinshed’s Chronicles was, however, filled with praise for Leicester, whose popularity was described alongside his extravagance in the Netherlands. Anne Castanien has suggested that sections on Leicester were removed from the 1587 edition at the earl’s request, in an effort to play down rumours in England of his reckless expenditure on entertainments.55 Latin poems that praised Sir Henry Sidney were also removed, and reports of Sir Philip Sidney’s death were condensed, possibly to accommodate the queen’s wishes.56

The reasons for the outright removal of some sections and condensation of others suggest that there were no consistent criteria to determine which types of material were considered objectionable. The fact that seemingly offensive material was not always completely removed, but merely condensed, suggests that English authorities did not simplistically react to every comment that a modern reader might well assume to have occasioned governmental discomfort. Though the term ‘censorship’ is often associated with oppression and tyranny in modern sensibilities, the censorship of Holinshed’s Chronicles certainly should not be perceived as such. In fact, the authorities appear to have well understood the nuances of representation and reception. Their purpose was less the outright erasure of distasteful bits of history than their mitigation through condensation, rewriting, and reshaping. In this sense, Holinshed’s Chronicles is multi-vocal not simply because it was written by a diverse group of men from different walks of life, but also because it was written, produced, and revised—even after printing—by a diverse set of invisible hands.

CONCLUSION

The study of Holinshed’s Chronicles, and of the wider chronicling tradition to which it belongs, has changed drastically over the last two decades, suggesting that there is indeed a ‘scholarly reawakening’ of interest, as the editors of The Oxford Handbook of Holinshed’s Chronicles have hoped. It is no longer possible to say, as the literary critic Stephen Booth remarked in 1968, ‘we care about Holinshed’s Chronicles [only] because Shakespeare read them’.57 Nor is the ready dismissal of the work as an inferior or primitive form of historiography defensible. Recent studies on Holinshed’s Chronicles have demonstrated that these assumptions are no longer sustainable. The complexity involved in the making of both editions of the Chronicles, and the conditions that simultaneously obstructed, limited, and facilitated its publication make it distinctive as an early example of the dynamics involved in publishing a large-scale historiographical project. And the final text itself is unique among Elizabethan chronicles, displaying in its second edition a selectivity and organizational pattern, under the guiding hand of Fleming, which renders it a meaningful whole. It is attention to both these aspects of distinctiveness that can shed new light on the intricacies and varieties of early modern historical representation during the sunset of the English chronicling tradition.
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CHAPTER 14

EUROPEAN HISTORIOGRAPHY IN ENGLISH POLITICAL CULTURE

NICHOLAS POPPER

READING TO GAIN PLACE

EDMUND Tilney occupied an office that would be the envy of many modern readers. As master of the Revels under Elizabeth I, he was charged with furnishing entertainments for her court. His commission entrusted him with overseeing the realm’s dramatic productions, and accordingly he protected impresarios from hostile city officials, observed actors rehearse plays authored by Shakespeare, Marlowe, and others before their openings, made suggestions for alterations he considered politically prudent, and shepherded them to performance. Over three decades, his steady exercise of this office stabilized London’s theatrical culture at the moment of England’s dramatic blossoming.1

But for all its seeming appeal, Tilney aspired to advance to a more rewarding office. When not watching Shakespeare and the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, he pored over recent European histories such as Sebastian Münster’s Cosmographia Universalis and Louis Mayerne Turquet’s Historia generale d’Espagne.2 As he read these texts, he assiduously recorded in his notebook geographic descriptors—rivers, mountains, forests, and borders, as well as the local details of individual provinces, a genre that contemporaries called chorography. He supplemented these notes with maps excised from atlases or bought as single sheets from London’s booksellers. Tilney was equally concerned with noble genealogies. He traced the transmissions of titles and the lineages of aristocratic families along with their armorial symbols, notes he augmented with extracts from heraldic manuals and images excised from printed collections of royal portraits. He even pasted in playing cards and other ephemera that bore the likenesses of past monarchs. Finally, he had also absorbed the Renaissance preoccupation with the fragility of state authority, and he compiled extensive notes concerning the successions and wars that had altered dynastic regimes from the ancient past to his present.

In the late 1590s, Tilney compiled his notes concerning Italy, France, Germany, the Low Countries, Spain, England, Wales, Scotland, and Ireland into a massive encyclopaedia entitled ‘Topographical Descriptions, Regiments, and Policies’.3 As he revealed in its preface, the collection represented the ‘harvest’ of a disciplined system of reading that likely derived from the bifurcating dialectic recommended by French Calvinist Peter Ramus. In reading about the geography of any realm, for example, he considered ‘whether it be greate or small and how it is peopled’, ‘whether it be plentifull or barren’, ‘Whether it be well fortified or slenderly guarded’, and ‘how it is Scituated for Invatione or reliffe’. For ‘the worth of the people’, he queried whether they were warlike or ‘based minded’, loyal or seditious, wealthy or poor, and ‘united or devided by factions’.4 This method yielded the notes integrated in his systematic encyclopaedia.

Tilney’s devotion to this compilation was provoked not by curiosity, but by the conviction that his mastery of European histories would spur professional advancement. He agitated—most often towards Lord Admiral Charles Howard—for the creation of a new office called the master of Ceremonies, to which he hoped to be appointed.5 Probably modelled after the position in the Papal Curia, this office would be charged with entertaining foreign dignitaries during their embassies to Elizabeth’s court. Tilney’s familiarity with the arcana of continental geography, dynastic successions, and aristocratic pedigrees attested by his collection, he envisioned, would charm ambassadors and avoid embarrassing breaches of protocol.

When Elizabeth died in 1603, Tilney produced a fair copy of the text for James VI and I.6 His pursuit proved unsuccessful; James did create the office of master of Ceremonies, but appointed Lewis Lewkenor to it instead. Lewkenor’s career nonetheless confirmed the reasonableness of Tilney’s ambitions. Lewkenor had been appointed Gentleman Pensioner shortly after publication of his Commonwealth and Government of Venice, which synthesized works like Gasparo Contarini’s De magistratibus et republica Venetorum and Münster’s Cosmographia, and as Gentleman Pensioner he occasionally coordinated ambassador’s visits.7 Tilney, in fact, had drawn notes from this text for his own studies of Italy.8

Knowledge of European polities and their histories, both these men anticipated, would earn promotion within the Elizabethan regime. Their endeavours were iterations of a broader culture in which the grasp of continental history was seen as facilitating political expertise. While historians have long been conscious of early modern England’s engagement with earlier British and classical histories, none has comprehensively examined the reception of contemporary continental historical knowledge and practices. As I will show, such histories exerted a distinctive pressure on England. Both their content and theory were invoked when, for example, the Earl of Leicester’s client Thomas Blundeville suggested that princes test prospective counsellors on the histories of France, Spain, and England before concluding, ‘nothing is more necessary for a counseler, than to bee a diligent reader of Hystories’.9 This chapter accordingly serves as an introduction to England’s reception and multiple effects of European history and historiography from 1560 to 1625. Like all histories, those imported from the Continent offered models for explaining causation of recent and distant events, whether by emphasizing providential control or by stressing secular causes like prudential counsel, hidden court machinations, or military skill. Royal counsellors, as we will see, recognized that these narratives could be deployed to shape public opinion, but they soon became aware that the expansive range of evidence revealed by continental practices might catalyse interpretations that challenged traditional configurations of authority. Finally, recent histories of European polities were valued for supplying empirical knowledge that might lubricate diplomatic relations or enable the assessment of incoming intelligence. As early modern English statesmen strove to mobilize these practices for their own benefit, their reception of continental histories stimulated the emergence of new methods of evaluating political behaviour and logics of political expertise.

CONTINENTAL HISTORICAL CULTURE

The value placed on historical knowledge emerged from an early modern European efflorescence in the scope and methods of the study of the past.10 Beginning in the fifteenth century, learned statesmen increasingly gravitated towards historical knowledge as a source of political wisdom. This attitude expanded to encompass a diverse set of practices, which were also integrated into genres that had thrived in medieval Europe, such as universal histories and chronicles.

The authority of classical antiquity furnished models for histories that served both panegyric and didactic goals. In the warring Italian city-states of the fifteenth century, scholarly statesmen such as Leonardi Bruni exalted individual and civic patrons by composing histories in elegant neoclassical Latin modelled after ancient precedents like Livy’s History of Rome.11 These enhanced their patrons’ prestige and authority by portraying them as models of virtuous conduct. But Bruni and admirers like Polydore Vergil also offered their own scholarship as signs of their patrons’ wisdom. Accordingly they both disparaged uncritical adulation and highlighted their own resolution of contradictions between sources.

The uses of the past became more complex as historians expanded their models. In the first decades of the sixteenth century, figures such as Niccolò Machiavelli and Francesco Guicciardini added to the model of Livy those of Tacitus, Suetonius, and Polybius, for whom the primary goal of the historian was deciphering patterns of causation and eliciting lessons for future behaviour.12 They and their successors also drew on the recent example of the Memoires of Philippe de Commines, who had used connections forged in diplomatic service to analyse the dynamics of high politics in late fifteenth-century courts. Some early modern histories patterned after these works dispassionately described recent events, while others explicitly drew readers’ attention to how advantageous strategic manoeuvring, exemplary demonstrations of virtue, or deceitful courtly backstabbing drove political affairs. Still others used historical anecdotes or aphorisms to initiate thematic discussions of political wisdom.

The burst of studies of high politics over the next century by scholarly statesmen such as the Italian humanist Paolo Giovio and the French president of parlement Jacques Auguste de Thou varied in their balance of analysis and description and their approach to sources. Many, like Giovio, relied predominantly on eyewitness testimony, but others depended solely on written records, worried that interlocutors’ pride and faulty memory discredited their accounts. Similarly, those interested in discerning arcane engines of causation amassed private collections of documents gleaned from networks of correspondents to provide the basis for a historical analysis of the courtly manoeuvres directing events. They often also collected a new medium—the news sheet, which first gained purchase as short, inexpensive narrations of the political lurches and military campaigns in the late sixteenth century, sometimes in a neutral tone but more often with a transparently polemical objective. Other historians innovated by analysing the hidden dynamics of high politics to the more distant past, as in the ‘politic histories’ produced in England by Francis Bacon and others, which particularly emphasized courtly intrigue, deception, and reason of state manoeuvring during past reigns.

These methods could be directed beyond Europe’s civil affairs. Histories documenting European contact with the New World and Asia, such as those by Girolamo Benzoni and Francisco Lopez de Gomara, similarly ranged between causal description, emphasis on virtue and vice, and prescription for political strategizing as they narrated the processes of conquest. Scholars also composed histories that were not exclusively concerned with secular events. Providence lurked as the guiding hand behind many such narratives, especially those that took as their subject the shockwaves of the Reformation, but ecclesiastical historians shared the methods of those oriented towards civil affairs.13 Rhineland Lutheran Johannes Sleidan’s 1555 Commentaria de statu religionis et republicae, most prominently, drew on Commines’ example by synthesizing materials gleaned from secretaries and chancellery officials throughout western Christendom into an early history of the Reformation. Catholics quickly joined Protestant scholars in producing polemical histories claiming to demonstrate how the roiling conflicts of the sixteenth century illuminated their version of divine will. Confession-driven histories were not confined to examining the recent past, and scholars produced copious histories of the early Church. Protestants initially invigorated this approach, most notably in Melanchthon’s revamping of Carion’s Chronicle and Sleidan’s 1556 De quatuor summis imperiis, which each adapted the venerable genre of universal history to conflate the Catholic Church with historical heresiarchs. Over the course of the century, however, a broad array of scholars like the Croatian Gnesio-Lutheran Matthias Flacius Illyricus and the Italian Cardinal Caesar Baronius directed innovative scholarly methods to produce histories of the early Church. They plumbed the Christian past from the primitive church to the Renaissance papacy, seeking to unearth prescriptions for ecclesiology and doctrine.

Comparable efforts to discern ideal structures and doctrines were redirected towards civil institutions by politique scholars in mid-sixteenth-century France such as Jean Bodin and François Baudouin. Aided by an acute sensitivity to contextual differences between judicial courts and codes that had been developed by previous generations of legal humanists, the politiques strove to determine which juridical and institutional phenomena throughout history had earned divine favour, and they promoted the resuscitation of these cultural forms in the hope that they would strengthen civil authorities struggling to mollify confessional turbulence.14

Political, legal, and ecclesiastical historians looking to the distant past frequently reconsidered received narratives and expanded the boundaries of credible evidence. Such enterprises drew on antiquarian scholarship that had initially gained prominence in the study of ancient Roman history, which had used ruins, historical philology, and material artefacts to illuminate aspects of classical histories. Pressed by the demands of competing reformations, church historians adapted these methods by engaging with materials such as papal bulls, charters, and parish records that had rarely elicited historical attention and some scholars, like Flacius and the Catholic antiquary Onofrio Panvinio, oversaw the publication of obscure chronicles and administrative records to illuminate church history. They further extended the use of material culture, incorporating studies of monuments, coins, inscriptions, and other physical evidence into their accounts of Christian institutions and doctrines.

Similarly, dynastic historians navigated a web of fabulous origin stories for kings and noble families woven by monastic chroniclers, each of whom seemingly invented a contradictory story (Geoffrey of Monmouth constituted the best-known English example).15 The late sixteenth century witnessed a wave of scholars seeking to place the genealogies of Europe’s ruling families and the origins of its crowns on solid footing.16 This ambition led them to re-examine the medieval past, and again non-narrative sources such as royal charters, writs, and proclamations, as well as material artefacts such as tombs, inscriptions, and coins, became vital evidence. Often they strove to locate dynastic origins prior to the Roman Empire. For this period, many relied on the Dominican Annius of Viterbo’s 1498 Commentaria, despite knowing that this collection consisted of forgeries of ancient chronicles with Annius’ commentaries. While his work primarily aimed to give his Borgia patrons an illustrious antiquity, it furnished detailed (if dubious) genealogical material for many ancient European kingdoms.17 Historians poached his fables to construct triumphant narratives of their realms and flesh out their universal histories. And despite the vitriol that many directed at him and his acolytes, even his critics recognized that his efforts suggested fruitful analytic stances. Most prominently, they grew to share the conviction that even revered classical texts exhibited authorial bias and the view that non-narrative sources and material artefacts supplied particularly potent evidence.18

Because the material evidence valued by so many different groups of scholars was often distant or immobile, many relied on correspondents to describe or depict these objects. Antiquarianism stimulated networks of correspondence around figures like Abraham Ortelius and Nicolas-Claude Fabri de Peiresc.19 The benefits of these collaborations prompted scholars to return with new questions to texts, seeking descriptions of burial practices, culinary conventions, marriage practices, and revealing references to material culture. Other genres of technical scholarship aiding historical inquiry paralleled the rise of antiquarianism. Learned men devoted astounding attention to producing chronologies and geographies that abetted their understanding of histories. Scholars also produced dozens of guides to the reading of history, called the artes historicae, which defined historical genres, suggested programmes of reading, assessed sources, and prescribed guidelines for applying historical wisdom to practical affairs.20 Indeed, Tilney produced his encyclopaedia by implementing a method that directed readers to compile observations of empirical phenomena into structural overviews of polities.

Several points in this overview merit emphasis. First, the pragmatic value of historical knowledge was taken for granted; there was little question that knowledge of the past was instrumental for the formation of effective policy and desirable institutions, whether civil or ecclesiastical. A range of logics supported this position; some believed that knowledge of history facilitated insight into patterns of earthly causation, especially the demystification of high politics; others believed that knowledge of the past adumbrated the working of providence; some saw reading histories as education in virtue and vice; still others saw them as repositories of critical empirical information. Second, those wishing to seize upon or develop the authority bestowed by historical expertise embraced and expanded a variegated array of genres, practices, methods, and narrative styles. The explosion of histories of recent events deserves particular stress, but grasp of medieval or ancient histories too might confer such authority. Equally vibrant were histories which examined ecclesiastical and civil pasts with the explicit stance that particular historical forms demanded imitation or works which used historical anecdotes to initiate thematic discussions of political and religious wisdom. Third, new forms of evidence were integral to the production of such histories, and this evidence could also be organized in a range of ancillary scholarly genres such as synoptic descriptions of states, chronologies, and antiquarian treatises. The emphasis on eliciting new evidence, moreover, effected how individuals cultivated political expertise more broadly and encouraged the spreading practice of compiling materials such as letters, charters, patents, and commissions—often in manuscript—into sizeable private archives that created the conditions for historical analysis. Finally, scholars found the borders between these genres, practices, and perspectives permeable, and their works often mobilized several approaches drawn from this array. Early modern European historical culture thus witnessed a diversification of styles, topics, perspectives, and evidence.

WHO OWNED CONTINENTAL HISTORIES?

The patterns of ownership of European histories reveal the specific role they assumed within English political culture. As this section shows, the libraries of figures with recognized political and scholarly expertise contained many continental histories, suggesting how such works served as an instrument of political expertise.

English courtiers, jurists, clerics, and counsellors were keen to avail themselves of history’s benefits. Sir Edward Coke, for example, possessed a wide range of historical works—218 of the 1,227 items in his library catalogue were listed as histories, and many others were dispersed in other categories.21 They were of diverse origin and focus. As one might expect, he owned texts by Livy, Tacitus, Xenophon, Thucydides, and other classical authorities, as well as an extensive range of British histories. But his library also contained a massive collection of volumes by recent continental historians, predominantly French and Italian authors, in their original languages or translation. Certain authors appeared repeatedly, and he had several volumes—sometimes multiple versions of the same text in different languages—by Sleidan, Commines, Guicciardini, Giovio, Francesco Sansovino, Pedro Mexia, Pierre Matthieu, Etienne Pasquier, and François Belleforest. Politique histories of France were particularly well-represented, including those by Jean du Tillet and Lancelot Voisin de la Popelinière, and he also had studies of individual provinces by Jean Chaumeau, Guillaume Paradin, and others. His Italian works were primarily biographies of popes and nobles by authors like Giovio and Lodovico Dolce. His universal histories included Carion’s Chronicle and Johannes Naucler’s. Many histories examined areas outside Western Europe; for Turkey, for example, he had texts by Sansovino, Giovio, and Philippus Lonicerus; for the New World he had Benzoni’s and Guido Panciroli’s accounts.

Coke’s library was unusually large, but its density of historians was similar to those of other elite figures. Histories constituted a comparable component of the Bishop of Winchester and Dean of the Chapel Royal Lancelot Andrewes’ smaller library.22 His collection did not share Coke’s focus, though both owned Commines, Machiavelli, Naucler, and others. Andrewes had fewer contemporary histories of France and Italian biographies, few classical histories, and few works in translation. Instead, he had many Germanic histories and ecclesiastical histories—the former included texts by figures like Johannes Aventinus, Trithemius of Sponheim, and Franz Irenicus; the latter Flacius, Baronio, Sigonio, and more. Andrewes also possessed numerous antiquarian studies—including those by Raffaele Maffei and Johannes Rosinus—and many chronologies, including those by Joseph Scaliger and Gilbert Genebrard.

Figures that might be consulted for scholarly counsel also had large collections of European histories. John Dee’s library of over 2,000 items held hundreds of historical accounts produced by near-contemporary continental scholars.23 Similarly, the library of nearly 500 books Sir Walter Ralegh was allowed to keep while writing his History of the World in the Tower of London was more purely historical than either Coke’s or Andrewes’ and it easily surpassed theirs in quantity and coverage.24 Ralegh could easily have expanded his history to the present (as he claimed was his original intention), relying on histories of ancient European kingdoms by Jean de Serres, and Aventinus, ecclesiastical histories by Johann Thomas Freigius and Isaac Causabon, an unusual concentration of histories of the Americas and Asia, antiquarian collections by Rosinus and Stucki, studies of the medieval past by Ubbo Emmius and Hadrian Barlandus, contemporary histories by Paradin and Nicolas Vignier, guided by chronologies by Agostino Torniello and Heinrich Bünting and artes historicae by Christophor Mylaeus and David Chytraeus.

The libraries of Dee, Coke, Ralegh, and Andrewes were instruments for developing politically useful scholarly expertise. These collections constituted resources for developing their owners’ political wisdom, but they also likely were used like the collections of State Papers compiled by Sir Robert Cotton, which counsellors consulted in person or sent clients to in order to read, translate, transcribe, or excerpt sources.25 Similarly, those looking to enhance their political educations could rely on their readings of European historians rather than classical authorities, as the dominance of continental historians in Sir Robert Sidney’s commonplace books suggests.26

Comparing the collections of Dee, Ralegh, Coke, and Andrewes with those of learned readers outside the corridors of power indicates that possession of recent European histories marked political status and access. Few of the above histories appear in the early modern booklists of clerics, university students, and faculty.27 One notable exception was the collection of Andrew Perne, Cambridge’s Vice-Chancellor and dean of Ely, whose library nearly rivalled Dee’s.28 But though more ordinary students often had robust collections of Greek and Roman historians as well as numerous British histories, infrequently did they have any recent continental histories. Those they did possess were almost always by a select few authors: the ecclesiastical histories of Sleidan, Chytraeus, Sigonio, and the Magdeburg Centuries; politic histories by Guicciardini, Giovio, and Commines; Carion’s Chronicle as well as universal histories by Münster and Werner Rolewinck; Biondo’s antiquarian treatise; Bodin’s ars historica; and Annius’ Commentaria.

Even those libraries of more ordinary readers which included esoteric historical titles never approached the density of contemporary European histories in Coke or Andrewes’ libraries. For example, the scholarly cleric Walter Brown’s impressive collection of at least 540 books from his 1613 probate inventory was full of continental authors, but it contained only a small set of histories dominated by the usual characters including Commines, Guicciardini, Sigonio, Sleidan, Chytraeus, Bodin, and Carion’s Chronicle, with only a few unusual works by Guillaume Budé, Benito Arias Montano, Alessandro Sardi, Antonio de Gouveia, and Gabriel Prateolus.29 Even this lot constituted an exceptionally rich collection of European histories for someone outside the elite; far more typical were ones that had no such titles.30

These ownership patterns suggest that only a small number of men connected to the governing elite owned sizeable collections of continental histories, which they probably accumulated after their time at university as part of their broader political education, either during their own travels to the Continent or from correspondents journeying abroad. Collecting European histories thus appears a specialist expertise within the political elite, whether the collectors’ official sphere of authority was the bench, court, council, or pulpit.

CONTINENTAL HISTORIES IN PUBLIC

Prominent figures in the regime orchestrated the publication of translations and editions to a broader audience. They did not do so, however, in order to disseminate political expertise, despite this being the theoretical benefit of reading histories. Rather, the limited group of European historical works published in England was oriented to shape the Elizabethan public’s knowledge of European affairs and perception of her regime.31

A small group of continental historical authors comprised the clear preferences of patrons and publishers, earning multiple and occasionally lavish editions in this period. Amongst civil historians, Geoffrey Fenton’s translation of Guicciardini’s Historia d’Italia was published in 1579, 1599, and 1618, as well as an epitome in 1591. John Wolfe printed Italian versions of Machiavelli’s Discorsi in 1584 and his Istorie Fiorentine in 1587, while Thomas Bedingfield’s translation of the latter was published in 1595. Mexia’s historical miscellany Silva de varia leccíon was abridged and translated in 1571 and 1576, his Historia Imperial in 1604 and 1623. Finally, Thomas Danett’s translation of Commines was published in 1596, 1601, and 1614. Of ecclesiastical historians, John Day translated Sleidan’s De statu in 1560, whose De quatuor summis imperiis was also translated in 1563, published in Latin in 1584, and abridged in 1627. English printers published Sarpi’s widely admired history of the Council of Trent in Latin, English, and Italian in the year after its initial 1619 edition.

The editions of these texts were shaped to reinforce the wisdom and policies of their sponsors within the regime. Bedingfield, for example, strikingly explained to his readers that Machiavelli’s history plainly demonstrated the superiority of ‘monarchie royall’.32 Rather than portraying Guicciardini’s history as stimulating independent political prudence, Fenton proclaimed in his dedication to Elizabeth that ‘as it is God that giveth wisdom and science to men, So it is authoritie that chiefly showeth it to the world.’33 The contrast between Danett’s print and manuscript translations of Commines is most illustrative. The manuscript, dedicated to Leicester in 1565, was introduced by an ars historica claiming that ‘those which minde to take profitt by the readinge of histories … weye with theim selves what was well done and what was ill done, they consider not so much what was done as by what meanes it was done … To be shorte they make the historie to be a paterne of all their doings both private and publiqe & studie not onelie to have speculacion of histories, but also to practise.’34 The printed edition dedicated to Burghley three decades later replaced this with an epistle that emphasized his patron’s wisdom rather than the education to be gained from the text. Danett explained that unnamed others had threatened to publish the manuscript translation, despite his protestations that ‘books of this nature, treating of Princes secrets, were unfit to be published to the vulgare sort’.35 When they persisted, he saw his edition through print to ensure its quality. He deemed it fit to dedicate to Burghley because of his similarity to Commines, who was ‘one of the auncientest Counsellors in Christendome at his death: wherein your Lordships fortune is not onely correspondent, but hath also surmounted his’, and because the work ‘treat[ed] of that subiect wherewith your Lordship at this day is better acquainted than any man living’.36 He thus portrayed Burghley as master counsellor, whose statecraft exceeded that demonstrated in Commines’ narration.

The works of European historical culture most commonly published during Elizabeth’s and James’s reigns were translations—often anonymous—chronicling recent developments in the French Wars of Religion or the Dutch Revolts, material that we now view as news pamphlets.37 These were almost always produced in small, inexpensive formats, broadening their market of potential buyers and capacity for circulation. Their producers likely expected them to spark conversation about continental affairs, and their circulation consequently aimed to win public support for the political perspectives of their sponsors. The rush of such pamphlets in the 1580s was unambiguously Calvinist and interventionist; for example, Thomas Stocker’s 1583 translation of Philips van Marnix van Sant Aldegonde’s history of the Low Countries insisted in its dedication to the Earl of Leicester that the Spanish would be vanquished when true Protestants came to the aid of the Dutch, thus campaigning for the earl to lead an army in aid of the rebels. French histories presenting the plight of the Huguenots included Thomas Tymme’s 1574 and 1576 translations of de Serres’ histories and Henry Bynneman’s three editions of François Hotman’s De furoribus Gallicis.38

The aims of these translations shifted with other political barometers. As the Calvinist tide receded after the late 1580s, Burghley, for example, encouraged the printer John Wolfe to contribute to the publication of around fifty such news pamphlets, along with many more anti-Catholic League, politique pamphlets.39 Similarly, during the subsequent intensification of absolutist ambitions, numerous politique histories were published, including Thomas Hoby’s 1595 translation of Popelinière’s history of France, Edward Grimeston’s translations of de Serres’ later histories, and Matthieu’s biography of Henry IV. Meanwhile, those seeking to foster Christian unity published works detailing the rise and immediate threat of the Ottomans; examples include Thomas Newton’s 1575 translation of Curione, Abraham Hartwell’s 1595 translation of Giovanni Tommaso Minadoi, and Ralph Carr’s 1600 compilation of histories.

Sergeant-at-Arms Edward Grimeston’s translations of European histories warrant particular notice, for he produced more than any other figure in the period. Grimeston had travelled in France in the late 1580s, where he likely met Mayerne and others. He brought a flurry of ‘general histories’ to press beginning in 1604, and over the next thirty years he produced volumes based on accounts by de Serres, Matthieu, Le Petit, Acosta, Mayerne, Mexia, and many others. His most concentrated period of output lay between 1607 and 1615, when he published nine titles, mostly dedicated to Robert Cecil, Thomas Howard, Earl of Suffolk, or both.40 These included politique histories of France, Spain, and the Low Countries, and at least one appears to have been unusually successful; the 1611 edition of de Serres was requested after the 1607 sold out, and another was published in 1624.

Aside from these, however, very few translations or editions of continental histories were published in England; particularly striking is the near total absence of ecclesiastical histories or related antiquarian works aside from Sarpi and Sleidan. This scarcity is highlighted by the disproportionate proliferation of translated histories of America, Africa, and Asia from the 1580s forward, including works by Acosta, Pietro Martire d’Anghiera, Gomara, Leo Africanus, Duarte Lopes, Jan Huygen van Linschoten, and Juan Gonzales de Mendoza.41 While English editions of these works sometimes criticized Spanish dreams of universal monarchy, more often they presented themselves as laying the groundwork for exploratory ventures by describing lands, peoples, and commodities English sailors would encounter on their travels. The concentration of such histories reinforces the sense that works touching controversial political and religious matters were viewed with more trepidation than those facilitating commercial expansion and accordingly were published only when seen as enhancing public support.

Indeed, the libraries of Coke, Ralegh, Dee, and Perne each contained far more works from continental historical culture than English printers collectively produced during this period. While their libraries contained specialist texts available for consultation by the political elite or their clients, a very limited set of European histories was accessible to those without direct connection to such figures. Though confessional, political, or commercial programmes might support the publication of tracts on European events, these were mostly news pamphlets, while the few broader histories that were published were orchestrated to reinforce specific polemical goals rather than engender a general political education.42

THE ABSORPTION OF CONTINENTAL PRACTICES

Much as they circulated translations and editions of continental historians with specific goals in mind, powerful English figures also encouraged scholars and counsellors to use the methods of continental historians in original compositions supporting their favoured policies. Burghley repeatedly demonstrated his appreciation of the possibilities of strategic historical publication. In his old age, for example, he suggested that his client William Camden write a history of Queen Elizabeth I’s reign from his own archive, recognizing that he could shape the memory of his role by remitting his records to a scholar he trusted. Camden’s resulting 1615 Annales rerum Anglicarum, et Hibernicarum, regnante Elizabetha would be the most prominent of the many adaptations of continental historical practices during this period. In particular, statesmen, scholars, and political observers increasingly understood events as depending on court manoeuvring and hearkened to antiquarian evidence to strengthen their view of the past.43 Applying these practices, however, also sometimes generated histories that controversially disrupted traditional perceptions of the past. At the same time, some counsellors emphasized the rudimentary geographical and political information embedded in European histories. Continental historian’s methods of interpreting politics thus emerged as significant forces within the Stuart political landscape.

Camden’s career provides the most prominent example of the transfer of the methods of European historians into England.44 Ecclesiastical history was an earlier point of contact, however, and highlights the importance of personal ties to the diffusion of continental historical practices. Though few continental ecclesiastical histories were published in England, the enterprises of John Bale, Matthew Parker, and John Foxe were spurred by personal interaction with Flacius.45 During Mary’s reign, Bale, Foxe, and Flacius exchanged excerpts for publication in each other’s works, and Flacius consulted all three during the production of the Magdeburg Centuries. Parker proved the most useful correspondent. Their exchanges suggest that Flacius taught Parker one key method for promoting the Reformation—locating and publishing obscure chronicles and records with paratexts that adumbrated the historical trajectory of the Anglican Church.46

Camden, however, was more deeply entrenched within European scholarly networks than these three. He corresponded with Ortelius, Peiresc, Justus Lipsius, De Thou, and many more, and his work exhibited close familiarity with currents of contemporary scholarship. His 1586 Brittania—dedicated to Burghley—synthesized critical readings of classical sources with antiquarian evidence encountered through travel and far-flung correspondence into a systematic survey of pre-Roman Britain. In 1603, he published a collection of medieval British chronicles entitled Anglica, Normannica, Hibernica, Cambrica, a veteribus scripta. His 1615 Annales, finally, analysed Elizabeth’s reign in the politic history mode.

Camden’s immediate impact was to invigorate interest in British antiquities.47 His example led successors like his student Cotton to expand their collecting to all manner of historical text, record, coin, and inscription. While Dee, Coke, and others had gathered manuscript charters, confirmations, rolls, and more, Cotton’s omnivorous collection grew an archive of medieval antiquities as well as state documents and correspondence, which has proven as vital to modern historians as it did to contemporaries. Like Camden, moreover, Cotton was a member of the Society of Antiquaries, which met from 1586 or so until 1607, to discuss the institutions, coinage, titles, philological questions, and more of British antiquity.48 Their efforts to solve seemingly esoteric problems were oriented towards establishing a long-term history fixing the precedence of king, parliament, Church, titles, and law.

Though most of the Society’s investigations supported the visions of political authority promoted by Elizabeth and James, historians have long recognized that their shuttering was likely due to James’s fear that their investigations surfaced aspects of the British past that undermined his view of absolutist kingship. Indeed, their investigations of legal institutions supplied powerful evidence for the ‘ancient constitution’ that common lawyers used to undermine absolutism in the 1620s.49 The resurrection of historical records persistently raised the danger of unwanted political criticism. For example, Cotton’s library, while initially formed in service of the Jacobean regime, ultimately furnished material for those denouncing the Duke of Buckingham, while Tilney’s successor George Buck circulated a manuscript history, based on documents he unearthed, arguing for the legitimacy of the Yorkist claim.50

More militant adversaries also relied on antiquarian methods. The Catholic polemicist Richard Verstegan’s 1606 A Restitution of Decayed Intelligence was one of numerous studies of British history produced by English Catholics like Nicholas Sanders, Nicholas Harpsfield, and Robert Parsons, most of which were printed and written on the Continent. In A Restitution, Verstegan deployed archaeology and philology to argue that the English derived from the Anglo-Saxon branch of the Germanic tree, rather than from the pre-Roman British stock that previous historians had typically assigned to them.51 Parker and Camden had used such British origins to argue that England’s pious native institutions, religion, and royal authority had persisted until trammelled by successive waves of Roman, Saxon, and Norman invaders; Verstegan instead emphasized the Saxons’ introduction of Christianity to Britain. Reformed England, in his account, polluted the devout Catholicism of its Anglo-Saxon past.

Though most antiquarians focused on the British past, one important exception was Henry Savile’s antiquarian analysis of the Roman army that he appended to the end of his 1591 edition of Tacitus’ Histories. This text also contained the first English composition according to Guicciardinian and Machiavellian methods, an introductory chapter which claimed Nero fell because his feeble will, capricious behaviour, and tyranny earned him the contempt as well as hatred of his subjects. Savile likely introduced this approach to the circle that crystallized around Essex in 1595. Subsequent histories of the British past by Essexians John Hayward, Samuel Daniel, and Francis Bacon sought to exhibit and refine political savvy by ascribing the causes of events to the scheming of court figures.52 Their emphases on coups, depositions, and deceit, though distinct from antiquarianism, also ran the risk of incurring the charge of sedition. After Essex’s rebellion, the portrayal of Richard II’s deposition in Hayward’s 1599 The First Part of the Life and Raigne of King Henry IV was seen as evidence of Essex’s treason.

Despite its potential dangers, politic history continued to flourish in works by Camden, Francis Godwin, and Edward Ascough, and the tenets associated with it became an important mode of political reasoning. By the 1610s political observers regularly interpreted events with the expectation that they followed from hidden movements within a dissimulating court.53 Although controversy surrounded these adoptions of continental historical culture, English scholars absorbed virtually all of its practices and themes, likely encouraged as much by personal communication and oral conference as by reading theoretical prescriptions. Theatrical and poetic works also began to reflect the adaptation of these practices. Some works, such as Ben Jonson’s Sejanus and Samuel Daniel’s Tragedy of Philotas, ascribed the falls of ancient favourites to court manoeuvring, treachery, and dissimulation.54 Other playwrights drew on continental sources for their compositions; George Chapman’s controversial plays on recent French history relied on the translations of his cousin, Grimeston.55 Christopher Marlowe’s Tamburlaine drew from Lonicerus and Belleforest, while his The Massacre of Paris integrated sources like Hotman, de Serres, Catholic League pamphlets, and many more.56

Marlowe’s engagement with a wide range of sources reflected another practice English historians imported from the Continent. Richard Knolles’ famous 1603 The Generall Historie of the Turkes, for example, integrated material drawn from thirty-six sources, including Giovio, Lonicenus, Minadoi, Chytraeus, Ogier Busbecq, Johannes Leunclavius, and Curione, in an effort to foster Christian unity and increase royal authority. Tilney’s encyclopaedia too relied on synthesis, but he concentrated primarily on organizing his notes into structural analyses of European polities. This practice was disproportionately robust in England and contrasted with a notable absence of original compositions on the histories of European realms.57 Printed examples included John Eliot’s 1592 survey of France, William Phiston’s 1595 overview of Germany, Danett’s 1593 and Grimeston’s 1609 descriptions of the Low Countries, Lewkenor’s work, and Robert Dallington’s surveys of France (1604) and Tuscany (1605). These systematic texts often drew on travel accounts as well as histories, and they were valued for providing keys to make sense of incoming news and histories rather than for analysing causes. Grimeston, for example explained in his preface to his 1609 The Low-Country Common Wealth that he had produced it for the reader’s ‘better understanding of the Historie’ that he had published the year before.58 They also claimed to reflect a transportable model of reading that could be applied to any polity. At the end of his survey of France Dallington asserted that his instrumental knowledge had been harvested by a powerful method, explaining that, ‘I make no doubt, but to these slender observations, you will after adde better of your own Collection, using this onely as the patterne of a method, how to discourse of Cosmography, Policie, and Oeconomy of such other Countries wherein you shall travaile’.59 He too hoped that this evidence of skilled reading would earn him patronage, and indeed he entered Prince Henry’s ambit shortly after its publication.

Dallington and Tilney were not the first to use this genre to seek patronage. Stephen Powle produced synoptic descriptions in the 1580s while pursuing a clerkship of the counsel, and such works abetted Henry Wotton’s secretaryship within the Essex circle in the mid-1590s. During James’s reign, comparable manuscripts produced by Charles Cornwallis, George Carew, and Thomas Overbury circulated widely. By the turn of the century, some aspirants had begun devising such aids for England. Tilney’s English section drew primarily from Camden as well as Vergil, Holinshed, and other sources; Francis Davison, who had tried to gain entry into the Essex circle with studies of Tuscany and Saxony, outlined a ‘Relation of England’ around 1605 that would rely on Bede, Vergil, and numerous chronicles. This approach also underlay Thomas Wilson’s 1601 ‘The State of England’, which earned Cecil’s patronage and appointment as Keeper of the State Records. Their efforts suggest that, though the most commonly articulated value of reading history was its illumination of causes, powerful counsellors were perhaps more likely to reward clients whose synopses of histories facilitated familiarity with the geographical and political minutiae of foreign lands. This arrangement sustained traditional authority while investing knowledge of political particulars with increased significance.

England thus absorbed continental historical practices in several ways. Many scholars and statesmen produced works to reinforce public support for political authorities, such as Parker’s adaptation of Flacius’ methods to construct an autonomous Anglican past and Camden’s antiquarian glorification of ancient Britain. But these methods could also support more disruptive visions of the past, such as the antiquarian examinations which threatened to undermine Reformation or politic history’s focus on courtly dissimulation, deceit, cravenness, and avarice. Beyond these interpretive frameworks, the increased role allotted the knowledge of particular details of foreign locales constituted an emerging aspect of political expertise. Though subordinate to the judgement of causes, it encouraged consultation with scholars and informants and the avid collection of news pamphlets, correspondence, and records, practices that from the late sixteenth century throughout the seventeenth century increasingly marked those seeking to devise counsel as they struggled to make sense of political events.

CONCLUSION

The sponsoring of works deploying politic analysis, commitment to antiquarian studies, and support of news pamphlets indicates widespread enthusiasm for continental historical culture in early modern England. Powerful counsellors and aristocrats wished to benefit from the new forms of assessing and narrating events. They collected such works, supported the strategic production of select texts, and encouraged the collection of pragmatic information concerning the structural features of polities. These efforts to shape the impact of these practices might falter, and disagreement cross into dissent, when court politics was evaluated through a Machiavellian lens or when legal or religious controversy led disputants to inspect antiquities for clues to the kingdom’s ancient constitution. But in conducting these controversies, both sides used practices inherited from continental historical culture which became central to authority and interpretation throughout English political culture. In this context, in which the use of histories was both powerful and perilous, Tilney’s programme of reading constituted a sensible effort to earn him a place of prestige more rewarding than watching Shakespeare in action.
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CHAPTER 15

ROMAN HISTORY, ESSEX, AND LATE ELIZABETHAN POLITICAL CULTURE

PAULINA KEWES

ALONGSIDE scripture and England’s medieval past, the history of Rome was decisive in shaping how Elizabethans understood, and acted in the political world around them.* It provided a normative code of conduct that melded readily with Christian teachings, and illustrated a gamut of forms of government, from monarchy to republic and back. Cicero’s call, in De officiis, for selfless service to one’s homeland was ubiquitous in public discourse, and Sir Thomas Smith’s De republica Anglorum (c.1562–65), the most influential contemporary account of the English commonwealth, used a Roman frame of reference, supplying Roman counterparts to English social orders, offices, and institutions.1

Admittedly, we should be wary of conflating moral and constitutional perspectives since contemporaries usually tended to place more stress on how individuals’ behaviour and judgement affected political life, rather than questions of where power was lodged in legal and institutional terms. Even the death of the Roman republic seems often to have been conceptualized as the result of a change in the moral ethos of Roman society, more than a shift in the institutional balance (or rather the institutional balance was thought to have shifted because of the change in ethos). Nevertheless, as this chapter will show, some late Elizabethan texts about Rome evince rudimentary, and not always logical or consistent, attempts to link the two spheres.

In documenting the pervasiveness of romanitas in Elizabethan thought and culture, scholarly attention has focused on court-centred uses of Roman historians, mainly Tacitus, or else on Roman plays, mainly Shakespeare’s. My concern is different. I want to explore how print publications representing a variety of non-dramatic genres deployed Roman history to sway educated classes beyond the confines of the political elite. The chapter does not attempt, needless to say, to provide a comprehensive overview of such writings. Rather, by concentrating in particular on the ‘long’ 1590s—the period, that is, when Shakespeare wrote the bulk of his works devoted to classical Rome, from Lucrece (1594) and Julius Caesar (1599) to Anthony and Cleopatra (1600), and the faux-Roman Titus Andronicus (1594)—it considers polemical writings responding to the dazzling rise and calamitous fall of the period’s most controversial political figure and greatest patron of classical scholarship, Robert Devereux, second Earl of Essex.2

I offer three instances. The first is a verse history of Rome which, I argue, sought to promote Essex’s militant foreign agenda; the second is a set of reflections on Caesar’s commentaries on the Gallic wars which, while ostensibly addressing military topics, ruminated on the earl’s precarious position after his unauthorized return from Ireland; and the third is a prose history of Rome which, as well as capitalizing on commercial opportunities opened up by the recent publication of translations of Livy and Tacitus, dissected the earl’s alleged treason by analogy with that arch-traitor Catiline. All three show how ancient Rome could be appropriated and utilized by authors with different political agendas wishing to appeal to a broad range of publics.

‘GIUING THE SPANIARD HIS HANDFULL AT HOME’

Pointed uses of Roman history in our period have been typically associated with the writings emanating from the avant-garde circle of the Earl of Essex.3 The cause célèbre is his Oxonian friend Henry Savile’s folio translation of Tacitus’ Histories and Agricola, also containing Savile’s sketch Ende of Nero and Beginning of Galba, for which Essex may have written a preface.4 Savile’s Tacitus invoked imperial Rome obliquely to impugn Spain’s pretensions to global sovereignty and signal the danger of uncertain succession.5 Delineating snares laid for virtue by jealous royals and rivals alike, Savile’s notes also reveal a sharp awareness of the politics of court envy.6 Similar concerns permeate other productions of the Sidney–Essex circle, notably Latin tracts by Alberico Gentili, the Italian Protestant refugee and now Regius Professor of Law at Oxford; two closet plays, Mary Sidney’s Antonie (1592) and Samuel Daniel’s sequel Cleopatra (1594); and the anonymous analysis of contemporary European politics, The State of Christendom (c.1594–95), which remained unpublished until the following century.7 Their educated reader was expected to draw appropriate conclusions based on scattered hints and allusions.

On the face of it, the contrast with Romes Monarchie (1596), a breathless tour of Roman history from Romulus to Nero by one E. L., could not be greater.8 For this unabashed piece of doggerel made no bones about twisting the Roman past to advance its anti-Spanish agenda. Billing itself a work of history not literary imagination, it nonetheless admitted interpolating ‘some few meane poeticall fictions’.9 Unlike Shakespeare’s Lucrece and the various Roman plays, moreover, it dealt not with isolated episodes or biography but with the longue durée. The narrative, signposted by descriptive chapter headings, moves from chronicling heroic exploits of the old Romans to retailing their descendants’ bitter divisions, civil wars, secret practices, treasons, and tyranny, in short, the stuff of Sallust’s and Tacitus’ histories. Suggestive marginal notes alert the reader at once to the providentialist cast and contemporary relevance of the story.

Like Lucrece, Romes Monarchie gives a favourable account of the expulsion of the Tarquin kings. In contrast to Shakespeare, however, the unnamed versifier spells out the political consequences of that development. The establishment of the consular republic and, later, the election of tribunes, he shows, enabled public virtue and civic engagement to thrive. The key was proper administration of justice. The republic’s earliest hero is Lucius Junius Brutus, leader of the successful insurrection against the Tarquins and first consul, who meted out exemplary punishment to his own sons for conspiring to restore the monarchy. Machiavelli thought this the noblest action. The poem hails it ‘A noble deed of justice, right, and zeale’, the adjacent marginal note reiterating that ‘Justice duly and rightly executed, causeth a common wealth to florish’.10

With their constitution, manners, and morals in perfect order once the rule of law has replaced the arbitrariness of royal and decemviral despotisms, the Romans prosper both at home and abroad. Indeed, constitutional changes are shown to have been intimately linked to the fate of the Roman Empire. The abolition of kingship and establishment of consular government initiated the era of imperial conquest—‘Thus Consuls two, in place of kings did guide/The state of Rome, which after stretched wide’,11 rot setting in with the escalation of civil dissensions and demise of the republic. The peaceful reign of Augustus affords but a momentary respite from the progressive degeneration of the once mighty state.

The slender quarto was dedicated to the capital’s civic authorities—Lord Mayor, sheriffs, and aldermen. As the author reminded them, the utility of history is second only to ‘the sacred Scriptures of almightie God’, and the story of ancient Romans holds pride of place among those of other nations ‘considering how from their meane originall & base beginning, they acquired and got the soveraigntie of the whole world’.12 The dedicatees, who know their Roman history, will surely appreciate that to set it forth in an easily accessible form and at an affordable price will accrue to the public benefit at this time of national emergency.

Romes Monarchie appeared amid mounting fears of a second armada.13 The intelligence secured by Essex about a planned Spanish invasion had initially failed to earn credit; but after the Spaniards’ abortive landing in Cornwall in July 1595, the government came to believe that an attack was indeed imminent.14 Meanwhile, concern about Spain’s nefarious schemes to foment Catholic subversion at home and rebellion in Ireland had been exacerbated by the publication of the Jesuit Robert Persons’s explosive tract A Conference about the Next Succession to the Crowne of Ingland, copies of which reached the court in October. With its envenomed dedication to Essex, whom it saluted as a future king-maker, and provocative manipulation of history, including Roman history, the missive was perceived as yet another attempt by Philip II to incite civil discord and prepare the ground for a Spanish succession once he conquered England.15 Alarmingly, in April 1596 Calais fell to Albrecht of Austria, giving Spain a convenient base from which to attack England. Led by Essex and the Lord Admiral Howard of Effingham, the pre-emptive assault on Cadiz in June, only reluctantly and tardily authorized by the queen, brought a much-needed victory, while the subsequent formation of the Triple Alliance of England, France, and the Dutch further boosted morale (though Essex and his friends saw it as far too little and far too late). In retaliation, Philip mounted a hasty naval strike against England in October. The news that the Spanish fleet had been destroyed by gales was greeted with relief though fears of invasion did not abate till later that autumn.

In the face of Spain’s continued aggression and underhand dealings, the poem’s lesson seems loud and clear. Englishmen must comprehend Rome’s implacable search for territorial aggrandizement in order to grasp the magnitude of the Spanish menace. For, like Rome, Spain will stop at no atrocity, fraud, or guile until she achieves her ultimate goal of world hegemony. To enlighten the unwary populace the author called for widespread dissemination of this cheap digest of Roman history so that by reading or hearing it recited even the meanest of Elizabeth’s subjects

may consider in these thundering dayes, the great threatnings of our mightie & mortal foe, the insatiable Monarch, whom the worlds Empire wil not suffice, Cæsar like with his adherents, seeking daily by many craftie conveyances, treasons, treacheries, & other inhumane and unchristianlike meanes, to kindle the fire of strife & civill discention amongst us, the easier to prevaile, to the utter ruine, and overthrowe, both of Prince, people, and countrie …16

This denunciation of Philip II of Spain, recalling his arrogant motto ‘non sufficit orbis’ (the world is not enough), finds a suitable counterpart in the text, which depicts Julius Caesar’s violent seizure of sovereign power as an ugly precedent for Philip’s tyranny and ruthless quest for global dominion. Positively intoxicated with his new-found omnipotence, indeed exulting in it, Caesar ‘in his hand the ball,/Or globe did hold, for token or a signe,/(As say he might the world all is mine)’.17 Bungling rhymes aside, there are similar digs at the Spanish king in upmarket literary offerings such as Sidney’s Antonie and Daniel’s Cleopatra, where he is shadowed as the callous Octavian Caesar; Essex’s own Apologie castigated him as ‘the most tirannical prince in the erth’.18 And in the Essexian State of Christendom, rapacious Spanish Machiavels are likewise stigmatized by analogy with Roman imperialists, who ‘the more they had, the more they desired, and did spread the wings of their ambitious Avarice over all Africa, and Asia, making themselves of Lords of one Town, Monarchs of the universal world’.19

If there were no more to Romes Monarchie than scare-mongering and Hispanophobia, it would scarcely merit our attention except as a crude bid to popularize Roman history by rendering it topical. The most one could say would be that the poem bent romanitas to the same ends as earlier Essexian texts, while targeting a wider civic audience, as opposed to a readership of courtiers and gentlemen with a keen interest in humanist modes of political analysis. But behind the jingoistic façade, with which none bar a few hardened Hispanophiles such as Persons would quarrel, is a subtle polemical purpose. To understand it, we need to consider Essex’s ideological position and the multimedia campaign he unleashed after Cadiz.20

Ever since his wilful participation in the Portugal expedition of 1589, Essex had been seen, and consciously fashioned himself, as a warlike patriot, spear-heading aggressive policy towards Spain.21 His militant creed which called for greater commitment of resources to war repeatedly brought him into conflict with the queen and the more dovish of her counsellors. When Elizabeth and Burghley opted to withdraw English troops from France following the conversion to Catholicism of Henry IV in 1593, Essex clamoured for a cross-confessional league against Spain comprising England, France, and the Dutch. It was not Spain’s Catholicism that he saw as the major bugbear but her ideologically motivated pursuit of universal monarchy which other European states must prevent at all cost. Hence, when put in charge of the Cadiz mission alongside the Lord Admiral, he pushed for establishment of a permanent outpost, again in contravention of royal orders, only narrowly failing to sway the others after the sack of the city. To his chagrin, upon returning home he was greeted with recriminations and a formal enquiry into allegedly misappropriated spoils rather than a fanfare. Seeing that his enemies at court, above all the Cecils, also engineered a ban on printing reports from Cadiz, Essex and his clients launched a major propaganda offensive aimed at trumpeting his achievements and garnering widespread popular support for a new strike against Spain that would redeploy the Cadiz troops to recapture Calais. To pile pressure on the queen, Essex also made secret approaches to two rather different constituencies. On the one hand, he angled for French and Dutch diplomats to make the case to her directly. On the other, he appealed for financial backing to the City of London. As Paul Hammer has demonstrated, the approach to London was ‘deliberately nationalistic, “for the makinge of Callais Englishe”’.22 As well as being consonant with Essex’s broader publicity drive, Romes Monarchie, with its address to the City’s officers, also served to bolster his cause within the metropolis.

Although in the dedication ancient Rome stands as the grim model for Spanish imperialism, in the main body of the poem the analogy is far less stable. One after another old Roman commanders and civil officials are shown rebuffing enemy offers of peace and their compatriots’ conservative tactics in favour of bold, decisive action. Such figures are held up for admiration and emulation. Consider the eulogy of the old and nearly blind Appius Claudius, whose impassioned oration convinces the Romans to reject King Pyrrhus’ diplomatic overtures: ‘O patterne pretious stone/For this our age to looke, nay gaze upon’ or that of Regulus, whom his Carthaginian captors detail to plead for peace, yet who instead inspires fellow-Romans to continue the fight before returning to captivity where he will face certain death: ‘Thy constancie in word, and valiant minde,/A patterne is for men of noble kinde’.23

Among the most notable exemplars of public virtue and martial valour are the two Scipios, heroes of second and third Punic Wars respectively. Scipio Africanus the Elder, who, suggestively, has had ‘good successe in Spayne’, is shown triumphing over Hannibal, his inspired plan of invading Africa to fight Carthage on her own turf having won approval of the senate despite opposition from senior statesmen. His no less illustrious grandson and namesake, and architect of Carthage’s ultimate defeat and annihilation, Scipio Africanus the Younger, is acclaimed as ‘The true patterne of a most noble Captaine’.24

The adulatory presentation of the two victorious generals carries transparent and plainly intentional allusions to Essex. For was not Essex’s assault on Cadiz a daringly effective gambit to shift the war onto Spanish territory? And would not a raid on Calais be more fruitful, let alone more honourable, than waiting passively for the armada to strike? Essex’s bellicose strategy, calculated, as he later put it, ‘by giuing the Spaniard his handfull at home, to free both mine owne countrey, and our confederats, from the feare and daunger of his attempts’,25 was well known. So too was the association of the earl with the elder Scipio and other Roman worthies. Only the previous year, Essex had been heralded as ‘Englands Scipio’ in Polimanteia, a quirky pamphlet by William Covell, a Cambridge don and cleric, of which he was also the dedicatee.26 In Romes Monarchie the identification conveniently sidesteps the fact that Essex had had to share command, and so credit for victory at Cadiz, with the Lord Admiral. At the same time, persistent emphasis on the efficacy of Scipio’s counsel—‘The Senat now found Scipios saying true/Away he went that meant Rome to subdue’27—reinforces the urgency of offensive action against Spain, needless to say under Essex’s leadership.

Yet the presentation of noble Roman warriors also has a troubling, not to say sinister, side to it. For several of them, including the two Scipios, die unappreciated and unrewarded, victims of rampant envy and ingratitude. This aspect of the poem speaks to rising factionalism at court, compounded by resentment of Essex’s open cultivation of popularity.28 Although Romes Monarchie on the whole shuns allusions to the Cecils, Essex’s principal rivals for royal favour, old Fabius, proponent of defensive war against Carthage, ‘Who gave advise rather at home to stay’, could well be taken as an alter-ego of the ever-cautious Burghley. For obvious reasons, the debate about which course to pursue in war takes place in the senate, not at court, and it is popular demagogues, not aristocratic rivals, whose machinations precipitate the elder Scipio’s self-imposed exile: ‘The Tribuns of the people, did molest/Through envie (sure) the glorie he had won:/By meanes whereof, in quiet for to rest,/From Rome he went (their malice for to shun)’. Republican setting aside, the attendant anatomy of envy foreshadows what may befall Essex, the greatest living embodiment of patriotic virtue. The marginal gloss ‘Envie the enemie to all vertue’ is very close to Essex’s motto (‘Invidia comes virtutis’) and the similarity was probably not coincidental.29 Overall, the resulting pessimistic picture of public life strikingly mimics that evoked in Savile’s Tacitus.

The poem’s final section provides a cursory run through the reigns of the Julio-Claudian emperors. It combines severe censure of imperial tyranny with enthusiastic support for the French, British, and other local risings against Nero and Rome which are described as ‘A mightie wind’ sweeping through the ancient world. The last two stanzas supply an encomium of Savile’s Tacitus and exposition of its political lessons:

Where is describ’d Nero his monstrous life:

A common-wealth, and state, in pieces torne:

Where may be seene, what fruites doe come of strife,

* How broods of vice, each quiet state doth scorne,

And seeke to ruine: but subjects truly borne

Flye civill discord, bringing woes and spoyles:

Most foule are fowles their own nests that befiles.

* Whose increase mightie now a dayes.30

Fitting supplement to the claim that Spain’s aggression and Machiavellian practices are a modern incarnation of Roman imperialism, the above delivers a stern warning against civil strife.

The contradiction at the heart of the poem’s conception of Rome elicits conflicting applications. One moment, England is like old Rome, her brave commander, Scipio-Essex, making a heroic stand against the country’s bitter foe, Carthage-Spain; the next we sense concern about England’s likely slide into corruption and irreligion akin to imperial Rome’s. And then there is also England as another Britain vulnerable to assault by latter-day Roman invaders. It is this last analogy which, if we are to believe the author’s prefatory manifesto, is the organizing principle behind Romes Monarchie. Yet the poem’s recurrent attempts to arraign Rome’s predatory expansionism run counter to the simultaneous impulse towards glorification of her ethos and achievements. In humanist pedagogy it was common to use anecdotes and individual biographies as examples to support moral or prudential arguments, without necessarily worrying much about how those individuals fit into wider historical and institutional contexts. Thus one did not need to approve of Rome to regard specific Romans as models of patriotism and valour. The same convention is at work here.

Seemingly worlds apart from the sophisticated writings of Essex’s scholarly clientele, Romes Monarchie not only shared their ideological underpinnings and polemical agenda. It also actively advertised its affinity with elite productions such as Savile’s Tacitus. But whereas the inter-textual universe of Savile’s volume encompassed classical historiography and works by prominent continental thinkers such as Hotman and Lipsius, Romes Monarchie allegedly peddled popular fare from French and Italian sources (these sources may not exist and the claim of translating them may be simply a ruse to make the work seem uncontroversial), the anonymous author self-effacingly recommending Savile’s book to a readership more select than that he envisaged for his own poem. If not quite Tacitus for the masses, the piece gives the lie to the common assumption that Tacitism did not start percolating down the social scale until his works were adapted for the stage by Jonson and others. While fortifying Essex’s feverish war-mongering, Romes Monarchie cautioned that virtuous leadership is not immune from slander and injustice.

‘HIS PATENT OF COMMISSION AS LARGE … AS HEE DESIRED’

Roman history was seen as a storehouse of wisdom not only about politics but also the art of war. Burgeoning manuals of military science competed with works that scoured ancient authors for knowledge about tactics, strategy, and discipline.31 A prominent example of the genre, Observations upon the five first bookes of Caesars commentaries setting fourth the practise of the art military in the time of the Roman Empire: wherein are handled all the chiefest points of their discipline, with the true reason of euery part, together with such instructions as may be drawn from their proceedings, for the better direction of our moderne warres by the Oxford-alumnus Clement Edmondes appeared in 1600, when English troops were extensively deployed in Ireland and the Netherlands.32 Dedicated to Sir Francis Vere, commander-in-chief of English forces in the Netherlands and Essex’s one-time protégé who fell out with his patron after the disastrous Azores expedition, the elegant folio volume targeted soldiers and others interested in the military experience of classical antiquity. Edmondes teased out practical lessons from Caesar’s account of the campaigns in Gaul and Britain, supplementing them with information derived from other sources, both classical and contemporary. But he also used the exploration of Roman warfare as a pretext to broach a variety of sensitive issues which were only tangentially related to ‘our moderne warres’.33

The structure of the book was simple: newly translated extracts from Caesar were followed by Edmondes’s observations which varied in number and length, and were in turn interspersed with engraved illustrations corresponding to specific points in the text. Edmondes asserted, as had Savile and others before him, the importance of reading no less than of practical experience to the making of a perfect soldier. The requisite ‘knowledge’, he argued, ‘is onely to be learned in the registers of antiquitie and in histories’.34 For the benefit of English martialists he duly explained the organization and structure of the Roman army, their discipline, tactics, weapons, machines, order of battle, manner of victualing and setting up camp, diplomacy and role of ambassadors, and value of intelligence-gathering. He further ruminated on what might be dubbed the psychology of war, advising how to quell sudden panic among the troops or how to exploit the enemy’s primitive beliefs and superstitions.

Edmondes underscored the utility of the Roman example by examining the conduct of modern armies. For instance, he deplored the tumultuous and dishonourable carriage of English soldiers in France while crediting the contingent stationed in the Netherlands with ‘the honour of reviving the Roman discipline’, a handsome compliment to his dedicatee and known admirer of Caesar.35 How useful, though, can be the glorious examples of antiquity in this age of decaying virtue and valour? Echoing the Tacitean-Lipsian motifs prevalent within the Essex circle, Edmondes readily acknowledged the corruption of the times when ‘covetousnesse hath subverted both faith and equity, and our valour affecteth nothing but ambition … our meanes of getting are by fraud & extortion, and our manner of spending is by wast and prodigality’. The didactic goal of the Observations, he said, was if not to elicit imitation of the ‘immortall memories of vertue which former time recordeth’, at least to discourage the moderns from doing ill.36

Not all topics Edmondes tackled were so innocuous. Glossing Caesar’s decision to wage war against the Germans ‘without any further leave from the Senate and people of Rome’, Edmondes’s discussion of ‘The authoritie of the Roman Generals’ emphasized the vast discretionary powers the republic had delegated to its captains: ‘Neither had their Generals authoritie onely to undertake these wars’, he observed, ‘but the absolute disposition also of the whole course therof, whether it were to treat, capitulate, compound, or what els they thought convenient for the advancement of the common weale, did wholly rest upon their direction’.37 The contrast with the situation of Elizabethan commanders could not be starker. A source of bitter discontent and frustration to Leicester, Essex, and others, their remit was severely circumscribed. As one after another found to their cost, on returning home they typically faced tough questioning if not reproaches about the choices they had made. The one exception was Edmondes’s patron Vere, who enjoyed unique autonomy in his foreign post thanks to a resolutely apolitical stance at home.38

Following Essex’s unauthorized and inglorious return from Ireland amid accusations of underhand dealings with Tyrone, Edmondes’s blunt endorsement of the freedom of action Roman generals had enjoyed in far-flung imperial outposts—‘it had been to small purpose to have given him [Caesar] onely authoritie, to maintaine a course of wholesome government at home, and no meanes to take awaie such oppositions, which forraine accidents might set up against him’39—cut close to the bone. For the scope of this latter-day Caesar’s commission as Lord Lieutenant of Ireland proved acutely contentious, Elizabeth complaining that Essex had failed to put ‘the axe to the root of the tree’ and rout the rebels, as he had promised, despite having had ampler power and authority, and a stronger army, than any of his predecessors.40 To justify his past actions and, by extension, the Irish débâcle, Essex’s Apologie, drafted two years earlier and circulating widely in manuscript, was now illicitly printed alongside his sister Lady Rich’s importunate letter to the queen.41

When the Observations reached the market, Essex’s fate still hung in the balance. Although the York House trial in June condemned his misconduct and deprived him of office (other than mastership of the Horse), he was exonerated of disloyalty, and, in August, released from house arrest. Both the earl and his clients hoped he might yet regain favour.42 Edmondes knew that his book would be read against the backdrop of both Essex’s Irish fiasco and the campaign now underway in Ireland led by the new Lord Lieutenant, Essex’s friend and his sister’s lover, Lord Mountjoy. By selecting for scrutiny a classical text which rehearsed how Rome subjugated indigenous peoples, remorselessly stamping out any ‘barbarian’ insurgency, he invited a topical application. Yet in handling the risky material he was wisely equivocal or perhaps genuinely ambivalent.

Edmondes rounded off his meditation on military leadership by noting that Roman generals had virtually never abused the trust reposed in them but, rather, had exercised due ‘care and circumspection … not to undertake a troublesome and dangerous warre upon a humor, or any other slender motion’. Unfortunately, unlike the Romans, ‘our men had rather flie upon desperat adventures, and seeke victory in the jawes of death, then to cleare all hazard, with paines and diligence’.43 This indictment of recklessness need not apply solely to Essex even if his gallantry at Cadiz remained the most iconic. Other Elizabethan captains, including Vere and Sir Walter Ralegh, likewise took egregious risks to win reputation for bravery.44 Besides, it could be argued that instead of attacking Tyrone with insufficient forces and so jeopardizing English rule in Ireland, Essex had sensibly negotiated a truce. Then again, the call for due ‘paines and diligence’ might seem a swipe at the earl’s abrupt abandonment of his Irish post on realizing he would be unable to deliver the sort of swift, crushing victory he had pledged. Edmondes’s tribute to Caesar’s prudence and industry underlines the need for such qualities if the Irish are to be brought to book.

In assessing the aims and ideologies of the conquerors and the conquered, Edmondes shifted viewpoint with dexterity and aplomb. Siding with the Britons against the Romans, he spoke feelingly about the attachment of all peoples to freedom, for ‘with what difficulty a nation, that either hath long lived in liberty, or bin governed by commanders of their own choosing, is made subject to the yoake of bondage, or reduced under the obedience of a stranger’. By contrast, in surveying measures the Romans had adopted to secure ‘the loialty of such people as they conquered’, he dispassionately related how best to root out ‘the loue of liberty and freedome’, and ‘to keepe them in subiection and peaceable obedience’ while deriving maximum profit and ensuring efficient colonization.

The subtext of these musings was again Ireland. Edmondes devoted considerable attention to stratagems that could assist the English in combating guerrilla warfare. ‘The Irish rebels hauing the like commoditie of woods and bogs’, he remarked, ‘doe entertaine the like course of warre, as the Morini did with Caesar: the meanes which he vsed to disappoint them of that practise, was to cutte downe the woods, which if it be thought monstrous in this age, or ridiculous to our men of warre; let them consider that the Roman discipline wrought greater effectes of valour, then can bee made credible by the vse of these times’.45 Felling the woods and dismantling enemy fortifications was precisely what Mountjoy would do in Ireland, for instance at Moyry Pass. Unlike Essex, who had eschewed a protracted and expensive war of attrition for fear his rivals at court would prosper in his absence, Mountjoy secured victory in Ireland by adopting a scorched earth policy akin to that advocated by Edmondes.46

Chiefly concerned with matters military, the Observations did not pursue a coherent polemical argument. But it scored some palpable hits, for instance with its submerged but unmistakable push for continued war against Spain at a time of renewed peace efforts or its canny treatment of reason of state and the arcana imperii. However fleetingly, it also addressed the current impasse of leadership and tried to come to terms with Essex’s disgrace. Edmondes seemed uneasy about the queen’s treatment of her favourite but also disappointed by Essex’s shortcomings as statesman and soldier. The leitmotif of his reflections on war and politics is disaffection with their progressive decline and degeneration. But in contrast to die-hard Essexians who positioned their patron outside that process, Edmondes saw Essex as part of the problem. In what reads like a premonition of the earl’s ultimate downfall, Edmondes intimated that ‘the great attempting spirit of an ambitious commander, that seeketh to ouertop the trophes of honour, with the memorie of his exploites, will quickly perish by his owne direction, if the instruments of execution be weaker, then the meanes which lead him to his dessignments’.47 Edmondes’s decision to publish the incomplete Observations with the promise of a continuation poignantly mirrored the widely felt suspense about the future of Essex and England.

‘MORE MANIFEST THAN THE SEDITION OF CATILINE’

Amid the proliferation of translations, the Elizabethan fin de siècle produced only two home-grown histories of Rome: Savile’s brief Ende of Nero, prefaced to his Tacitus, and the civil lawyer William Fulbecke’s An Historicall Collection of the Continuall Factions, Tumults, and Massacres of the Romans and Italians (1601).48 Bridging the gap between Livy and Tacitus, whose translated works had just appeared in impressive folio editions, Fulbecke’s modest octavo aimed at a less exalted audience while offering owners of such tomes the chance to complete the sweep of Roman history in English. Commercially driven, this ‘small history’ also enabled Fulbecke to consolidate his reputation as a learned author and make a pitch for aristocratic patronage.

Published immediately after Essex’s trial and execution, the Collection was dedicated to his inveterate enemy and avid proponent of peace, Thomas Sackville, first Baron Buckhurst. Buckhurst had beaten Essex to the chancellorship of Oxford, succeeded Burghley as Lord Treasurer (an appointment made when Essex was in Ireland and distasteful to him), acted as Robert Cecil’s mentor, and, having presided over the trial of Essex and Southampton, urged Elizabeth to exercise the utmost severity.49 Fulbecke’s accolade of Buckhurst’s statesmanship and consummate judgement—‘the aspiring Icarian Romanes, he, whose authoritie is effectuall for the depressing of the Popish Phaetons, is onely fit to censure and with iudiciall stile to note’50—was thus anything if not suggestive. By implicitly disparaging Essex as a ‘Popish Phaeton’, moreover, Fulbecke assisted the government’s efforts to blacken the earl’s memory by aligning him with the long line of Catholic plotters. His own redaction of Roman history would be an antidote to treason such as Essex’s.

How far are we to trust Fulbecke? Does the Collection genuinely lend itself to ‘the revealing of the mischiefes of discord and civill discention’, ‘the opening of the cause hereof, which is nothing else but ambition’, and ‘the declaring of the remedie, which is by … conversing in the light of the common weale with equals, not by complotting in darke conventicles against superiors’?51 There seems to be a mismatch between this statement of intent which has been taken at face value by modern commentators and the political vision that informs Fulbecke’s retelling of the Roman past. Essex’s fall may have induced Fulbecke to publish the Collection, a draft of which had been in existence since the late 1580s, and to insert a barbed description of the Catilinarian conspiracy, but there is little in the book to justify the standard view of Fulbecke as a firm supporter of authoritarian rule unquestioningly affirming the superiority of absolute monarchy to mixed government.52 In fact, his treatment of key episodes from the Roman past complicates the picture.

Fulbecke’s moral, imaginative, and legal writings were steeped in Roman lore. His earliest published work, the heavily euphuistic Booke of Christian Ethicks or Moral Philosophie (1587), completed shortly after he had left Oxford to study law at Gray’s Inn, drew on Seneca, Dio Cassius, Velleius Paterculus, Vergil, Juvenal, and other Roman authors alongside scripture and the psalms. Fulbecke’s contribution to The Misfortunes of Arthur, a collaborative revenge tragedy performed before Elizabeth at Greenwich by students of Gray’s Inn in February 1588, outdid Seneca, on whom it was modelled, in its flamboyant diction. In addition to A Direction or Preparative to the Study of the Lawe (1600), a manual for beginners, Fulbecke authored two substantial legal tracts that harnessed his knowledge of classical history and Roman law. An early exercise in comparative jurisprudence, A Parallele or Conference of the Ciuill Law, the Canon Law, and the Common Law of this Realme of England (1601) strove to reconcile central elements of these three branches of the law; while The Pandectes of the Law of Nations (1602), a study inspired by Gentili’s Latin writings, placed the Roman example at the forefront of its investigation of legal systems, ancient and modern.

Like Savile’s Ende of Nero, Fulbecke’s Collection was a new—one hesitates to say original—work. But whereas in melding together material from Plutarch, Suetonius, and Dio Cassius, Savile emulated his master Tacitus’ analytic approach and terse, epigrammatic style, Fulbecke digested his multiple sources in a language that was at once more verbose and more pedestrian than Savile’s. Only the concluding section of the Collection devoted to the ascendancy of Augustus was cast in a quasi-Tacitean register; tellingly, Tacitus’ name was absent from the catalogue of works cited.

Fulbecke’s historical analogue for Essex was thoroughly conventional. In our period any traitor worth his salt could expect to be branded a Catiline after the leader of an unsuccessful plot to overthrow the Roman republic in 63 BC. The slur also came in handy when discrediting one’s political opponents. It had been regularly traded by Protestant and Catholic, as the two confessions became polarized in their politics following the Northern Rebellion and the papal bull of excommunication. Now Protestant stalwarts of the regime such as Cecil, Bacon, and Leicester, now the various Catholic conspirators, from the Northern Earls to would-be assassins Throckmorton, Parry, and Babington, got demonized by association with the Roman traitor.

While Essex had been intermittently compared to Catiline in 1599–1600, it was at his treason trial in February 1601 that the opprobrious parallel took centre-stage. ‘[A]‌s Catiline entertained the most seditious persons about all Rome to join with him in his conspiracy’, thundered the Queen’s Sergeant Christopher Yelverton, ‘so the Earl of Essex entertained none but Papists, Recusants, and Atheists for his abettors in this his capital rebellion against the whole estate of England’.53 Attorney General Sir Edward Coke harangued the defendants as ‘a Catiline, popish, dissolute, and desperate company’.54 And Francis Bacon, Essex’s quondam friend and presently compiler of A Declaration of the Practises & Treasons attempted and committed by Robert late Earle of Essex and his Complices (1601), excoriated the conspiracy as ‘a Catilinary knot and combination of Rebels’.55 Recycling standard tropes of anti-Essex polemic, Bacon inveighed against the earl’s overweening ambition, brazen search for popularity, and confessional ambidexterity intended to win the support of both puritans, whom he flattered, and Catholics, whom he beguiled with the prospect of toleration.

Taking his cue from official propaganda and perhaps also word-of-mouth reports, Fulbecke skewed his account of the Catilinarian conspiracy to defame Essex. Actually, he may well have been encouraged to do so. In the preface to the Collection he admitted that blandishments of unnamed friends persuaded him to send the manuscript to press. Government insiders Bacon and Yelverton seem eminently plausible candidates given their long-standing connection with Fulbecke. As co-authors of The Misfortunes of Arthur, they would have remembered Fulbecke lambasting enemies of the Elizabethan state as ‘The semenarye of lewde Cateline’ in a speech he wrote for the play,56 and they would have been aware of his unpublished narrative of Rome’s transition from republic to empire.

It was one thing, though, to traduce Essex in a blatantly partisan pamphlet or sermon and quite another to write a reputable history of Rome that imperceptibly insinuated the application to the reader. Humble posturing aside, Fulbecke aspired to use his classical learning as a weapon against that much vaunted connoisseur of Roman history and patron of scholars, whose clientele numbered, not only Savile and Gentili, but also Henry Cuffe, the former Regius Professor of Greek at Oxford, who became the earl’s secretary and putative seducer into treason.57

Fulbecke’s departures from Sallust and Cicero, foremost authorities on the Catilinarian conspiracy, were subtle but significant. Take his portrait of Catiline: ‘L. Sergius Catilina was in face and feature comely and absolute, in wit prompt and pregnant, in eloquence sweet and delightfull, in pompe and maiestie princely and regall, in courtly behauiour quaint and delicate: and to set vpon this gold a Diamond, of a most noble parentage’.58 Sallust’s original is quite different. It makes no mention of Catiline’s majesty, courtliness, or regal carriage, qualities that had rendered Essex particularly obnoxious and aroused suspicions that he coveted the crown. Gone too is Sallust’s startling evocation of Catiline’s grim looks—‘his pallid complexion, his bloodshot eyes, his gait now fast, now slow’—and contemptuous dismissal of his rhetorical skills.59 Instead Fulbecke adds or reinforces distinctive traits that align the Roman patrician with the English nobleman, above all concupiscence (‘his life was the picture of licentiousnesse’), penury (‘At that time was Catiline greatly indebted’), dissimulation and relentless quest for popularity (‘In al his actions he was a perfect Protean, framing and composing himselfe to all sides and sects’), the word ‘sects’ further hinting at Essex’s promiscuous confessional following.60

A malcontent aristocrat and a Machiavel, Fulbecke’s Catiline is pitted against Cicero, the new man, whose integrity, composure, and public-spiritedness fawningly allude to Sir Robert Cecil, architect of Essex’s downfall. Recalling anti-Cecilian jibes that the Essex faction took over from Catholic libels which derided the Cecils as social upstarts, the haughty patrician taunts Cicero about his humble background: ‘Thou art not auncient enough Cicero to speake of our auncestors, nor worthie enough to talk of our worthies’; doing so, however, merely exposes Catiline’s own depravity and arrogance. Presented as above reproach, Fulbecke’s Cicero—unlike Sallust’s (and unlike Jonson’s)—obtains no intelligence from women of questionable character, nor does he shield from prosecution possible abettors of the conspiracy such as Caesar. Having Cicero un-historically suppress ‘the scalefire of that warre to the vtmost cinder’ ensures that no aspersion will fall on members of the Elizabethan regime, let alone Essex’s premier foreign ally, James VI of Scotland.61

‘Fulbecke’, states Daniel Woolf, ‘saw Roman history as a series of constitutional changes from monarchy down to the depths of democracy, the worst period of which began when the people, through their tribunes, acquired a share in government’.62 Superficially, the Collection condemns both the expulsion of the Tarquin kings and the assassination of Julius Caesar. But a close look at Fulbecke’s text demonstrates, first, that he viewed the abolition of kingship, no less than the establishment of the tribunate, as a positive development, and, secondly, that for all his reservations about Caesar’s killing, Fulbecke as good as acknowledged that the cause in which it had been committed was a worthy one.

Like the anonymous author of Romes Monarchie, Fulbecke sees Rome’s transformation into a democracy, ‘administred by the voyces of the multitude and magistrates, and by the united consent of the whole corporation’ as decidedly beneficial. For, following the advent of ‘this good and temperate constitution’, profitable laws were made and obeyed, the Romans conquered the world, and virtue flourished. Problems arose only, says Fulbecke, when either the patricians or the people trespassed against their country’s ‘aequall regiment’, succumbing to the luxurious and effeminate—‘Asiaticall’63—lifestyle and excessive ambition that ultimately undermined native austerity and laudable customs. This sentiment, which Essex would have approved, at once militates against charging Fulbecke with a consistently anti-populist bias and marks his departure from Machiavelli’s conception of civil dissension as fruitful in a commonwealth.

Fulbecke’s treatment of the fall of the republic too is more nuanced than has been recognized. Although both in the Collection and elsewhere he presents the transition to the principate as a merciful release from the gruesome final days of the republic, there is a sense of wistfulness about his rendering of that process. While condemning Caesar’s murder as unlawful, Fulbecke not only acknowledges that Brutus had acted in good faith but also speculates on alternative—and legitimate—courses of action that might have prevented the advent of single rule. In other words, he denounces the means deployed by the conspirators, not their desired end. Far from simply casting Caesar’s killers as regicides, Fulbecke issues a scathing judgement of Caesar’s public conduct in the form of an accusatory apostrophe which, as educated readers would have noticed, draws verbatim on Lucan’s republican epic Pharsalia.64

Finally, there is Fulbecke’s distinctly Tacitean portrait of Augustus, whose rise, we are told, irrevocably spelled the loss of Roman liberty. Past master of the art of dissimulation, Augustus expertly manipulates the senate to ensure that his hold of power will not only remain unchallenged but actually expand. First rehearsed before his friends M. Agrippa and Maecenas and then re-staged before select senators, his pretended attempt to abdicate elicits an ‘earnest sute and humble petition unto him, that he would be the sole governour and absolute Emperour of Rome’. ‘When by the franke assent of the Senate and people he had thus, not confirmed the auncient Empirie, but in deed created a new Monarchie’, continues Fulbecke in a passage that would not be out of place in Savile’s Tacitus, ‘that he might seeme popular, he was content to charge him selfe with the weightie affaires of the Empire’. Not only is the extent of the constitutional transformation made glaringly obvious. Fulbecke also concedes that had Augustus indeed relinquished the reins of power, the outcome might have been a more congenial political structure: ‘he purposed to depose the Emprie, & to bring the common-weale to a good & perfect constitution’.65

Fulbecke concludes the book with an impossibly idealized picture of Augustan peace and plenty which the knowing reader will readily juxtapose with the decaying and corrupt polity evoked by Tacitus and Savile, and pilloried in the same year by Fulbecke himself. ‘[T]‌he Emperours succeeding him [Augustus Cæsar] having more care to be great, then to be good’, he writes in the Parallele, ‘made smal reckoning of these laws, but by voluntary conceit commanding, & forbidding, they rather raged then raigned’.66 While Fulbecke voiced misgivings about democracy elsewhere,67 his depiction of Rome’s mixed constitution in the Collection is far less partial to the monarchical element than usually supposed. His view of monarchy, too, defies easy generalization. For, although his legalism prompted Fulbecke to reject both regicide and tyrannicide, it also made him alive to the importance of clearly defined bounds on monarchical authority. In sum, Fulbecke’s Collection amounts to more than a tendentious anti-Essex salvo, its ideological slant not quite as orthodox as vouched by the preliminaries.

Harking back to A. B.’s (Essex’s?) preface to Savile’s Tacitus, Fulbecke’s adulatory picture of late Elizabethan England in the preface to the Collection betrays a deep-seated anxiety about the future. Contrary to what we might expect, however, in defining the principles of inheritance in the Pandectes, a book published on the cusp of the Jacobean era, Fulbecke contends that ‘in the succession of regall dignities, the worthines of bloud is lesse to bee respected, then in the succession of common inheritances, because in that case the commoditie of the subiectes, and the abilitie of them that are to succeede is politikelie to bee respected’. In upholding what ‘divers Civilians doe with united consent pronounce’, namely, that ‘the good estate of the kingdome and subiectes, the profite, peace, and safetie of the same, is more to be heeded quam sanguinis series, the course of bloud’,68 Fulbecke was at one with Persons’s mouthpiece, the civil lawyer, in the Conference, and radically at odds with King James and pro-Stuart pamphleteers who passionately defended his indefeasible hereditary right.

A poem, a treatise on the art of war, and a history, Romes Monarchie, Edmondes’s Observations, and Fulbecke’s Collection exemplify a range of imaginative engagements with the Roman past which, while promoting distinct views of Essex and everything he stood for, show that at its core late Elizabethan political culture was rather less polarized than we have hitherto assumed; indeed, the conflict in this period was all the more bitter precisely because both sides shared common cultural assumptions (and targeted each other accordingly). The first text is resolutely pro-Essex, the second somewhat ambivalent, the third clearly hostile, and yet, whatever their politics, all three take a nuanced, complex, and even conflicted view of the Roman past. Demolishing Essex and his alleged subversion of the state on behalf of authority did not automatically lead to an authoritarian reading of Roman history; celebrating Essex and his anti-imperial vision did not entail a simple rejection of the Roman experience; and laments about declining standards of public life were not restricted to Essex’s acolytes. Once we take on board these intriguing and hitherto mostly overlooked interpretations of Roman history, the textures of Elizabethan political culture assume new richness and complexity.
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CHAPTER 16

OTHER REPUBLICANISMS

DEBORA SHUGER

HEBREW and medieval texts surface intermittently in the flood-tide of recent scholarship on republicanism in the early modern era: Skinner devotes a chapter of his magisterial Foundations to the latter, Eric Nelson an entire splendid book to the former.1 Yet in both the accent falls on those aspects most akin to classical republicanism and its liberal (or radical) derivatives. Hence Skinner’s chapter focuses on Marsilius of Padua, whose Defensor pacis is a fourteenth-century reworking of Aristotle’s Politics,2 while Nelson’s book gives pride of place to post-Restoration republicans like Harrington, who culled anti-monarchic snippets from obscure rabbinic commentaries as proof-texts for God’s dislike of kings. Yet this tendency to align Hebrew and medieval texts with classical republicanism, and the related tendency to celebrate classical republicanism as the standard-bearer of liberty, have themselves a tendency to perpetuate the familiar and invidious binary whereby ‘republicanism’ serves as catch-all for whatever seems precursor to or in accord with liberal modernity (rule of law, active citizenship, individual liberties, government by consent), and its antithesis, ‘absolutism’, the cover-term for all discarded and misliked political forms (divine right monarchy, prerogative rule, compulsory state religion).3 The present chapter endeavours to complicate the republican side of this binary by looking at two important texts: the one, a mid-sixteenth-century Calvinist reconstruction of the Hebrew republic; the other, an early sixteenth-century summation of late medieval conciliarist theory. It will try to make the case that the republicanisms these texts defend differ in fundamental respects from what we think of as classical republicanism, as they also differ in no less fundamental respects from each other.

If there are species of republicanism, there must also be a genus. For present purposes—that is, for the purpose of understanding early modern political thought—any political theory that vests preponderant authority in a representative body such that even if there is a personal ruler, this body can override, depose, or even govern without him falls within the republican ambit. This is an admittedly thin description, but so generic ones usually are.

BERTRAM AND ALMAIN: LIVES AND AFTERLIVES

The two works on which the essay will focus are Cornelius Bertram’s 1574 De politia judaica and Jacque Almain’s 1512 Expositio circa decisiones Magistri Guillielmi Occam, super potestate summi pontificis.4 Since the mists of time have obscured both the texts and their authors, a few words of introduction seem in order. Bertram (1531–94), a Huguenot divine, held the Hebrew professorship at Geneva from 1566 to 1584. His Politia judaica, the earliest attempt to reconstruct the ancient Hebrew republic, proved massively influential. The work, which itself went through at least ten editions before 1700, provided the template for, in Nelson’s words, the ‘dominant genre of European political writing over the next century’, particularly in Protestant countries, where, following Bertram, ‘readers began to see in the five books of Moses not just political wisdom, but a political constitution … a set of political laws that God himself had given to the Israelites’, laws that remained normative for God’s people to the end of time. Hence, for the century following the publication of Bertram’s study, restoring the respublica Hebraeorum ‘became the central ambition of political science’.5 Like Bertram, Almain (c.1480–1515) was a Frenchman, cleric, and professor, albeit in Paris rather than Geneva, and a theologian rather than a Hebraist. The Expositio, which had at least six reprintings up to 1706, stands at the end of a late medieval political tradition, whose arguments and ideals it sums up and transmits.6 As the full title indicates, Almain’s work centres on the restatement and reaffirmation of the political thought of the great Franciscan nominalist, William of Ockham (c.1287–1347), whose views had provided the intellectual framework for the conciliarist theories of the next two centuries; and Almain weaves material from the leading conciliarists—Jean Gerson, Pierre d’Ailly—into his text, which defends the central conciliarist thesis that the Pope was not an absolute ruler but ‘possessed a merely ministerial authority delegated to him by the community of the faithful’, which ‘retained whatever residual power was necessary to preserve the truths of the Christian faith and to prevent its own subversion or ruin’, a power exercised ‘through its representatives assembled in a general council’ that could, if need be, proceed against the Pope and ‘and even depose him’.7 This ecclesiastical republicanism constituted a major strain of late medieval political thought, and one that the resurgent papacy of the sixteenth century sought—understandably, and also quite successfully—to make disappear. Yet, although far more work remains to be done on the English Rezeption of conciliarist thought, it clearly survived across the Channel: one finds conciliarist texts cited in the writings of Protestant radicals like George Buchanan, John Ponet, and William Prynne, as well as up the full scale of conformist churchmanship: John Foxe, Thomas Bilson, Richard Field, Richard Hooker, John Buckeridge, William Laud, and King James I.8

GOD’S CHOSEN POLIS

The propriety of using ‘republican’ for the politia judaica is perhaps not an issue, since Bertram repeatedly and explicitly describes it in the language of classical republicanism: that is, as a Polybian mixed constitution, fusing democratic, aristocratic, and regal components; and as an Aristotelian politeia made up of democratic and aristocratic elements.9 Its key elements, which Bertram thinks long predate their Mosaic codification, are all representative assemblies: the assembly of lesser magistrates, which heard both civil and criminal cases; the Sanhedrin, composed of the elders of the various branches of the ancient Hebrew families, which dealt with more important judicial business and with public affairs; and a democratic assembly of the whole people convoked at critical junctures (30–8, 59–65). The ancient Hebrews, according to Bertram, regarded both the Sanhedrin and popular assembly as representing the entire populace, and hence scripture will use ‘the whole assembly of Israel’ or even ‘the whole people’ for both (38–9), but it was the aristocratic Sanhedrin to which the politia judiaca gave highest authority (43, 63–4). At times, Bertram adds, the polity also had a monarchic component, whether the early ‘judges’ (whom he compares to the short-term dictatores of the Roman republic), the Davidic kings, or the provincial governors sent from Persia and, later, from Rome. This monarchic component is the only variable part of Bertram’s model, and the least essential (73).10 He seems decidedly lukewarm about kings (82–3). Some he praises, but principally for having restored the ancient institutions of the Hebrew republic to their pristine integrity following periods of turmoil or corruption (56).

Both the lower assembly and the Sanhedrin were primarily law courts, and hence included jurists from the priestly tribe of the Levites, whose legal expertise was to guide the deliberations of the civil judges. The Levites return again in the second half of Bertram’s treatise, which deals with the ecclesiastical side of the Hebrew republic. Although he mentions the high priests, they, like Judah’s kings, turn out to be peripheral to the core structures, those that matter and endure. Indeed, after a chapter on the Temple priesthood, Bertram’s gaze turns from Jerusalem to the ordering of religion in the Judean countryside and, later, in the diaspora, where there were no sacrifices, and hence no priests. His discussion instead centres on the three-fold ministry of the synagogues: the Levites, who led public worship and presided over the ecclesiastical courts; the prophets (who early on get renamed ‘scribes’), who served as teachers and preachers; and the lay elders, who, together with the scribes, enforced discipline (‘in mores inquirebant, & iurisdictionem ecclesiasticam publice exercebant’) (63, 120, 131). Bertram devotes particular attention to this latter ministry, which he traces back to the era of the patriarchs on the grounds that the piety of this first age stressed ‘puritas seu santificatio, non solum interior, sed & exterior’, and hence must have had a form of excommunication whereby the impure could be cut off from the people of God (19–20; see also 41–2).

The resemblance between Bertram’s politia judaica and Calvin’s Geneva should by now be obvious. It was meant to be obvious. Although unstated, it is the point of the whole treatise: to show that Geneva was not, as its enemies charged, some jury-rigged novelty, but heir to all sacred history, the new Israel of God.11 This implicit argument explains why Bertram, unlike most classical theorists, has little interest in the constitutional specifics of his republic—for example, whether its various magistracies were elective, appointed, or hereditary; what matters, rather, is tracing its continuity across the ages: tracking the distinctive institutional structures, civil and religious, of God’s chosen polity from a time before Moses, from before the Law given on Sinai, to the collapse of the Hebrew nation in the first century AD and the translation of synagogue into ecclesia. Rather than a movement from shadowy types to Truth or the arc of a people’s rise and fall, the history of Bertram’s politia judaica describes a sine wave trajectory of loss and restoration: blow after blow of invasion, enslavement, exile, and ruin, and yet throughout these vicissitudes the fundamental structures of the Hebrew republic endure: restored to their ancient perfection by the Judges, David, Ezra, the Maccabees; at other times surviving only on the margins—in the councils of the Judean townships (50), in the synagogues of the diaspora (131); but still in place at the time of Christ’s trial before the Sanhedrin. Bertram’s narrative ends here, but the reader grasps that its alternations of polity lost and regained continue on as the deep structure of providential history through the dark centuries of papal tyranny to the Reformation at Geneva, when, as before, ‘restituta fuit pristina Hebraeorum politia’ (72).

There is something grand and moving about Bertram’s ecclesio-political vision—his seizing on the odd historical details scattered through the Old Testament that, like an anamorphic painting seen from the proper angle, to his eyes disclose the hidden connections binding millennia into a pattern of temporal moments. The vision is explicitly republican, but Calvinist rather than classical. The key difference emerges as soon as one asks what the representative assemblies that govern the Hebrew republic actually do—or, rather, don’t do; for none of them seems to have law-making powers. The republic has no legislature. All the assemblies are primarily courts, although the Sanhedrin also handles foreign policy. The absence of any legislative body seems very strange until one turns back to the treatise’s opening pages, which explain that the total depravity of human faculties after the Fall left reason a blind guide, no longer able to discern by the light of nature the duties owed to others and to God; so that all would have gone astray had not God in his mercy revealed these precepts, first by inspiration, later by scripture (11–14). Bertram’s Calvinist epistemology requires that the laws of the Hebrew republic, both civil and ecclesiastical, be divine mandates, as likewise its offices and institutions (42).12

That the civil laws of the politia judaica, no less than those pertaining to worship, are divinely revealed means that this republic has no secular sphere. Bertram insists on the distinction between civil and ecclesiastical domains, but, like the two tables of the Commandments, both are sacred. The republic in its entirety is the locus of the sacred. That it might indeed be the sole locus seems implicit in Bertram’s claim that the prophets, rather than voices crying in the wilderness, were more-or-less identical with those later called scribes.13 Holiness invests the laws and institutions of the state, not prophetic resistance on its margins, which Bertram never mentions.

Moreover, because holiness invests the laws and institutions of the state, public discipline trumps individual liberty. Given Bertram’s mistrust of fallen reason (and ‘reason’, so Milton reminds us, ‘also is choice’), a private domain, exempt from the sacred discipline of the law, would have little to recommend it. In the Hebrew republic (as in Geneva) regulating personal conduct is rather one of the primary offices of the ecclesial branch. Nor, in a polity whose laws and institutions are a matter of divine fiat rather than popular will, can liberty in the sense of self-government exist. Yet liberty matters intensely to Bertram, but liberty understood as ethnic autonomy: a people’s freedom to live under their own laws, be judged in their own courts, and be governed by their own magistrates, whether or not they must also pay tribute to a distant emperor.14 The existence of a people depends on this autonomy, on retaining their distinctive laws and institutions, even more than on shared beliefs or rituals, for a people simply is an ‘aggregatio plurium hominum qui iisdem legibus divinis & humanis
reguntur [a large group of people who are governed by the same divine and human laws].’15 The laws and institutions of the politia judaica that reveal God’s will also constitute the identity of His people. This elevation of external discipline and polity into the category of the sacred, immutable, and essential is, of course, a Calvinist hallmark, and that which gives Bertram’s otherwise-antiquarian reconstruction of the Hebrew republic its potentially radical normativity.

THE CONCILIAR EXCEPTION

Almain’s republicanism is nothing like this, and the difference, at bottom, is an epistemic one.16 As Bertram prefaces his political analysis with a declaration of fallen reason’s blind futility, so Almain begins by affirming the ongoing participation of human rationality in the light that streams from the countenance of God, for ‘Deus naturaliter nobis inseruit lumen vultus sui’ (1014).17 Hence, although like Bertram he views the ecclesiastical and civil as distinct yet intertwined domains, Almain also sees the latter as, in crucial respects, emphatically secular: that is to say, neither under ecclesiastical jurisdiction nor within the purview of revelation, but rather ‘fundatur in prudentia & in bonis naturalibus [grounded in practical wisdom and in natural endowments]’ (1016). People create polities ‘according to the right judgment inherent in us by nature’ (secundum judicium rectum naturaliter nobis insitum) (1014); such polities, not surprisingly, include a good deal that is ‘purè secularis’: property rights, contracts, buying, selling, renting; domains governed by natural law (stando in lege naturae), not revealed (1015–16; also 1044–5). In response to the argument that, as the soul governs the body, so the spiritual authority of the Church has rightful jurisdiction over these temporal and material domains, Almain, following Ockham, points out that the soul does not, in point of fact, govern all bodily actions (as, for example, the body’s swift downward movement following a fall, this being governed by gravity); nor, analogously, does the Church have jurisdiction over contractual and market relations (1065).18 Moreover, Almain goes on to argue via a second analogy, as spouse and servants may associate with an excommunicated paterfamilias, so too the civil bonds between subjects and ruler lie without the scope of excommunication—an argument that comes close to re-making temporal realms into secular states (1092).19

At moments, moreover, Almain seems to envision a domain not only beyond ecclesiastical jurisdiction but in crucial respects not subject to any coercive authority: a space, that is, of personal liberty and subjective rights. He associates this domain, above all, with private ownership, arguing that neither Pope nor temporal ruler has dominium with respect to individuals’ goods and property, for ‘Christian law … is a law of greatest liberty’, and a free man differs from a slave precisely by having private property rights, including the right to misuse his goods (1028–30, 1080, 1110).20 The right to misuse one’s own possessions comes up in a yet more significant form at the opening of the third quaestio, which treats the grounds and scope of the state’s criminal jurisdiction. Almain first distinguishes the interior badness (malum) of sinful thoughts and desires, which no one thinks the business of the state, from bad acts; but he then goes on to distinguish bad acts that endanger the community or cause harm to one’s neighbour from those whose negative consequences fall only on the doer’s own head, as, for example, ‘prodigè exponens sua bona [prodigally squandering one’s goods]’, in order to argue that such private wrongdoing likewise lies outside the purview of the criminal law (1094–6).21 The argument, that is to say, demarcates a sphere of negative liberty—a sphere where one is free to do as one likes—seemingly no less extensive than that of Mill’s self-regarding actions.22

Indeed, other passages extend the domain of individual rights and liberties from property and private vices to matters sexual—although, this being a pre-Reformation Catholic text, the specific sexual right at issue is that of remaining chaste. On the question of whether the Pope may order a person who has vowed chastity to marry, Almain defends Aquinas’ conclusion that the person need not obey, for ‘sunt aliqua in quibus sumus liberi [there are some spheres in which we are free]’ (1058). He returns to the topic a few pages later, but now without reference to any vow, arguing that neither the Pope nor, presumably, anyone else may order a person to marry; and if so ordered, the person is free to disobey (1065). The phrasing of the examples suggests that the liberty they affirm includes that of promising—that our vows are not limited by the tacit condition ‘si superiori placeat [if it pleases one’s superior]’ (1058)—and that of whether and whom to marry, as well as that of not-marrying: that in all these ‘sumus liberi’.

Almain’s demarcation of a secular sphere, his linking of liberty and property, his defence of subjective rights are alight with intimations of futurity, but they have little in common with classical republicanism. Indeed, Almain’s political thought has rather less in common with it than does Bertram’s. Unlike either, the Expositio pays no attention to constitutional structures or to how a political system works. Almain takes late medieval political actuality as a given, not as the object of analysis. What interests him is rather what happens—what may and should happen—when the system does not work. What, for example, if the Pope and emperor issue conflicting rulings? What if the Pope proves a heretic? What if the emperor grossly neglects the duties of his office? What, for that matter, if the king gains the throne by killing his elder brother and marrying the widowed queen? Or if he arbitrarily banishes a nobleman and then confiscates his estates?

This focus on the singular, on the exception, is of a piece with Ockham’s nominalist epistemology, as also harbinger of Bacon’s nominalist science of ‘deviating instances’,23 but how might it be republican? Carl Schmitt’s memorable dictum, ‘sovereign is he who decides the exception’, bespeaks the absolutist import of a politics of the exception: Schmitt’s point, which goes back to Bodin’s République (1576), being that without a sovereign—some one person or body not constrained by the ordinary rule of law—a polity has no way of dealing with emergencies: situations that the laws did not foresee, situations for which they prove inadequate. Almain sometimes thinks of the exception in these terms, as, for example, his claim that the Pope can dispense in a matter of positive canon law since ‘he who enacts a law may suspend it’, so that here ‘papa non est sub iure, sed supra ius [the Pope is not under but above the law]’ (1055). Yet in general, even with respect to the papacy, the main thrust of Almain’s Expositio pushes against the claim that only a unitary sovereign authority can decide exceptions. Rather than concentrate power in the ruler’s hands, emergencies, he argues, tend to diffuse the authority normally concentrated in particular loci or offices. Thus, depending on the circumstances, the Pope, the emperor, a general council, a parish priest, the civil community, its representatives, or even a private individual may lay claim to emergency powers that give that person or body the right to act outside the ordinary confines of jurisdiction, office, and positive law.24 This is a republican, even democratic, politics of the exception.

Almain’s argument hinges on two postulates, both commonplaces of late medieval political thought. The first, the axiom of political teleology, asserts the primacy of the ends for the sake of which polities exist over the institutional and legal forms that structure them. That the Pope is super ius with respect to positive canon law gives him the authority to dispense with one or another canon, but, Almain immediately adds, he may only use that authority ‘pro caritate & communi utilitate’, in the interests of charity and the general welfare (1055).25 Moreover, this limitation holds good, it would seem, for all exercise of authority, whether ecclesiastical or civil, whether discretionary or legal. Since governments are established to secure the common good, any edict, policy, or government act that contravenes this end is to be considered extra vires and hence a nullity. Thus the authority granted the papacy exists only ‘in utilitatem subditorum [for the benefit of its subjects]’, so that if a pope excommunicates someone for personal or political reasons, it binds neither in heaven nor on earth, and the person is free to ignore the ban (1108). So too subjects are obliged to obey their king only ‘quantum ad res quae sunt jurisdictionis [insofar as the matter is within his jurisdiction]’, so that if the monarch tries to seize private property, which belongs by natural right to its owners not to the Crown, the owners may refuse (1091, 1082). Yet such private property rights are likewise subject to the teleological imperative and therefore defeasible. Hence Almain explains 1 Kings 8 (the passage describing how kings will take the goods and lands of their subjects on which James I based his absolutist model in True law of free monarchies) as granting kings permission to take such things ‘pro utilitate & conservatione Reipublicae, occurrente necessitate’ (1084). Except in such emergencies, however, citizens may disobey edicts that violate their private liberties (1108).

According to Almain’s political teleology, powers and laws exist for certain ends, and their legitimacy, rather than being secured by their having been lawfully granted, enacted, or implemented, remains contingent upon their serving those ends; that is to say, he privileges substantive over formal justice, the equitable exception over the rule of law. Thus, he explains, although a penitent must fulfil the penance his confessor imposes under pain of mortal sin, the obligation only holds if the penance is reasonable (1050). As the example suggests, Almain assumes throughout that anyone, in principle, may decide that his circumstances warrant such an exception. As a pope may dispense with a papal canon ‘pro caritate & communi utilitate’, so an individual may release himself from his own vow if it turns out that fulfilling the vow could endanger his health or his salvation (‘vergit in detrimentum salutatis, vel in pejorem exitum’) (1026). On the question of how someone could know that substantive justice was on his side, Almain first proposes that if the Pope infringed on the sphere of personal liberty—if, for example, he ordered someone to marry—and the prudentes agreed that the Pope was in error, then his order need not be obeyed. The discussion then turns to whether the Pope must at least be obeyed in matters necessary to eternal salvation, at which point the question arises as to who will judge whether a particular matter is necessary. Almain responds that ‘if the Pope judges falsely, and one sees that the prudentes hold that the papal judgment was a bad one, then it is safe to disobey’ (1065). Yet he never explains how to identify prudentes. The term does not seem to refer to any official cadre (e.g. the Sorbonne divinity faculty); it seems more likely shorthand for those members of a community known for their wisdom and integrity, but it could also designate a hypothetical cohort, like the hypothetical legislator of the great mid-Tudor jurist Edmund Plowden, whose imagined presence one queries to find the true, equitable sense of a statute.26 The conclusion of this essay will return to the prudentes; at this point I would simply note that Almain’s breezy references to such individuals suggest that he does not view locating persons of sufficient wisdom and integrity as an intractable problem: that for him—given the epistemology sketched in the Expositio’s opening pages with its affirmation of the cognitive and ethical capacities of human reason—truth and right are, on the whole, knowable.27 In cases of genuine uncertainty (in dubiis), Almain adds, one should obey the relevant law or authority, but where the truth is clear (apparens), the ‘epistemic authority inalienable from individuals’ counts for more than the ‘coercive authority residing in institutions.’28 Almain, one should note, has little to say about the usual republican forms of civic participation—elections, office-holding, town meetings; individuals enter the public stage not qua citizens but qua rational agents.

Thus far we have spoken only of Almain’s first postulate, the axiom of political teleology. The second posits a distinction between ordinary and ad hoc equitable powers: the former, as he puts it, functioning regulariter; the latter, casualiter. Exceptions can be dealt with regulariter insofar as the laws anticipate and provide for them, as the US Constitution gives presidents the authority to pardon anyone convicted of a federal crime. Thus, Almain notes, canon law permits parish priests to absolve a dying penitent with respect to any sin, including sins normally requiring episcopal or papal absolution (1023; see also 1057–8).29 But Almain also holds that, in certain circumstances, ad hoc (casualiter) equitable interventions, having no legal basis and sometimes contravening settled law, are also licit, and moreover subjects as well as sovereigns may decide these strong exceptions.

Thus, citing Henry of Ghent, Almain argues that a starving prisoner may take whatever steps prove necessary, including violent ones, to get food, since necessity, which knows no law, is by definition an exception (1103). Moreover, if the courts have unjustly condemned one’s neighbour to death, anyone in a position to liberate him is obliged to do so, ‘etiam per violentiam’ (1102). And although Almain has reservations about tyrannicide, he concludes that a private person may use lethal force against anyone (including a tyrant) whose actions at that moment pose a grave and imminent danger, and there is no other way to prevent the impending harm (1096–7).

Ad hoc equitable authority originated as a sovereign exception, devised by medieval canonists to legitimate papal intervention in a failed state, and Almain accepts the canonist thesis that if a secular ruler is grossly negligent, the Pope may step in to administer justice (1089, 1105), but he also upholds the reciprocal right of lay rulers to rein in, or, as a last resort, forcibly oust a pope accused of heresy or serious crime (1066–7). Such confrontational freelancing, however, has obvious drawbacks, and Almain’s next chapter turns instead to the conciliarist alternative, which vests ad hoc equitable authority in the bodies representing the Church Universal and the several temporal polities of Christendom: that is, general councils and what the English call ‘parliament’. Since these representative bodies do not sit regularly and for the most part are summoned only to deal with emergencies,30 Almain views their interventions as casualiter rather than as part of the regular administration of justice, yet he also holds that their representative character makes them the juridical superior to Pope, king, or emperor. Hence even in regimes whose ordinary mode of governance is monarchic, the community retains, and through its representatives exercises, an emergency power to deal with the exception; they are monarchies with a republican backstop. Thus in France, we are told, ‘congregatio nobilium politiae civilis immediate est supra regem, & pro inidoneitate possunt deponi reges [the assembled nobility of the temporal state is directly above the king, and kings can be deposed on the grounds of their unfitness]’ (1075, 1088).31 So too, a general council can pass binding canons, excommunicate a pope who does not uphold its decrees, and, if necessary, depose him; and Almain responds to the papalist objection that papal authority is a divine grant and hence cannot be taken away by a council by countering that the council’s authority to depose an erring pope is likewise from God, whose grants are conditional on their being used for the good of his Church (1067–9, 1076).

The third book of the Expositio takes up the question of whether, ideally, there should be a single sovereign power, be it Pope or emperor, set over all Christendom to arbitrate disputes among nations and reconcile quarrelling princes, as, according to Shakespeare’s Ulysses, ‘the glorious planet Sol,/In noble eminence enthroned and sphered/Amidst the other …/Corrects the influence of evil planets’.32 Almain takes the prospect of irresolvable strife very seriously, and initially accepts that keeping the peace requires a sovereign head having jurisdiction over all but subject to the jurisdiction of none (1108–9; see also 1024). However, he then routes the argument in an unexpected direction: if a sovereign is needed for the sake of civil peace, his authority might best be limited to peace-keeping; he must be able to punish evil-doers, but does not need and ought not have plenitudo potestatis, this being the power of a master over a slave, and as such, inconsistent with personal autonomy and property rights, both of which Almain considers fundamental to a well-governed polity. Moreover, it is precisely in this context that he also exempts wrongdoing that does not harm the state or one’s neighbors from the purview of the criminal law (1094–6). Like Bertram, that is to say, Almain sees political authority as primarily juridic, but for Bertram this law-enforcement role grounds an all-encompassing disciplinary regime; for Almain, limited government and republican negative liberty (1108, 1110).

Almain, however, then turns back to reconsider whether civil peace really does require a hierarchical chain of command, in ‘all line of order’,33 with either emperor or Pope as universal head of Christendom, and the emperor as sovereign over its temporal states and cities. And at this point the prudentes come back into play. The emperor need not be subordinate to the Pope, nor vice versa, since if perchance the former commanded a person to come to a certain place on a certain day, and the Pope commanded the same person to appear elsewhere on the same day—a standard hypothetical—a vir prudens would be able to determine which call was more urgent and respond accordingly (1113). Nor, Almain avers, do temporal states need an imperial arbitrator to resolve disputes; in civil disputes, international law already stipulates that the matter will be litigated in the place where the disputed item is located (‘actor sequatur forum rei’), and the rulers of co-equal sovereign states could find ways to sort out their controversies, provided that those rulers are persons of sufficient wisdom and integrity (‘dummodo illi superiores sint prudentes’) (1107). While Almain never claims that rulers (or subjects) will display prudentia, he builds his political model on the assumption that people are rational, ethical actors, as Bertram (and, along different lines, Machiavelli) build theirs on the opposite premise.

LAW, LITERATURE AND THE LONG TAIL OF THE VIR PRUDENS

Time has come for the drawing of conclusions.34

Hans Baron, whose work stands behind all modern studies of Renaissance republicanism, long ago noted that it was the Calvinist rather than the Florentine version that drove the spread of ‘constitutional and even republican ideas’ across Protestant Europe (41),35 and more recently Eric Nelson has documented the emergence of modern political thought from the Protestant discovery of ‘God’s constitutional preferences’ in the Old Testament (2–3). Yet Bertram’s Hebrew republic has almost none of the features that in current scholarship make the republican tradition significant: civic participation, negative liberties, subjective rights, majority rule.36 His static, communitarian, disciplinary polity may well have been what some members of parliament had in mind in the 1640s, but it seems hard to view it as a harbinger of liberal, secular democracy. If the Calvinist model was indeed the historically significant form of early modern republicanism,37 then the rightful heirs of the republican tradition are evangelical value-conservatives, which is a dismaying thought but not therefore uninteresting.

Almain’s conciliarism presents a different challenge. Given the supplemental role that representative assemblies play, his account seems less republican,38 yet also in crucial respects, more liberal. Yet this nascent liberalism presupposes the existence of rationally knowable truths and moral principles as the epistemic foundation for rights and liberties of the secular sphere, as also for the right of resistance to the errors and injustices of power. Our postmodern instincts tend to find Machiavelli’s dark Realpolitik and Montaigne’s radical scepticism more compelling. We may be justified in our doubts, but it seems nonetheless worth bearing in mind that the sixteenth century may not have felt Almain’s insistence on the capacity and authority of human reason retrograde. Early modern readers would instantly have recognized (as I did not) that Almain’s vir prudens, whose judgement constitutes the standard of truth to be employed in deciding the exception, is the lynchpin of Aristotelian ethics, the Latin counterpart of the spoudaios (ὁ σπουδαῖος) of Nicomachean Ethics 3.4, who sees ‘the truth in each class of things, being as it were the norm and measure [κανὼν καὶ μέτρον] of them’ (1113a33).39 Almain, however, replaces the untranslateable40 spoudaios with ‘the prudent man’ (ὁ φρόνιμος, ho phronimos) of Nicomachean Ethics 2.6 and 6.13, which, defining virtue as ‘observance of the mean relative to us’, explains that what constitutes the mean in any specific case is ‘determined by reason [λόγῳ], that is, as the prudent man [ὁ φρόνιμος] would determine it’ (1107a1); for prudence (ἡ φρόνησίς, phronesis) is ‘right reason [ὀρθὸς δὲ λόγος]’ concerning praxis (1144b25).41 Almain may have made the replacement because, as Aristotle makes explicit, phronesis deals with contingent particulars and ‘the right discrimination of the equitable’ (1143a20–35), which is more or less to say that phronesis is the wisdom to rightly decide the exception; and this, of course, is Almain’s point.42

His rendering of the vir prudens (in place of Aristotle’s spoudaios) as the ‘norm and measure’ of ethical judgement, which in turn makes ethics less a matter of obeying commandments or adhering to principles than trusting the moral instincts of someone known for wisdom and integrity, carries over into the next century. Johannes Magirius’ early seventeenth-century commentary on Aristotle’s Ethics thus defines recta ratio as the ‘regula et norma agendi, quam praescribit prudentia [the rule and norm of conduct that prudentia ordains]’, virtue for Aristotle being more or less ‘quemadmodum vir prudens eam definierit.’43 So Jeremy Taylor observes a half-century later, ‘sicut vir prudens definierit, “according as a good and prudent man shall determin” … is the great measure which Aristotle and all the moral philosophers assign to very many cases and questions’, for ‘oftentimes the sentence and opinion of a good man is the only rule by which we judge’.44 Nor has the vir prudens, like Astraea, departed this present world, but can still be found at the one site where, in the US, ordinary people have a speaking role in the governance of the republic: namely, the jury room. For the ‘reasonable person’, whose conduct serves as ‘norm and measure’ in Anglo-American negligence and contract law, must derive from the vir prudens. That is his name in Vaughan v. Menlove (1837), the case generally thought to mark the reasonable man’s first appearance in an English courtroom. Yet the court speaks of him as a familiar figure, and does not call him ‘reasonable’; instead the justices conclude that ‘the care taken by a prudent man has always been the rule laid down’.45

Nor was it only Almain’s vir prudens that had a significant afterlife. The conviction that in the face of dangerous falsehood ‘the responsibility to act does not depend on a person’s institutional status but on the state of knowledge’, so that ‘any catholic whatever ought to oppose an erroneous judgment of the pope against the faith’,46 echoes in Luther’s concluding words at the Diet of Worms, which were not ‘Here I stand’, but the refusal to recant ‘unless I am proven wrong [convictus] by the evidence of scripture and plain reason [ratione evidente]’.47 And the same conviction re-echoes in the writings of the foremost political thinker of Shakespeare’s England: ‘although ten thousand general councils would set down one and the same definitive sentence concerning any point of religion whatsoever, yet’, Richard Hooker continues, ‘one demonstrative reason alleged, or one manifest testimony cited from the mouth of God himself to the contrary, could not choose but overweigh them all’, for ‘that authority of men should prevail against or above reason is no part of our belief’.48

Thus far, Shakespeare has not had many lines, but he gets the final curtain call. I suspect he allowed Jonson exclusive rights to the Hebrew republic, yet conciliarist republicanism may be of genuine, if mostly indirect, relevance to the Shakespearean stage on two fronts.49 First, one could, I think, argue that something like the vir prudens has an often small but crucial role in play after play, his responses to events providing the play’s ethical ‘norm and measure’. So, for example, Romeo & Juliet depicts conduct to which one obvious response would be outrage: extreme filial disobedience, the seduction of a minor, perhaps even statutory rape. We are not outraged—audiences do not, as far as I know, leave the theatre thinking the lovers got what they deserved—partly because the two speak so prettily, but also because the play supplies a vir prudens, in this case Friar Lawrence (and Shakespeare often casts friars in this role), whose ‘sentence and opinion’ supplies the ‘rule by which we judge’. In Othello, the Venetian duke’s measured response to yet another clandestine marriage—his willingness to listen to the offenders, his tact in getting the irate father to stand down—similarly ‘help[s]‌ these lovers/Into [our] favour’.50 One could easily extend this list—Horatio in Hamlet, Kent in Lear, and (a more complicated example) Escalus in Measure. The plays are morally complex but rarely, I think, morally incoherent—almost never mere heteroglossia, all voices equal.

Second, one might note that, like Almain’s, the lens of Shakespeare’s histories fixes on the moments when ordinary structures of governance break down: the contested royal succession in King John; Richard II’s seizing the estates of Henry Bolingbroke without due process. So too in the tragedies: one king guilty of fratricide, another of treason; a third abdicates, dividing his kingdom between his sons-in-law, one of whom a servant forcibly resists to keep him from attacking an old man; and in the ensuing emergency the King of France attempts an ad hoc military intervention to restore justice. The moment of the exception is inherently dramatic, so that one needn’t invoke Almain to explain why Shakespeare made plays out of this material rather than the pipe rolls, but late medieval conciliarism may bear on how his plays were understood, for it makes a difference, to take a single example, whether the only available frame for the servant’s drawing a sword on Cornwall (who, since Lear has abdicated, must be something approximating a monarch) would have been the monarchomach radicalism of war faring Protestants like John Ponet,51 or whether forcible opposition to an injustice both imminent and evident might have been perceived as University of Paris orthodoxy as to an individual’s ‘responsibility to act’ on his knowledge to decide the exception.52
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CHAPTER 17

THE GORDIAN KNOT OF POLICY

STATECRAFT AND THE PRUDENT PRINCE

ALEXANDRA GAJDA

Heare him but reason in Divinitie;

And all-admiring, with an inward wish

You would desire the King were made a Prelate:

Heare him debate of Common-wealth Affaires,

You would say, it hath been all in all his study:

List his discourse of Warre, and you shall heare

A fearefull Battaile rendred you in Musique.

Turne him to any Cause of Pollicy,

The Gordian Knot of it he will vnloose,

Familiar as his Garter: that when he speakes,

The Ayre, a Charter’d Libertine, is still.

(Henry V, 1.1.73–84)

IN the folio text of Shakespeare’s King Henry V the Archbishop of Canterbury delivers an encomium of the new prince. Henry embodies the superhuman requirement that kings excel in all aspects of ruling—in religion, war, and rhetoric. Central to these attributes—distinctly separate from ‘commonwealth affairs’, government philosophized—is the ‘policy’ required to make the most complex ethical judgements that are the particular burden of government. If Alexander had scythed through the Gordian knot, Henry, with intelligent art, can ‘unloose’ the most perplexing of problems with the ease of removing his clothing.

In sixteenth-century English, ‘policy’ comprised multiple meanings. Reflecting its etymological root, contemporaries referred to a ‘policy’ as a constitution—‘the Government of a Commonweale, or a Civile societie’ or ‘polity’ to use its more common synonym.1 But almost from the inception of its wider usage in the fourteenth century, ‘policy’ referred simultaneously to the practical wisdom or prudence pertaining to success in political life. In a crucial later sixteenth-century refinement, deriving from the French term politique, ‘policy’ could refer to a specific branch of statecraft—initiatives where religious and moral ideals were compromised for secular ends. By Shakespeare’s day, the meaning of policy correlating to ‘statecraft’, and its cognates ‘politician’ and ‘politic’, was becoming the dominant English usage; Shakespeare frequently uses the term and exclusively in this latter sense.2

As has long been recognized, the ‘policy’ praised by Canterbury invokes European debates about statecraft which explored the likely confrontation between the expedient demands of secular government and the ethical, legal, and religious codes and principles to which Christians should adhere.3 By the early seventeenth century, ‘policy’ was used by English authors as a shorthand for the term ‘reason of state’, the imported Italian phrase ragion di stato, which defined princely prudence not as a moral virtue but a set of techniques which allowed rulers to establish or expand their authority. Martin Dzelzainis thus describes Shakespeare’s interest in ‘policy’ as reflective of his preoccupation with ideas characteristic of the ‘new humanism’ of the later sixteenth century.4 For Dzelzainis, Shakespeare’s plays reflect the rippling influence on literature of intellectual currents which queried the certainty of ethical absolutes and the epistemological bases on which analysis of political conduct should be drawn.

In the historiography of theories of kingship in Shakespeare’s England, writers have traditionally overlooked contemporary interest in ideas of statecraft and the ‘politic prince’. It has been argued that the humanist and legal conventions of English political thinking inhibited the application of the ideas of reason of state to the English polity.5 Stressing the influence of ‘civic humanism’, many historians have argued that the male Protestant establishment defended/lauded the Elizabethan regime as a mixed monarchy, preserved by its laws, institutions, and above all the Protestant and civic virtue of its subjects/citizens rather than emphasizing the particular virtues of its individual ruler.6 Theories of absolutism have been explored more extensively for the early Stuart period, but primarily in terms of the currency of divine right and patriarchal kingship, or in defining peculiarly English debates about the juridical powers of the prince vis-à-vis the cultic venerators of the ancient constitution.7 Ironically Shakespeare’s King Henry V, great symbol of English patriotism, reminds us that early modern England was far from a cultural island—and that the character and accomplishments of the individual prince remained central to assessments of monarchical rule.

Dzelzainis’s conception of Shakespeare as an early adaptor of voguish political ideas describes a familiar scholarly narrative of the migration of continental thought to the parochial world of English letters. Where they have been analysed, English ideas of ‘policy’ have been mainly discussed in terms of the reception of the works of Niccolò Machiavelli: for Gabriel Harvey, an enthusiastic Elizabethan acolyte, and modern scholars alike, the Florentine was ‘the greate founder and master of pollicies’.8 Il Principe (The Prince), Machiavelli’s treatise on monocracy, written in 1513, laid down the starkest challenge to the assumption that rulers could—or even should—align conventional moral schemata with secular goals. The gulf demarcated by Machiavelli between Christian and classical ethics and the necessary virtù of a prince assured his immortal notoriety; his discussion of the civil uses of pagan religion in the Discorsi sopra la prima deca di Tito Livio (Discourses on the First Ten Books of Livy) (?1514–?1519)—which he compared unfavourably and outrageously with contemporary Christianity—landed his works on the papal index of 1557, ensuring that his name became a pejorative byword for ‘policy’ that used religion as a tool to be manipulated for political advancement.

We may overestimate the direct influence of Machiavelli in Elizabethan and early Stuart England.9 Only The Arte of Warre and the Florentine Historie were published in English translation in 1562 and 1595; English editions of The Prince and The Discourses were published only in 1640 and 1636 respectively, and scholars debate whether or not the most extensive access Elizabethan and Jacobean readers of print had to Machiavelli’s thought was through anti-Machiavellian diatribes imported from the Continent.10 But Harvey was far from a lone admirer of Machiavelli’s ‘policy’: it is alleged that Shakespeare was one of the avid English readers of an Italian edition of The Prince and the Discourses (versions of which were covertly published in London in 1584 by the printer John Wolfe) or an imported French or Latin translation. Meanwhile, English versions of The Prince also circulated in manuscript, to be intently digested by Elizabethan readers.11

A second alleged arm of continental influence extends through those late sixteenth-century theorists of absolute monarchy who engaged in a critical but admiring dialogue with Machiavelli, while analysing the nature of princely conduct within the wider framework of the fiscal-military state.12 The term ragion di stato (in usage in Italy since the 1520s) was given positive branding by the erstwhile Piedmontese Jesuit Giovanni Botero, whose famous Della Ragion di Stato (On The Reason of State), published in 1589, spawned a plethora of copycat treatises on statecraft throughout Europe. The treatise was not printed in English, but at least one early Stuart manuscript translation of The Reason of State survives; several of Botero’s other writings were printed in English, including incarnations of his Le Relationi Universali, his Universal Relations, ‘global’ histories and cosmographies, and his I Prencipi (1600), published in England as Observations upon the Lives of Alexander, Caesar, and Scipio (1602), which enshrined many of his ideas about statecraft.13 ‘State’, explained Botero, was dominion over people; ‘Reason of State the knowledge … by which such a dominion may be founded, preserved, and extended … [which] cannot be considered in the light of ordinary reason.’14 Statecraft required qualities of almost superhuman excellence in the ruler and a particular rationality that could be utilized only by those with the highest authority. And—in a rare approving example drawn from English history (from Polydore Vergil’s History of England)—Botero cited as a brilliant example the prudent prince Henry V of England ‘[who] withdrew himself after his accession to the throne from the company of those with whom he had spent his youth … so to bear the burden of government and diplomacy in peace and war that he became a famous and much praised ruler’.15

More famous for his influence in England was Justus Lipsius, whose philosophical and political thought has been described as the beating heart of the ‘new humanism’.16 Lipsius was a figure well connected to English scholars and statesman, a particular friend of Sir Philip Sidney and significantly acquainted with the Earl of Leicester during the latter’s campaign in the Netherlands in 1586.17 Lipsius’ celebrated treatise on public life and the state, Politicorum, Sive Civilis Doctrinae Libri Sex (1589) (published in the same year as Botero’s Reason of State), was, in the words of its English translator William Jones, a forensic analysis ‘of pollicie … especially [that which] concerneth the establishment of Principallitie’.18 Jones’s edition was published in 1594 as the Sixe Books of Politickes by Richard Field, the Stratford-born printer, who also produced editions of Venus and Adonis (1593–96), The Rape of Lucrece (1594), and the Phoenix and the Turtle (1601). It has been argued that Shakespeare’s close connections to Field may have facilitated his acquaintance with the Politickes.19

Lipsius nowhere uses the phrase ‘reason of state’, preferring the term ‘mixed prudence’ to describe the morally compromised behaviour required of rulers. The broad lines of his thinking on princely authority, though, are very similar to Botero’s: both authors are often cited alongside Jean Bodin as theorists of the developing state, validating the growth of centralized legal, fiscal, and military power under the monarchical ruler. But the concern of Botero and Lipsius was with the character of the Christian prince, and the prudence he required to establish strong authority and civil peace. Although both deliberately shunned the irreligion associated with Machiavelli’s name, they consciously adopted and adapted insights that justified divergence from conventional ethical conduct. Central to this doctrine was the treatment of the problem Machiavelli had energetically addressed about the value of honest versus expedient conduct. Most notoriously, Lipsius argued that dissimulation—‘which discovereth the countenance, and covereth the mind’—was an essential weapon in the armoury of the prudent prince, vital to the preservation of the salus populi.20

Reflecting the scepticism of Montaigne, whom he admired, Lipsius also shunned philosophical absolutes when applied to affairs of state: ‘Proper prudence, to wit, that which is requisite to be in a Prince, can hardly be tied to precepts.’21 The style of Lipsius’ argumentation—deductions woven from dense layers of quotation extracted primarily from classical authorities—enhanced the moral relativism of his observations.22 For both Lipsius and Botero, experience rather than scientia, philosophical reasoning, was the surest guide to prudent conduct; the broadest record of human experience was to be found in history—great tutor of the corrupt human mind.23 As the editor of the first complete edition of Tacitus, published in 1574, Lipsius drew extensively on the Roman historian’s aphoristic wisdom in his Politickes, pioneering a wave of Tacitean scholarship throughout Europe. In a perverse reading of Tacitus’ Annals, Lipsius’ Politickes warmly describes the Emperor Tiberius—who gained and maintained the throne, Tacitus insinuates, through murder, deceit, and cruelty—as a wise practitioner of statecraft.24 More central to Lispius’ thought was his veneration of the techniques of Augustus—whose manipulation of Rome’s constitutional framework allowed him stealthily to transform the state by turning republican institutions into vehicles of his personal sovereignty.25

The complex burden of political leadership, however, was hardly a new topic for debate. Since at least the twelfth century, civil and canon lawyers had argued for a distinction between ‘potestas absoluta’ and ‘potestas ordinaria’, allowing secular and papal rulers the right to override human law in exceptional circumstances.26 As for morality, the problematic relationship between the honestas and the utile in public life was a well-worn topos of classical rhetoric and philosophy (hence Machiavelli’s interest in it in the first place); Plato’s The Republic was an authoritative source for the observation that rulers might need to deceive to administer vital medicine to the sick state.27 As Conal Condren observes, medieval political theories of public office-holding had allowed rulers ethical latitude long before Machiavelli set pen to paper.28 More significantly, as scholars of late medieval political ideas have recently demonstrated, the language of ‘statecraft’ and ‘policy’ was no mere Italian import to Western Christendom. A crisis of monarchical authority in France and England in the fifteenth century had evoked native political cultures that equalled Machiavelli in their robust cynicism about the relevance of cardinal virtues in the political realm, and the problematic relationship between Christian morality and the demands of government.29 It was precisely the crisis of monarchy in England from 1399–1485 that provided the majority of the material for Shakespeare’s history plays. Machiavelli’s contemporary, the French historian Philippe de Commines, placed similar emphasis on the ethical equivocation employed by the most successful rulers. Comines's Mémoires were published in three English editions between 1596 and 1614, rendering them far more accessible to readers in Shakespeare’s England than the works of Machiavelli.30

Nevertheless, Machiavelli—and the reaction he evoked—gave emotional and linguistic ballast to writing about statecraft in the post-Reformation period. The frameworks of the debate he established offered the clearest challenge to those humanist authors who required the absolute commitment to conventionally virtuous conduct of all participants in public life, and who emphasized the restraints—moral, legal, or institutional—that circumscribed princely conduct. In the most influential of all early sixteenth-century mirrors for princes, the Institutio Principis Christiani (The Education of a Christian Prince) (1516), Erasmus requires the ruler to adhere unwaveringly to Christian virtue: ‘either you are a good man to the great benefit of all, or a bad one bringing great disaster to all’—it must be impossible to distinguish between the inner and outer virtue of the prince.31 The classic English exposition of these ‘civic humanist’ ideals, Thomas Elyot’s Boke Named the Governor (1531), conjured the shade of Cicero to condemn ‘all dysceyte and dyssimulation’, which is against man’s nature, ‘agaynst Iustyce’.32 If the moral relativism of Lipsian analysis challenged these certainties, so did developing notions of ‘state’. The Erasmian commonwealth is conventionally organic, the prince the heart of the polity made up of a mutually dependent body of limbs, organs, and fluids.33 For Botero (as with Machiavelli), ‘State is a stable rule over a people’, the people a ‘thing’ separate from the princely ruler to be controlled and dominated.34 There is nothing organic about this conception of political authority, nothing Erasmian about the ideal that rulers ought to strengthen and extend sovereign power.

If the crisis of Italian republicanism experienced by Machiavelli occurred synchronically with the Western European baronial wars of the fifteenth century, the immediate context for the evolution of late sixteenth-century theories of state power were the European reformations and wars of religion, also experienced simultaneously by nations across Christendom. Botero, who trained for the Jesuit priesthood and served the great reforming Archbishop Carlo Borromeo of Milan, was the intellectual product of the Catholic Reformation, the context of his political thinking the intensification of absolute rule in the Italian principalities. The peripatetic career of Lipsius was dominated by the revolt of the Netherlands, which shaped his spiritual as well as physical peregrination from Calvinist Leiden to Catholic Louvain. The absolutism of Lipsius (as of Bodin) was a response to the perceived need for strong rule to restore civil peace in France and the Netherlands, both devastated by religious violence and civil war: the conception of the mixed monarchy—embraced enthusiastically in mid-sixteenth-century England—was viewed by these thinkers as a dangerously unstable polity, allowing individuals and institutions to compete for command and authority.

Enveloping ideas of statecraft and the virtues of the prince were the great questions about the relationship between Church, state, and subject. Was it the role of the secular prince to enforce religious orthodoxy? And how could rulers maintain political stability over subjects divided by implacable confessional divisions? These were questions of the greatest moment in the British Isles as on the Continent. Thousands of English soldiers, including many unwilling conscripts, had practical experience of wars of religion, serving in Elizabeth’s armies in France and the Netherlands but also in Ireland, where English rule came close to extinction in the Nine Years’ War.35 If Elizabethan and Jacobean England enjoyed relative domestic tranquillity, noisy minority groups of alienated Catholics and hotter Protestants, dissatisfied for opposing reasons with the Erastian Elizabethan Church, ensured that this was a status quo which no subject took for granted.

And it was the European paper wars of religion in the later sixteenth century that provided the most dominant uses of the languages of statecraft. In the north-western monarchies of Europe, the shrillest debate about policy and reason of state was profoundly negative—employed by partisan groups to condemn those of opposing religion as atheist ‘statesmen’, perverted by secular ambition.

When Charles IX defended the assassination of Huguenot leaders which had led to the Massacre of St Bartholomew’s Day in 1572, he justified the greatest act of slaughter of the French Wars of Religion on the grounds of the potestas absoluta, the ‘extraordinary justice’ and scientia certa, ‘certain knowledge’, which inhered in the monarch’s absolute power.36 Those disgusted by this act of violence, in France as in England, inevitably scorned this explanation of the ‘rational’ wielding of the monarch’s exceptional powers. In an outpouring of lurid texts—widely published across the channel in English translations—the violent persecution of Huguenots in France, and the very absolute powers claimed by the crown itself, were blamed on the insidious influence of Machiavelli’s acolytes at the Valois court.

The most famous of these tracts was the Huguenot Innocent Gentillet’s Discours sur les moyens de bien gouvener … Contre Nicolas Machiavel (Discourse upon the means of well-governing … Against Machiavel) (1576), a selection of Machiavelli’s maxims vituperated as wicked atheism epitomized. The second Latin edition of 1577 (by an anonymous Huguenot refugee) was published in an English translation by Simon Patericke in 1602; the Latin text of 1577, too, was dedicated to the English puritans, Francis Hastings and Edward Bacon, envisaging a rapt audience across the Channel. This Anglo-oriented version of Against Machiavel blamed France’s bloody civil wars on the Italian Queen Mother, Catherine de’ Medici and her minions, who introduced poisonous Italian ‘policie’ devised by ‘Sathan’ to France.37 Machiavelli’s advice for the conduct of new princes, then, was re-described (in a considerable departure from Machiavelli’s original intentions) as a manual for amoral atheist courtiers. These dangerous statesmen flourished by teaching susceptible rulers to engorge their own powers, flatteringly redefining tyrannical behaviour as strong monarchy. In a plethora of derivative tracts translated for a hungry English readership, Machiavellian advisors were condemned as exhorting the king to turn the state from a mixed monarchy—which protected subjects’ liberties—into a Turkish despotism.38

In the oleaginous dedication of the Latin edition of Against Machiavel, corrupt France was compared to saintly England, which flourished ‘not by Machiavellian artes … but true vertues, as Clemencie, Iustice, Faith’.39 Plenty of contemporary voices, though, would allege that the cult of Machiavellian ‘policy’ flourished vibrantly in English breasts. All of the tropes of these French tracts had already been voiced with equal vehemence in polemical exchanges between English Protestants and Catholics.

The cornerstone of Protestant antipopery was condemnation of the political ambition of the papacy, the usurpation of spiritual power by man. Roman Catholicism was the religion of the flesh, propagated by hypocrites who were inevitably seduced by the secularism of Machiavelli’s vision. In The Discoverie of a Gaping Gulf … (1579), John Stubbes railed against a cabal of courtiers who advised Elizabeth to make a catastrophic Catholic marriage to the Duke of Alençon, as vile ‘polytyques … [who] do beate their braines in other bookes of wicked vile Atheistes and sette before them the example of Turkish and Italian practises’.40 As foreign Catholic invasion and assassination scares escalated in the Protestant imagination, it was the seminary priest who metamorphosed into the Machiavellian bogey-man, the cassock concealing the corrupt ‘politician’. Following widely held European prejudices, English Protestants especially viewed the Jesuits—who targeted ruling elites to propagate Counter-Reformation Catholicism—as the most dangerous exponents of ‘policy’ and ‘reason of state’. According to Thomas James’s The Jesuits Downefall (1612), (published notably after the Gunpowder Plot in which the Superior of the English Jesuits Henry Garnet had played an ambiguous but pivotal role), Jesuits practice ‘more then Machiavillian Policie’; ‘their doctrine of statizing, [demands] they must be stirring … In all temporal, mundane and stratagemicall affaires’.41

These polemical strategies were not singular to Protestant polemic. Across the trenches of the confessional divide, Catholics also seized the anti-Machiavellian/‘anti-statizing’ high ground with even greater invention, to revile the ‘policy’ of the Protestant regime. In fact, the very earliest English response to Machiavelli had been Cardinal Reginald Pole’s Apologia ad Carolum Quintum (Apology to Charles V) (1539), in which he had denounced the Royal Supremacy as the brainchild of Thomas Cromwell, an atheist disciple of the Florentine.42 These modes of argument were employed with greater intensity in the public attacks on the Elizabethan state by Catholic polemicists from the 1570s onwards. If, as scholars have argued, the Elizabethan regime legitimized itself as a mixed monarchy, vaulted by the virtue and piety of its counsellors, Catholics attacking the Erastian church mocked all of these claims—using the same tropes as Huguenot attacks on the Valois monarchy to describe Elizabeth’s government as a corrupt clique of politiques, who subverted the religious, political, legal, and social order.43

The anonymous Treatise of Treasons (1572) set the tone. The Elizabethan Reformation was the creation of ‘Machiavellian Libertines’, especially Sir William Cecil and Sir Nicholas Bacon, who had created a ‘Machiavellian State & Regiment: where Religion is put behind in the second last place: where ye civil Policie … is preferred before it’.44 This critique is developed in William Allen’s A True, Sincere and Modest Defence of English Catholiques (1584). The English Church, argues Allen, was constructed by ‘Politiques of our countrie, pretending to be protestantes’. Allen defines the regime of Protestant/atheists as a ‘new state’ which represented ‘the weale of a verie few’.45 Here is an embryonic notion of the state as secularized dominion imposed upon Elizabeth’s subjects—essentially Botero’s conception of ‘state’, the development towards modernity so eagerly anticipated by political scientists—here employed as a disgusted term of abuse. More needling still was the treatment of the concept of reason of state by the Jesuit Robert Parsons, the most brilliant polemicist writing in English. In his Newes from Spayne and Holland (1593), Parsons laconically queried the success of the Elizabethan Reformation, even viewed as an act of amoral prudence. Was the Royal Supremacy ‘according to reason, experience and law of pollicy to be accounted wise and prudent’? The religious strife, the embittering of foreign enemies, the challenge of puritanism—all unleashed by the creation of the Church of England—represented a spectacular own goal on the part of its greedy architects: ‘it seemed a great oversight in reason of state to make so universal a change of religion’.46

The condemnation of the evil counsellor/courtier was, of course, an age-old rhetoric invoked by those disaffected from public life. But the wider effect of anti-Machiavellian polemic was to attack conceptions of mixed monarchy and the discourse of counsel that lay at its heart.47 As Elyot idealized, the healthy monarchy was sustained by the virtuous magistrate through whose ministrations ‘it semeth impossible, a countre not to be wel governed’.48 But repeated emphasis on the flourishing of deceitful hypocrites, motivated by personal ambition rather than civic duty, queried the likelihood that virtuous advisors would flourish in the court-centred state. Provoked by modish interest in Tacitus’ ‘secret histories’ of the Roman court, contemporaries reflected on the propensity of rulers to succumb to the flattery of evil ‘politiques’, and meditated more deeply on the type of state which would repress or reward virtue.49

By the time that Shakespeare was writing for the public theatre, pejorative languages of Machiavellian statecraft were deeply engrained within the mainstream literary and political culture. The arrival of Machiavellianism in the public theatre was heralded quite literally by Christopher Marlowe: in The Jew of Malta (c.1589–90), the character of ‘Machiavel’ himself speaks the prologue of the play, describing the flight of his soul to the British Isles via France, where he has departed the body of the recently murdered villain, the Duke of Guise. Meanwhile, in the character of Mortimer in Marlowe's Edward II, ‘Machiavel’ in the guise of the wicked counsellor and courtier slithered across the English stage for the first time’.
 Shakespeare’s earlier history plays also pullulate with power-hungry nobles and churchmen posing as friends of the commonwealth. The exemplars of chivalric and civil virtue in the Henry VI trilogy—Talbot and the Duke of Gloucester—are lonely anomalies, destroyed by jealous corrupt self-serving barons who plunge the realm into civil war. The most virtuoso evil statesman of all, the devilish ‘Machiavel’ is, of course, Richard III, the ultimate ‘new prince’, whose consummately amoral virtù propels him to the Crown.

If the corruption of the court was a potent subject for dramatization, these were ideas that embedded themselves in the internal discourse of English Protestants as they scrutinized the perceived failings of the Elizabethan and early Stuart court and government. In particular, the followers of Robert Devereux, second Earl of Essex—early enthusiasts for Tacitus—drew on the pejorative language of ‘statecraft’ to describe their own disaffection from the court, and their opposition to the engulfing dominance of English government by Lord Burghley and his son Robert Cecil. In a court corrupted by self-serving statesmen, complained Essex, Queen Elizabeth was utterly deaf to honest counsel, and blind to the merits of her truly virtuous subjects (i.e. himself).50 A libel by an Essex partisan directly compared the hunchbacked Cecil with Richard III: ‘First did thy Sire and now thy selfe by Machivillian skill/Prevaile, … I knowe your Crookebacke spider shapen/Poison to the state and Comons.’51

For Essex and his supporters, Elizabeth’s susceptibility to Machiavellian counsel revealed her to be gravely lacking in the qualities required of strong monarchy. His Apologie … Against Those Which Falsly and Maliciously Taxe Him to be the Onely Hinderer Of The Peace, and Quiet of his Countrey (written 1598 but first printed in 1600) urges the continuation of Elizabeth’s offensive war with Spain through the evocation of a puissant English state where monarch, nobles, and subjects are united in their virtuous cause—the preservation of the liberty of Protestant states from Catholic tyranny. Rather than possessing the strong will to pursue this essential course of action, the weak Elizabeth, in Essex’s eyes, inclined to follow the counsel of dangerous men like Cecil, ‘Injurious to the commonwealth’, who preferred the easy profits of peace to the strenuous action necessitated by war.52 Of course in Henry V written a year after Essex’s Apologie, Shakespeare realizes the earl’s monarchical fantasy of king and nobility united in glorious military triumph—a unique portrayal of an unequivocally successful king in his English history plays. Famously, Shakespeare likened Henry’s departure for France to the cheering crowds who greeted Essex as he left England to suppress the Irish rebellion in February 1599.53

Unlike Essex, however, Shakespeare dwelt far less extensively on the theme of counsel as a cause of corrupted monarchy. Where his mature plays portray corrupted government, their focus is not the counsellor but the prince who inclines to ignore virtuous counsel, and to rule Lear-like, according to his own appetites and will. A pivotal play is Richard II (1594–95). In the most high-flown patriotic rhetoric John of Gaunt offers King Richard II prophetic counsel on his misgovernment: Richard’s jeering repudiation of Gaunt bears the ultimate price, the loss of his kingdom and his life.

Shakespeare’s shift in emphasis from the counsellor to the character of the prince is exactly representative too of the priorities of those thinkers who adopted a deeper scrutiny of Machiavelli’s works. Indeed, the application of the label ‘Machiavellian’ to counsellors gives a very misleading understanding of the focus of The Prince, which is entirely concerned with the techniques of rulers, not the character of their servants. The successful prince may trust no counsellor, relying entirely on the store of his own virtù: ‘good advice, from whomsoever it may come, must have its source in the shrewdness of the ruler’.54 The same is true in a qualified sense of those later sixteenth-century theorists who argued for the necessary strengthening of monarchical authority. In Book III of the Politickes, Lipsius devotes pages to tediously unoriginal advice for the prince on the type of counsellor (pious, truthful, etc.) whom he should trust; in Book IV, which concerns princely prudence, he warns: ‘Let the Prince then stand vpon his guard and defend himselfe with this Shield, in belieuing nothing, and in being wary in all things.’55 In Botero’s Life of Alexander, the pivotal decision in his career occurred when the general chose to ignore the advice of his nervous advisors and pursued his father’s war against Greece and Persia. The history of the world hinged on this act of individual prudence.56

If the mixed monarchy upheld by virtuous counsel is shown to be a humanist fantasy, does the strong-willed ‘politic’ prince come to dominate the English imagination? Scholars who have emphasized the particularism of English political culture have suggested otherwise. English Tacitism, for example, has been described as dwelling far more extensively on the creation of an atmosphere critical of court politics than approvingly describing the ways that royal power might be enhanced.57 The conceptions of England as an ‘ancient’ constitution—whether thinkers stressed the monarchical, legal, or parliamentary element—was of an unchanging polity which did not allow any component, let alone the kingly one, to enhance its powers.58 As Condren argues, ‘reason of state’ and ‘policy’ in Jacobean as in Elizabethan England widely remained pejorative terms, and not only in the denunciation of Catholic sedition.59 John Melton’s The Sixe-Fold Politician (1609) is a diatribe against purveyors and consumers of political news—‘merchants of wordlye policye’ who undermine stability with their amateur meddling in matters of state.60 Llodowick Lloyd’s Practice of Policy (1604), dedicated to James VI and I, is a warning to the king to fortify himself against the ‘policy’ of subjects, Catholics or otherwise, who would plot treason against him.

This leaves us ostensibly in a world far removed from Canterbury’s praise for the ‘policy’ of Henry V. In fact, certain strands of literary and intellectual culture in Tudor and Stuart England did engage approvingly with ideas of statecraft—but when writing about the peculiar burdens of the prince rather than his subjects. In Book III of the Politickes, Lipsius holds counsellors utterly accountable to conventional ethical standards; in Book IV, his analysis of the conduct of princes, Lipsius argues that the ruler alone can adhere to a plastic moral code. This extraordinary power makes extraordinary demands on the prince’s abilities: the ruler must be the ultimate statesman, more knowledgeable than any individual subject, relying where necessary on information provided by spies.61 The ruler must embody the senses of the state—the image visualized literally in the famous Rainbow Portrait of Elizabeth I, c.1600–01, where the queen wears a gown encrusted with eyes, ears, and mouths.

Shakespeare’s mid-Tudor forbears—Protestant and Catholic—had already engaged in positive senses with Machiavellian ideas and their application to English kingship. The Protestant humanist and clerk of the Privy Council William Thomas took inspiration from The Prince to write a series of ‘Commonplaces of State’ sent to the boy-king Edward VI c.1550.62 Between 1553 and 1556, an anonymous author, thought by Peter Donaldson to be Stephen Gardiner, Catholic Bishop of Winchester, and Lord Chancellor under Mary I, also drew deeply on The Prince to write A Discourse on the Coming of the English and Normans to Britain, which provided secret politic advice for England’s ‘new prince’ by marriage—King Philip of Spain.63

By the later 1590s, the hostile anti-Machiavellian sentiment in Elizabethan polemic was also joined by dissenting voices sympathetic to the ideas of ‘policy’ and statecraft and their significance for ideas of monarchy. If the cleverest attack on reason of state was by Robert Parsons, the most extended theoretical analysis of the concept was ironically by another English Jesuit: Thomas Fitzherbert’s A Treatise Concerning Policy and Religion, published in two volumes between 1606 and 1610, was composed around his entry into the Society of Jesus, in 1615—a typically exhaustive example of Catholic anti-Machiavellian writing, which set out, as Botero had done before, to reconcile ‘policy’ with Catholic religion.64

Protestant writers shared Fitzherbert’s preoccupations, while adopting different generic forms. While England did not experience an outpouring of commentaries on reason of state on the scale of many continental states, the early seventeenth century witnessed the popularity of the short essay (reflecting the influence of Montaigne), and collections of aphorisms. The most famous English essayist was, of course, the polymath Francis Bacon, whose observations on political conduct were notoriously informed by Machiavelli, Lispius and Montaigne. Also a disciple of Montaigne was Sir William Cornwallis, whose Essayes (1600–01), and Essays of Certaine Paradoxes (1616, 1617) contain repeated reflections on policy and statecraft.65 His paradox of extraordinary wit—his ‘Essay in prayse of Richard III’—is perhaps the most provocative English exercise in writing about reason of state of Shakespeare’s era. First composed in the 1590s, the paradox exonerates Richard as an exemplary prince whose immoral actions—including nepoticide!—were justified on the grounds of prudence.66 Another author who looked self-consciously to Europe for inspiration was Robert Dallington, whose Aphorismes Civill and Militarie (1613) explicated maxims from Guicciardini’s History of Italy, which he addressed directly first to Henry, Prince of Wales, and then to the new heir Prince Charles after Henry’s death in 1612. Through Guicciardini, Dallington advised a future king: ‘Authority is the life and soule of a Monarchie’; ‘Princes in actions of greatest consequent, should be instructed by the rule of State.’67

Following Lipsius’ moderate Machiavellianism, those English authors who sternly condemned vice in ‘evil counsellors’ described the ‘prudence’ of the prince as an inscrutably quality, subject to extraordinary rules. John Melton described Richard III as a ‘rancke smelling Pole-cat of impure and prophane pollicies’; but he allowed that if ‘Princes in their behaviours & causes politicke, should stand to schoole arguments [i.e. about honesty], order … [would] beg at his gates and wander like a banisht vagabond.’68 Llodowick Lloyd advised James VI to counter the ‘policy’ of seditious subjects with regal ‘policy’ of his own. In an extraordinary passage, Lloyd describes the actions of ‘Ergamenes, king of Ethiope … to make an end of all the priests of Ethiope, who by their lawe had authority to elect a King … dissembled the like policy … to solemnize a sacrifice to their gods, where he slue them every one.’ In other words, the king deceitfully manipulated a religious ceremony to free the monarchy from the principle of election invested by law and custom in the magistracy of priests!69

Both Dallington and Cornwallis stand out, though, in their systemic approval of mixed prudence as a doctrine of kingship rather than an occasional emergency medicine. For Dallington, the modern Tiberius—the prudent tyrant of sixteenth-century Christendom—is Guicciardini’s Pope Alexander VI, in Dallington’s words ‘a man though singular in policie and maturitie of iudgement … and effecting great matters; yet of a most leud and abominable life, of no faith … immoderately ambitious, barbarously cruell’.70 Between the absolutes of honesty and corruption ‘there is a middle way betweene both, which aright Statesman must take’; more specifically, ‘simulation of what is good, and dissimulation of what is evill … in a publicke person they are necessary evils.’71 His dedicatee, Charles I—not known for his commitment to public honesty—may well have learned from his self-proclaimed tutor. For Cornwallis, princes are naturally ambitious: they ‘erre against Nature if they aspire not’. In bastardizing his nephews to take the crown Richard III displayed a ‘true Heroick spirit’.72 And—with a brilliantly needling reminder of the execution of Mary, Queen of Scots, by Elizabeth I—Cornwallis argues that Richard’s nepoticide, the ultimate violation of any ethical moral code, was a most sensible act of state: ‘some wyse, and polletick Prynces have imprisoned & put to death such as have been reputed their heires’. The ‘removing of such occasions of Civill warres in a well-gouernd Comonwealth is most proffitable, moste Commendable’.73

Condemnation of Machiavelli had been engendered above all by his antipathy to Christianity, but the enduring fascination with his ethics engaged with the deeper framework of religious argument that enveloped discussion of statecraft and the relationship of Church, state, and subject. In the post-Reformation world, the moral ambiguities surrounding deception were extensively analysed in a parallel discourse about the right of the individual to conceal conscience when religious belief was on trial by magisterial authority, a question of the greatest moment for men and women who refused to conform to the religion of the Church of England. Casuist literature by puritan and Catholic alike drew on a venerable Augustinian tradition to show that God allowed the use of ‘dolus bonus’—good deceit—when conscience necessitated.74 Ironically, though, the defence of dolus bonus, elaborated to allow individuals to resist the persecuting arm of the state, could also be employed to defend the absolute powers of the prince from the constraints of positive and moral law. The prince’s dissimulation, argues Lloyd, is justified by countless Old Testament examples: Iehu feigned a day of sacrifice to Baal, so he could gather and slay the priests and friends of King Ahab; ‘So God taught Moses such stratagems in Egipt against Pharao, and to Iosua at Iericho, and at Ai, to destroy the enemies of God.’75 The policy of God, explains Fitzherbert, though sometimes seemingly in breach of His own moral law, is inscrutable providence, unfathomable to human minds. Absolute princes—God’s lieutenants on earth—are invested with some of this sacred freedom from the laws that bind ordinary mortals.76

Theorists of reason of state also strove to show that their preferred forms of Christianity were congruent with the aims of secular government. While Machiavelli’s veneration of Roman civic religion (most coherently evinced in the Discourses) was vituperated as ungodly, it was argued that the prudent prince would uphold Christian doctrine for similarly expedient reasons because it impressed subjects with the godliness of obedience. As Botero concludes: ‘But of all religions none is more favourable to rulers than the Christian law … even the souls and consciences of [the ruler’s] people are subject to him.’77 Or, as Dallington summarises: ‘Religion is rather a setler, then a stickler in policie: she rather confirmes men in obedience to the government established.’78

In post-Reformation Europe, where religious schism had ignited such violent war, these glib conclusions seem astonishingly divorced from reality. Most glaringly, they left unanswered the climacteric question of how a prince should govern subjects who were ferociously divided over Christian religion and law. Should the ruler enforce religious conformity over subjects of opposing confessions or grudgingly tolerate religious pluralism for the sake of stability? Absolutism, which certainly aimed at the strengthening of state power, was smelted in the crucible of religious conflict, but its advocates were conflicted over the intractable problem of religious dissent. The politique solution realized by King Henry IV of France was the recognition of Huguenot and Catholic co-existence in the Edict of Nantes (1598), and the acceptance of religious pluralism as the undesirable but necessary price to pay for peace. Lipsius’ perspective—equally ‘politique’—was entirely contrary, viewing the toleration of multiple religions as threatening to stability. For Lipsius, public contempt for the state church must be punished by the prince. On private belief, though, Lipsius allowed latitude: of the man ‘quiet, and silent at home: Whether is he to be punished, or no? It seemeth he ought not’.79 Lipsius’ distinction was essentially enshrined in official defences of the Elizabethan Religious Settlement, which insisted that subjects who objected to the state religion were punished for civil disobedience but not for matters of conscience—an apologia bitterly rejected by puritan and Catholic non-conformists.80 So John Melton praised Elizabeth’s recusancy laws as devised ‘in policie for the better and safer preservation of this Realm in peace and tranquilitie’.81 No wonder Parsons could describe the English Reformation as an act of ‘policy’.

The legal-constitutionalism of English political discourse, particularly as described by Pocock, is seen as a more inhibitive brake on the reception of continental ideas of statecraft than the complexities of state–Church relations.82 In fact, Geoff Baldwin argues that ‘reason of state’, did percolate into the legal and parliamentary language of the early Stuart period to define and contest the boundaries of the juridical powers of the monarchy and the royal prerogative.83 Condemning impositions in parliament in 1610, Dudley Carleton argued that the Crown wilfully misinterpreted the doctrine to justify unlawful taxation of subjects’ property: ‘Reason of state is preservation of the state, and not the ruyne of the state’.84

Even those who harboured opposing perspectives on the relationship between Crown and common law, however, tended to agree that these were ideally unchanging entities, venerable because of their antiquity. Legal arguments that the ‘absolute’ prerogative of the Crown endowed the monarch with the occasional power to override positive law embodied a qualitatively different dynamic to the perspectives of Machiavelli, Botero, and Lipsius, who argued that the prince’s respect for laws and constitutions—though advisable—was largely a matter of expediency, and who argued for the strengthening of monarchical authority vis-à-vis other elements of the constitution. Lipsius urged the prince to avoid devolving power to lesser magistrates and institutions ‘least thou do dissolve the force of Principalitie in referring all things to the Senate’.85 Unlike Machiavelli, who argued that corrupt and failing states must be radically constructed anew, Lipsius urged that the prudent ruler should attempt no violent innovations; but, laws should be changed ‘slowly, and as it were by degrees’ ‘with the least noise that may be’. Here, Tacitus’ compressed summation of the reign of Augustus, Annals 1.1., provided Lipsius—and Tacitus’ English readers—with the foremost example of the transformation of a constitution by stealth. In the words of Richard Greneway’s translation, Augustus bought allegiance with food, peace, and security, and ‘he drew to himselfe the affairs of the Senate; the duties of magistrates and lawes, without contradition of any’.86

It was, then, outside of parliament and law court that Englishmen probed these ideas with greater enthusiasm. John Melton is provocative on the requirement that the prince abide by law: ‘the government of their estates must bee tyed, either to the customes, Lawes, & municipall statutes of their countries … ; or to the profound and discerning iudgement of discreete, wise, and experienced rulers’ (emphasis added). The ‘or’ is significant: princely prudence and the rule of positive law are interchangeable rather than inextricably linked. At the furthest extreme, William Cornwallis assaults the reader’s assumptions by defending the execution of William, Lord Hastings, summarily beheaded by Richard III without trial on the grounds that he was a lascivious troublemaker. Though Hastings was not ‘by forme of Lawe’ condemned, his execution was ‘very Iudiciall, and if guilty of anie thinge, of discretion, & pollicye’.87 The most philosophical attack on the veneration of an ‘ancient constitution’, though, came from Fitzherbert. Man’s knowledge, he argued, is so corrupted by the Fall that no man-made state or law is durable: ‘such is the variety of times & instabilitie of the humors and affections of men, that new lawes and different policies wil be necessarie thereto’.88

Fitzherbert’s emphasis on fallen nature also resonated strongly with the wider problem facing princes. Government was burdensome and difficult, many authors agreed, because the capacity of subjects of all social status to virtue and reason was so slight. This very negative perception of the inclinations of the people characterized theories that privileged strong centralized authority over ‘quasi-republican’ ideas of mixed monarchy, which viewed the stability of the polity as residing in the virtues of nobility or people. ‘The common people’, summarized Lipsius, ‘are unstable … bent to cruelty … voyd of reason … envious … light of beliefe’.89 It is essential, therefore, that the ‘humor and inclination of the subjects ought to be as well knowne to the Prince … as if he were one amongst them’.90 Wheeling out the hoary cliché, Dallington epitomized: ‘[the] multitude is this many-headed monster, which hath neither head for braines, nor braines for governement’.91 Against Erasmian injunction, then, was a message about exerting extraordinary control; subjects were not to be educated in virtue (an impossible task, insisted Fitzherbert), but tamed or restrained from following their baser instincts.92 As Botero’s Life of Caesar chronicled, Caesar—at first an over-mighty citizen—gained ‘the soveraignetie’ through ‘the most pollitick’ stratagems, wooing the people with brilliant oratory; buying them with promises of material prosperity; and advancing himself to priestly office to add religion to his external magnetism.

For Botero’s Caesar, though, it was war that endowed him with the greatest stage to shore up power sufficient to transform the Roman state. Martial valour too, then, was one of the most prized weapons of the armoury of princely excellence. As we have seen, this was a position roundly endorsed by the Earl of Essex, who found Elizabeth woefully lacking in this kingly quality. The militarism of Essex, though, idealized the symbiotic relationship of prince and virtuous subjects heroically defending the cause of English liberty from Catholic Spain. Lipsius and Botero were rather more cynical about the role of war in the monarchical state: rather than fuelling subjects with combative patriotism, war secured princely reputation and therefore authority. (Indeed, Lipsius saw patriotism as a dangerous passion, pregnant with latent sedition.) In The Reason of State, Botero argues that war might be a means of directing subjects’ energies away from civil grievances: ‘The Romans frequently had recourse to this remedy which served as a sort of sheet-anchor when the multitude seemed to threaten revolt’.93 The connection between this practice and the career of the most famous English warrior prince was made by Cornwallis, comparing the admirable prudence of Richard III and Henry V. Richard’s greatest error was that he failed to imitate ‘that worthy king henry the fyft who in a lyke unsetled state led out the nobility and people to make warrs upon forrayne Enimyes … to ymbrue their warlick swordes (lately whetted against one another) in the blood & Bowelles of strangers’. Had Richard availed himself of this opportunity to vent the spleens of his more vexatious subjects, ‘he might perhaps have had as fortunat successe …. he was no less valyant, no lesse poletick.’94

Finally we return to a cool appraisal of Henry V as a ‘politic’ prince—who undertakes glorious deeds as a pretext to securing his authority over warmongering subjects. In David Womersley’s reading of Shakespeare’s Henry V the king is the quintessence of Protestant monarchy.95 On the eve of Agincourt he prays for victory, but seems to recognize the worthlessness of a Catholic doctrine of intercessory prayer: ‘all that I can doe is nothing worth;/Since that my Penitence comes after ill,/Imploring pardon’.96 But Shakespeare’s kings require far more than doctrinal purity to prosper. The ultimately pious ruler is Henry’s son, Henry VI, who, as Stephen Greenblatt observes, ‘is virtually the only Shakesperean ruler with a high-minded, ethical goal’.97 Henry VI is guided by Erasmian principles: by religion, books, counsel, and the desire to settle conflict through negotiation rather than war. Henry idealizes the life of the swain, not in the pastoral analogy for kingship employed by Erasmus, but because of the simplicity of the life they enjoy.98 It is hard to think of a less successful model of kingship in any Shakespearean play.

Henry V, by contrast, is the centrifugal force of the play that bears his name. He is supremely persuasive in convincing others of his valiance, prudence, and piety, his authority and his reputation inseparable from each other. He follows the advice to go to war proffered by his dying father as a means to cement his authority and to blot out the stain of Lancastrian usurpation. The paragon of chivalry is willing to break the laws of chivalry even at Agincourt: mercilessly, he orders the killing of all French prisoners to prevent the French from regrouping on the battlefield. Prince Hal/Henry V, who reveals his true self to the audience through soliloquy, is his own counsellor: the bishops who flatter and provide the king with justifications to invade France are servants of the royal will, who want to deflect Henry from taxing clerical wealth. As king, Henry smokes out the traitors in his own realm who are shown no mercy, even though one, Lord Scroop, ‘didst beare the key of all my counsailes’.99 He knows his people intimately: not, through school-learning, but quite literally as Lipsius instructed, ‘as if he were one amongst them’, by having lived amongst the rogues and knaves in the stews of London. His extraordinary transformation from rogue prince to all-powerful king is exactly as Botero described it, the ultimate exercise in the creation of reputation.

There is, of course, a bitter sting in this tale of prudence and valiance, this apparent celebration of Lipsian ideals of kingship. As the audience is made aware by the chorus at the end of the play, prudence and virtue are not heritable qualities:

This Starre of England. Fortune made his Sword;

By which the Worlds best Garden he atchieved,

And of it left his Sonne Imperiall Lord.100

This was the garden that would, as the audience is well aware, nurture the deadly red and white roses, which would manure English soil with English blood. As Machiavelli argued in the Discourses, it is an unstable state that depends on the virtù of one man.
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CHAPTER 18

SENECA AND ENGLISH POLITICAL CULTURE

CURTIS PERRY

FROM long before the birth of Shakespeare until well after his death, Seneca ranked prominently among classical authors associated with political wisdom. This is true because of the vivid emphasis, in his plays, upon the will to power, tyranny, and abjection, because of interest in his ill-fated but initially successful career as tutor and advisor to the Emperor Nero, and (most of all) because the pragmatic, Roman-style Stoicism of his philosophical writings was so deeply ingrained into late medieval and early modern political and ethical thought as to be unavoidable. This last point has to do in part with the fact that Senecan and pseudo-Senecan writings were widely circulated and more thoroughly accommodated to Christianity than the works of most other classical writers.1 In particular, Seneca’s philosophical works that are most immediately engaged with questions of political or civic virtue—De beneficiis and De clementia—were also especially widely circulated in medieval Europe.2 Read for centuries in Christianizing perspectives, each was in its own way foundational for early modern socio-political common sense.

De beneficiis, which theorizes civic generosity, is still required background reading for anyone who wishes to understand the central, thematic importance of bounty in late Shakespearean tragedies like Timon of Athens, King Lear, or Antony and Cleopatra.3 It was demonstrably well-received in early modern England, too: the first three books were translated and published (without anywhere mentioning their Senecan provenance) in Nicholas Haward’s The Line of Liberalitie (1569), and Arthur Golding published a translation of the whole in 1578. Peter Stacey has shown, likewise, how anti-Ciceronian ideas of princely authority pioneered in De clementia were taken up in late medieval and Renaissance Italy and then redeployed to bolster aspects of monarchical theory emphasizing the analogy between kingly rule and rational self-government. In this way, Seneca’s text (the earliest extant mirror for kings) is one point of origin for subsequent theories of sovereignty in which the rational virtue of the ruler grounds his authority and secures the liberty of subjects.4 By the time related ideas are tested in Shakespeare—one thinks of Measure for Measure, which hinges upon the implementation of sovereign clemency and upon the idea that a good ruler must govern according to a moral pattern he finds in himself—they are no longer recognizable as distinctively Senecan. But the formative role played by De clementia in the prehistory of the style of sacred monarchy examined in Shakespeare’s play is precisely the kind of prior sedimentation that ensured Senecan wisdom a hospitable early modern reception.

In England, the idea of Seneca as a notable authority on matters of pragmatic moral and political philosophy was likewise well established. Margo Todd has discussed the central importance of Cicero and Seneca, in particular, within an Erasmian version of Christian humanism that structured learned Protestant thought in early Tudor England.5 A vivid illustration of Seneca’s importance is provided by the fact that the mid-Tudor luminary Sir Nicholas Bacon—one of the primary architects of Elizabeth’s government—had a selection of classical sententiae painted on the walls of the long gallery in his estate, the majority of which came from Seneca’s Moral Epistles (Cicero is also well represented).6 Bertram Jerome Cohon, who some time ago demonstrated the predominance of Senecan sententiae within early modern florilegia, shows too that British students and scholars who consulted such volumes were especially likely to find a preponderance of illustrative quotations from Seneca under their political sub-headings.7 In this way, best-selling compendia such as the Polyanthea (which Cohon shows went through more than fifty editions in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries) or the Illustrium poetarum flores (which was printed in more than seventy editions, including London editions of 1598 and 1611) helped to naturalize Seneca’s authority concerning political questions.8 Seneca is also the most frequently cited author in the first edition of William Baldwin’s oft-reprinted and influential Treatise of Morall phylosophie (1547), though the wisdom attributed to him is often so general as to belie specific attribution. Nevertheless, this widely read volume (subsequently expanded and reprinted at least fifteen times during the reign of Elizabeth) puts Seneca among the first rank of classical authorities on moral and political questions and includes a hagiographical sketch of Seneca’s life emphasizing his effectiveness as a counsellor to Nero, his personal virtue, and the legend of his friendly association with St Paul.

Despite Seneca’s longstanding influence and prestige, assessing the significance of his works within British political culture in the age of Shakespeare presents a distinctive set of challenges. Much of Seneca’s best-known philosophical writing is about personal morality and the disposition one should adopt towards events rather than about politics as such. And the unusually wide circulation of Seneca’s writings in the form of decontextualized sententiae tends to transform him into a generic figure, a font of pithy classical wisdom universally available for everyone’s appropriation. As a result, politically inflected evocations of Seneca come from very different perspectives in our period. He is often treated as a spokesman for an ideal of benign monarchy, particularly when De clementia is invoked, as when Queen Elizabeth includes maxims like the following one, from the compilation of sententiae that she had printed in Precationes privatae regiae E. R. (1563): ‘Unum est regni inexpugnabile munimentum, amor civium. [For a king, the one impregnable defence is the love of his citizens]’.9 By extension, Seneca is often thought of as an exemplary chastiser of tyranny, both because of his plays, which were taken to lay bare the wickedness of tyrannical ambition, and on the strength of his ability, as advisor, to contain the tyrannical excesses of Nero, at least initially. Thus, Richard Rainolde, in his Foundation of Rhetoric (1563), praises ‘Seneca, the famous Poete & Philosopher’, who ‘was schole maister to Nero’ because even though ‘Nero was wickedlie of nature disposed, as his beastlie governement sheweth, yet wickednes in him, was by the severitie of Seneca, and his castigacion depressed’.10

And yet Seneca could also be depicted as a martyr to Nero, affiliated with anti-absolutist resistance, as he is in the anonymous Tragedy of Nero (1624), or as a courtly hypocrite, as he is described in John Marston’s play The Malcontent (1604): ‘Out upon him! He writ of temperance and fortitude, yet lived like a voluptuous epicure.’11 That Senecan tragedy struck some early modern readers as morally and politically unruly is suggested by Thomas Newton’s rather uneasy dedication of Seneca His Tenne Tragedies (1581) to Sir Thomas Henneage. Newton praises Seneca effusively as a moral writer, but nevertheless feels compelled to engage with the claims of unnamed critics—‘squeymish Areopagites’, he calls them—who hold that

the reading of these Tragedies, being enterlarded with many Phrases and sentences, literally tending (at first sight) sometime to the prayse of Ambition, sometime to the maytenaunce of cruelty, now and then to the approbation of incontenencie, and here and there to the ratification of tyranny, cannot be digested without great daunger of infection.12

In Thomas Kyd’s popular play The Spanish Tragedy (1587), the revenger Hieronimo decides to become a vigilante only after he perceives that king and court have utterly failed to provide justice; Hieronimo’s bitterly nihilistic rejection of the very possibility of the kind of sovereign justice celebrated in De clementia is marked, in the play, by his quotation from Seneca’s Agamemnon: ‘“Per scelus semper tutum est sceleribus iter”/ Strike, and strike home, where wrong is offered thee.’13 The often-unsettling nature of Seneca’s tragedies has prompted Linda Woodbridge to wonder if they were not in fact understood, by their early Elizabethan translators and readers, as ‘advice-to-subjects poetry’ specifically advocating resistance to Tudor tyranny.14 This is overstated, perhaps, but it is clear that Senecan tragedy had both a strong influence on the way dramatists imagined tyrant figures and a persistent cultural association with the problem of royal tyranny.15

Uncertainty about the relationship between Seneca’s philosophical works and his tragedies further clouds the picture. This is a perennial critical question, since the turbulence and amoral violence of the plays may be difficult to reconcile with the emphasis on purposeful calm elsewhere in Seneca’s oeuvre, but it was also a question of attribution in early modern Europe. Seneca’s philosophical works and tragedies had been preserved in separate manuscript traditions and printed separately, and questions about the authorship of the two bodies of work persist in the humanistic tradition throughout the period.16 Thomas Lodge, whose 1614 translation of The Workes of Lucius Annaeus Seneca made many of the philosophical writings available in English for the first time, thought that the tragedian was the philosopher’s son; and careful readers of the English translation of Justus Lipsius’ Sixe Bookes of the Politickes or Civil Doctrine (1594) would have noted that the list of cited authorities printed at the beginning of the book distinguishes between Annaeus Seneca and Seneca Tragicus.17 It is likewise possible that the title of Sir William Cornwallis’s Discourses Upon Seneca the Tragedian (1601), a volume consisting of a series of loosely associative essays extrapolating moral and political wisdom from sentences drawn from Senecan tragedy, is so named to distinguish its subject from Seneca the Philosopher, upon whom Cornwallis frequently draws in his Essayes (1600).

Nevertheless, despite the persistence of such questions, there is also a strong tradition of associating the two bodies of work, one that is enshrined for instance in florilegia that packaged excerpted quotations from Senecan drama as exemplary of classical wisdom or that (like the Polyanthea mentioned above) feature quotations from both the philosophical writings and tragedies. One version of Erasmus’s compendium of Senecan Flores, published in Paris in 1547, was updated to include quotations from the tragedies as well as the philosophical works.18 And the wisdom extrapolated from Seneca the tragedian in Conwallis’s Discourses is cognate with a style of moral advice about fortune with which Seneca’s philosophical works were also strongly associated. We have seen that Richard Rainolds refers to him as ‘the famous Poete & Philosopher’.

The English translators of Senecan tragedy certainly seem to have considered their author to be one and the same with the philosopher, for their descriptions of him as ‘the prudent and sage Seneca’ or as ‘the most grave, vertuous & Christian ethenicke … Seneca’ would be incoherent without reference to the interpretive traditions involved in reception of his philosophical writings.19 It is telling that Mary Sidney, Countess of Pembroke first published her translation of Robert Garnier’s Senecan play Marc Antoine together with her translation of Phillippe du Plessis Mornay’s Excellent discours de la vie et de la mort, which—in addition to being influenced by Senecan Stoicism—had been printed in an earlier English translation along with translations of several of Seneca’s Moral Epistles.20 Moreover, interest in juxtaposing Stoicism with Senecan revenge plotting—in plays such as John Marston’s Antonio’s Revenge (1602) or George Chapman’s Revenge of Bussy D’Ambois (1611–12)—indicates an ongoing fascination with the relationship between Seneca’s two bodies of work. Questions about attribution were unsettled, but the prestige and influence of Seneca’s philosophical writings is nevertheless a major factor in the plays’ reception.21

All but one of the ten tragedies attributed to Seneca were translated into English between 1559 and 1567.22 This effort is part of a larger, early Elizabethan translation movement designed to enrich the vernacular for patriotic reasons, but even so it suggests a significant cultural investment in Senecan drama, particularly at the universities and at London’s Inns of Court.23 It may be indicative of Seneca’s stature among the lawyers and members of the Inns of Court that Jasper Heywood’s 1559 translation of Troas—the earliest of the Senecan drama translations—was printed by the stationer Richard Tottel, who held a patent for printing volumes of common law. The translation of Troas was dedicated to Queen Elizabeth, whose interest in Seneca was well known; Heywood’s dedicatory epistle reminds the queen that reading Seneca in Latin ‘delights greatly Your Majesty’ and expresses optimism that his own work will find favour with a royal patron who ‘best understandeth my author’.24 The patriotic, political nature of these publications is further attested to by the stature of subsequent dedicatees, all of whom were members of Elizabeth’s Privy Council: Heywood’s Thyestes (1560) was dedicated to John Mason, Chancellor of Oxford, and treasurer of the queen’s chamber; his Hercules Furens (1561) was dedicated to William Herbert, Earl of Pembroke, another councillor of longstanding political experience; Alexander Neville’s Oedipus (1563) was dedicated to Sir Nicholas Wotton, dean of Canterbury and York; Thomas Nuce’s Octavia (1566) was dedicated to the Earl of Leicester; and John Studley’s two surviving published translations—Medea (1566) and Agamemnon (1566)—were dedicated to Francis Russell, Earl of Bedford and to William Cecil, Elizabeth’s principle secretary, respectively.

The epicentre of the early Elizabethan translation movement was the literary sub-culture associated with the Inns of Court—then as now London’s law schools, but also home to numerous well-educated young men eager to participate in the literary culture of the nation’s political centre.25 Jasper Heywood seems to have lived in Gray’s Inn, at least briefly, before leaving England and becoming a Jesuit, and Alexander Neville was also a member of Gray’s. Moreover, as Jessica Winston has discussed, paratextual material in these early Senecan translations associates the larger cultural interest of translating Seneca with several writers associated with the Inns.26 There is reason therefore to see some continuity of interests between the project of translating Senecan tragedy in the 1560s and the two high-visibility tragedies written in imitation of Senecan-style tragedy composed by members of the Inner Temple and performed before Queen Elizabeth during the 1560s: The Tragedy Gorboduc, by Thomas Sackville and Thomas Norton, which was performed at the Christmas Revels of the Inner Temple in 1561 and then again before the queen at Whitehall in 1562, and Gismond of Salern, written collaboratively by several members of the Inner Temple, including Christopher Hatton and Robert Wilmot, which was also performed before Elizabeth, probably in 1568.

Gorboduc, as is well known, was initially written by Norton and Sackville (later Baron Buckhurst, Earl of Dorset, and Lord Treasurer) for Inner Temple revels presided over by Robert Dudley—later Earl of Leicester—the man to whom Thomas Nuce would subsequently also dedicate his translation of the pseudo-Senecan history play Octavia. There is a sizeable critical literature discussing Gorboduc’s political message; it clearly dramatizes the threat associated with the unsettled succession and can plausibly be read as advising the queen to listen to wise council and to marry Dudley (who was one of her leading suitors) in order to stabilize the monarchy and produce an heir.27 Gismond of Salern is less well known, but I have elsewhere argued that it too responds to the early Elizabethan succession crisis, most likely in the wake of the death of potential claimant Catherine Grey in January of 1568.28 Based upon a tale from Boccaccio’s Decameron, in which the father/ruler Tancred reacts with murderous tyranny to the clandestine remarriage of his widowed young daughter, Gismond of Salern introduces into England an Italian style of Senecan tragedy replete with domestic horror effects of a variety familiar from Jacobean plays like The Duchess of Malfi (1612–14) or The Changeling (1622). The Italianate extremity of the play’s horrors serves to protect its presenters from seeming to have risked immediate topical application, but the play nevertheless emphasizes the powerlessness of Tancred’s courtiers and counsellors in a manner designed to comment upon Elizabeth’s stubborn unwillingness to take advice concerning the succession.29 Like Gorboduc, Gismond of Salern makes ostentatious (and innovative) use of Senecan form while dramatizing the catastrophic consequences of royal misgovernment in a manner designed to offer a cautionary tale to the queen.

Winston has argued, correctly I believe, that translators and adaptors of Seneca’s tragedies in the 1560s were drawn to them in part because of their author’s association with political wisdom and counsel: as both a writer and an advisor to Nero, she argues, Seneca was ‘a classical version of the sort of rhetorician and politician that those at the universities and Inns of Court were trying to become’.30 In treating Senecan drama as a form of advice literature, the authors of Gorboduc and Gismond accommodate Senecan drama to the essentially Ciceronian idea of civic duty that underpins early Elizabethan faith in the ideal of balanced, conciliar government that Patrick Collinson has famously dubbed ‘monarchical republicanism’.31 Given the fact that their careers took place on opposite sides of the Roman transition from republic to empire, the act of accommodating Senecan literary forms to Ciceronian ideas of civic virtue might seem potentially awkward or anachronistic, but this conception of Seneca as practitioner and spokesman for a Ciceronian vita activa had been prepared for by the decontextualized circulation of Senecan wisdom and by habits of association like those that prompted the selection of sententiae on the walls of Sir Nicholas Bacon’s estate.

And yet Senecan tragedy is above all a theatre of extremes in which tyranny and catastrophe are prominently featured, and Seneca’s own political career was also associated (even before Tacitus became widely familiar in England) with the backdrop of Nero’s ‘beastlie governement’. It is therefore not a coincidence that Inns of Court members who adapted Senecan drama as a form of court entertainment in the 1560s did so out of anxious frustration with the queen’s occasional intransigence and unwillingness to listen to advice. While early Elizabethan councillors, courtiers, and men of business tended to admire both Cicero and Seneca, and to think of themselves as citizen-subjects within a monarchical republic, the members of the Inner Temple who composed and presented Senecan tragedy to the queen and court seem to have found the genre useful specifically as a way to comment upon the felt breakdown of that model around the question of succession. The fact that Gorboduc was printed in 1565 further underscores tensions between its uses and the model of conciliar duty under which it was initially presented to the queen: the decision of political insiders like Norton and Sackville to allow their play to be published in print—and thus to appeal directly to a more public audience—represents a new and aggressive form of political lobbying to which they may have felt pushed by anxieties concerning international Catholicism and the succession crisis.32

In February of 1588, Thomas Hughes and other members of Gray’s Inn presented The Misfortunes of Arthur for performance before the queen. This is another Senecan-style tragedy written as a form of political advice, and its authors’ choice of subject matter hearkens back to the use of ancient British history in Gorboduc. Performed in the uneasy months between the execution of Mary Stuart and the attack of the Spanish Armada, The Misfortunes of Arthur is largely cobbled together out of repurposed lines translated from Senecan tragedies and Lucan’s Bellum civile. It depicts British civil conflict as a consequence of King Arthur’s overly aggressive militarism and of his failure to attend adequately to the home front, and can be read as a counterweight to the Protestant militarism we commonly associate with late Elizabethan writers like Sidney or Spenser. Furthermore, the play’s action is populated by impotent advisors who fail to forestall tragic destruction, and the dramatic fiction is framed for performance by a long introductory pageant that celebrates the independence of the law students at the Inns of Court and their essential role in preserving a salutary balance between royal prerogative and ancient liberties. The play thus associates British imperialism with domestic conflict while simultaneously promoting and celebrating the reciprocity between the queen and her would-be advisors.33

Because there is a two-decade gap between the flurry of interest in Senecan drama during the 1560s and the performance of The Misfortunes of Arthur, it is tempting to assume that Seneca dropped off the radar or fell out of fashion in the intervening decades. This is not the case. At least within the data-set of volumes digitized for Early English Books Online, Seneca is mentioned in a higher percentage of extant print publications during the 1570s than during the preceding decade, and there is no other decade between the accession of Elizabeth and the execution of Charles I in which he is mentioned as many times per volume. Looked at from this Olympian perspective, Seneca’s presence in English books grows unevenly from the 1560s (when he is mentioned in 2.8 per cent of printed volumes in the data-set) through the 1610s (4.3 per cent), and then holds more or less steady until the 1640s (1.25 per cent), when the overall number of print publications escalates dramatically and scholarly bona fides become less important to participants in print discourse.34

What does change, in the quarter century between the court performances of Gorboduc and The Misfortunes of Arthur, is the overall tenor of Elizabethan politics and the prevailing cultural attitudes towards the utility and authority of classical Rome. Recent historiography concerning Elizabethan political ideologies has emphasized a shift in the mid-1580s, as monarchical republicanism was replaced by a new ethos emphasizing royal sovereignty and prerogative.35 Cultural historians have also noted a growing cynicism within the political discourses of late Elizabethan England, as (in Richard Cust’s phrase) ‘Ciceronian optimism about the possibilities of promoting common welfare was tempered by a more sceptical approach to politics’.36 This transformation has frequently been discussed in terms of the rise of Tacitean modes of political analysis among those, like associates of the Earl of Essex, who felt squeezed out of policy decisions by rivals at court.37 And from the mid-1580s onward, Elizabethan writers were increasingly likely to think of Rome in terms of the threat of constitutional instability, lost republican liberties, and imperial tyranny rather than as the home of Ciceronian civic virtue and decorum. This change in political tenor echoed and was shaped by a larger, pan-European shift of intellectual fashion in which neo-Stoicism came to be valued as a bulwark against political disorder and in which (as J. H. M. Salmon put it) ‘Seneca and Tacitus came to be preferred to Cicero and Livy’.38 The key figure in the development of this new style of humanism was the Belgian humanist Justus Lipsius, editor of major new editions of both Seneca and Tacitus, whose De constantia (1584, English translation 1594) proposed a Christian, neostoic ethos of personal self-control in light of the political upheavals of the late sixteenth century.

Sir Philip Sidney—who met Lipsius in 1577, and to whom Lipsius dedicated a treatise on Latin pronunciation—served as one conduit through which the new humanism became established in England. It is not surprising therefore that his remarks upon tragedy in An Apology for Poetry (published posthumously in 1595) have such a Senecan cast: he praises Gorboduc for rising to ‘the heights of Seneca, his style’ and for its ‘notable morality’ and illustrates his argument about the moral purpose of tragedy (‘it maketh kings fear to be tyrants, and tyrants manifest their tyrannical humors’) with a quotation in Latin from Seneca’s Oedipus.39 During the last decade or so of Elizabeth’s reign, the new humanism came increasingly to be associated with Sidney’s former associates and intellectual heirs: self-styled defenders of Protestantism and followers of the earls of Leicester and Essex for whom the direction of late Elizabethan policy posed, in F. J. Levy’s words, ‘a problem of understanding’:

what they sought was some method by which to analyse and comprehend a crisis of so great a magnitude, a crisis in which the Queen, led astray (as they believed) by a group of self-interested courtiers, was taking the commonwealth down a road leading toward destruction and rejecting the offers of service from those most capable of saving the situation.40

The need to come to grips with this perceived crisis encouraged such men to see parallels between what they feared for England and the end of the Roman republic, and they became increasingly interested in history and literature representative of the darker side of imperial Roman culture. Senecan tragedy fit the bill, and the association of Senecan tragedy with political analysis was at once strengthened and transformed.

In a late Elizabethan essay discussing the practical utility of reading poetry, Cornwallis (who had served under Essex in Ireland) opined that ‘Among Poets Senecaes Tragedies fit wel the hands of a statesman, for upon that supposed stage are brought many actions, and fitting the stage of life’.41 A related idea about the pragmatic politics of Senecan drama is expressed in Fulke Greville’s ‘Dedication to Sir Philip Sidney’, which simultaneously idealizes Sidney as a contemporary writer/statesman (like Seneca) and dedicates to him two neoclassical tragedies in the Senecan mode (Mustapha and Alaham) that had originally been drafted during the late Elizabethan period.42 Greville ascribes to his own plays a very specific political agenda: they are meant ‘to trace out the highways of ambitious governors, and to show in the practice of life that the more audacity, advantage and good success such sovereignties have, the more they hasten to their own desolation and ruin’. Though the ‘Dedication’ was written some year after the plays in question, Greville’s statement about their political agenda recalls late Elizabethan pessimism about political mutability. Greville also describes in his ‘Dedication’ how a verse treatise called ‘The Declination of Monarchy’—presumably an earlier version of the ‘Treatise of Monarchy’ printed in The Remains of Sir Fulke Greville, Lord Brooke (London, 1670)—was in fact composed as a series of choral odes for neo-Senecan tragedy.43

If writers in the 1560s assumed that Senecan drama could serve as a literature of advice assimilable to Ciceronian ideals of conciliar virtue, the late Elizabethan Seneca is consistently associated with the loss of liberty, anxiety about constitutional change, and/or the problematic absolutism of imperial Rome. In this regard, the contrast between Gorboduc and The Misfortunes of Arthur is especially telling, because the latter play thematizes and foregrounds the imperial provenance of its Roman model. The play draws so consistently, programmatically, and (nearly) exclusively from Seneca and Lucan that the two figures come to seem almost like paired co-authors. Linked to his nephew Lucan, Seneca is present in the play’s subtextual imagination as a representative of imperial Rome and thus became associated with an idea of constitutional degradation that is also part of the play’s intended cautionary tale for England. One might say that the Seneca imagined by the authors of The Misfortunes of Arthur, instead of being accommodated to Cicero, is accommodated to a version of Rome drawn from writers like Lucan or Sallust, in which overweening ambition leads to its own undoing.

The 1590s also saw the rise in popularity of Senecan closet drama, a mode that likewise became associated a pessimistic version of the exemplarity of Rome. As we have seen, Mary Sidney’s translation of Robert Garnier’s Senecan-style tragedy Marc Antoine was first printed in 1592, alongside her translation of a Christian-Stoic treatise by her late brother’s friend, the Huguenot writer Philippe du Plessis Mornay. And Marc Antoine, like Garnier’s other tragedies on Roman subjects, was understood by contemporaries to imply commentary upon the French wars of religion. Garnier himself was a moderate Catholic royalist, but the publication of the countess’s Tragedie of Antonie with du Plessis Mornay’s treatise accommodates its political message to the political outlook of the militant Protestants in England who considered themselves to be Sir Philip Sidney’s heirs. In a manner reminiscent of Lipsius—who advocated personal constancy in the face of uncontrollable political instability—the countess’s Antonie explores the powerlessness of Antony and Cleopatra after the former’s defeat at Actium and so takes up political and moral questions about the disposition of subjects under the shadow of unchecked royal absolutism.

Garnier’s tragedies are austere in their formal neoclassicism, exploring passions of characters in extremis via long, formal speeches and eschewing the complex plotting and outré violence of Italianate Senecan drama. This makes them ideal for exploring the personal pathos associated with tyranny and abjection, as the countess does in Antonie. Several writers took her cue; the form came thereafter to be recognized as a vehicle for cautionary tales about the English polity via stories set in post-republican Rome or in other absolutist regimes. Thomas Kyd published his own translation of Garnier’s Cornélie in 1594.44 William Ponsonby, the stationer behind the publication of the countess’ play, also printed Samuel Brandon’s The Virtuous Octavia in 1598. Samuel Daniel and Fulke Greville likewise wrote tragedies inspired directly by the example of Antonie and modelled upon French-style Senecan tragedy.45 Particularly after Essex’s trial and execution, tragedy in the French Senecan mode became a privileged genre for exploring controversial political topics concerning court politics, the dangers of popularity, and the perilous nature of unchecked royal power. Parallels with the career of Essex in Daniel’s Tragedy of Philotas—a neoclassical closet drama about the fall of a favourite under Alexander the Great that was subsequently revised for performance by the Children of the Queen’s Revels in 1604—caused its author to be summoned before the Privy Council; Greville reports that he burnt his own closet drama on the subject of Antony and Cleopatra after Essex’s fall lest he be accused of ‘personating of vices in the present governors and government’.46

Though Senecan closet drama is typically considered something of a dead-end in literary history, the form’s importance for the anatomization of absolutist tyranny outlived the late Elizabethan moment. Both Antonie and Samuel Daniel’s Cleopatra were reissued in multiple early Stuart editions. Greville’s Mustapha was printed in 1609 and 1633 and his Alaham was first printed in 1633. William Alexander’s first closet drama—Darius—was published in Edinburgh in 1603, but it and the rest of his Monarchic Tragedies (Croesus, The Alexandrean Tragedy, and Julius Caesar) went through numerous London editions, individually and in collection, from 1604 to 1637. And Elizabeth Cary’s early Jacobean closet drama Tragedy of Mariam (printed 1613) draws self-consciously upon the inherited politics of the genre in order to assert and explore connections between political and domestic tyranny.

One can also detect the influence of neo-Senecan closet drama in the Jacobean tragedies of George Chapman, many of which—like Bussy D’Ambois (1604), the two-part Conspiracy and Tragedy of Charles, Duke of Byron (1607–08), The Revenge of Bussy D’Ambois (1611–12), and Chabot, Admiral of France (1611–14)—return to the subject of sixteenth-century French politics that had been the allusive subtext for Garnier’s plays in the first place. With the exception of Chabot, all of these plays were performed by the Children of the Queen’s Revels, the same company that performed Philotas and for which Daniel briefly served as licenser. Chapman had personal ties to Greville, too, as well as to Prince Henry’s court, with its pervasive investment in the cultural memory of Essex and Elizabethan militant Protestantism.47 Chapman’s tragic style is highly declamatory, and his interest in the perspective of larger-than-life tragic figures experiencing court politics in absolutist France captures something of the essence of contemporaneous Senecan closet drama.48 The hero of The Revenge of Bussy D’Ambois is also a professed Stoic—a “Senecall man”—so the play as a whole interrogates the basic Lipsian paradigm of Stoic constancy as a mode of life under tyranny.49 Because it is a revenge play, it also raises implicit questions about the relationship between the two Senecas, while invoking the pessimism about the very possibility of state justice that became fundamental to its genre.

The influence of Senecan tragedy can be traced in the development of any number of distinct tropes and stereotypes carrying political implications in early modern English commercial drama, but it would be misleading to attempt to arrive at any single programmatic statement about the meaning of Seneca for the politics of theatre. As we have seen, though, the idea or brand associated with Seneca as a writer had a great deal to do with changing ideas about the exemplarity of Rome. With the increasing popularity of Tacitus comes a fascination with the story from Tacitus of Seneca’s exemplary Stoic martyrdom, and Senecan drama as a form continues to be associated with the colourful excesses of tyranny, the psychology of the will to power, and the political problematics of revenge. In order to recover a felt connection between psychological aspects of Senecan tragic characterization and the ongoing Jacobean fascination with Rome’s multifaceted political exemplarity we must turn to Shakespeare’s Coriolanus (1608), a play that was likely performed at Blackfriars Theatre shortly after the King’s Men succeeded the Children of the Queen’s Revels in that space, and that may therefore have also been intended to answer Chapman’s larger-than-life French tragedies. This may seem an odd choice, since it is not a play—like Richard III or Macbeth—whose debt to Senecan tragedy is especially overt at the level of style. It is, however, a play that is structured around the progressive unfolding of its hero’s brand of Romanitas, which initially looks conventional enough but that ends up approximating the radical autonomy characteristic of Seneca’s own larger-than-life tragic characters. Gordon Braden has shown how Senecan tragic personae ‘strain to take a fantasy of individual autonomy beyond almost any kind of limit’; Shakespeare’s Coriolanus—much more so than Plutarch’s—is finally engaged in the same crazy project, as he seeks to forge himself a new name out of the ‘fire / Of burning Rome’ and to stand ‘As if a man were author to himself / And knew no other kin’.50

Shakespeare’s decision to dramatize a modestly famous tale from the fifth century BC is surprising, given that so many of his contemporaries were writing about episodes from the late republic or the Julio-Claudian dynasty. One possible motive, taking the Jacobean fascination with Rome and Romanitas into account, is that Coriolanus provides something like an origin story for Rome’s long period of republican greatness: the establishment of tribunes in the play’s opening movement is a key, early episode in the institutional history of the republic, one that is treated as foundational for its later success in Machiavelli’s Discorsi, for instance. Moreover, Caius Martius’s own passage into manhood, as reported within the play, coincides with the defeat of Tarquin that made the republic possible. This makes Coriolanus’s history simultaneous with that of the Roman republic, and in fact the defeat and expulsion of the Tarquins was sometimes figured as Rome’s coming of age, too. The most explicit version of this is actually attributed to Seneca by the early church father Lactantius in his Divine Institutes, where the entire history of Rome is compared to the six ages of man, with the defeat of the Tarquins representing the end of Rome’s childhood. However, as Miriam Griffin has argued, the idea of paralleling the history of Rome to the ages of man was something of a commonplace and can also be extrapolated from better-known passages in Cicero and Livy.51 In any event, this parallel between Coriolanus’s coming of age and Rome’s seems to bestow upon the play’s title character some degree of allegorical weight as a personification of Rome or of early republican vigour.

Shakespeare’s play is sceptical about republicanism, but any dramatization of the Roman republic would have been received, by politically minded members of Shakespeare’s audience, in terms framed by lively English interest in the contemporary relevance of its history. Shakespeare would in turn have been well aware of this implicit framework for the reception of his play, and at times this awareness seems to inform his choices. In the translation of Plutarch that Shakespeare used, the tribunes accuse Coriolanus of seeking to ‘take the soveraine authoritie out of the peoples handes’.52 But in the furious political infighting that takes place in Shakespeare’s play, this accusation is amplified:

We charge you, that you have contrived to take

From Rome all seasoned office, and to wind

Yourself into a power tyrannical,

For which you are a traitor to the people.

(3.3.68–71)

The elaboration is a bit surprising because, where Plutarch’s Coriolanus is in fact a public figure with a political agenda, Shakespeare’s seems allergic to political posturing. And at this point in the play, there is no intimation whatsoever that he seeks—or even that he would condescend to wield—‘power tyrannical’ over Rome. Moreover, given that the defeat of Tarquin is such recent history, and that the establishment of tribunes actually happens within the timeframe of the play, the very idea that Coriolanus’s consulship threatens political arrangements that are ‘seasoned’—which I take to mean something like customary—might have seemed laughable to anyone familiar with the idea of an ancient constitution. And yet precisely because the tribunes’ accusation seems to fit Shakespeare’s play so poorly, it might have reminded audience members of a more familiar stretch of Roman republican history in which a series of politicians and generals (culminating in Julius Caesar) did seek to usurp all seasoned office and to wield power tyrannical in Rome. As written, this small moment in the play seems designed to raise questions about the continuity between the Romanitas of the hot-headed early republican soldier Coriolanus and that of later figures, like Caesar, who also marched on Rome.

This same comparison is implied in book five of Seneca’s De beneficiis, where Coriolanus—as the first entry in a catalogue of famous Romans who were ungrateful to their fatherland—is linked to many of the notorious figures of the late republic: Catiline, Marius, Sulla, Pompey, Julius Caesar, and Antony (5.16.1–6). Such a list effectively accommodates the meaning of Coriolanus’s story to a larger conception of Roman history developed in light of the turbulence of the late republic.53 One possible implication of such a list is that there is an integral connection between the glorious history of republican military valour (of which Coriolanus is of course an exemplar) and the kind of overweening ambition that eventually leads a figure like Caesar to usurp all power. It is a short step from here to the idea—associated in early modern Europe with Machiavelli and derived primarily from the opening section of Sallust’s Bellum Catilinae—that the establishment of the republic unleashed Roman military valour but also planted the seeds of its own inevitable demise.54 And if the civil broils depicted in Coriolanus do invoke analogy with later Roman history, then Shakespeare’s Coriolanus himself might be said to embody the essence of the republic: its honour-seeking military vigour and its glorious ambition, but also its tendency to produce what we might think of as imperial selves—overly ambitious men whose selfish, autarkic drive leads them beyond the constraints of duty and generosity. In this reading of the play, Coriolanus’s ferocious competitive drive and his need for autonomy—the extreme aspects of his character that Shakespeare adapts from Senecan tragedy to supplement his Plutarch—adumbrate the imperial or absolutist kernel at the heart of early republican ambition.55

It has never been difficult to recognize connections between the depiction of tyrannical will in Seneca’s plays and their author’s experience of Neronian Rome. Here is Braden, again, with a characteristically elegant formulation: ‘deep in the Roman experience is an awareness of how power brought to imperial completeness changes all the rules, and Seneca gives this insight consistently arresting, stinging expression’.56 In effect, what Shakespeare does in Coriolanus is to reactivate this latent association between a form of psychology characteristic of Senecan tragedy and imperial absolutism, and then to redeploy this association in the context of an early republican-era story that is also about ‘the Roman experience’. Rome, in the age of Shakespeare, is always framed in terms of its political exemplarity for the present. But the version of the Roman experience evoked in Coriolanus has almost nothing to do with Ciceronian public virtue or Augustan imperial grandeur, two varieties of Romanitas frequently evoked as positive political analogues for the present. It offers instead a version of the Roman experience that late Elizabethan and Jacobean subjects dwelt upon as a cautionary tale, a Rome characterized by political instability and the in-built tendency towards absolutist tyranny. Coriolanus, perhaps more than any other play from the period, provides a snapshot for us of the overdetermined and persistent habits of thought and association linking this negative version of Rome to the dramaturgical resources of Senecan tragedy.
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CHAPTER 19

DAVID HUME, RICHARD VERSTEGAN, AND THE BATTLE FOR BRITAIN

ARTHUR WILLIAMSON

‘But Egbert is dead, his power weake, nay none at all: let none therefore feare to restore his countrie to his old name and auncient honor: for Egbert I say is dead’.

—John Thornborough, Bishop of Bristol, 16041

1605 proved an explosive year in more ways than one. For, in addition to Guy Fawkes’ Gunpowder Plot, the year witnessed the British project at its most fulsome run headlong into Brito-scepticism at its most intense. The stakes could hardly have been higher, the circumstances more combustible: at issue, the erasing and reformulating of identity set against its protection and assertion, together with contested notions of politics and social organization, linked above all to highly conflicted visions of the religious future. The anodyne narrative offered by conventional accounts of British union debate during these years misses these far-reaching implications—and the patterns that emerged as a result, patterns that persisted for a century and more.2 This chapter seeks to outline the frame through which these events took place.

In that year the Scottish Presbyterian David Hume of Godscroft published his De unione insulae Britannicae along with a separately printed allegorical pastoral, the Daphn’Amaryllis. Both argued forcefully for the creation of new British men (Britanni), an act that would altogether end Scottish and English identities—indeed end both England and Scotland as political entities, by supplanting them with a fully integrated ‘British commonwealth’.3 Crucially, Hume’s Britain would also take shape as a remarkably civic society, one in which political elites participated heavily in governance both at the local and national levels. His specific proposals, appearing in part two of the De unione, were too radical to be published in Britain, and were stopped in the press even in France. Hume thus envisioned a great legislative act that would totally transform the British Isles.

In that year as well, the militant Anglo-Dutch Counter-Reformer Richard Rowlands Verstegan published his no less remarkable A Restitution of decayed intelligence: In antiquities; Concerning the most noble and renowned English nation. In it Verstegan endeavored to show that Britain was an impossibility and any attempt at union could only result in disaster. For Englishmen found their origins linguistically, ethnically, and, above all, racially in a heroic, ancient, Germanic world that linked them to the continent and irremediably separated them from the other peoples of the archipelago. In the process, Verstegan presented a precocious and surprisingly coherent analysis of the Germanic language grouping, while at the same time insisting that language, virtue, and ‘blood’ could only be diluted and corrupted by intermingling with foreign people. The greatness of the German peoples—and Saxon England—lay precisely in their resolute separation from such other, putatively inferior, peoples.

Hume the radical innovator, who would erase ethnic identity and reconstitute it in larger terms and who imagined a world created through citizen action, faced off against Verstegan the brilliant traditionalist who refused to compromise Saxon antiquity and its racial foundations. Modern people will find themselves struck by how unblinkingly direct each was in laying out his case.

Hume invoked what he called ‘British Principles’ (scita Britannica) which enjoined the creation of a British Council of State, a British Parliament, and, more delicately, a British Church organized on a Presbyterian basis. Members of these bodies, or at least the first two, faced fines if they called themselves Englishmen or Scots, rather than Britons. Hume even playfully suggested that the British parliament should convene at York: ‘So let London give way!’ Surely the city would recognize and respect ‘the public good’. Any treaty between the two realms, however straightly drawn, could only prove counter-productive and destructive because such an arrangement implied two separate parties. The point was to bring ‘one people into existence’. ‘Mother Scotland’ acknowledged that ‘the common good takes precedence and carries the day’. Britannia, ‘the common mother takes charge’. And inevitably Mother England would need to do so as well.4

This vast transformation of peoples becomes evident in Hume’s proposal to divide the country into a number of regions governed by local councils. Regions north of the old border would have one fifth English membership, those to the south one fifth Scottish membership. Two cross border councils, one based at Edinburgh and focused on Cumbria, one based at York and focused on Annandale would obliterate the traditional frontier. Hume went further. He wanted Englishmen to found settlements (coloniae) in uninhabited parts of the most intractable areas of Scotland: specifically, Lochaber and the Outer Isles. Later, lowland Scots would join them, and intermarriage, literally miscegenation (miscere), would find active encouragement from the government.5 Civic Humanism and the classical citizen were inherent to Hume’s vision, for the Aristotelian frame alone provided a vocabulary in which such a creation of the self and the construction of society might be made articulate. No individual classical legislator—no latter-day Moses, no reborn Solon—could effect a change of this proportion. Britain mandated an activist world and could arise only from the prospective Britons themselves. The king needed only give his ‘nod’. In the end, for Hume, his contemporaries, and his age, such a massive transformation necessarily went beyond the merely political to become also spiritual and redemptive.

Hume’s was not the only voice for a new civic Britain. Nor were voices for such a polity by any means exclusively Scottish. No less than John Thornborough, the firmly Calvinist Bishop of Bristol, found himself motivated by ‘zeale to my countrey’ to produce two unionist tracts, A Discourse Plainely Providing the euident vtilitie and vrgent necessitie of the desired happie Vnion of the two famous Kingdomes of England and Scotland (London, 1604), followed up by The Ioiefull and Blessed Revniting the two mighty & famous kingdomes of England and Scotland (Oxford, 1605). In them Thornborough adopted a resolutely civic vocabulary and developed lines of argument very similar to Hume’s. Hume actually applauded the first tract in his De unione. They shared the same printer. They may even have collaborated, and it seems probable that the bishop was among the people Hume had in mind when he claimed, ‘there are by no means few conscientious and faithful English churchmen who think as we [Presbyterian Scots] do, and more will do so if they are allowed to speak freely’. ‘Now they tolerate their own discipline to a greater extent than they approve of it, even some of those who are in the highest rank’.6

The bishop, like Hume, looked for latter-day Catos, ‘good citizens and serviceable for the Commonweale’. Like Hume, Thornborough constantly appealed to ‘the weale publique’ on behalf of ‘our British Commonweale’.7 Like Hume, Thornborough urged miscegenation, ‘mixing them together’ so that the inhabitants would emerge ‘not as English and Scottish, but as Brittanes’.8 Although Thornborough did not present any transforming constitutional proposals, we do encounter moments of genuine radicalism. To the objection that the name Britain would be harsh and unpleasing to ‘the popular opinion’, Thornborough countered that such claims are ‘in mine opinion a wrong done, and imputation laid vpon the people, who I know (for the most part) being a wise nation’—language almost anticipating Milton. Thornborough’s civic vocabulary and populist phrasing apparently became such that in the second tract he felt obliged to reassure his readers that he still endorsed the social hierarchy.9 To be sure, Thornborough looked to a restored British past—the Anglo-Saxon conquest had at last been reversed (‘Egbert is dead’)—while Hume exclusively emphasized a prophetic British future. Yet, despite the conflicting medieval foundation myths (Anglo-Welsh and Scoto-Irish) from which their imagery and voices arose, Thornborough and Hume were at one.10 And they knew it. Both agreed that in the new era ‘English and Scottish nationality … will be abolished’.11

Verstegan was no less emphatic. ‘Our English nation’ was completely distinguished from and separated from the historic Britons and all other peoples of Albion—a land that came at one point to be called Britain. For ‘our Saxon ance[s]‌ters came out of Germanie’, and were ‘a people of the German race’. Verstegan saw these origins in ancient Germany as altogether glorious: ‘what a highly renowmed and moste honorable nation the Germans haue alwayes bin, that thereby it may consequently appeer how honorable it is for Englishmen to be descended from them’. German virtue and English identity arose from the fact that they had ‘euer kept themelues vnmixed with forrain people’. As German lands had never been occupied by anyone else, and none but ‘themselves possessed of it’, so too the Germans ‘haue continued their true and pure nation (as also their residence) lyke vnto none but themselves’. As Tacitus bore witness, ‘the Germans are home-bred & natural people of their country & not mixed with others’. The Germans would not change; they refused to join ‘with other nations’ and remained ‘their own pure and true nation’. From this arose their strength and independence. No pathetic (and preposterous) migration stories for them. Just the reverse. Precisely this unalloyed virtue had enabled the Germanic peoples to take ‘possession in all the best countries of Europe’.12 Subsequent invasions of England by Danes and Normans did not comprise genuine conquests, however, because the later settlers were also Germanic peoples. They shared the same origins, the same language group, the same ‘blood’.

Nevertheless 1066 posed a problem for Verstegan. Although thoroughly German in origin, the Normans had come to speak French, the broken Latin of their conquered subjects, and with it adopted French customs. William, Duke of Normandy, gets a rough ride from Verstegan (both he and Harold are illegitimate). Only subsequently did the legitimate blood return to the throne. Only subsequently did the elites and the people reconnect with their Saxon roots (something that failed to happen in France).13 In time this linguistic Norman yoke would be overcome. Crucially, however, the racial foundations remained continuously intact. For Verstegan loan words from outside the Germanic language grouping were inherently corrupting. An unmixed race required an unmixed language. As Verstegan sputtered,

as wel may we fetch woords from the Ethiopians, or East or West

Indians, and thrust them into our language and baptise all by the name

of English, as those which wee dayly take from the Latin, or languages

thereon depending.14

Foreign intrusion—whether miscegenation or words ‘thrust into’ authentic speech—deeply troubled Verstegan. Verstegan reluctantly and gently dissented from his fellow countryman in the Spanish Netherlands, Johannes Becanus, who had argued that a form of German, not Hebrew, was the original, Edenic language. Yet German remained ‘one of the moste ancient languages in the world’.15

At a more fundamental level, the very idea that the European archipelago might form an autonomous, cohesive structure thoroughly disturbed him. The continental drift which, Verstegan maintained, had separated the islands from the continent struck him as a ‘deformitie’, creating islands unnaturally ‘by force broken of[f]‌’.16 Small wonder he resorted to ‘Albion’ rather than ‘Britain’ when possible, but even the alternative name implied a cohesiveness that could only prove unsatisfactory. The deeply felt urge to reconnect with a foundational Germanness continually shapes his thinking and surely informs his name-change from the original ‘Rowlands’ to his ancestral and more visibly Germanic ‘Verstegan’.

At its centre, A Restitution is resolutely anti-Scottish and, more generally, anti-Celtic. Verstegan was an integral member of a triumvirate that included the prominent English Counter-Reformers Robert Persons and William Allen. He was deeply involved with them in crafting and editing a number of militant Catholic works, most notably A Conference about the next succession to the crowne of Ingland … (Antwerp, 1594), probably the most divisive and troubling tract ever to confront Protestant England.17 Its core agenda was to problematize the Scottish king’s claim to the southern Crown and ultimately foreclose the Stewart succession. Long in the making, possibly dating back to the 1570s, A Restitution doubtless originally sought to serve the same purpose. Interestingly and revealingly, A Conference simply assumes that any ‘coniunction’ with Scotland entailed ‘subordination vnto Ingland’. Yet, even under English lordship, the ‘natural alienation’ of the Scots toward Englishmen was such as to prove poisonous.18 Bad blood in every sense of the term: Verstegan’s voice emerges clearly.

Nearly all the leading English Counter-Reformers—Persons, Allen, Edmund Campion, William Stapleton—shared a history of hostility to things Irish, Scottish, Gaelic.19 So too did Verstegan. He pointedly contrasts how the Germans had ‘bin euer keepers of their own country … whyle so many other nations of the world have bin transposed & forced to fly from one region to another, and subiected to the irrecouerable losse of their national names, languages and habitations’.20 The contrast Verstegan manifestly has in mind is with the Celtic origin myths, the voyaging stories of Gathelus of Athens and Brutus of Troy. Even though Verstegan dismissively recognized them as myths, these tales of transplantation bespoke the character of these peoples.

Moreover, if the Germans had conquered all the best countries of Europe, two of these conquests stood out. At just the time when the Franks were conquering Gaul, the Anglo-Saxons overran most of Britain. The ancient Britons, Verstegan repeatedly insisted, were of a piece with the Gauls.21 These conquests therefore comprised a Teutonic double triumph over the Celtic peoples. Tacitus would be once again pressed into service to show that ‘by this glorie of blood’ the Germans differed completely from the ‘cowardlynes’ of the Gauls.22 These worlds could hardly join with one another. England’s Saxon character must not be compromised, nor its historic triumphs undone.

But with James now securely on England’s throne, the picture had changed. Persons and Verstegan rushed to accommodate the new reality. In his preface Verstegan hastened to add that he did not intend to impugn ‘the praise-woorthy Britans’. ‘Their glorious king Lucius must have the precedence of all the christened kings of Europe’, because he was the first to embrace the faith. Nor did he mean to suggest that James was other than the legitimate King of England. But his legitimacy arose exclusively from his ‘being descended of the chiefest blood royall of our ancient English-Saxon kings’.23 As a result, accepting James’s fait accompli did not mean accepting Britain. Verstegan had totally detached the Celtic past from the English present and foreclosed any prospect of Anglo-Scottish union.24 A Restitution retained its fundamental purpose. Blood remained the measure.

Both the claim of race and the rejection of race carried immediate religious implications. Hume and many unionists offered a vision of a Protestant Britain that had formed a tradition reaching back to the 1540s. The key document was Protector Somerset’s hugely influential ‘An Epistle or exhortation to unitie & peace …’ (1548), which urged union through royal marriage with the objective of creating a natural and, indeed, providential British order—an order fully committed to the reformed cause. From the outset, efforts were made to minimize ethnic identity and ‘blood’ differences, most remarkably through the writing of the Edinburgh merchant James Henrisoun in ‘An Exhortation to the Scotts’ (1547). From the outset as well, literature on behalf of Protestant Britain adopted a distinctly anti-Saxon cast. Yet again from the beginning, the new Britain was broadly imagined as involving social as well as religious reform, rapidly developed into a pan-archipelagic phenomenon, possessed a prominent civic dimension, and was projected to play a central role in the apocalyptic confrontation with the papacy and the medieval Church.25

William Patten provided the larger ideological frame for the Protector’s ‘Epistle’, with his The Expedition into Scotland… that appeared in the same year. In this substantial tract Patten portrayed the young Edward VI as ‘a right Briton both bred and born’, repeatedly saw Scots as ‘my cuntreemen’, and, crucially, elided immediately from the projected future Britain to the struggle against Antichrist and the prospect of world redemption.26

No Catholic analogue ever successfully emerged. John Leslie, Bishop of Ross, had tried to develop a Catholic British vision on behalf of Mary, Queen of Scots, but his work emerged too late against its Protestant competitor and failed to catch on. As a result, Britain necessarily became a flashpoint in the confessional conflict. Verstegan clearly preferred ‘Albion’ to ‘Britain’, but even the former almost inescapably implied the coherence he wished to deny. And a ‘Britain’ under any name continued to appal him. At one point he even tried to invert Protestant apocalypticism by linking ‘Albion’ to ‘Babylon’ and thereby identifying Antichrist not with the rise of the papal monarchy but with the ‘impious, faithless, and degenerate’ structure calling itself Britain.27 Racism, we need to recognize, did not arise simply in the service of Verstegan’s religious objectives, a convenient weapon for larger purposes, but was integral to his Catholic vision, to the political-religious order he worked to create. So too, Hume’s universalism was not simply a prerequisite to forming a powerful Protestant state of potentially apocalyptic significance, but similarly suffused his political spirituality.28

Why did the ancient Celtic realms loom so large in Protestant and unionist thinking? Certainly a Gaelic Christianity founded independently of Rome validated the independence of the contemporary churches, while it minimized the significance of Augustine’s papal mission to the Saxons in the seventh century. The faith had not come from Rome, and had historically resisted Rome’s corruptions. Certainly some, perhaps including Andrew Melville, tried to find a proto-Presbyterianism in that early church’s government and in the Irish monks known as the Culdees. But, far more than any of that, the Celtic foundations of the archipelago underwrote their coherence as an integrated structure. The ancient kingdoms had participated in a cultural oikoumenē from which Britain might arise in the climax of human history. This emerges immediately in Henrisoun’s 1547 ‘Exhortation’. The extraordinary tract argued that Scots and Englishmen as well as all other invaders had intermarried with the original Britons—and ‘that the race of them is mixt’. ‘The whole bloud of the Britaynes’ was far from extinct, but in fact was present in everyone, existing as a common bond. Scots and Englishmen were obviously different, and yet they were also the same. Accordingly, Henrisoun looked forward to a time when ‘those hatefull termes of Scottes & Englishemen shalbe abolished and blotted oute for euer, and that we shal al agre in the onely title and name of Britons’. Despite the admixture of other ‘blood’, despite the different tongues now spoken, the prospect of a revived Britain ‘in these latter daies’ of the world followed logically and could only be of the first importance. With stunning determination, the ‘Exhortation’ went on to dismiss out of hand both the English and Scottish origin myths that ‘Welshe and Scottishe poetes haue phantasically fayned’. Both were wrong and contemptible, whether about ‘an outlaw of Italy’ (Brutus) or ‘a tirauntes sister out of Egypt’ (Scota, the pharaoh’s daughter who married and migrated with Gathelus).29 There was nothing shameful about Britons having inhabited the islands immemorially. No dizzying gallimaufry of strange people from remote places, but Britons all. Henrisoun therefore advanced the precise opposite of Verstegan’s thesis five decades later, and he did so in the service of what would be Hume’s ‘British Principles’.

Thornborough had consistently emphasized ‘mixing’, but his second tract went further and mounted what was surely a direct attack on the Restitution. ‘The whole race of the Saxons’, he insisted, ‘is for the most part rooted out by the Danes and the Normans’. No Germans these. 1066 proved a real conquest, decisive and enduring. As a result, Scots and Englishmen ‘are growne into one anothers natures and manners’. The original Saxon invasion had at last been undone, ethnically, politically, religiously. The capstone of that recovery and liberation had come with the accession of James I. From this event would emerge a single, prophesied society of apocalyptic significance. Again the language sounds curiously Miltonic: ‘al great Brittaine is like Ierusalem, which is as a cittie, at unity within itselfe’. This meant the end of the Saxon era, embodying the ultimate defeat of Egbert of Wessex and the Saxon state he founded.

what King Egbert did write in Sand, King Iames hath blotted out,

and troden vnder foote al the dishonour thereof, and graven, as in a marble

Stone, the perpetual honour of great Brittaine by Royal restitution.30

The ‘marble stone’ references a tissue of indigenous Scottish prophecy about Stewart destiny with which, somewhat surprisingly, Thornborough was clearly familiar. The ‘restitution’ surely plays on and inverts Verstegan’s Restitution. The end of Saxon darkness meant the liberation of the archipelago and, potentially, all mankind.

At its most sophisticated, Verstegan’s Restitution did not target people like Hume or Thornborough (much less the by then long-forgotten Henrisoun), but rather the hugely eminent Scottish humanist George Buchanan. In book two of his decisively important Rerum Scoticarum historia (1582), Buchanan accurately identified the Celtic language family, distinguished between what is today called P and Q Celtic, laid down the principles for historical linguistics and place-name analysis—by almost any standard an achievement two centuries ahead of its time.31 Thereby it provided a highly learned and unassailable basis for the Celtic (and hence British) oikoumenē—a coherent, self-contained world founded on primordial shared experience. Despite references to ‘ancient virtue’ and abstemious discipline, neither Buchanan nor anyone else wanted a revival of traditional Celtic society and culture. Quite unlike Verstegan’s preoccupation with linguistic purity, Buchanan looked to Latin replacing Gaelic. That meant adopting classical values: clansmen turned into citizens, narrow military virtue transformed into civic virtue, tribalism supplanted by the public good. Yet the British Isles provided the frame and historical core out of which the new and, for Buchanan, radical order would emerge.

Here lay the focus of Verstegan’s erudition and attack. Two major intellectual figures battled for the political and religious future through historical linguistics. Verstegan of course did not try to refute Buchanan, but to marginalize him.32 English was the relevant language, Saxons the relevant people. Yet at one point Verstegan hesitated. The Picts had originated from the Scythians, migrating from the Pomeranian and Mecklenburg coast on the Baltic. That meant for Verstegan (though emphatically not for Buchanan) that they too were a Germanic people.33 The Scots apparently did not become Germans as a result, but it raised a question. Verstegan may have been genuinely puzzled. Though, he may instead simply have wanted to explode Buchanan’s gathering of the Celtic peoples in the British Isles. Verstegan’s anti-unionism turned on the claim that the Scots could not be German, and as a mixture with alien peoples they inherently were not. In the end some of the most powerful early modern linguistic analyses confronted one another in a struggle with stakes far more than academic—the direction of the Atlantic archipelago.

THE RISE OF RACE

Since the late 1980s historians have loudly (and rightly) insisted that study of the Elizabethan Protestant state needed to focus attention on its interaction with English Catholicism, with the Counter-Reformation generally, and, perhaps most notably, with the Spanish Empire.34 Persons, Allen, and Verstegan were completely enmeshed in all three, and prominently in the last. The great empire probably never found more committed Anglophone supporters. Spain, after all, had arisen as the bulwark of the Counter-Reformation, the great hope for a Catholic restoration in England.

Perhaps unsurprisingly then, Persons regarded the Spaniards as a chosen people: ‘no nation in Europe hath more cause to glorie, and geue God thanks for his giftes, abundantly powred vpon them, both natural, moral, and Diuyne, temporal and spiritual, for tymes past and present, then the Spanish’. They were ‘a people, able and apt in respect both of wit and body to attayne to anything they take in hand’. One need only look at ‘what countries they haue conquered by the sword, and how many millions of soules they haue gayned to Christ by preaching his word in diuers and most remote partes of the world’.35

Verstegan similarly promoted the Spanish cause and served as a pensioner to the Spanish crown from 1586 until 1609, and at least intermittently thereafter. Throughout the period of the union debates he therefore operated as a paid agent and spy for Philip III; he would devote his entire life to the Hapsburg cause. He doubtless shared Persons’ views about Spanish mission, and, as it turned out, adopted still further elements from the Spanish imperial vision.

For the people of the peninsula, that mission and its ideology involved a range of defining features, signally including a preoccupation with race. Spaniards and more largely the people of Iberia regarded themselves as heirs to the children of Israel through receiving the ‘grace of election’. That election endowed them with the greatest destiny, the creation of the prophesied Last World Empire in the latter days. At the same time their status distinguished them from other peoples, and most especially from modern Jews. This notion of election became increasingly racialized from the later fifteenth century onwards, as large numbers of Jews converted to Catholicism and yet remained un-Spanish, incompatible with core clerical and crusading values, and thereby seemingly duplicitous, subversive, threatening. As a result, true Spanish identity came to require authentic ancestry: ‘pure blood’ (pureza de sangre), ‘clean blood’ (limpeiza de sangre)—and race became integral to Spain’s destiny.36 No sense of national election in Europe ever emerged more robust, more aggressive, more plausible—or more racialized.37

This aspect of Counter-Reformation engagement has gone largely unnoticed by historians of Elizabethan England. Yet it hardly went unnoticed by contemporaries. Throughout Europe, enemies of the new empire typically confronted Iberian claims by inverting them. Jewish and Muslim blood ran in the veins of the Iberian elite and especially the House of Hapsburg, and thus Iberians were precisely what they so desperately insisted they were not. Some—Edmund Spenser and Hume of Godscroft notably among them—went on to maintain that mixed blood should not trouble people in any case.38

Not everyone accepted this strategy. Yosef Kaplan has shown that Portuguese Jews simply appropriated Iberian racial claims through a mimesis de l’antagonisme. The Jewish naçao, not their Christian tormentors, bore the elect blood. However, for those allied to the Iberian order and its aspirations rather than targeted by them, it was equally possible to appropriate Spanish vocabularies without rejecting the Hapsburg universal empire. The rise of the Catholic monarchs succeeded in injecting race into European political discourse—even Martin Luther had quipped about Spanish blood. Verstegan and Becanus need to be seen as Spanish phenomena.39

By contrast, the Scottish historical vision no less than Scotland’s projected future stressed ‘mixing’. The peoples of the archipelago—Britons, Scots, Picts—met with success against Roman invaders when they had joined together in common purpose. Disaster and slavery resulted when they did not. ‘A history of mingled ethnic identities’ underlay at least one version of Scotland’s mythic past.40 Integration, indeed miscegenation, rather than ethnic exclusivity underwrote British success. It had thrown back the Romans in the past; it would do so even more decisively in the future. The Anglo-Hispanic conflict—and still more the future British–Iberian showdown, projected in apocalyptic terms by figures like Andrew Melville41—carried wider implications than we might first expect.

ENGLAND AND UNION: THREATENED IDENTITY, MORAL PANIC

Recourse to ‘ancient’ customary law and ‘immemorial’ legal tradition comprised a very long-standing European habit of mind and played a substantial role in early modern politics. In England such custom was deemed ‘laudable’, in Scotland ‘lovable’, in France ‘louable’. Yet custom in England was different. More coherent, integrated, and, above all, omnipresent, it acquired a unique status and prominence—undergoing between 1550 and 1600, as John Pocock noted long ago, ‘a great hardening and consolidation’ that gave it an authority unparalleled elsewhere.42 Scotland and France understood law, including custom, in a more legislative and wilful sense, which on the one hand could encourage activism, civic engagement, and resistance theories, while, on the other, no less could lay foundations for authoritarian repression. Recent studies have fleshed out Pocock’s observation and suggested that notions of law founded on the immemorial received considerable apolitical impetus in England during the 1570s from law school education and the new legal antiquarianism.43

All of this had changed dramatically by 1590. At that juncture, the English reform movement combined with the prospect of the Stewart succession and union with Presbyterian Scotland to trigger a severe conservative reaction on behalf of traditional English institutions and the Elizabethan settlement. A species of moral panic gripped English conservatives in the face of what seemingly threatened to disconnect Englishmen from their past. Anglo-Scottish union appeared, in Glenn Burgess’ words, to open ‘a breach in the fabric of time, the result of which would have been to destroy the identity of England as a political community’. The six-decade long British reform project now loomed as distinctly un-English. Englishmen, among them the Protector Somerset, Thomas Smith, and William Cecil, may have played a major role in constructing it (together with Scots and even Irishmen), but it now seemed to strike at the very heart of England’s traditions, overthrowing what it meant to be English. The response was a massive intensification of common law traditionalism and increasingly reflexive appeals to the immemorial.44

Traditionalist reaction spanned the full range of English institutions. John Whitgift and Richard Bancroft orchestrated a determined multi-levelled anti-reform movement. The movement produced its fullest statement with Richard Hooker’s Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity (first four books, 1593). In it Hooker developed at length a traditionalist vision of English church structure and governance, a vision framed by a new sacramentalist piety quite at odds with earlier English Protestant spirituality. At the same time Hooker observed that Scotland’s misconceived church government could not be corrected: “to remedy it is … altogether too late” (III.xi.16). His remarks bore the unmistakable implication that the northern Church should go its own benighted way. Union became foreclosed. It is surely no accident that the volume’s sponsor was Hooker’s sometime student, Edwin Sandys, who as an MP later played a key role in the defeat of King James’s British project.45

Also during these years, the new immemorialism led to a growing interest in John Fortescue’s De laudibus legem Anglie (c.1468–71) which had affirmed custom in the most fulsome terms. In a section much quoted both then and now Fortescue claimed that English law comprised an unbroken continuity that predated and survived even the Romans. Walter Ralegh termed the De laudibus ‘that noble bulwark of our laws’, and the volume would see translation and go through several editions during the Elizabethan period. Burgess describes the years on either side of 1600 as ‘The Fortescuean Moment’, and he goes on to argue persuasively that the term ‘fundamental law’—that key buzz word of seventeenth-century parliamentary politics—arose not from concern to contain the royal prerogative or to assert parliament’s powers, but to resist Anglo-Scottish union.46

The De laudibus could only problematize if it did not prove altogether fatal to reformed Britain. For it directly asserted that Scotland ‘was formerly in subjection to England as a duchy’, and then had somehow slipped away to grow into a kingdom structured on the English pattern (Sic et Scotia quod ei quondam ut ducatus obedivit, in regnum crevit politicum et regale).47 Anglo-Scottish union might not involve much more than reincorporating the lost duchy, rendering ‘Britain’ simply traditional England writ large. Hardly the grand British vision that Hume and his predecessors had in mind. That prospect surfaced prominently in the House of Commons. As Laurence Hyde argued in 1607,

I am persuaded that the commons and all the Scottish nation except some

few great persons that have liberties unfit for subjects, as power to pardon

Treasons, felony, murder, manslaughter, and other like, would gladly yield

to the subject of our laws.48

Sandys too came to adopt this tactic. Yet it always remained a fallback rather than an ideal: the central concern remained the integrity of English institutions; it would be Britain by default. Even so, the new name alone threatened to denote legal rupture and carried the implication of conquest, whatever the intention. It was of the utmost significance that Duke William did not change the name of the realm and continued to rule ‘England’.

If these years proved a Fortescue Moment, still more were they a Verstegan Moment. Fortescue had located English law in the British era and that in turn could carry implications for a radical restoration. Worse still, Fortescue claimed that the Saxon conquest had changed the name of the country but not the laws—a proposition drastically at odds with sentiment in the House of Commons. Abolishing the name of any realm, conservative MPs repeatedly insisted, could only transform its identity, which meant institutional change, effectively a conquest, and thus the suspension of legal tradition. Verstegan’s erudition obviated any such problem. For English law was immemorially anchored in the ancient German forests. The Saxon conquest thus emerged a highly positive event (as per Verstegan), while the events of 1066 loomed as potentially troubling, as they also were for Verstegan.49 Gothic liberties suffused the contemporary English world, and they could not be compromised, qualified, or renamed. Here lay Verstegan’s massive impact.

As Hume claimed, a great many Englishmen thought in very different terms. The crypto-Presbyterian Miles Mosse welcomed Scotland because the connection with the northern kingdom entailed religious reform, ‘not like to change to the lesse, but rather to the greater’. The future enjoined men to look to the ‘common good, their greatest glorie’ and to be ‘true hearted citizens of the … new Ierusalem’. Andrew Willet too imagined a new British world where Scotland and England ‘as louing sisters & fellow tribes shall hold one worshippe of God, and go vp to Ierusalem togither’.50 Reform, Scotland, a new Britain, and often enough a civic vocabulary came together for a great many Englishmen. But not all, for there were also individuals whom historians often characterize as ‘puritans’ who actually thought in narrower terms. John Stubbes (who opposed the Anjou match and experienced Elizabeth’s cruelty as a result) applauded the league with ‘Scotlande a brother in Christ’, but looked to ‘our lawes and auncient customs of the land’ to ‘disable’ a foreign connection. Later, Peter Wentworth similarly suffered Elizabeth’s anger for trying to force the succession issue, but, as Paulina Kewes has shown, he only gradually and faute de mieux came to find a candidate in James VI. At that point he did urge the political union of the two realms, but even then insisted that ‘we shall no lesse keep our preheminence aboue the Scots’.51 The spirit of Fortescue–Verstegan persisted against the British vision.

Englishmen may have feared a Scottish conquest and proposed a counter-conquest in response. Like Verstegan they embraced a little Englander outlook, though, yet again like Verstegan, they could also find empire congenial. But how real was their fear? Today historians tend to see such claims of conquest resulting from the name of Britain as largely disingenuous. Yet Hume and his associates on both sides of the border unmistakably 
sought a new order. In significant ways this had been the case with Somerset and the 1540s. Perhaps nothing brought this out more visibly than Hume’s proposed British coat of arms. Britain would be symbolized by the Scottish red lion rampant. To be sure, Hume imagined that emblem transformed into the lion of Judah which proclaimed Britain’s redeeming and liberating mission, the Jewish promise fulfilled in the latter days. That mission was further articulated through the removal of the double tressor which then (and now) surrounds Scotland’s lion (see Figures 19.1 and 19.2). The new “unbounded” lion appeared as the frontispiece to Hume’s apocalyptic pastoral, Daphn’Amaryllis. To moderns the image will seem emphatically contained by both the shield and the heavy border, but to contemporaries the new, liberated British lion promised limitless possibility, exhilarating and perhaps also frightening. The poem made those new horizons 
abundantly clear. And yet however Judaic, however much it might also embody indigenous prophecies, the new iconography palpably remained Scotland’s lion, and it is understandable that the poem was quickly reissued with the image replaced by the anchor of faith (Figure 19.3).52 A Scottish conquest possessed a sort of plausibility difficult to imagine today.
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FIGURE 19.1 Title page to David Hume, Daphn’Amaryllis (London, 1605) with heraldic image of the Scottish lion ‘unbounded’ (without tressor).
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FIGURE 19.2 Conventional heraldic image of the Scottish lion, bounded by tressor.
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FIGURE 19.3 Revised title page to David Hume, Daphn’Amaryllis, with the anchor of faith replacing the Scottish lion.




CONTESTED PASTS: BRITISH, SAXON, ROMAN

Debate about Anglo-Scottish union inevitably involved conflicted readings of the archipelagic experience that played out in popular literature no less than in learned tomes. The Scot William Alexander, well on his way to a highly successful career as a courtier, characteristically celebrated the inherent unity of the islands. In verses written at James’s accession he spoke of ‘this faire world without the world … /Which Neptune strongly guards with liquid bands’. He did not doubt but ‘… Albions warlike coast,/(Still kept unconquer’d by the heavens decree) …/(In spite of all Romes power) a state still free, …/Whom many a famous Sceptred Parent brings/From an undaunted race to doe great things’. ‘Those now made one, whilst such a head they have,/What world of worlds were able to resist?’53 The conservative William Shakespeare directly rejected this reading of the British past in King Lear (c.1605) and most strikingly in Cymbeline (c.1609). In the latter drama the villainous unnamed queen and her doltish son Cloten completely demonize exactly these arguments. Clotin affirms ‘Britain’s a world/By itself ….’ The queen elaborates,

… Remember, sir [King Cymbeline]

The kings your ancestors, together with

The natural bravery of your isle, which stands

As Neptune’s park ribbed and paled in

With rocks unscalable and roaring waters,

With sands that will not bear your enemies boats

But suck them up to th’ topmast.

(3.1.13–22)

Julius Caesar’s victories were hard won, narrowly won, not glorious triumphs, and now should be reversed: the tribute-extorting Romans thrown back, an independent British world restored. By identifying these sentiments with Cloten and the queen, Shakespeare vilifies the entire British reform tradition, Somerset to Hume. The ancient British past offered no model whatever. Further, Hume and nearly all the unionist reformers since the 1540s had looked to the new Britain as leading the struggle for world reformation and human liberation against the Iberian Empire and its papal associate—completing the great arc of redemption at the latter days. Shakespeare will have none of it. Cymbeline is well aware that others, ‘the Pannonians and the Dalmatians, for/Their liberties are now in arms’ (3.1.72–5). Here is the British opportunity. Implicitly, a grand alliance against world empire is mooted—and yet also resoundingly rejected. For, instead, Cymbeline comes to terms with the Romans—‘A Roman and a British ensign wave/Friendly together’ (5.5.482–3)—and, remarkably, the uncoerced British king agrees to continue paying the tribute demanded by the Romans. Shakespeare composed Cymbeline for the celebrations of Prince Henry’s investiture as Prince of Wales. Henry, the great hope of the British reformers, appeared to support the reform project both at home and abroad, and the drama may well have sought to dissuade him from it.54

If Cymbeline disconnects the British past from the English present (as Philip Schwyzer claims, Shakespeare also does in Lear), the drama nevertheless does not foreclose Anglo-Scottish union. The character Posthumus Leonatus, of the lion born (i.e. a Scot), emerges a sympathetic figure. Even if Posthumus is a bit rough and easily misled, he learns quickly and can adapt readily to civilized ways. Some scholars have seen him as epitomizing the ‘Post-Nati’—Scots born after 1603 who might enjoy English liberties—suggesting in turn that Shakespeare endorsed the incorporating union imagined by Hyde and Sandys.55 Earlier, in ‘the Scottish play’ (c.1603–04) the tyrant Macbeth expostulates, ‘Then fly, false thanes,/And mingle with the English epicures’ (5.2.7–8)—off to become corrupted by southern luxury. In contrast, the just Malcolm at his triumph introduces earldoms into the Scottish social structure, replacing thanes with southern civilization. There can be little doubt as to where Shakespeare’s sympathy lay.

As Shakespeare’s theatre might lead us to expect, the Roman experience in Britain proved no less fraught and contested than did the British past itself. In his Britannia (1586 and frequently thereafter, expanded to include more Scottish material in 1607), England’s leading antiquary William Camden celebrated the coming of the Romans as a civilizing force. This reading of Rome could only further marginalize the British era as primitive and irrelevant. In addition, it validated universal empire and, with it, imperial Constantinian hierarchy in both government and church. Conservative ecclesiology, resistance to further reform, and sacramental spirituality consequently loomed as the logic of history. The British reform tradition now lost its historical basis and could only seem recently invented, a modern construction.

Such claims for Rome had been challenged by Englishmen and Scots throughout the 1590s. Anti-Roman and more generally anti-imperial attitudes had often featured in the thinking of the British reformers. During the last years of the sixteenth century these elements acquired new intensity and cogency. The story of Rome was blighted at its root, indeed from the days of Romulus: its narrative whether republican, imperial, or papal told a consistent story of tyranny, exploitation, and corruption. From popular verses such as Romes Monarchie (London, 1596) to learned treatises such as The State of Christendom (c.1594), English authors claimed that ‘the ancient Romans … did wrong unto all men’—something ‘begun in the Infancy of the Roman prosperity, continued in the riper years thereof, and practiced even unto their declining age’. Similar narratives appeared contemporaneously in Scotland with figures such as John Napier of Merchiston, Andrew Melville, and Hume himself. As Melville put it, ‘Rust blunts the edge of the sword Aeneas wielded’. Often in both England and Scotland the narrative was portrayed as lying at the heart of the sacred drama, and therefore emerged integral to human destiny.56 The story of modernity became the story of the struggle against Rome.

Yet Camden went still further. In addition to discounting the Celtic-British past, he totally missed Buchanan’s remarkable linguistics, ignored his precocious analysis of language structure and place names, and dismissed the Scottish humanist as a better poet than scholar. For Camden the Scoti become Scythians, a Germanic people ultimately from the Baltic coast: readers needed to notice ‘the affinity between the Gothic Language and the Irish’ (both Buchanan and Verstegan might have gasped), as well as their common ‘array and clothing’. People should not find it shameful to be a descendant of the Scythians (they were hugely successful warriors). To be sure, Camden left open still other possibilities. But on one point he was emphatic. The Scoti, he insisted, had only surfaced at the very end of antiquity, and, whatever their myths, only entered the world stage late on. Even so, all of this pertained ‘to the old true and naturall Scots onely’. The English-speaking lowlanders were really northern Northumbrians ‘of the same bloud and stocke’ as Englishmen.57 On the one hand, Verstegan’s racialism evaporated before the shared blood that, Camden firmly maintained, rendered Scots simply Englishmen manqué. At the same time, Fortescue’s reflexive view of Scotland as duchy-on-the-lam resulted necessarily. Hyde-Sandys became the inescapable conclusion. Camden may also lie behind Shakespeare’s repeated comment that Scotland seemed not know itself, and his further almost Pauline claim, twice in Cymbeline, that ‘from a stately cedar shall be lopped old branches which, being dead many years, shall after revive, be joined to old stock, and freshly grow’ (5.5.140–4; 5.5.441–5).58 Scottish self-discovery meant reconnecting to southern civilization. Redemption lay within English institutions.

The Scottish reaction to Camden’s Britannia and especially the expanded 1607 edition, if not to Shakespeare, was predictably hostile. A leading minister John Davidson, a leading legal scholar Thomas Craig of Riccarton, and Hume himself responded angrily. In truth, Camden had just buried one of the century’s most significant pieces of linguistic scholarship, and instead proposed affinities between Welsh and Dutch. But the patriotic rebuttal could only fall back on long-standing claims for the Scots’ vast antiquity and the no less vulnerable view that English had not arrived in Scotland before Edward I’s thirteenth-century invasion. The latter, Hume opined, was the common view (quae dici solent).59 Yet, it is of decisive importance to recognize that each of these individuals remained centrally concerned to create a reformed British state. Arguments for Scottish dignity are not arguments for Scottish autonomy but rather lay the ground for integration and reformation. Little Scotlanders are exceedingly thin on the ground, and today’s post-Romantic nationalism simply does not obtain. Instead, we encounter two competing visions of Britain: one based on Verstegan’s Saxonism (but with its racist teeth drawn), the other founded on anti-Saxon radicalism. One celebrated the Saxon conquest, the other sought to recover from it. Each offered a conflicting spirituality, ecclesiology, eschatology, history, ethnography, institutional structure, and vision of Britain’s role in the world.

BRITAIN: IMPERIAL AND ANTI-IMPERIAL

Few matters loomed more prominently within the imagination of the British reformers than the war with the Iberian global empire. For the reformers and indeed most Scots and Englishmen it appeared as the prophesied reign of tyranny prior to the triumph of righteousness at the end of days. The emergence of Britain would prove a turning point in that great struggle. Yet the new British state would not become any prophesied world empire. Just the reverse, it signalled the end of empire altogether. As Andrew Melville phrased it in 1594 at the birth of Prince Henry—a figure on whom the reformers increasingly came to place their hopes—the prince ‘dear to heaven and to his fellow citizens’ would rejoice at having ‘buried the insolent spirit of empire in its tomb’. In an abortive epic poem Melville undertook to contrast British restraint with Iberian overreaching. The Spaniards saw themselves as ‘exalted by divine favour’ and sought ‘to mount up to the high heavens’. Melville references here Spain’s claim to election and specifically the remarkable Spanish motto celebrating Madrid’s 1580 annexation of the Portuguese Empire: ‘non sufficit orbis’ (‘the world is not enough’). Britain would prove a complete contrast and inaugurate a final era of justice and righteousness.60 This line of thought, informed by varied Celtic foundation myths, shapes British-oriented poetry during the decade, most notably Edmund Spenser’s Faerie Queene, and finds its culmination in Hume’s unionist pastoral, the Daphn’Amaryllis of 1605. In it Hume envisioned a fully reformed Britain as an exceedingly powerful state, aggressive, expansive, a dominating force in Europe. And yet we encounter no Fifth Monarchy. The new Britain will create a league (firma in foedera coge) of anti-Hapsburg states and through it liberate Europe and the world. ‘Join hands’. ‘Join forces’. Hume parried ‘non sufficit orbis’ with ‘quis enim per se suffecerit?’ (‘for who by himself is sufficient?’).61 The British imperium would result in an ‘empire’ to end empire.

Strikingly missing from the British vision is an overseas empire. Even when writers in the British tradition do look overseas, their focus remains the European confessional conflict. Settlement abroad instead found itself initiated by people who rejected the idea of Britain, the name no less than the project, and who were fierce anti-Calvinists dead set against further reform. As David Sacks has shown, advocates of empire such Richard Hakluyt the younger adopted an ‘accomodationist’ attitude toward Spain, embraced the new sacramental spirituality of Hooker, Lancelot Andrewes, and Richard Neile, and looked to traditional English hierarchy and authority. The point was to find England’s place within an expanding world. This undertaking too could acquire apocalyptic import, but there would be no final British–Iberian confrontation.62 For these figures, Britain either meant England or was irrelevant. Edwin Sandys contributed notably to both the East India Company and the Virginia Company, becoming effectively the director of the latter in 1616.63 The antiquarian Henry Spelman may be seen as representative. Deeply hostile to the union, he lamented that ‘if the honorable name of England be buried in the resurrection of Albion or Britannia, we shall change the goulden beames of the sonne for a cloudy day’. Somerset’s hand had been forced by circumstance, and lowland Scots were really Englishmen anyway. In 1617 he became a member of the New England Company; in 1627 he was appointed to the Guiana Company, ultimately serving as its treasurer. He was always a political and religious conservative.64 Like Spelman, England’s imperialists rejected Britain. It may strike us as no small irony that Britain centrally enjoined a firmly anti-imperial program, one subverted by eager imperialism.

In significant ways the confrontation about British union and English integrity, Europe, and empire anticipates, within more visibly religious vocabularies, the Whig–Tory face-off at the end of the century: reform and continental engagement confronting the ‘blue water’ imperial strategy.65 A pattern had emerged that would persist for over a century. The 1605 confrontation between Hume and Verstegan proved pregnant with portent. At its heart—whether Hume’s civic Britain or Verstegan’s hierarchical order, Hume’s ‘miscegenation’ or Verstegan’s ethnic exclusion, Hume’s anti-imperialism or Verstegan’s universal empire, even Hume’s philo-Semitism or Verstegan’s anti-Semitism66—lay a profound religious confrontation. That too resonated through the century to come.
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CHAPTER 20

THE POLITICS OF RACE IN ENGLAND, SCOTLAND, AND IRELAND

BRENDAN KANE AND R. MALCOLM SMUTS

TODAY we associate race with skin colour and ethnicity, making it natural to assume that while Shakespeare and his contemporaries may have perceived Africans, Asians, and Native Americans as racial others they would not have regarded members of their own society in this way. But in the early modern period, when applied to humans the word race normally meant a family or lineage.1 Everyone—especially persons of rank—therefore had a distinct race, a group of ancestors shared only with close family members. Even when used in a sense approaching the modern meaning, in phrases like the English or Irish race, the word usually suggested descent from a putative common ancestor, one of the mythical founders of nations so beloved of Renaissance poets and historians. Belief in racial differences between nations reflected the view that character traits pass through bloodlines, from a people’s founder through successive generations. Thus Sir Philip Sidney claimed that Spaniards submitted readily to tyranny because ‘they were born slaves and … have always been servants of Carthaginians, Romans, Vandals, Goths, Saracens, Moors: of late indeed they have been raised by the character of one man, Charles; and he was a Belgian; and since his death all the world sees with what speed they are hastening back to their original condition’.2 Alleged descent from biblical figures such as Cain and Abel, whose races were blessed or cursed by their founders’ deeds, might also explain collective moral traits. If an American tribe seemed allergic to Christianity and unwilling to surrender its savage customs, this might indicate it belonged to the race of Cain. More modern forms of racism, stigmatizing traits like skin colour, developed organically from a belief that even within seemingly homogeneous population, character and ability are largely determined by ancestral blood. This chapter sets out to explore the significance of this early modern assumption in British and Irish political culture, with some brief concluding remarks on the role of race in Shakespeare’s plays.

RACIAL THEORY AND THE SOCIAL ORDER

Although belief in intrinsic differences between bloodlines did provide a rationale for stereotyping entire populations, it was invoked much more commonly to justify social hierarchy. Put simply, many people saw kings and nobles as racially different from commoners, having a much greater innate propensity towards virtue. This social racism, as we shall call it, left its mark on the English language. The words clown, churl, and villain all derive from nouns that once designated peasants, while gentle, generous, and noble originally referred to the landed elite. The moral connotations of these words developed through a medieval and early modern belief that members of families possessing coats of arms will normally behave generously and nobly, while those whose forbears have always tilled the soil are by nature clownish, churlish villains. Well before being applied to African slaves or natives of colonized societies, racial prejudice already existed in British culture, an offshoot of belief in natural human inequality.

Although no one has yet produced a systematic study of social racism in Britain during Shakespeare’s period, in the late 1970s the historian Arlette Jouanna wrote a large book on ‘the idea of race’ in early modern France.3 Her findings are worth recapitulating as a point of departure. In French as in English race normally meant a family or lineage. Although still rare in the late Middle Ages, arguments for the distinctive moral characteristics of noble races became increasingly common in the sixteenth century, peaking between 1560 and 1600. Not everyone agreed that nobles were biologically different: Erasmus and Jean Bodin, for example, both denied this premise. But many thinkers did explain social differences through racial theories, while others displayed implicitly racialist thought-patterns without spelling out their views.

Most proponents of racial ideas began with the premise that the hierarchical structure of society derives from nature, which must therefore have distributed different aptitudes among families destined to occupy distinct roles. In particular, noble families destined to govern their country and defend it in war will have an inherent predisposition toward virtues such as prudence and courage. Theorists justified this argument through analogies to animals. The mating of falcons will never produce an owl, while any hunter knows that he must breed his dogs and horses from the best available stock. In the same way superior human traits can only persist and develop through alliances between the best bloodlines. Writers disagreed in working out the details of this argument. Some equated noble virtue exclusively with traits related to warfare, while others insisted that qualities needed for civil government were equally important. A few argued that two distinct types of noble races existed, whose warlike and civic virtues corresponded to the roles of sword and robe families. A handful, mainly of bourgeois origin, equated racial superiority simply with possession of wealth, while blaming poverty on hereditary vices. Jouanna also distinguished between what she called a ‘positive racism’ that accentuated noble superiority without disparaging commoners, and a ‘negative racism’ preoccupied with the putative vices of the common people. Proponents of the former saw the nobility’s propensity towards virtue as having an aesthetic and didactic quality, by providing exemplary models that even commoners might emulate. This attitude seems to have been most prevalent among military commanders who freely acknowledged the capacity for courage of ordinary soldiers, while nevertheless seeing warfare as the natural metier of noblemen.

Belief in racial superiority did not mean that nobles had no need to educate themselves and make strenuous efforts to live virtuously. Just as bad training and lack of exercise might ruin a superb horse, a nobleman’s natural propensity to virtue would decay if not properly nurtured. On the other hand, a person of base parentage might develop virtues through sufficient effort. But theorists argued that commoners always found it difficult to acquire virtuous habits and impossible to do so perfectly, whereas for nobles virtue came more easily. A few thought that biology interacted with individual exertion. A man who consistently strove to live virtuously would acquire a habit (habitude) that would become incorporated in his nature and passed on to his offspring. If those offspring continued to develop this habit it would grow stronger in each generation. For this reason ancient noble families were more virtuous than those recently ennobled.4 This did not preclude upward social mobility, however. Everyone recognized that ancient lineages sometimes failed to reproduce themselves, so that the nobility needed to renew itself with fresh blood. But most people assumed that upward mobility should be both gradual and arduous. Royal favourites who rose too quickly therefore became targets of opprobrium, along with monarchs who promoted them.

ENGLAND

Although England produced fewer racial theorists than France, we find many echoes of the same basic premises in English sources. Edmund Spenser proclaimed:

… A man by nothing is so well bewrayed

As by his manners, in which plain is shown,

Of what degree and what race he is grown.

For seldom seen a trotting stallion get

An ambling colt …

So seldom seen, that one in baseness set

Doth noble courage shew, with courteous manners met.

But ever more contrary hath tried

That gentle blood will gentle manners breed.5

Fulke Greville also invoked the analogy to animal breeding to argue for intrinsic differences between families. ‘It is ordinary among men to observe the races of horses and other breeds of cattle. But few consider that as diverse humours mixed in men’s bodies make different complexions, so every family hath as it were diverse predominant qualities in it, which as they are tempered together in marriage, give a certain tincture to all the decent.’6 As in France, such explicit statements shade off into more widespread thought patterns—such as an obsession with genealogy—that imply a belief in racial differences, although usually without overt theoretical justification.

In a remarkable passage Lancelot Andrewes gave the concept of male bloodlines theological significance by arguing that in the incarnation Christ had to take on not just human flesh but the seed or semen of Abraham: ‘for from the seed the flesh and bloud doth proceed’. All later manifestations of Christianity ‘come from this apprehension (of the Seed:) they all have their beginning and their being from this dayes taking, even Semen apprehendit’. It was not enough that the seed be that of any man or woman; it had to be Abraham’s because only his descendants were bound by the law, and so only a man of his seed could fulfil the law and cancel the penalty for its violation. Andrewes hastened to add that once this had been accomplished any person might benefit from the incarnation through faith, since in taking on Abraham’s seed God had provided a reciprocal gift of His spirit, through which all humanity might lay hold of His nature.7 But to become universally efficacious this mystery had to work itself out through a specific bloodline.

The most prominent late Elizabethan champion of the natural superiority of noble lineages was Robert Devereux, second Earl of Essex, whose views resemble Jouanna’s ‘positive racism’. The funeral sermon for the earl’s father, preached by Richard Davies in 1577, may have provided an initial model. After listing the first earl’s virtues Davies claimed that while two of them—‘true religion and wisdom’—came from God’s grace, ‘the other virtues, as fortitude, temperance, courtesy, affability, liberality and constancy be peculiar to your house, descending by nature and grafted as it were in your principles’. He exhorted the young earl not only to follow but excel his father’s example, perhaps indicating that Davies shared the view that virtuous habits might be progressively strengthened over successive generations. In any case Essex soon became a vigorous proponent of the nobility and its martial virtues. In a public address after being created Earl Marshal of England he proclaimed that ‘the upholding of nobility’ is not only a civic duty but ‘a most necessary religious care, for in holy histories the succession of nobility is recorded. God himself chose not only a nation but also a line from whence Christ should be born’.8 But this was not simply a matter of social privilege. Nobles were needed both to maintain state authority—for ‘when nobility is suppressed the magistrates are condemned and consequently all government subverted’—and to lead the common people, especially in war.9 When a country faces invasion, Essex wrote on another occasion, men of noble nature will rouse themselves in its defence, whereas ‘without question … the common and baser sort of people are not capable of these noble considerations … but [when] they see before their eyes’ the examples set by noblemen.10

Nobles therefore had to lead, but in a way that encouraged commoners to emulate their courage and sacrifice. This required a popular manner, which Barnaby Rich describes Essex using: ‘I … have seen him in the French wars to communicate in sports and sometimes in serious matters with men of mean condition and place, their fortunes and parentage valued; to be delighted and exercised in labouring with the mattock in trenches … to be busied in often walking the round’.11 Shakespeare provides a strikingly similar account of Henry V’s conduct on the eve of the battle of Agincourt, as he visits his soldiers in disguise to learn what they are thinking and appeals to them as ‘a band of brothers’:

For he today that sheds his blood with me

Shall be my brother; be he ne’er so vile,

This day shall gentle his condition.12

In slightly different but parallel ways, the language of Rich and Shakespeare suggests that in leading commoners into battle, Essex and Henry somehow manage to ‘value’ or ‘gentle’ their ‘mean parentage’ or ‘vile condition’, implying a ‘trickle down’ concept of racial virtue; a notion that noble or royal leadership has the power to elevate not just the conduct but the fundamental condition of ‘mean’ or ‘base’ men. This attitude helps explain Essex’s lavish distribution of knighthoods to his followers on the Cadiz Expedition of 1596 and again in Ireland. In his view he was not cheapening honour by promoting too many men too quickly, as Elizabeth and others complained, but propagating it by nurturing and rewarding the qualities that knighthood symbolized.

But if effective leadership might increase the stock of virtue in a nation, bad leadership could easily diminish it. Essex saw virtue as consisting above all in a willingness to take risks and make sacrifices; virtuous men are those who undergo ‘pains, danger and … show they love the public profit more than themselves’.13 To flourish a kingdom needed to reward such conduct, while discouraging its opposite, the self-indulgence of ‘soft loving men [who] love ease, pleasure and profit’,14 whose skill in flattery and sharp practice matched their aversion to strenuous action. In his pleas on behalf of his followers Essex sometimes implied that Elizabeth failed to do this. ‘If your Majesty be not gracious to poor Jack Radcliffe in bestowing his wardship on him, he that is heir to a brave race and hath lost two elder brothers in your Majesty’s service is utterly undone’.15 The reference to Radcliffe’s race is again revealing: by not supporting him the queen will commit not just an individual act of injustice but a crime against her kingdom, which will suffer if families that have shed their blood for the common good suffer ruin, while corrupt courtiers flourish and advance their own, less virtuous progeny. For Essex the nobility’s putative racial superiority did not mean that anyone with a title had a right to hold high political office. What ultimately mattered was not mere social rank but a certain kind of virtue, and titled lords who in his view lacked this quality, such as his enemy Lord Cobham, earned his contempt.

This raises the question of how far he and other contemporaries had developed concepts of racial degeneration through vice. It was accepted legal doctrine that treason tainted the blood and extinguished nobility, although in practice descendants of traitors were often rehabilitated, suggesting a reluctance to extinguish the lustre of an ancient family permanently. But what of lesser offences, such as cowardice and private treachery, or crimes that went unpunished through lack of detection? One early seventeenth-century writer named Robert Fletcher answered the question directly: ‘that Vertue onely, which first began Nobilitie, must still maintaine it: whereas contrariwise, by degenerate and base conditions, many foreit their Nobility, ere they come at it. For, who knows not, Nobilitie, without Vertue, is but apocraphyte gentry’.16

In France the Catholic League regarded heresy as a form of derogation that extinguished nobility. Several Catholic tracts discussed by Peter Lake in Chapter 11 of this collection stigmatized the Protestant leaders of Elizabeth’s court in ways implying a racial taint. The 1572 Treatise of Treasons referred to the old (and implicitly Catholic) nobility of England as honourable Trojans, while depicting Protestant courtiers as treacherous Greeks. The notorious Catholic libel of the mid-1580s known as Leicester’s Commonwealth suggested that Leicester’s Dudley family was congenitally prone to deceit and treachery, as the execution of his father and grandfather for treason proved. Since the Dudleys and other Protestant court families were relative parvenus, it is not clear that these smears implied a concept of degeneration, rather than a belief that Protestants elevated into the peerage had never been true nobles in the first place. But Catholics plainly saw a polemical advantage in associating religious and political innovation with the displacement of ancient lineages by men whose disreputable behaviour indicated their base descent.

Essex’s ally Lord Henry Howard belonged to one of the old religiously conservative families most closely associated with such complaints. While refraining from public attacks on the court’s Protestant leadership, he did produce a manuscript treatise for Essex attacking Elizabethan heralds for granting coats of arms to the wrong kinds of people.17 Perhaps reflecting his religious bias, he especially objected to the gentrification of ministers, deans, and doctors whose ‘spawn’, he predicted, would soon breed ‘confusion in our English policy’. By intermarrying with true gentry these upstarts would create ‘a secret canker eating into the bowels’ of honourable lineages, ‘a deadly mischief sapping the foundations of honour’ that would end by obliterating any distinction between ‘ambition and worth’.18 Although such views may have been especially prevalent in Catholic aristocratic circles, Protestants also resorted to racial smears when it served their purposes. In France Huguenots attacked the Queen Mother, Catherine de’ Medici, as a descendant of bankers, who allegedly schemed to supplant the French nobility while replacing its code of virtue with a ‘Florentine’ politics of Machiavellian guile.19 John Stubbes incorporated these smears in his famous attack on Elizabeth’s suitor, Catherine’s son François, Duke of Anjou, The Gaping Gulfe. He then added a new charge that the Bartholomew’s Day Massacre and other crimes had brought down God’s curse on the French royal dynasty. Rather than a man of royal honour Anjou, with his corrupt parents, syphilitic body, and debauched morals carried a congenital taint. Conspiratorial secret histories by both Protestants and Catholics often implied that the subversion of the proper religious and moral order by Machiavellian politicians also involved elements of racial pollution or impurity.

Sexual crimes and physical deformities, such as Richard III’s humpback, seemed especially potent indicators of moral and racial degeneration and were often pressed into service in partisan polemics. Catholic libels depicted Henry VIII’s union with Anne Boleyn as not only illegitimate but incestuous because of the king’s earlier liaison with Anne’s sister Mary, thus casting a double aspersion on Elizabeth’s birth. Mary Stewart’s purported adultery with the Earl of Bothwell and perhaps David Riccio helped justify her deposition from the Scottish throne. These smears depended on an assumption that notorious sexual crimes corrupted royal blood and therefore cancelled obligations of deference and obedience.

SCOTLAND AND JAMES VI

The Scots, with their traditions of bloodfeud and kinship solidarity, were if anything even more preoccupied with lineage than their English neighbours.20 Great noble dynasties, like the Campbell earls of Argyll and Gordon earls of Huntly, could normally count on the solidarity of dozens if not scores of related families in disputes with other lords.21 Some highland dynasties continued the Gaelic custom of maintaining hereditary bards to legitimate their leadership by celebrating their ancestry, while even in the lowlands Scottish nobles were extraordinarily interested in genealogy and family histories.22 David Hume, whose proposals for Anglo-Scottish union and civic reform Arthur Williamson discusses in Chapter 19 of this collection, wrote a laudatory history of the ancestors of his patron, Archibald Douglas, eighth Earl of Angus. In it he compared Angus to patrician leaders of the Roman republic—a parallel also commonly found in bardic eulogistic verse—but also celebrated the long tradition of Douglas valour in serving the Scottish Crown against England and other enemies.

This sense of family history and solidarity was reinforced by the hereditary jurisdictions many Scottish nobles held over the territories around their estates and the strong control they exercised over tenants. The central importance of race, in the sense of blood ties, was therefore a fundamental feature of Scottish society and politics, particularly during periods of weakened Crown control during royal minorities. James VI spent his adolescence and young adulthood coming to terms with fractious coalitions of nobles, which more than once threatened his own security, along with the legacy of his mother’s deposition and eventual execution in England, and accusations that she had earned her fate through notorious sexual and moral crimes. He learned from direct experience the political importance of blood and descent, and of arguments that flagrant vice might extinguish dynastic authority.

He responded partly by embracing the conventional wisdom of the age and seeking to turn it to his own advantage. In Basilikon Doron he echoed the commonplace belief that ‘virtue followeth oftenest noble blood’, so that a wise king will fill his court with nobles and employ them whenever possible.23 As R. Malcolm Smuts has argued in Chapter 5 of this volume, James later attempted to follow this prescription by drawing nobles from all three of his kingdoms towards his court and attempting to recruit their aid in governing. He also became a vocal defender of the divine rights of royal lineages and the related idea that biological accidents, which extinguished some dynasties while allowing others to inherit multiple kingdoms are providentially ordained. But in Basilikon Doron he also displayed an acute preoccupation with the sexual purity of his own lineage that may well reflect lingering anxieties about his mother’s reputation. Choose a wife ‘of a whole and clean race, not subject to hereditary sickness either of the soul or the body’, he admonished his heir, Prince Henry: ‘for if a man be careful to breed dogs and horses of good kinds, how much more careful should he be for the breed of his own loins’.24 Henry must keep his own body pure by abstaining from adultery. Here James cited as an exemplary warning the adultery of his grandfather, James V, which produced a royal bastard ‘who unnaturally rebelled and procured the ruin of his own sovereign and sister. And what good her posterity hath gotten since, of some of that unlawful generation, Bothwell his treacherous attacks can bear witness’.25 This refers to Francis Stewart, Earl of Bothwell, a turbulent nobleman and royal cousin, whom James accused of plotting with witches, among other crimes. The king attempted to extirpate another noble family, the Ruthvens, after two of its members tried to kidnap him in 1600. Even Ruthvens who played no role in the conspiracy were outlawed and had to live in hiding, fearing arrest or assassination. The Scottish tradition of bloodfeud helps explain this ruthlessness but it also probably reflected James’s belief in ‘hereditary diseases of the soul’ that rendered certain families intrinsically dangerous.

In England James imprisoned Lord Cobham for alleged involvement in the Bye and Main Plots of 1603, and the Earl of Northumberland after he was indirectly linked to the Gunpowder Plot through the involvement of his brother, Thomas Percy. But neither was executed and the king also rehabilitated several noble families that had suffered in the previous reign through association with Catholicism or because of their role in Essex’s rebellion. In addition he overrode the objections of common lawyers to revive the Earl Marshal’s court—the institution Shakespeare depicted in Act 1 Scene 3 of Richard II—to provide nobles and gentlemen with a remedy against slights to their honour. In many ways he therefore had a good record of supporting the privileges of ancient lineages. Like all monarchs, however, he also believed he had a right to create new noble dynasties through his prerogative. Although no one denied the legitimacy of this power in principle, its practical exercise had the potential to offend both the pride of old landed families and more widespread prejudices against ‘base upstarts’. The history plays of Shakespeare and Marlowe repeatedly show medieval kings stirring resentment in precisely this way, suggesting that contemporaries were well aware of the danger. Libels attacking the newly ennobled Robert Cecil, Earl of Salisbury occasionally mentioned his spinal deformity to insinuate that he also possessed a crooked soul. The king’s Scottish followers were denounced as members of a ‘beggarly nation’ seeking to gorge themselves on English riches. Towards the end of his reign James not only elevated his favourite, George Villiers, to the pinnacle of the social hierarchy as Duke of Buckingham, but also ennobled several of Buckingham’s relatives and clients, while allowing the duke to sell additional titles for cash. These acts opened the floodgates to criticism that the king and Buckingham were prostituting honour by shuffling ‘promiscuously and confusedly together those of the inferior alloy with those of the purest and most general metal’.26 Although not the only charges levelled against the duke, claims that he had debased the social and moral order by selling honour for cash played a significant role in attacks upon him, both in Parliament and anonymous libels.27

IRELAND

Irish elites shared many of the beliefs in social racism held by their counterparts in England and Scotland although, unsurprisingly, they also demonstrated some unique local inflections on the theme.28 Perhaps the most noteworthy one for present purposes is that noble succession did not follow primogeniture. Headship of a family, which is to say lordship (the status of rí, or king, in the Irish political system), was determined by a more elective process. Male candidates came from a larger familial catchment, the deirbhfhine; second sons, brothers, uncles, cousins, and so on were potentially eligible. Consequently, Gaelic succession, in contrast to the norms obtaining in England and lowland Scotland, offered a site at which nobility and virtue were simultaneously negotiated. As noted above in discussion of English society, nobility by blood and the possession and development of virtue were not coterminous phenomena; regardless of ancestry, the latter still appeared in different quantity and quality and required fostering and vigilance. Gaelic succession politics offered a public means for determining which nobles were the most virtuous, since virtue was a crucial factor in selecting who among many potential candidates would head a noble family. This was not a scientific or verifiable process, but rather a rhetorical exercise in the creation of legitimacy: the winning candidate, we can imagine, was typically the strongest, but his candidacy was invariably couched in claims to his virtue. This linking of blood legitimacy and relative virtue (superior to that of rival claimants) was a foundational theme in inauguration poetry. A classic example is that composed by Fearghal Óg Mac an Bhaird for Brian Ó Ruairc. With remarkable concision—the poem is only three quatrains in length, much briefer than typical for the genre—the poet lays out Ó Ruairc’s superlative genealogy and character. In the first stanza he is praised as a proper patron of the chief poet, generous and protecting to inferiors, fierce in battle, and the pride of the Gaels descended from Greek origins.29 The second stanza speaks to his likeness to great nobles of the past renowned for their wisdom and hospitality.30 The poem concludes with the standard trope of the genre by which Ó Ruairc is said to be worthy of, and indeed prophesied to hold, the kingship of all Ireland.31 Blood, then, while not sufficient for lordship, remains the necessary foundation upon which virtue and legitimate lordship are built. All Ó Ruairc’s traits are relative not absolute. It is the fact that he is both noble and supremely virtuous that justifies his elevation to rí.

In Ireland, concepts of race and racial difference had both social and ethnic dimensions. The historiographical literature has primarily stressed the latter, citing racial ideas chiefly as explanation for how the English created the Irish (Gaelic, primarily, but the Old English to some extent as well) as an ‘other’ upon whom they could visit all the brutalities that came with imperial expansion. Undoubtedly this is true, though perhaps not to the extent suggested in much existing scholarship. One can certainly find examples of Englishmen comparing the Irish to savage Scythians,32 vipers,33 and black moors who can never be washed clean,34 or claiming that God had cursed them as ‘a pestilent people’ whom the English had a duty to subdue and perhaps supplant.35 But these are less common than comments attributing Ireland’s problems to poverty, cultural influences like Catholicism, the effects of a pastoral way of life, the tyranny by Gaelic chiefs, or English misgovernment.

Equally true, however, is the fact that the Irish—at least Irish elites—were believers in and practitioners of precisely the sort of social racism this essay describes, and that they deployed it against those who challenged their time-honoured authority. As might be imagined, English newcomers were objects of that racism, but internal Irish succession struggles were also rife with charges of illegitimacy. Hugh O’Neill, eventual second Earl of Tyrone, was accused by his uncle and rival claimant to the earldom, Shane O’Neill, of being the son of a blacksmith named Kelly, and thus not an O’Neill at all.36 Gaelic upstarts bore, arguably, the brunt of this form of racism. In this case we might imagine another metaphor at work, namely that of racial double predestination. Irish elites, in other words, made it very clear that the ‘great’—a racialized category of superiors, the aristocratic cinníocha (‘races’, a term discussed in context below)—were destined to rule, and that their inferiors were destined to the social reprobation of being ruled. For Gaelic social racism, as a language of resistance, was explicitly linked to blood and to ideas of what constituted traditional, and thus, legitimate governance.

It might seem odd to claim that there was an Irish language of resistance against the political or social agency of other Irish—we are, of course, constantly reminded that English and Irish in this period were pitched in terminal conflict. But status cut across these lines: there was no pan-Irish identity or political position. Moreover, it might seem odd to label this elite petulance as ‘resistance’—is it not simply oppression? Certainly it is a bit of both—effort to keep the lower orders down, and effort to resist what was thought to be a plague of lower order Anglicization and, thus, social and cultural rebellion. The first discourse is unsurprising, and perhaps obvious, but we should not lose sight of the second, for in Ireland there emerged a racialized language of elite resistance against upstart Gaels who used the new dispensation in attempts to improve their lot. The great example of this is the early seventeenth-century prose ‘Parliament of Clan Thomas’, a rightly famous and vicious satire against the pretentions of the lesser born who adopted English ways and loyalties in pursuit of their own betterment.37 The basic plot of the story is that Clan Thomas was the product of unholy union between a human woman and Beelzebub. Given its semi-human/semi-demonic origins, the family was cursed by Saint Patrick to an eternity of servitude beneath its pureblood human masters. Clan Thomas is, of course, metonymical stand-in for the lower orders—both ‘churls’ and ‘middling sorts’—who wished to use the dislocations of colonial rule to advance above their station.38 And crucial to the anonymous author’s case was his depiction of Clan members, for the first time in their long history, claiming to be men of honour and covering themselves in the trappings of nobility, which is to say publicly performing their honourable status. They do so, of course, in a gross inversion and perversion of ‘true’ nobility—they fight and insult one another, eat and drink gluttonously, engage in crude sexual acts, and so on. The tale ends with two members of the old nobility coming upon the parliament, which the family had called in the interest of planning their entry into high society, and condemning it. The assembly then devolves into a chaos of infighting and the ‘speaker’, himself a member of the Clan, dissolves it with a curse that the family should never prosper—a curse, the author tells us, that proves successful.39

This satire of social inversion is driven as much by racial as ‘class’ thinking (if indeed the two can be decoupled in this period). The author’s concern is not simply about the external transgressions of sartorial or behavioural over-reaching by the lesser born, for these merely result from what we might imagine as social miscegenation. In referring to the family of Clan Thomas, the author uses the term cine (or cineadh, in its older spelling), which means family but also race. Theirs is, of course, a vulgar and uncivilized race (cineadh chodruma), and druid characters are introduced to pronounce, generally, that no one of noble blood should ever mix with ignoble blood.40 The results of doing so drive the narrative of the satire, and provide its most vicious details.

‘The Parliament’ may be unique in style and form—it is the only document of its type for the early Stuart period—but the mentality it displays is common. Examples of such Gaelic elite social racism, of a sense of the lower born as truly lower born could be easily multiplied by moving into other prose genres and bardic poetry.41 Poets and the lords whom they legitimized, celebrated, and advised are often depicted by scholars as racialized others, colonial subalterns to be swept aside by English imperial expansion. It is important to recall, however, that they were every bit members of a self-identifying aristocratic race as an Essex, and negotiating that racism across the realms was a crucial aspect in determining the shape and character of the multiple monarchy.

Elite social racism was not, however, merely a matter of discourse, something restricted to bardic satire and literary complaint. It was a crucial factor in Gaelic concepts of, and plans and actions for, an Irish sovereign polity. Many have pointed to the emergence of a faith and fatherland concept of the nation in this period amongst Gaelic lords and intellectuals.42 The legitimacy of that nation, however, was determined in part by its concordance with aristocratic interests. It was precisely that understanding which lay at the heart of surrender and regrant.43 Men like Conn Bacach O’Neill agreed to link themselves to London and its interests provided that the state in turn would make room in the new dispensation for their hereditary claims to political power. His successor to the earldom, Hugh O’Neill, took as sacrosanct O’Neill pre-eminence in the Irish arena of the new ‘British’ state. ‘Base men’ of English birth were not to hold authority in Ulster and, moreover, he himself should have a strong say in determining local office holders.44 This did not mean that O’Neill was entirely averse to serving under the Crown. He had, after all, accepted an earldom in the Tudor aristocracy. It did mean, however, that for English authority to be legitimate it needed to derive from proper bloodlines. The eighth of his so-called ‘demands’ for peace made to the Crown during the Nine Years’ War stated ‘That the Governor of Ireland be at least an Earl, and of the Privy Council of England, bearing the name of Viceroy’. The tenth demand expressed similar concerns regarding regional power in the kingdom, but here pertaining to Irish personnel: ‘10. That all principal governments of Ireland, as Connaught, Munster, etc. be governed by Irish noblemen’.45 O’Neill was as clear on this issue of legitimacy and hierarchy in speaking to his fellow nobles in Ireland, both Gaelic and Old English. In 1599 he wrote the White Knight, an Old English lord of the sprawling Fitzgerald dynasty, praising ‘the nobility of Munster for their consciences and inheritance’ in resisting Protestantism and ‘defend[ing] the good people of Munster’.46 Ten months later, by contrast, he sent a stinging missive to Lord Barry accusing him of political and confessional treachery and thus of being ‘the cause why all the nobility of the south, from the east part to the west, you being linked unto each one of them either in affinity of consanguinity, are not linked together to shake off the cruel yoke of heresy and tyranny, with which our souls and bodies are oppressed’.47 Tyrone’s private parleying with Essex in 1599 represents the clearest evidence that Gaelic nobles imagined themselves the ‘racial’ equivalents of English nobles, and that political decision-making was theirs by nature. This famous example of aristocratic autonomy in determination of state policy was, of course, a crucial misstep on Essex’s part. For in forgetting that royal blood trumped noble, he threw away his close relationship with his queen and with it, in time, his life.48

O’Neill et al. were having none of the queen’s complaints, however. She had forfeited her legitimacy by allowing the lower born to govern and by turning her back on natural leaders like Essex and Ireland’s historic dynasties. As Irish elites shifted their loyalties to the Spanish monarchy they continued to push the line that political authority generally, and national sovereignty specifically, were determined by blood as well as religion and patria. Gaelic intellectuals writing in a range of genres confirmed and promoted the aristocratic ‘nation’ of Ireland. Examples include O’Neill’s secretary Tadhg Ó Cianáin’s depiction of the earls in Europe being feted by pope and princes as natural rulers, Philip O’Sullivan Beare’s attack on the Tudor Crown for its systematic efforts to kill Irish nobles, Lughaidh Ó Cléirigh’s withering dismissal of ‘commoner’ English military commanders, and various Counter-Reformation polemicists decrying the lowborn character of England’s ‘Church by law established’.49 Many scholars, interested to draw the genealogy of the modern Irish nation, point to the emergence of the word Éireannaigh (Irishmen) as a sign that sovereignty over the island was coming to be defined in relation to all the island’s peoples, Gaelic and Old English. But as the evidence adduced here demonstrates, the self-proclaimed leaders of any such Irish nasión (nation) firmly believed that political and social legitimacy derived from bloodlines rather than mere nationality. Churls who refused to know their place in the divine hierarchy were roundly ridiculed and despised, as ‘The Parliament of Clan Thomas’ did so well. Any state that violated that political law of nature had no claim to authority.

Behind the complaints of O’Neill and his literary counterparts lay the very deliberate attempts of the Dublin regime to transform Ireland by dismantling the traditional structures of Gaelic—and to a considerable extent also Old English—lordship in favour of a new dispensation that would include a titled aristocracy, but in which the authority of the Crown and law administered through crown courts would reign supreme. This also meant encouraging the growth of an Irish freeholder class protected by the courts from dispossession and arbitrary levies by neighbouring aristocrats. Gaelic chiefs willing to cooperate in bringing about these changes might hope to receive English-style titles and secure possession of their own lands, or at least a portion of them. But in return they would have to relinquish their military followings and many of the powers their forbears had traditionally exercised over their ‘own’ people. Those who refused to cooperate or who flirted with rebellion were destroyed or driven into exile and it is not surprising that many of the Gaelic elite—along with bards and brehon lawyers supported by elite patronage—saw this as a violation of the natural order.

The response of the bulk of the Irish population is, by contrast, harder to gauge. It is a curious omission in the Irish historiography that there is no study of popular politics in early modern Ireland.50 In part this may be because the sources provide virtually no evidence in the period before 1603 of entirely popular political protests, as opposed to participation of non-elites in movements led by Gaelic or Old English nobles. The one major arguable exception to this statement is abundant evidence of widespread and apparently growing attachment to Catholicism and support for Catholic clergy, not only in the Gaelic countryside but among the ethnically English populations of the towns. If we consider Catholic worship a form of non-violent resistance to English rule that might easily turn into something more forceful if circumstances permitted—which is precisely how many English civil servants saw matters—evidence of religious dissent would seem to indicate broadening disaffection. In the wake of Elizabeth I’s death and the accession of the Scot James VI to the triple monarchy, some Irish commoners took to the streets to rejoice in the hope that James would prove a greater defender of commonweal and liberty of conscience than his predecessor. Celebration, however, was not necessarily peaceful or respectful, and on occasion the ‘people’ were deemed to have mobilized spontaneously.51 In Waterford the mayor was said to have been unable to quell popular unrest, which participants claimed was in support of a return to Catholicism.52 Cork, by contrast, was reported to have experienced mass demonstration to which the mayor and recorder lent their support.53 Some leaders of this protest proudly proclaimed their English ancestry; it was not a Gaelic protest against a colonizing race but something much more dangerous because of its potential to unite different ethnic groups in a common cause.

It is tempting to suggest that the demise of militarized Gaelic lordships and the chronic problems of lawlessness and rebellion they helped sustain ultimately enhanced the appeal of alternative forms of protest and mobilization focused through religion. These were further strengthened by instruments provided, ironically, by the very law the English state sought to impose as a tool of its own dominance. For in Ireland as in England the common law was capable of being mobilized not only on behalf of state power but as a vehicle for protests against arbitrary and unjust government. To take one example, in 1607 an enraged English official protested that a ‘general assembly’ of Catholic clergy had organized a voluntary contribution to support their champion, the lawyer Sir Patrick Barnewell, so that he might reside in London and plead their case before the English Privy Council. For good measure they had also sent representatives to the King of France and the Archduke Albert in Brussels, asking them to intercede with the London government on behalf of Irish Catholics.54

CONCLUSION

The Irish case therefore also suggests how discourses of social racism could be challenged and in some cases supplanted by other political discourses erected on very different principles. Certainly it would be wrong to argue that concepts of racial difference derived from ancestry dominated every aspect of early modern politics. But such concepts were sufficiently potent and widespread to form a significant strand in British (and Irish) culture, to which we need to pay attention. Ideas about race not only reinforced conventional attitudes but sometimes added unexpected twists. For example we might naturally assume that defenders of social hierarchy would favour episcopacy in the Church, and this was indeed often the case. But it mattered that unlike the aristocratic prelates found in most continental societies, English bishops had almost always risen from fairly humble origins.55 In 1642 Robert Greville Lord Brooke attacked episcopacy for precisely this reason:

Those houses which are designated to a lofty air and generous manage, must be of noble race … Majesty and a base original do not well suit … The vapors which by the sun are raised to a great height … of so mean a progeny, are but the matter of hail, snow, rain and tempest … the frequent prognostics … of wars and confusions.56

It is not exaggerating to call this a racial attack on the Caroline bishops or to suggest that one reason many English disliked assertive prelates, from the age of Thomas Wolsey to that of William Laud, was that they saw them as natural inferiors who had risen above their station. (This is also true of noblemen in Shakespeare and Fletcher’s All is True or Henry VIII).57 To appreciate the role of racial thought in early modern culture we need to recognize that it often assumed forms unfamiliar to us.

This observation has implications for studies of early modern literature. Shakespeare uses the word race sixteen times: once to designate a species of ginger, several times with reference to breeds of horses and in the remaining instances to designate noble or royal lineages. In no case does the word have any connection to skin colour.58 On the other hand, interest in real or supposed ways in which blood, birth, and inherited physical characteristics correlate with moral predispositions and behaviour can be found in many of his plays, including those featuring black, Jewish, or other ‘exotic’ characters. In these we can sometimes detect how a preoccupation with race in the early modern sense of family lineage might expand to encompass meanings closer to those of modern racism. Several characters, for example, associate whiteness or fairness with both physical and moral beauty, while seeing blackness as a deformity.59 As he begins to plot against the Romans in Titus Andronicus, the Moor Aaron refers to ‘My fleece of woolly hair that now uncurls/Even as an adder when she doth unroll/ To do some fatal execution’; later he boasts that he will ‘have his soul black as his face.’60 Other characters also see Aaron’s dark features as a sign of his evil nature, even projecting this onto other features of their environment. When Titus’s brother Marcus kills a fly Titus, who is grieving over the recent execution of his sons and mutilation of his daughter, at first objects: that fly may have a father or brother who will ‘buzz lamenting dirges in the air’. But when Marcus assures him that it was ‘a black ill-favoured fly,/Like to the Empress’s Moor’, Titus immediately agrees that it needed to be killed.61

One could cite additional examples of negative attitudes towards Moors or Jews in other plays, notably Othello and The Merchant of Venice. But the dramatic contexts in which they are articulated often tend to undercut or at least complicate any simple assumption that ancestry and outward appearance determine moral character. In Titus Adronicus, the evil Moor Aaron is partnered with the evil fair-skinned Gothic Queen Tamora, and juxtaposed to bloody-minded Romans obsessed with their lineages, including Titus himself, who begins the play by ordering an act of human sacrifice and then proceeds to kill one of his own sons, ostensibly for dishonouring him. If Aaron is even more extreme in his ruthless hatred of others than the play’s white characters, there are hints that this is because his dark skin prevents him from employing stratagems to advance his own bloodline available to Goths and Romans. Although he has seduced and impregnated the Emperor’s wife, his son will not inherit the throne because the child’s complexion immediately betrays his illegitimacy, causing even his mother to desire his immediate destruction. Because they resemble each other, Goths and Romans may hope to subvert the lineage hierarchies of Roman society through deceit, seduction and rape, whereas an African must always remain an outsider because his bloodline is distinguished by visible external signs.62

Similarly it is never entirely clear in the history plays that noble families such as the Percies are biologically programmed to feel an obsession with honour, although Hotspur and other characters certainly speak and act as if this were the case. There is also some question whether Edmund’s malice toward his father and brother in King Lear is intrinsically rooted in his illegitimacy or merely a product of his bitterness over the stigma of bastardy. Even in the extreme case of The Tempest Shakespeare allows room for doubt. If ever birth determined character it would surely do so in the case of a witch’s son possibly sired by the Devil. Was Caliban therefore predestined to grow into a moral and physical monster, needing to be enslaved for his own good and that of everyone around him? Prospero and Miranda certainly think so but Shakespeare portrays Caliban with enough sympathy to leave many readers and spectators in some doubt.

What is absolutely clear is that Shakespeare recognized that many of his contemporaries believed in racial differences, not only between the English and foreign exotic peoples, but among themselves, and that such beliefs exercised a powerful influence over both social behaviour and individual psychology. Whether or not they are ultimately true, beliefs in racial difference can have a self-fulfilling quality: if noblemen think that a propensity toward honour courses through their veins, and if Moors, Jews, and bastards regard themselves as racial aliens in a Christian society, they will begin to act accordingly. Shakespeare was fascinated by ways in which the conviction that blood and birth determine destiny shapes human behaviour. In that sense issues of race surface not only in plays such as The Merchant of Venice and Othello, where modern readers easily recognize them, but in other works whose racial dimension is easily overlooked because it assumes forms no longer familiar to us.
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PART III

ASPECTS OF RELIGIOUS CULTURE


CHAPTER 21

ENGLISH CATHOLICS AND THE CONTINENT

KATY GIBBONS

ELIZABETHAN and Jacobean theatre-goers were accustomed to seeing exile depicted on stage. From the banishment of Romeo in Romeo and Juliet, to the wanderings in the Forest of Arden in All’s Well that Ends Well, to the expulsion of Coriolanus from Rome, the pain of alienation from home, both real and imagined, was displayed for theatre audiences. These depictions could reflect, or reflect on, contemporary issues arising from the voluntary, or less voluntary, movement of individuals and groups in and out of England. It rebounded particularly on one of the most discussed groups within early modern English society—Catholics living under a Protestant monarch.

This chapter seeks to examine the lived experience of English Catholics who left England during Elizabeth’s reign. The varied connections that they forged remind us of the dependence of the English Catholic community on activity abroad, and help us to redress the traditional assumption that this community in England was small, insular, and separate both from the Church of England and from their coreligionists on the Continent.1 I will discuss this relationship through considering three key points: the ambiguous political meanings of ‘religious’ exile, which Shakespeare’s plays may have discreetly examined; the importance of the specific host communities English exiles encountered, both for their fortunes abroad and for the responses they elicited from the Protestant establishment at home; and the importance of language. From these themes we see emerging the complex ways in which English Catholics were part of the English polity, however contested, and were one means by which England remained connected to continental Europe.

THE CONTESTED RELIGIOUS POLITICS OF EXILE

At first glance, Shakespeare’s obvious fascination with exiles would seem to have nothing to do with Catholicism. As Jane Kingsley-Smith notes in her fine study of the subject, Shakespeare never depicts exile as religiously motivated. ‘What is perhaps most important about the omission of any Catholic/Protestant perspective on exile is the emphasis it throws upon the secularity of Shakespearean banishment: the concern in his plays for the local conditions of identity that is the material, the familial, the national.’2 This is a striking absence, given that Elizabethans and Jacobeans would have been more than familiar with religious exiles, both those who sought shelter in England, and those who had fled. For the citizens of London and other cities in the south of the kingdom, Protestant refugees from France and the Low Countries were a visible if not always welcome presence, who would have reminded contemporaries of how their church was distinct from, but connected to, Reformed churches on the Continent.3 More significant for the purposes of this article was the relatively small but important group of mostly highborn English Catholics, both laity and clergy, who left their country for the Continent. Their itinerant existence make them difficult to track and enumerate, but they were at least several hundred strong, scattered across the urban communities of France, the Low Countries, and Spain. As Kingsley-Smith and others have observed, exile is a slippery category. In the case of this group of English Catholics, it was nearly always voluntary, even though Catholics claimed they had little choice but to move abroad if they were to remain loyal to the true faith. Some Catholics left England as fugitive rebels, fleeing to preserve their lives, and the government did occasionally officially banish priests.4 However, the majority went overseas voluntarily, however constrained the circumstances.

There is considerable debate about Shakespeare’s religious background and whether he might be described as a Catholic or crypto-Catholic. It is, in any case, clear that Shakespeare’s connections with gentry families in the West Midlands brought him into contact with Catholics who had relatives abroad, although the extent to which this directly influenced his work can only be surmised.5 Nonetheless, it is important to note the ubiquity of ideas of exile in poetry and on the stage, beyond Shakespeare himself. The idea of exile was one that the educated elite would be very familiar with, both through its recurring appearance in Renaissance literature more broadly, and through their knowledge of, or contact with actual exiles.6

Why Shakespeare deliberately ‘left out’ the religious exile that he and contemporaries would be only too aware of is an intriguing question. Perhaps a direct exploration of religious exile, specifically in relation to the Catholic question, would have been too controversial, even for an early modern theatre that did at times explore issues too dangerous to examine in print. There is however, another point to address here: the slippery nature of the categorization of different ‘sorts’ of exile. If English Catholic exile was self-imposed, its nature and motivation remained subject to differing interpretations. English Catholics and their leaders, like William Allen, argued in manuscript and print that they went to the Continent for religious reasons, to be able to practise their faith unmolested, without any seditious intent.7 Elizabeth’s government, though, introduced a range of anti-Catholic legislation, casting the movement of Catholics overseas as an act of political disloyalty. Both sides were touching on elements of truth: although some English Catholics went overseas with no intention of undermining Elizabeth’s government, certain groups of exiles not only promoted the idea of regime change in England, but gained support from foreign Catholic powers to prepare armed invasions or assassination plots. Violent attempts to overthrow the Elizabethan Church and state did not die with the defeat of the Spanish Armada, as Thomas McCoog has recently shown. Whilst opinions were deeply divided amongst English Catholics at home and overseas concerning the possibility and justifiability of challenging and removing a reigning monarch, key figures in the exiled Catholic community continued to promote projects to do so.8 The government’s insistence that Catholics abroad were inevitably politically disloyal and not driven by religious devotion thus had partial grounding in reality. The regime worried about the potential of all Catholics to support political change: even those who were apparently law-abiding might become traitors in the event of a major insurrection. Moreover, in a group closely tied by kinship, even a Catholic who had resolved to obey a Protestant queen would have connections to those pursuing a more oppositional course, connections which might come into play in a time of crisis, a scenario recognized by the Protestant authorities, and some exiled Catholic leaders. Hence the ‘bloody question’ put to Catholics after arrest: would they support the Pope if an army was sent to England? This deep-seated anxiety was reflected in the ramping up of anti-Catholic measures in the years following the Armada, when some at least in the Elizabethan establishment were living in expectation of another attempted Spanish invasion.

All this made it difficult to separate religious exile from political exile in any straightforward sense. Although Kingsley-Smith is right to note that the spiritual aspects of exile are not addressed in Shakespeare’s canon, I would argue that there are instances of ‘secular’ exile in Shakespeare’s plays that to contemporary audiences may have resonated with their awareness of religious exiles. Patrick Collinson observed that the Elizabethan state’s rhetoric towards its Catholic subjects attempted to ‘prise apart’ religion and politics, and to categorize and punish Catholic clergy, and some laity, as traitors rather than heretics or religious nonconformists. Given the papal bull of excommunication, all Catholics were potential traitors, and their actions were a direct threat to the state.9 Catholic polemicists were eager to dismantle this equation, emphasizing that those branded as traitors by the government were in fact martyrs, witnesses for their faith rather than Papal agents seeking the queen’s death. Allen eloquently argued that English Catholics, presumably including himself, had no choice but to ‘flee and forsake our countrie, by the warrant and example of Christ … and other our forefathers in faith in the like persecution’.10 Given Allen’s support for invasion projects, this statement may be viewed as rather disingenuous, on his part at least. Importantly, whether or not English Catholics had any intention of engaging in anti-government action, they were not negotiating their position from a fixed point. Rather they were responding to a shifting context: of anti-Catholic measures in England, and of a changing likelihood of foreign support. Successful action against the regime seemed more possible at some points than others.11 An individual could be convinced by different arguments, and could adopt different strategies, depending on the immediate context: the regime could never be sure of a Catholic’s loyalty, just as individual Catholics might not be sure about how they would respond if the political ground was to shift dramatically. Nevertheless, the line in most Catholic polemic was to argue for the religious motivation of the exiles, while blaming acts of political disloyalty on policies of the Protestant government that drove some Catholics to desperate measures.

This was particularly pertinent for those Catholics who had moved abroad, who may or may not have been directly targeted by the Protestant state before leaving, and whose very existence overseas was destabilizing. Those who had left England for Catholic Europe had proved their potential, if not their actual treasonous intent, because, according to the official definition, it was not possible to be a Catholic overseas for purely ‘religious’ reasons. An English Catholic abroad might be a religious refugee to other Catholics, but to Elizabeth’s regime, he was a fugitive rebel. This sense of exile as a perceived/constructed status as well as practical reality might allow us to reconsider and complicate interpretations of Shakespeare’s exiles, for example Bolingbroke in Richard II. This play is famously associated with the Earl of Essex’s insurrection in the closing years of Elizabeth’s reign; its performance before Essex’s followers on the eve of their 1601 ‘rebellion’ has been read as a key example of how the world of the stage was part of the political sphere in early modern England.12 As Kingsley-Smith observes, as they witnessed the Lord Chamberlain’s Men’s perform Richard II Essex’s men had the opportunity to see a parallel between the exiled Henry Bolingbroke and the situation in which Robert Devereux found himself.13 Essex had described his posting to Ireland in 1599 as an exile, banishing him from Elizabeth’s presence and he had blamed his predicament on base enemies at court, in much the way that Bolingbroke felt victimized by Bushy, Bagot, and Green. Richard II’s banishment of Bolingbroke and Mowbray, rather than removing the problem had increased the potency of the threat to his rule. Whether or not Essex was intending a coup d’etat against Elizabeth, his position in 1601 does seem eerily similar to that of Bolingbroke in Richard II.14

And yet, Shakespeare wrote Richard II well before Essex began rallying his followers to purge the court of his enemies. Read differently, the protests voiced by Bolingbroke, and, to a lesser extent, Mowbray also seem to resonate with the situation of English Catholic exiles. Like those two nobles at the outset of Shakespeare’s play, prominent Elizabethan Catholics found themselves living under a cloud of suspicion and vulnerable to accusations of rumours of disloyalty. Anti-Catholic measures which to the regime seemed necessary steps for national security, looked more like tyranny to their Catholic targets. By the 1580s, Catholics polemicists, along with their continental coreligionists, debated the signs of tyrannical rule in action, and the appropriate course of action in the face of tyranny.15 One method which a tyrant or tyrannical regime might employ was to push opponents out of power on spurious grounds, accusing them of specific crimes, or undermining their claims to status. This possible perception of the position of Catholics in England was felt by some at home and abroad. Essex himself was not a Catholic, but his entourage in the 1590s included individuals who were, and who would have been familiar with this argument: most notably, Henry Howard.16 Meanwhile, the sense of being sidelined by the actions of a hostile regime was also shared amongst Catholics abroad.

The exile communities in Catholic Europe consisted of laymen and women as well as clerics, or those studying in colleges run by clerics. Those laity who went abroad tended to be of noble or gentry status. Whilst they had the means to get abroad, they nevertheless ran the risk of dispossession by doing so: the Protestant government introduced a range of measures to penalize those who had left by seizing part of their property. This was on top of a sense of exclusion at least some of them felt before leaving home, having been denied positions they traditionally occupied in English society. Such disgruntlement was voiced by Bolingbroke in Richard II. When, for example, Bolingbroke returns uninvited to England, he defends his actions to his uncle on the grounds that it would be unbearable for him not to act in this way:

“Will you permit that I shall stand condemned/A wandering vagabound, my rights and royalties/Plucked from my arms perforce and given away/To upstart unthrifts” (2.3.118–21).17

As a nobleman with close kinship links to the Crown, Bolingbroke expects a certain status to be part of his existence: Richard II’s stripping of that position, and transference of it to unworthy men, is more than someone of his status can or should tolerate. Bolingbroke’s umbrage is not only for himself, but for the kingdom as a whole, which also suffers. This complaint would have been familiar to Elizabethan Catholics: as key members of the traditional elite, their inability to fulfil their accustomed role suggested dishonour for themselves and their families.18 It also implied that the body politic was in the hands of those who are at best not born for the task, and at worst have their own specious designs to promote. This argument is part of what Peter Lake identifies as the ‘conspiracy theory’ strain that runs through English Catholic polemic from the 1570s, revealing and identifying a group of Machiavellian ministers around the queen who promote fear of a Catholic threat in order to distract attention from their own ungodly designs on the commonwealth.19 A striking example of this is Leicester’s Commonwealth, published in France in 1584 and the product of a Catholic circle who had turned to the Continent as hopes faded for toleration in the wake of a marriage between Elizabeth and the heir to the throne of France.20 One of the key thrusts of this book is the danger posed to the state by the Earl of Leicester and his allies, who have pushed aside those whose birth naturally qualifies them to offer counsel to the queen. Perhaps significantly, the authors turn to historical examples to make their case, discussing English kings whose downfall can be attributed to excessive favour towards a particular favourite. Alongside Edward II and Henry VI, the mistakes of Richard II are held up as examples: ‘the … extraordinarie, and indiscrete affection towards Robert Vere Earle of Oxeford [sic], and Marques of Dubline, and Thomas Mowbray, two most turbulent and wicked men, that set the kinge againste his own uncles and the nobilitie’.21 Clearly the possible analogies between the reigns of Elizabeth and Richard II offered useful material to Catholic polemicists on the Continent as well as to playwrights at home. Leicester’s Commonwealth in fact suggests that Catholic polemicists had anticipated some of the questions raised on the stage in the 1590s. As Peter Lake suggests in this volume, the drama of Shakespeare’s era and polemic attacking the regime may not have had identical purposes, but both can be seen as participating in an early modern ‘public sphere’, laying contentious issue before a range of audiences.22

The rather ambiguous nature of Bolingbroke’s character in Richard II would also have struck a chord with those familiar with contemporary debates about English Catholics. Bolingbroke himself is not an innocent in Shakespeare’s play: it is his (mis)behaviour in relation to his peers that brings Richard to impose banishment on him in the first place. Mowbray casts Bolingbroke as a traitor from the outset, suggesting Richard may have been right to banish him. But if Mowbray was the real traitor, the banishment was an act of tyranny, and Bolingbroke’s return to reclaim his rights could be justified. These competing interpretations of the play leave the audience open to the possibility that both Bolingbroke and Richard are not to be trusted, suggesting an analogy with divergent perceptions of individual Catholic exiles and the English Catholic community. Were Catholics always traitors in the making, simply biding their time, or did government persecution drive them to desperate actions? Moreover, a clear answer to such a question at a specific point in time might not be as significant as an underlying sense of mistrust and suspicion. This uneasiness, to which the regime itself was contributing through its use of spies and recruitment of Catholics as double agents, was the backdrop to the actions of both the regime and its Catholic subjects.23 A sense of mutual suspicion, and of the impossibility of being sure of your own position, or that of others, appears in a range of early modern drama. In the specific case of Richard II we can read this in the presentation of Bolingbroke. Bolingbroke’s return from exile leads to his triumph, but it is not an unqualified and unambiguous success, for the question of his loyalty remains: the audience is not presented with a clear solution to the question of who they should recognize and trust as the most legitimate king. Some suspicion about Bolingbroke’s motivation and actions linger. Unlike Bolingbroke, English Catholics did not manage a triumphant return and restoration, but their association with traitorous activity and deceit more generally was established by the polemical representations of their enemies. Whilst the actions of radical activists on the Continent by no means reflected the views of all, they did provide the Protestant regime with ‘proof’ of the disloyalty of Catholics. This further perpetuated the sense that Catholics were living under a cloud of suspicion, a cloud that was at least in part the result of the actions of the Protestant regime. The perception of such an atmosphere raised a whole host of dilemmas relating to English Catholics’ negotiation of a place in a Protestant homeland, or their status as exiles in Catholic Europe. So the potential to connect the phenomenon of exile in Richard II to Elizabethan confessional conflicts may have existed for contemporaries, who often found politics and religion difficult to separate.

TWO-WAY TRAFFIC

An older assumption about the emergence of English identity, and the English nation-state under the Tudors involves an implicit assumption about England’s distinctness from its near neighbours, particularly those territories that remained Catholic. England forged its own way, emerging as an international power in opposition to Catholic Spain and the papacy. In such a narrative, English Catholics were regarded as an inward looking minority, increasingly ineffective in national politics and withdrawn both from their Protestant neighbours and from Catholic Europe. They were to be contrasted with a dynamic, forward-thinking Protestantism, which forged links with continental reformations whilst retaining its own unique character. Recent historiography has taken a different perspective, however, considering how both confessional communities were formed by exchange within and beyond the Tudor kingdoms.

Ethan Shagan and others have demonstrated how English Catholics interacted with the Protestant nation of which they were an uneasy part, and impacted on key issues of the day.24 Moreover, English Catholics, far from being isolated from the Continent, were actively engaged with Catholic Europe. From the perspective of English historiography, studying Catholics provides a useful insight on international relations and cultural exchange and encounters. It also helps us think about the ways in which some subjects of England’s Protestant queen cultivated links with an international Catholic community, and in this sense helps us to explore England in a ‘European’ perspective. As Geert Janssen has shown, English Catholics abroad can be fruitfully considered as part of a wider Catholic exile across Europe in the early modern period.25

In Shakespeare’s era, there was greater movement of people, as well as of books and objects, across the Channel than is usually assumed. The borders of Elizabeth I’s kingdom were always more porous than Protestant authorities would have liked, as evidenced by repeated efforts to improve levels of control at ports and other entry points. With the beginning of the Stuart dynasty in England, James VI’s more open approach towards continental Europe also meant that this already established movement continued, and probably became easier. The ‘British’ context of early modern England has long been acknowledged by historians, and has provided a useful corrective to the tendency amongst scholars to take an Anglo-centric approach. The other dimension, however, that sometimes tends to get overlooked is the European context in which English politics and religion, particularly with relation to the ‘Catholic question’ existed. Considering the connections between English Catholics and the Continent is one important way to revisit this question.

English Catholics moved overseas, temporarily or permanently, for a variety of reasons. Perhaps most obvious was the well-established movement of young men to the educational institutions on the Continent—the great European universities, but also by the 1570s, the more controversial English colleges for future Catholic priests. There was a small, but significant group of fugitive rebels—those who had conspired against the Crown during the 1569 rebellion, and had fled abroad to preserve their lives. But the English Catholic presence overseas also included a group that might be considered as ‘travellers’ on the Continent: gentlemen who went abroad to visit foreign countries, learning languages and observing foreign manners whilst spending time in environments sympathetic to their position as Catholics. Going abroad to study foreign languages and culture could be a key formative experience for sixteenth-century noblemen: an early version of the Grand Tour.26 And there were also those merchants involved in cross-Channel trade routes, whose networks could be useful conduits for the transport of Catholic books and devotional objects, as well as the transfer of funds.27 In many cases, it is not possible to pinpoint the motivations for time spent abroad, but the pull of the Continent, as well as the push of a difficult situation at home, had its part to play.

Since the majority of those abroad had not been officially expelled, they were usually able to remain closely connected to their coreligionists at home. Their presence raised dilemmas as well as providing some practical benefits for Catholics in England. Thinking about a ‘two-way’ relationship in a number of contexts—between exiles and the homes and kin they left behind; between exiles and the communities and territories that played host to them; and between exiles and the hostile English authorities they left behind—has been an important feature in the reorientation of scholarship on English Catholicism in its post-Reformation context. The last of these has probably received more attention, so in what remains of this chapter, the emphasis will be on the first two themes, which will be addressed through a brief discussion of Spain and France as sites of refuge for early modern English Catholics.

The lands of the King of Spain were perhaps the most obvious, and, in the English Protestant imagination, the most notorious haven for Catholics seeking refuge and support abroad. The support of the Spanish Crown was vital in a number of ways, beyond the obvious Spanish or Spanish-backed plans for armed invasions. Some made the journey to Spain, its royal court or, by the 1590s, the English colleges there, although in most cases the Habsburg-ruled Low Countries were a more obvious choice, given the easier journey and the well-established links between England and the Low Countries. Individuals resident in Spain, the Low Countries, and sometimes elsewhere, could seek a Spanish pension, which ranged in value according to the status of the individual, and their contribution, or potential contribution, to the Catholic cause.28 The patronage of Philip II was crucial for newly founded English colleges in Spain and the Low Countries, which, in addition to the English College in Rome, served to educate and train the next generation of clergy for the Catholic community.29 Amongst other things, Habsburg territories also hosted printing projects, aimed at a reading public in English, Spanish, and Latin.30 Even if pensioners of the King of Spain were often in arrears, the funds and the patronage and protection offered made it possible to continue efforts both to support the community within England, and to make their cause known to the Catholic world. The benefits to English Catholics of their appeals to the Catholic King, then, were clear.

These advantages, or potential advantages, however, did not come without complications. The Anglo-Spanish war in the later part of Elizabeth’s reign brought with it a raft of propaganda about the untrustworthiness and ‘otherness’ not just of the King of Spain’s subjects, but of those English Catholics who sought support and shelter from Philip II. The work of Lewis Lewkenor, for example, an exile who had repented and returned to Protestant England, sought to convince readers that there was no good to be found at the hands of the Most Catholic King, even for those seeking support on confessional grounds.31 The emphasis on anti-Spanish feeling in Elizabethan England was a relatively new tradition: prior to Henry VIII’s Break with Rome, England and Spain were traditional allies. Nonetheless, it could have a very powerful effect, for English Catholics as well as for Protestants. As Elizabeth’s reign dragged on, hopes began to fade for a swift and successful armada and regime change. English Catholics, whose opinion had never been unified, confronted again the question of how to relate to the Protestant regime they lived under, how far negotiation or accommodation was legitimate. Some within England for example, expressed a sense of frustration with their exiled brothers and sisters, whose enthusiasm for military enterprise and the removal of Elizabeth was resulting only in harsher conditions for themselves.32 As Anne Dillon has observed, time away from home risked making exiled leaders lose touch with the reality of the situation in England for Catholics who stayed rather than left.33 The emerging splits between pro- and anti-Spanish Catholics, between Jesuit and secular priests, between those who sought some accommodation with the English authorities and those who argued that Elizabeth’s successor should be a foreign Catholic princess, made the latter part of Elizabeth’s reign difficult to negotiate. These debates though, were not just taking place within England, but were deeply connected to and affected by the views and activities of English Catholics abroad.

Whilst support abroad from Spain had mixed consequences, it was still considered by at least some English Catholics as the best means of proceeding, given the potential advantages. This however, was only one half of a reciprocal, if uneven relationship, engaging the benefactor as well as the recipient. Funding individuals, particularly those viewed as leaders or influential figureheads, might allow for Spain to retain some influence over the fate of English Catholicism.

A similar interest may have partly motivated the support the kings of Spain offered to the English Colleges on their territories. A study of the English College in Valladolid argues that whilst the college needed the support of the Catholic King, the Spanish Crown also viewed the college as important for its own priorities, as reflected in several royal visits paid there.34 In the Habsburg Low Countries, the sovereignty of Archduke Albert and Archduchess Isabella in the early seventeenth century was of vital significance for Catholic reformation and renewal, including the establishment of a number of English religious houses. Many of these houses may not have been founded, or may not have survived, without this input, even if the founders were wary of overdependence on their Habsburg protectors.35 In both cases, the financial aid and prestige lent by the patronage, either of the Spanish king or of the archdukes was heavily praised by the exiles, who recognized its central importance; but it also rebounded onto the reputation and status of their patrons and protectors as leaders of the Catholic world.

An emphasis on the links between English Catholics and the Spanish Crown has tended to downplay the significance of interactions with the Catholic France. The Elizabethan Anglo-French alliance was a new development, something born out of the messy post-Reformation political landscape rather than an alliance that either side particularly wanted for its own sake. For a Catholic king to ally himself with a Protestant queen, and at times even to pursue marriage projects raised a number of confessional dilemmas. The French king’s Catholic subjects did not look kindly on the idea of a close alliance with a queen who persecuted her Catholic subjects; while groups within England, including some of the queen’s counsellors, were deeply uneasy about a marital alliance with a Crown responsible for the military campaigns, conspiracies, and massacres against its Protestant subjects. This however, was not just a matter for policy makers at the helm of government, but was a live issue for the Elizabethan, and continental, ‘public sphere’.36

The contested aspects of Anglo-French diplomacy were exacerbated by the fact that for a significant part of Elizabeth’s reign a sizeable group of English Catholics relocated to France. Civil war–torn France between the 1570s and 1600 was not always an easy place to seek refuge, but it offered a number of possibilities for support. In the 1580s in particular, Paris was a centre of radical Catholicism, and the home of several key advisors to Mary Stuart, Catholic claimant to Elizabeth’s throne. From Paris and elsewhere in northern France, English Catholics could seek the support of the French king, which was often rather ambivalent, and the aid of the Guise family, which was much less so. The Duke of Guise, for one, was committed to supporting a Catholic invasion of England from northern France, and could if he wished play on his kinship ties to the imprisoned Mary Stuart.37 France played host to a sizeable number of laity as well as clergy, and to some refugee institutions—the nuns of Syon, having returned to England briefly during the reign of Mary Tudor, sought refuge in Rouen in the 1570s and 80s before moving to Lisbon, and Reims played host to the Douai seminary from 1578 to 1593, when the situation in the Low Countries was precarious. In return, the exiles provided a good polemical example for debates within France. Those opposing attempts by the French Crown to offer toleration to Protestants, and by Henry III to support the claim of the Protestant Henri of Navarre to succeed him, pointed to the English exiles as proof of the consequences of allowing a Protestant to accede to the throne. The work of English exile Richard Verstegan, but also French authors such as Louis d’Orleans, convinced their continental audiences of this.38 Discussions of tyranny in English Catholic polemic in the later part of Elizabeth’s reign, moreover, often inherited vocabulary and argument from the pamphlets of the French Catholic League.39 But France was also the home of a range of Catholic approaches, and voices emerged for an alternative to radical armed Catholicism. Rather than attempting to fight the Protestant enemy to annihilation, there was a realization that a civil peace and restored monarchical authority needed to be established, with the longer term aim of bringing others back to the true faith.40 This argument, too, had resonance in England, particularly by the 1590s. Those who were advancing the idea of a limited toleration for Catholics in Protestant England could turn to early Bourbon France as an example of how such a balance might be enacted. Interestingly, in France this was a policy that had been attempted by the Crown in previous decades, but only became acceptable to a wider section of the populace with Henry IV’s accession, then conversion to Catholicism, from 1593.41 As Lisa Ferraro Permalee has shown, there is plenty of evidence for English public interest in events in France and we can see the presence of English Catholics there playing into key events and ideas.42 The divided nature of Catholic opinion within France played into debates within the English Catholic community as the hopes for Catholic restoration at home faded; but also into wider political debates within English political discourse. Far from being cut off from the home they left behind, English Catholics on the Continent continued to inform a number of debates and issues—they were not an insignificant and forgotten minority. Their presence on the Continent, and the connections they cultivated with the Guise dynasty and the radical Catholic party was a worry to the English Protestant authorities, provoking them to a range of new measures, from the abduction of individuals to the recall of those abroad unlicensed, to the official renunciation of them in continental publications, to the pressure put on the French and Habsburg authorities to expel Catholic rebels and fugitives—or religious refugees, depending on the perspective applied. Importantly, though, these English Catholics remained exiles rather than immigrants in their host environments, constantly looking homeward and in many cases also keeping in touch with their relatives at home.

In some respects, these two English Catholic diasporas had shared characteristics, despite the specific differences of their host territories. The lands of both the Catholic King and the Most Christian King were to host the new religious foundations of English Catholics in the seventeenth century. As well as the few pre-Reformation institutions established in England that moved abroad with the Henrician Reformation, every English Catholic institution founded in Catholic Europe had deep ties with England.43 The first new English convent for women in Europe, the Augustinian house at Brussels, was founded in 1598. A number of houses were founded in the seventeenth century, for men as well as women, mainly in parts of northern France and the Hapsburg Low Countries. The manuscript sources uncovered by the recent ‘Who Were the Nuns’ Project will serve to reveal further the challenges faced by these institutions, but also the impact they had for the English Catholic community.44

These were communities that often, if not exclusively, espoused a contemplative way of life. Particularly in the case of the female religious, they partly withdrew from engagement with the communities that played host to them, although they should be seen as part of the remarkable flowering of religious life in Catholic Europe in the seventeenth century. However, their members were far from isolated from their coreligionists back in England: their function was to serve them. The monastic houses and colleges/seminaries were staffed by Englishmen and women; new recruits came from England, and the houses themselves were explicitly separate from sister institutions in their host towns and cities: they were there to serve the needs of the persecuted English Catholics.45 This raised a number of jurisdictional and spiritual issues, as convents sought to establish themselves in foreign lands, dependent often on alms and patronage from the local territorial ruler, yet determined to maintain their independence and their ties to home. To return to the question with which this chapter began, the decision for an English Catholic to ‘retreat’ to a convent in the seventeenth century demanded a ‘religious’ or spiritual commitment, but it was also fraught with political meaning.

The study of early modern Catholicism, then, has been transformed in recent years. A raft of excellent scholarship explores the diplomatic and political position of English Catholics and their links with Europe, and the complex relationship between the forms and concerns of post-Reformation Catholicism in England and its complex ‘continental’ cousin.46 It redresses older assumptions about the insular mindset of English Catholicism in comparison with the dynamic and ‘forward looking Protestantism’ which was seen to have triumphed over it. For English Catholics, links with ‘Europe’ were both crucial to their survival and added fuel to hostile Protestant denunciations of them as traitors.

REMOVAL FROM HOME: SILENCING OR ACQUIRING A NEW VOICE?

Kingsley-Smith observes that in Richard II Mowbray articulates exile as an enforced process of silencing. Cast out from his home, he is cut off from his native tongue: ‘The language I have learnt these forty years,/My native English, I must now forgo/and my tongue’s use to me is no more/Than an unstringed viol or a harp …/Within my mouth, you have enjailed my tongue …/What is thy sentence then but speechless death,/Which robs my tongue from breathing native breath?’47

In practical terms, removal abroad posed the challenge of communication with host communities. It is not clear how all English Catholics, particularly lay men and women, survived linguistically overseas. Educated seminary and Jesuit priests, and those studying at the English Colleges would have a good level of linguistic training: the linguistic prowess of students in the English College in Seville, for example, put paid to the assumption that all Englishmen abroad were struggling to communicate in a foreign tongue.48 There was an increased interest in learning the French language in Tudor England, and educated nobles, or those being schooled abroad, should also have been in a position to communicate with their hosts. However, not all of those abroad were linguistic experts, and not all would have been able to communicate with their hosts unproblematically.49 In some cases, key figures in the exile community, both clergy and laymen, may have acted as intermediaries or translators: William Allen, for example, would write letters of recommendation, whilst Sir Francis Englefield was a crucial representative of English Catholic interests at the court of Philip II.50 The pre-existing links between some of the exiles and key figures in Spain’s ruling class, dating from the time of Philip’s marriage to Mary Tudor, may also have played a role.51 The Duke of Alba, who was to dominate the Spanish military campaigns in the Low Countries until his death in 1582, was a target of exile appeals. He had been in England with Philip in 1554, and may have been previously acquainted with some of the English gentry and nobility who approached him for assistance.52 Nonetheless, even for those with some linguistic ability, or with sympathetic contacts in their host environment, the sense of being lost overseas when unable to communicate in your native language may still have applied.

Significantly, however, residence overseas could present linguistic opportunities as well as constraints. Removal from the remit of a persecuting/hostile government meant freedom to speak out, or write in justification of exile. Nobles who felt robbed of their chance to fulfil their advice-giving role could offer their verdict on the English polity from overseas in print. Despite the problems of translation and linguistic communication, English exiles were adept at publicizing their cause and their plight to an international audience in Latin, French, Dutch, Spanish, and Italian publications. Leicester’s Commonwealth, for example, appeared in French soon after the English publication, and Latin and Italian versions were also planned.53 English Catholic fortunes were of particular interest to a French audience, given the shared interests of radical English Catholics and the members of the French Catholic League in the 1580s.54 In Spain, too, where royal support was crucial for the survival of the English Colleges, both English and Spanish versions of texts produced to commemorate royal visits were in circulation. These were the products of an exile literary program that was both insular and outward facing, aiming at an internal and a more international audience.55

One recent trend in the study of the religious makeup of post-Reformation England is to emphasize devotional practices and texts rather than polemic.56 Catholic exiles were no exception: in addition to propaganda they published many new devotional texts with foreign presses that would have been difficult and perhaps dangerous to produce from inside Protestant England.57 The safer alternative was to manufacture books and other devotional objects abroad, and smuggle them into England. Catholic devotional practice in England, underground as it was, and reliant on some pragmatic approaches to worship that did not necessarily align with official Counter-Reformation practice in Catholic territories, was nevertheless fed by a stream of printed material from abroad.58 This was not just a community clinging on to the practices and texts that predated the Henrician Reformation, but one drawing on the talents of scholars involved in the Marian restoration at the English Universities, particularly Oxford, who later became involved in the Elizabethan exile movement, as well as continental scholars and theologians.59 Just as exile liberated some English Catholics to voice political protests against the regime, it allowed others to develop devotional practices that were then transmitted back to England, where they helped assure the survival of officially proscribed forms of worship. The voice of English Catholic worship was undoubtedly muffled and embattled in comparison to the late Middle Ages, but it not only survived but adapted creatively, in some senses achieving a new sense of clarity and determination. As Walsham observes, ‘The enormous amount of time and effort government officials spent attempting to intercept recusant books was a back-handed compliment to the sophistication of this communication system’.60

CONCLUSION

The movement of individuals and groups for the sake of religious faith was a Continent-wide phenomenon, not something limited to England: in this sense, as in others, Elizabethan and Jacobean men and women were connected to continental Europe in a number of ways. This was perhaps most obvious, and most contested, when the connections were through Catholic channels. Protestant England of Shakespeare’s day made sense of itself through defining what it was not, and English Catholics, particularly those with connections to the Continent, were both a perceived and, in some cases, a very direct threat. So when Shakespeare’s audiences saw depictions of exile or banishment on the stage, these were full of meanings and associations for their own time. Those watching Richard II and other plays did so in a context that was both national and international, where political stability of the Elizabethan polity was perhaps not as assured as subsequent scholars once assumed, and where the movement and activity of English Catholics overseas had profound and sometimes unintended effects.
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CHAPTER 22

THE BIBLE IN ENGLISH CULTURE

THE AGE OF SHAKESPEARE

NAOMI TADMOR

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE’S thirty-nine plays include about 420 references to individual phrases from the Gospel of St Matthew, and over 180 references to phrases from the book of Genesis, in addition to allusions to entire chapters.1 Nine plays refer to the first and second chapters of Job, while phrases from Job’s remaining chapters receive over 130 mentions.2 There are more than ninety references to phrases from Deuteronomy and about fifty to Leviticus and Numbers. One phrase only from the scroll of Ruth is cited by Shakespeare in his plays and one from the book of Ezra. However, of the twelve lesser prophets, the only one whose words receive no mention is Habakkuk. The prophecies of all others—from Hosea and Joel to Zachariah and Malachi—are referred to at least once. About 210 references to the historical books of Samuel, Kings, and Chronicles appear. Phrases by Shakespeare’s favourite prophet, Isaiah, occur on at least 110 occasions. Of the 150 Psalms in the English Bible, thirty-nine receive no mention; the remainder get a total of 428 reference, a little more than the number of references to the Gospel of St Matthew. Phrases from Mark and John put together are quoted over 200 times and from Luke over 280. Over seventy references to Acts appear and over one hundred to the Epistle to the Romans, including two chapters alluded to in their entirety: chapter 2 in Henry VI and chapter 13 in Sir Thomas More, unpublished by Shakespeare in his lifetime. Corinthians I and II receive about 130 references together, Galatians twenty, and Ephesians over sixty. The book of Revelation was clearly studied by Shakespeare with over 130 references, taken mostly from chapters that did not appear in the regular church readings of the day.3 So were the apocryphal books. Phrases from Ecclesiasticus receive over sixty mentions and from the two books of Maccabees at least twelve.

From the literary and aesthetic points of view, the dense referencing to the language of scripture forms part of Shakespeare’s extraordinary use of the English language, rich with multi-layered signification and nuance. In some plays, such as King Lear and the Tempest, the biblical allusions are particularly rich: King Lear echoes the biblical story of Job, while sections from Genesis are crucial for the understanding of the Tempest.4 Yet from the historical point of view, Shakespeare’s scriptural usage is not unusual. By the time Shakespeare was writing his plays, the vernacular Bible had reached unprecedented popularity. Its language was preached from the pulpit, and the text was memorized and studied by broader readerships than ever before—in church and chapel, in schools, in public assemblies, and in the privacy of the home. Shakespeare’s use of the biblical idiom, noted briefly here, formed part of the early modern culture of the Bible. If we wish to demonstrate the impact of the Bible on early modern English society and culture, Shakespeare and his work offer a good start.

The turning point was about half a century before Shakespeare’s birth. In the early sixteenth century, pioneering humanist scholars had set out to create a vernacular Bible, with the express wish that one day a plough-boy and a spinning woman would be able to cite the Word of God in their native tongue.5 In 1525, the charismatic scholar William Tyndale (born in the small town of Dursley, about fifty miles away from Shakespeare’s birthplace), published the first English translation of the New Testament, based not on the Latin Vulgate, but on the ancient Greek.6 By 1530, Tyndale’s translation of the Pentateuch followed, based on the original Hebrew text. Tyndale was much influenced by the work and thought of Martin Luther, who around the same time was gathering great following in the German-speaking territories and elsewhere.7 As the emerging Protestant movement created a schism in Christendom, Tyndale was hounded. Yet less than one year after both he and his Bible were burned at the stake, Henry VIII, guided by his Archbishop of Canterbury, Thomas Cranmer, and chief minister, Thomas Cromwell, gave license to the first vernacular Bible to appear in England with royal approval, based overwhelmingly on Tyndale’s translation. With the 1538 Royal Injunction, every church in the realm was required to purchase a copy of the English Bible for all to read.8 Although a few years later Henry VIII tried to reverse the trend, the spread of the Bible could not be stopped.9 By the latter decades of the century it was evidently so well known that a playwright such as William Shakespeare and his diverse audience could employ the biblical idiom as a medium for theatrical exchange. Four key processes were important in consolidating the influence of the Bible on English culture, and should be explained here.

The first important process concerned the consolidation of the English biblical codex itself and the making of its key versions. Here, too, Tyndale’s influence was crucial. His translation of the New Testament remained the foundational text from which almost all other early modern English biblical versions derived; likewise his rendition of the Hebrew Bible.10 The Pentateuch and Jonah were published in Tyndale’s lifetime. Drafts of the remaining books of the Old Testament were collated and published after his 
death by his pupil John Rogers (born in 1500, about sixty miles from Tyndale’s birth-place and fewer than thirty from Shakespeare’s). This collated Bible, which appeared in 1537 under the editorial pseudonym ‘Thomas Matthew’, was used by 1539 as the basis for the first Authorized Version to appear in England: the Great Bible, prepared by another of Tyndale’s followers, Miles Coverdale, who was instructed to do the work by royal commission.11 About three decades later, this Authorized Version was revised once more by a team of learned bishops, not least to take account of another influential biblical version that appeared in the meantime: the Geneva Bible, prepared by evangelical scholars, who fled to Geneva after the accession of Mary I, and who also relied on Tyndale’s translation.12 In 1611, four years before Shakespeare’s death, the Bishops’ Bible was revised again to create the King James Version (see a page reproduction in Figure 22.1).13 The English biblical codex was thus formulated through successive revisions, authorized and unauthorized, yet all drawing on Tyndale’s pioneering work, and reflecting very significantly his sentence structure and direct vernacular style, particularly in the prose. Tyndale had, therefore, an enormous influence on the formation of the English biblical codex, and through it on the English culture, which naturally also influenced Shakespeare.
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FIGURE 22.1 A page from the only working copy of the King James Bible, showing revisions of the Bishops’ Bible in preparation of the King James Version. Courtesy of the Bodleian Library, Oxford.



A parallel authorized codex, formulated in Shakespeare’s lifetime, was the Catholic Bible, prepared on the Continent by exiles to compete with the Protestant vernacular versions. This version continued ostensibly to rely on the Latin Vulgate, yet in effect bore important similarities to contemporary Protestant versions, including numerous adaptations in the light of the Hebrew and the Greek and direct borrowing from the popular Protestant Geneva Bible.14 The Catholic New Testament was first published in 1582 in Rheims, the Old Testament in 1609–10 in Douai, where the Catholic English seminary was located. By the time that the Douai version appeared, Shakespeare had already ended his theatrical career. However, it is also very unlikely that he either read or possessed a copy of the Rheims New Testament. In some passages where his language seems to reflect both the Geneva and the Rheims, it is most likely that it is the influence of the Geneva Bible over the Rheims that is revealed.15 From 1576, when the Geneva Bible first appeared, to the publication of the King James Bible in 1611, ninety-two editions of the complete Bible were published in England and eighty-one of those were editions of the Geneva. Eleven were the Bishops’ Bibles.16 In the century following its publication, at least 140 editions of the Geneva Bible are known to have appeared.17 The Rheims, in contrast, had a limited circulation, with one repeat edition only in 1600.18 Those who disseminated it were imprisoned. The three prominent biblical versions available in Shakespeare’s lifetime, and which Shakespeare and his audience must have heard, read, and consulted, were the two authorized versions: the Great Bible and the Bishops’ Bible, and the popular Geneva Bible, all drawing on Tyndale’s work. The Geneva Bible is indeed the version quoted by Shakespeare most, which is not surprising, as it was by far the most popular, used by lay people and clergymen with an array of religious convictions (although it was prepared by devout Godly clergymen, and had some controversial notes, the Geneva Bible was certainly not used by puritans only). All this suggests that Shakespeare owned his own copy of the Geneva Bible, and was also familiar with the biblical versions read in church.19

The second process to note here is the propagation of the English Bible not necessarily through the biblical codex itself but through other means, whether the prayer book, the Psalter, homilies, or sermons, as well as primers, catechisms, and other educational materials. The English Protestant liturgy, created from the 1540s, emphasized Bible reading. The primer of 1534 (STC 15986) contained the entire book of Psalms and other passages from the scriptures.20 By 1549 the Book of Common Prayer absorbed the entire Psalter with additional instructions for regular Bible reading. The version of Psalms adopted by the Psalter was prepared by Coverdale, which meant that subsequent biblical versions included different renditions of Psalms. Coverdale’s Psalms, as included in the Psalter, gained immense popularity. Whenever it is possible to identify Shakespeare’s source of Psalms, it is clear—as Naseeb Shaheen has shown—that it is Coverdale’s version that formed the underlying text. As mentioned above, the Psalms were quoted by Shakespeare more than any other biblical book (followed closely by the Gospel of St Matthew). The liturgical order, well established by Shakespeare’s day, required the Psalter to be read each month in full, the New Testament three times a year, and the Old Testament once.21 Most ordinary people, such as Shakespeare and the bulk of his audience, would have been unable to attend the daily Morning and Evening Prayers to hear the daily readings, but were obliged by law to go to church each Sunday and holy day, where they heard the Bible read aloud, and the Psalms both read and sung. As well as that, they heard numerous references to biblical examples in the homilies and sermons, which contained a large number of scriptural examples and direct biblical citations. Shakespeare’s plays frequently echo the homilies, and suggest that he was thoroughly familiar with the Anglican liturgy.22

Indeed, the basic education, stipulated by law since the reign of Henry VIII, prepared all children in England to follow the liturgical order, including elementary scriptural reading. Children as young as three and four were taught the alphabet from a hornbook, alongside the Lord’s Prayer, and then advanced to learn the primer and the catechism, which they had to recite to be confirmed. These also familiarized them with select passages from the Bible. The skill of reading was taught earlier and more universally than the specialized skill of writing. The broad familiarity with this educational process is echoed, for example, in Love Labour’s Lost: ‘he teaches boys the hornbook. What is a, b, spelt backward, with the horn on his head?’.23 In Two Gentlemen of Verona, a lover is said to sigh ‘like a school-boy that had lost his A B C’.24 However, not only boys were educated to read. Alongside the school boys there were ‘school maids’.25 Females frequently played an active role in the domestic inculcation of reading, and could possess impressive knowledge of the Bible even if they could not write.26 The fact that Shakespeare’s daughter Judith witnessed a deed with a squiggly mark, for example, (unlike her sister Susannah who could properly sign her name), does not necessarily indicate that Judith could not read. It was the duty of parents, masters, and mistresses to ensure that all children and servants knew the basics. If pioneering translators such as Tyndale wished that one day a ploughboy and a spinning woman could recite the Bible in their mother tongue, by the time Shakespeare and his audiences were engaging in a biblically saturated exchange this vision was rapidly becoming a reality. The Bible was read aloud and silently, in public and in private; at home, in church, or in the field; while praying and meditating, while sewing and spinning, or while doing other work.27 It was not unusual for circles of women to sit together and do needlework while one of them would read. The result was that the language of the Bible was very widely disseminated, and familiar to broad audiences, while certain sections of scriptures, such as the Psalms, were universally known.

The third important process concerned the scale of the distribution of the Bible, which was entirely unprecedented.28 The mass publication of the Bible was part of—and further paved the road to—the broader dissemination of the early modern print culture. Following the introduction in English of the printing press, the number of books increased exponentially. Most of these were religious works, and many were Bibles, particularly in the century after Tyndale.29 During Shakespeare’s lifetime alone, as David Daniel estimates, 211 editions of the Bible appeared in England and about 422,000 copies were sold.30 The English population around 1600 numbered about 4,000,000, which meant that most ordinary households could have had a copy and most individuals could have had one within reach.31 By the early decades of the seventeenth century a Londoner could buy a small unbound Bible for no more than 3–4 shillings.32 Apart from the Bible, other devotional texts were mass produced, and disseminated on an unprecedented scale. Between 1530 and 1740, as Ian Green discovered, 792 new catechisms appeared in England; with the addition of related instructive texts, the number of catechetical publications in the period amounted to 1,043.33 Between 1525 and 1560 alone, just before Shakespeare’s birth, over 180 editions of the primer appeared in England.34 Not surprisingly, the relatively recent yet sweeping mass presence of ‘the book’ echoes in Shakespeare’s plays as an integral part of the cultural scenery. In the Merchant of Venice, the Merry Wives of Windsor, and The Tempest, for example, characters ‘swear upon a book’ and ‘kiss the book’.35 Hamlet, The Merchant of Venice, Cymbeline, and Richard III contain references to ‘scripture’. Twelfth Night, Othello, King John, Much Ado about Nothing, As You Like It, and Henry IV refer to the catechism and to catechizing.36 Prayer books, schools, scholars, and the knowledge of literacy are referred to in an array of plays.

Following the consolidation of the English biblical codex, its dissemination, and mass distribution, the Bible deeply and universally affected English culture, whether by shaping the religious idiom, by influencing the political discourse, the literary and artistic imagination, the law, and even popular culture and the language of everyday life. The more commonplace the biblical idiom had become, the more it impacted on broad social discourses. To begin with, English monarchs imagined themselves as biblical figures. Henry VIII presented himself as King David.37 The boy king, Edward VI, saw himself as the youthful Hezekiah, who led a religious reform to expunge idolatry,38 as well as the young Josiah, who initiated a religious reform to clear the land from idolatry following the rediscovery of the biblical law.39 Mary I saw herself as the new Judith.40 Elizabeth, like her brother, also identified with Josiah and Hezekiah, the reforming kings who were led by the commands of the book.41 In Scotland, James VI published meditations on the book of Chronicles, which appeared during the year of the Armada and where he alluded to himself as King David, calling out the prophets and captains of Judah to battle against the infidel.42 The image of Solomon was employed once more when James ascended the English throne, and during the reigns of Charles I and Charles II. Royal propaganda, moreover, strongly depicted the monarchical state order with the use of biblical imagery, employing select biblical examples to drive the point. The formal Edwardian homily ‘On obedience’, for instance, which exhorted obedience to the monarch, vividly depicted the monarchical order as if it reflected a biblically ordained cosmic order. Just as angels and archangels were appointed by God in Heaven, the homily explained, so ‘[I]‌n yearth he hath assigned kynges, princes, with other gouernors vnder them, all in good & necessary ordre’. ‘Take awaye kynges, princes’, the homily warned with biblical allusion, and there will be nothing but sin, chaos, all abuse, and ‘babilonicall co[n]fusion’.43 The Elizabethan homily ‘Against Disobedience’ reiterated the message: ‘[R]eadyng of the holye scriptures’, it asserted, we ‘finde in very many and almoste infinite places’, that ‘kynges and princes’ do ‘raigne by Gods ordinaunce, and that subiectes are bounden to obey them’.44 The story of Korah and his accomplices, who rebelled against the secular and ecclesiastical biblical leaders, Moses and Aaron, and were buried alive by God’s wrath for their sin together with their entire families, was publicly read in churches every Sunday after Easter as a warning, and repeated in official homilies.45 In due course, Charles I employed it against his rebellious subjects.46 The homilies, as noted above, were well known to Shakespeare and are reflected in his plays, showing how deeply engrained their language and imagery had become, as they were regularly read aloud in churches.

Even statutes and laws sometimes reflected biblical precedents. The Elizabethan Statue of Artificers, for example, while strongly drawing on the late medieval legislation, inscribed new contractual terms for indentured servants, echoing the biblical injunctions for the Hebrew slave.47 Patriarchal notions of the household were heightened as all moralists drew on biblical examples. Biblical heroes replaced Christian saints in popular ballads, while biblical histories were widely studied by scholars.48 Young women prepared themselves for marriage by embroidering biblical scenes—an exercise that required careful selection and great dedication, while enabling—indeed requiring—devout women both to interpret and present the biblical topoi in a personal way, as Figure 22.2 suggests. By the middle decades of the seventeenth century, zealots on all sides fought in the name of God, fuelled by biblically inspired ideologies.

Finally, the culture of the Bible in early modern England was reflected not only in the consolidation of the vernacular codex, and its immense cultural diffusion, but in a deep process of ‘Englishing’. At times, ‘to English’ was the verb employed for the very act of translation.49 Yet the Bible was ‘Englished’ in more ways than one. It often was the case that the translators slightly adapted the language (whether consciously or 
unconsciously, and sometimes inevitably) to bring the biblical world nearer the vernacular cultural world they knew. For example, various biblical dwelling rooms and offices were described as ‘chamber’, invoking familiar spatial settings. Canopy was described as ‘closet’.50 In Genesis 25:16, for example, Tyndale wrote about the ‘princes of nations’ in their ‘townes and castels’, whereas the ancient Hebrew text designated the Ishmaelite chieftains in their villages and encampments.51 The English rebel Absalom—as rendered by the biblical translator—was caught not among the tangled twigs of the Mediterranean terebinth but in the majestic branches of an oak.52 In diverse contexts birds and insects are given English names. No fewer than five different biblical birds, for example, are identified in the English Bible as ‘owl’.53 Similar transpositions can be detected in the rendition of more complex social relations. The key Hebrew word re‘a, for example, whose broad semantic field stretched from ‘friend’ to ‘fellow man’ and ‘every man’, was divided up, while some of its usages were increasingly designated in English Bibles by the word ‘neighbour’, particularly in moral contexts. This initial semantic shift went back to the ancient Greek Septuagint and the Latin Vulgate, yet from around 1300, the term ‘neighbour’ first appeared in English biblical contexts. The idiom was habituated in Tyndale’s Bible and fully consolidated by the Authorized Version, where nearly one third of the biblical usages of the word ‘neighbour’ were recent additions, including not least ‘love thy neighbour’ in Leviticus 18:19, previously rendered by Wycliffe (following the Vulgate) as ‘love thy friend’. This semantic and social logic was applied to other moral injunctions, such as the requirement not to trespass a ‘neighbour’s’ field. In turn, the anglicized biblical text was employed to underpin contemporary social notions of neighbourliness, crucial in the Protestant ethos of communalism that was being forged exactly at the same time. This teaching, too, was widely disseminated in homilies, catechisms, devotional tracts, and other programmatic genres.54
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FIGURE 22.2 Needlepoint image, ‘The Queen of Sheba before King Solomon’ from Milton Manor House, Oxfordshire. Courtesy of Anthony Mockler-Barrett.



Indeed, even social and cultural concepts, such as concepts of gender, were ‘Englished’ in the biblical text. For example, an array of women and men, engaged in diverse sexual and domestic unions, were designated in English biblical texts as ‘husband’ and ‘wife’, with additional implicit and explicit formulations suggesting notions of Christian marriage. In this case, too, the shift towards a monogamous Christian universe was already evident in ancient versions, particularly the Latin Vulgate. But it was further consolidated and unified in consecutive English translations, where the word ‘marriage’ (which does not figure as such in the original Hebrew Bible even once), was inserted twenty-five times into the notes and text of the Bishops’ Bible, fifty times into the Geneva Bible, and no fewer than fifty-eight times into the Catholic Rheims-Douai version. Following the same logic, biblical betrothal rituals were described in early modern English terms such as ‘handfasting’, and even the biblical practice of bride-price, by which a woman was acquired, was partly phrased to suggest the English custom of dowry, whereby the marriage portion was paid to the man. And of course, this discourse too became widely habituated. References to the marriage ceremony, for example, with its biblical allusions, recur in many of Shakespeare’s plays.

The wide diffusion of the English and ‘Englished’ Biblical idiom can help us to understand the density of the biblical references in Shakespeare’s plays, noted in the opening paragraph of this chapter. Clearly, Shakespeare knew his Bible, and expected the knowledge to be shared by his audiences. Great familiarity with the Text, frequent and regular use of quotations, let alone paraphrases and allusions—all these were characteristic of the culture of the Bible, widely current in Shakespeare’s lifetime, and indeed only increasing in influence in the decades after his death. Such references to the Bible, however, while being part and parcel of the cultural fabric of the time, were not necessarily always deep in terms of their religious and devotional significance or their intra-textual exchange. To be sure, in some cases the biblical theme in Shakespeare’s plays carried enormous meaning, as noted above, for example, in the cases of King Lear and the Tempest.55 Many of the references listed in the opening paragraph invite interpretation and reflection. Yet in numerous places, the biblical idiom appears as a common figure of speech, a familiar turn of phrase to express a well-known idea. Such commonplace references highlight the widespread currency of the language of the Bible. They do not amount to a devaluation of the biblical idiom, but, rather reflect its triumph. The greatest triumph of the Bible in the age of Shakespeare was that it had become a medium of exchange.

The first process described here, the creation of the English biblical codex, thus went on before Shakespeare was born, and during his lifetime, yet it largely ended in the decades after his death. The second process, the propagation of the Bible by other means, also started before Shakespeare’s birth, went on during his lifetime in a very significant manner, and further accelerated in the decades after his death. The third process, the mass dissemination of the Bible, also started before Shakespeare’s birth and was very considerably propelled during his lifetime, only further to increase in the seventeenth century. All three processes were tied to the final process described here: the process of ‘Englishing’. This crucial process of vernacularization underpinned the early modern culture of the Bible, and helped it to make sense and to be widely used. ‘Englishing’, moreover, soon went beyond the formation of the text to adaptations of its readings, as numerous English people, from kings to paupers, understood and described their experiences in vernacular biblical terms.
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CHAPTER 23

RELIGIOUS NONCONFORMITY AND THE QUALITY OF MERCY

THE MERCHANT OF VENICE IN REFORMATION CONTEXT

ETHAN H. SHAGAN

IT is not often remembered that when Shakespeare’s Portia told Shylock that ‘the quality of mercy is not strained’, she was not recommending mercy but requiring it.* Upon entering the courtroom disguised as the judge Balthasar, Portia asked the merchant Antonio if he confessed the bond by which he owed Shylock a pound of flesh. When Antonio answered, ‘I do’, Portia responded, ‘Then must the Jew be merciful’. Shylock, clearly alarmed by this development, asked the judge, ‘On what compulsion must I? Tell me that.’ It was in answer to this question that Portia gave her famous speech, telling Shylock to ‘mitigate the justice of thy plea’, and when Shylock refused to yield, the judge took matters into her own hands (4.1.179–202).1

Shakespeare’s Portia was not the only late Elizabethan to insist that a bondholder ‘must’ be merciful or else the state should intervene. The same argument was made by the great puritan theologian William Perkins in a course of lectures delivered at Christ’s College, Cambridge, in the early 1590s and then published posthumously a decade later. In his discussion of bonds and contracts, Perkins noted that ‘it is the duty of every Christian man to remember in all his bargains and dealings that his manner of dealing must not only be warranted by the laws of the land but even by God’s word also’.2 Therefore:

If men, for the fear of God, will not deal equally and moderately with them that are in their power, but stand strictly upon forfeitures and other extremities, then must the godly magistrate exercise his power and by the force of his authority cause them to mitigate the extremity and to put in practice that equity which becommeth Christians.3

Now, Shakespeare certainly did not know the Cambridge don’s arguments. Perkins’s text was not published until several years after The Merchant of Venice was first performed, and the Bard was not in the habit of riding to Cambridge to attend lectures in divinity. Nonetheless, the parallels are striking, and while elements of these arguments were commonplace, others certainly were not. The goal of this chapter is thus to explain why, in the particular historical context of the 1590s, a playwright and a theologian might have converged upon this particular understanding of the resonance between godliness and law.

The ‘quality of mercy’—and, as we shall see, the closely interwoven concept of judicial equity—was often debated in Tudor England by lawyers, theologians, politicians, and poets, but rarely was it discussed in purely disinterested or abstract terms. Rather, there were a series of topical issues that motivated writers to take up their pens. It has not been appreciated by scholars that one of these topical issues, arguably the most important, was the debate over religious nonconformity. Late Elizabethan England was awash in legal arguments specifically focused on what sorts of mitigation might be appropriate for religious dissidents who refused to conform to the Elizabethan religious settlement but who presented themselves as godly servants of the queen. Thus, a host of writers who debated a central dilemma of Shakespeare’s play—when did the enforcement of just laws become injustice?—did so at least in part to negotiate the line between conscience and the state. By exploring this Reformation context in the first two thirds of this chapter, and then returning to the play in the last third, I hope to show that Shakespeare’s complex musings on the quality of mercy in The Merchant of Venice were at least in part an intervention in a quintessential Elizabethan controversy: the question of how the consciences of English subjects could be squared with the civil imperatives of the English polity.4

To begin with some background, built firmly upon previous scholarship:5 it was a commonplace in early modern England, as it had been in the Western tradition since Aristotle, that law must be applied with reason and conscience rather than strict rigour in order to produce justice. This was sometimes understood through the Greek concept of epieikeia, often translated into English as moderation or mitigation, a correction of the generality of the law to account for particular circumstances. At other times it was understood through the closely related Latin concept of aequitas, variously translated into English as equity, justice, fairness, conscience, or balance, which applied the spirit of the law rather than its letter. Both aequitas and epieikeia overlapped with clementia, or mercy. Philosophers since Seneca had taken pains to argue that equity and clemency were not the same thing, in the same sense that justice and mercy were not the same thing; that is, equity proclaimed innocence, clemency forgave the guilty. But on the other hand, some Christian commentators like John Calvin had muddied the interpretive waters by equating these concepts and denying any distinction, and Christian legal theorists routinely argued that human epieikeia and aequitas were reflections or types of the clementia by which God forgave man.6 This was particularly important to Protestants, for whom all human beings remained fundamentally guilty and deserved nothing but punishment, hence every act of equity was also necessarily an act of mercy. This was perhaps why Shakespeare saw no contradiction in having Portia recognize the quality of mercy and the mitigation of justice in the same speech.

As Lorna Hutson has shown, the concept of equity was elevated to a privileged place in England by the great Elizabethan jurist Edmund Plowden, and after the 1571 publication of Plowden’s Commentaries, lawyers and judges routinely commented upon the importance of equity in English law.7 Drawing upon classical sources, filtered through both the Scholastics and the English common law tradition of Fortescue, Plowden, and St German, Elizabethan legal writers deployed a series of stock commonplaces when they defended equitable jurisprudence. As Cicero had put it, summum ius, summa iniuria, the greatest law is the greatest injustice. As St German had put it, equity is a righteousness tempered with mercy. As St Paul put it, the letter kills but the spirit gives life. As Aquinas put it, epieikeia was the conscience of the law. Equity could be compared to a shoemaker’s shop, where one size does not fit all, or to the apothecary’s shop, where a medicine that cures one man can kill another.

Yet alongside this consensual tradition, there were a series of debates, some more legalistic and some more philosophical, over exactly how, where, when, and by whom aequitas or epieikeia ought to be applied. For it escaped no one’s attention that while mitigation and equity were virtuous in principle, in practice they placed vast and virtually unchecked powers into the hands of magistrates. So, for instance, one judicial tradition sought to closely circumscribe the application of epieikeia because it placed the will of individual magistrates above the law, while an alternative judicial tradition insisted that epieikeia was not above the law at all but was part of the law. According to this latter tradition, every law contained its own mitigation, the tacit understanding that it should be applied equitably rather than strictly. Of course, this was not explicitly written into statutes for fear of licensing lawbreakers. But nonetheless, it was impossible to imagine that the framers of any just law intended its enforcement when circumstances placed it against natural law, scripture, or reason. A parallel argument concerned the relationship between the common law and the so-called equity courts, especially the Court of Chancery. It was often claimed that the role of common law courts was to apply the letter of the law strictly, taking into account no evidence or circumstances external to the case itself; the role of the Court of Chancery and other prerogative courts was then to bring equity to bear, allowing the conscience of the Lord Chancellor or other magistrates to consider external circumstances and if necessary trump the letter with the spirit. By contrast, Edward Hake in the 1590s argued vehemently that epieikeia was integral to the common law, and that the whole tradition of maxims and reports that guided judges in their interpretations was the accumulated wisdom of centuries of equity.8

All this is well-trodden ground for scholars of early modern law. What has not been noticed, however, is that juridical debates about equity intersected significantly with theological debates over one of the most important functions of law in the sixteenth century: its capacity to regulate religion. Christians unanimously agreed that when unjust human laws directly contravened divine law, we should obey God before man. But what about laws that were not unjust? What sort of mitigation was appropriate for those who claimed that perfectly reasonable laws, laws that England genuinely needed, violated their consciences in particular circumstances that the laws themselves has not foreseen or intended? For Protestants, the knot at the center of this difficult issue was the problem of so-called adipahora or ‘things indifferent’. Most Protestants argued that large swathes of religious life—things like ceremonies or liturgies that evolved over time—were indifferent: that is, they were neither commanded nor forbidden by divine law, but rather left to human discretion. The question of whether there could be conscientious disobedience to law on these indifferent matters was a source of perpetual dispute. Conformist supporters of the Elizabethan Church argued that civil authorities could regulate adiaphora—for instance, requiring ministers to wear surplices or follow the liturgy of the Book of Common Prayer—because the Bible commanded all things to be done ‘decently and in order’. Puritans, by contrast, argued that adiaphora were left not to the state to determine but to the consciences of Christians, and while obedience was certainly an important consideration of conscience, there might be other imperatives—like the biblical injunction not to give offence to weaker brethren—that led the godly to break the law. On this reading, there might be circumstances when laws regulating religion, even the very best laws, unwittingly forced godly Protestants to violate their consciences and the guiding principles of scripture. In those circumstances, puritans argued, justice required epieikeia, a mitigation of the law’s rigour. In particular, as Aristotle had stressed, epieikeia required taking into account the intention of the lawgiver, and puritans argued that because the religious laws of Queen Elizabeth had been passed to further the cause of Reformation, it was inherently unjust to catch faithful Protestant reformers in their net.

This issue came to the fore in 1583 with the elevation of the anti-puritan firebrand John Whitgift as Archbishop of Canterbury, and his repeated attempts over the next two decades to weed nonconformists from the English clergy. The most powerful weapons in Whitgift’s arsenal were penal laws originally intended against Roman Catholics, laws which condemned refusal to attend church and disobedience to the Royal Supremacy over the Church of England, the very crimes puritans were now increasingly accused of committing. The high-water mark of this persecution occurred in 1593, just before The Merchant of Venice was written, when the puritan separatist leaders Henry Barrow and John Greenwood were executed under a 1581 statute explicitly intended against Catholics. Later that year, a new penal statute, again ostensibly aimed at Catholics, stipulated that those convicted of not going to church or of holding independent religious meetings had either to conform within three months or else abjure the realm and forfeit their lands to the crown, with failure to abjure becoming a capital offense.

It was in this context that puritans argued that their prosecution was inequitable: it represented a pharisaical enforcement of the letter of the law, completely contrary to the intent of the law to consolidate the Reformation. So, for instance, a group of Suffolk gentlemen complained that ministers had been prosecuted according to the Act of Uniformity for indifferent matters, ‘some for leaving out the cross in baptism, some for leaving out the ring in marriage, whereunto the law neither the lawmaker in our judgments had ever regard, but meant indeed to bridle the enemy. Yet now (a most pitiful thing to see) the back of this law turned to the adversary and the edge (with all the sharpness) laid upon the true, hearty subject.’9 Another, undated and anonymous letter to Archbishop Whitgift against the troubling of godly ministers complained that ‘a sword now is put into the hands of those that under Queen Mary have drawn it for popery, and under the pretense of good order are ready without cause to stretch it’. The letter continued, ‘Is not this directly to break God’s laws? Is not this the Phariseeism?’10 In February 1589, on the floor of the House of Commons, Humphrey Davenport claimed that while he approved entirely of England’s religious laws, nonetheless he believed those laws had been ‘executed … by some ecclesiastical governor contrary both to the purport of the same laws and also to the minds and meanings of the lawmakers, to the great hurts and grievances of sundry her majesty’s good subjects’.11 In 1596, Lord Burghley himself even accused Whitgift of abusing his Court of High Commission contrary to justice: ‘You are too forward with your commission, which was ordained chiefly for papists and not to trouble and hinder honest men.’12

Puritan lawyers put these issues in the technical language of aequitas, and their most prolific mouthpiece was the Clerk of the Privy Council, Robert Beale. As Beale wrote to Archbishop Whitgift early in 1584, various requirements of the prayer book—like requiring plain bread in communion, or requiring marriage bans to be read on three consecutive Sundays—were routinely violated without prosecution, and rightly so, because the intent of the Act of Uniformity was the overthrow of popery rather than pharisaical attention to ceremonies. ‘It will perhaps be said that there was some reason to dispense with the force of the law in these points; herein I do agree with them. And as they find cause of dispensation and toleration therein, so do I find great cause for the rest’.13 In this context, Beale argued that law can never exist without ‘equity’, which: ‘is not (as Aristotle showeth) left to the affection and pleasure of the magistrate, but is inseparably contained and joined cum ipsa lege and so a principal part of the law. Wherefore he that judgeth without the equity of the law judgeth against the law, and he that judgeth according to the equity of the law is no breaker but a maintainer of the law and judgeth according to law … The truth is, whensoever things indifferent be abused contrary to the rule of charity and the cause of their first establishment, they ought to be abrogated.’14

It was not only puritans who accused the Tudor state of abusing its religious statutes contrary to equity; Roman Catholics did likewise. Here the chief polemicist was the indomitable Robert Parsons, who in 1582 responded to the Elizabethan regime’s new policy of executing Jesuits with a series of arguments about the necessity of equity. For instance, in his An Epistle of the Persecution of Catholics (1582), Parsons described the English statute by which possessing papal bulls was made a capital offense. The intent of this law was to ensure that ‘the pope should not determine or appoint any such thing to be done touching causes or affairs of England’; in other words, here Parsons was willing to stipulate that it could in part be considered a just law, insofar as it defended English sovereignty. Yet nonetheless, a wicked judge had put a priest to a ‘most cruel death’ for possessing a bull that merely contained an announcement of a year of jubilee, even though that bull did not pertain to England and the year of jubilee had already passed. For another example, Parsons described how laws against vagabonds had been wrongfully applied to ‘a young man born of honest and rich parents, skillful in humane learning’; the young man was technically masterless because he was visiting friends while on holiday from school, and upon discovering that he was Catholic, a judge had him whipped through the streets of London.15 On these and other travesties of justice, Parsons offered the following remarks:

No nation in the world [was] … more inclined to the love of equity, more bent to pity and mercy, than this English people and nation was, before such time as this unlucky, detestable and pestiferous heresy had hardened the heart and entrails of love, infecting them with deadly poisons of malice. For this is she that hath shaken in sunder the bolts and bares of right and equity; this is she that hath dissolved the bonds of love and amity; this is she that hath blown up the foundations of mercy and beneficence; this is she that hath cut in sunder the veins and sinews of the common society of men.16

It is in this context that we can also read part of Parsons’s other great production of 1582, the far less polemical First Book of the Christian Exercise, destined to become a bestseller not only among Catholics but also, in expurgated form, among Protestants. Beginning with a diatribe against the hardness of heart shown by biblical magistrates like Pilate and Pharaoh, Parsons noted:

This hardness of heart was also in king Agrippa, and Felix governor of Jewry: who, though in their own conscience they thought that St. Paul spoke truth unto them: yet, not to hazard their credit in the world, they continued still, and perished in their own vanities. And commonly this obduration is in all persecutors of virtues, and virtuous men: whom, though they see evidently to be innocent, and to have equity on their side: yet, to maintain their estate, credit, and favor in the world, they persist without either mercy or release, until God cut them off in the midst of their malice and furious cogitations.

In a claim that resonates with Shakespeare, Parsons noted that ‘the nation of the Jews is peculiarly noted to have been always given to this great sin’.17 The point was that when laws persecute the just, they cease to be good laws at all and become plain injustice.

Here, as on so many issues, there was an area of ironic overlap between the arguments of Catholics and puritans as they confronted the statutory Reformation of the Elizabethan state. Quite apart from the fraught issue of whether to disobey unjust laws, both groups argued that the state was enforcing even its just laws in an unjust manner.

Protestant defenders of conscientious nonconformity drew upon a strand of theological jurisprudence which insisted that civil law was always answerable to the imperatives of religion. The ur-text of this tradition in England, and not coincidentally the first major discussion of legal equity published after the Reformation, was John Goodale’s 1550 A Ciuile Nosgay, based upon Philip Melanchthon’s 1539 De officio principum. The text posited a very strong relationship between the positive laws of civil states and the natural law ordained by God. Natural law consisted primarily in three imperatives: that magistrates be obeyed, truth worshipped, and bargains kept. Positive law, then, was no more than ‘a certain determination of the law of nature to a sure and certain mean or manner for some circumstances’—that is, a local application of universal principles—and all positive laws were to be interpreted as such.18 Moreover, all laws are subsidiary to true religion, since the chief purpose of magistracy is ‘that God’s knowledge may rightly be propagated’.19

It was in this context, then, that the tract framed its long discussion of judicial equity. Beginning from the conventional premise that ‘equity of the law is a mitigation of the law in some circumstance’, it then described particular circumstances that were crucially contested both in Melanchthon’s Germany and in England: the existence of laws requiring ceremonial conformity. The crucial test for whether these laws ought to be relaxed or enforced, the treatise suggested, was the relative godliness or moral standing of the offender: that is, mitigation is to be applied when an offender ‘seemeth to be of an wholesome and a good wit’. In particular, this wholesomeness was manifest when an offender against an ‘inferior law’ committed his offense in order to obey a ‘superior law’, for instance when Christ broke the Sabbath in order to cure the lepers.20

The text then offered guidelines for judges and magistrates about when to mitigate the rigour of the law, arguing in particular that ‘often times epieikeia is necessary to Christian people in the use of ceremonials’. For Goodale, epieikeia commonly adhered to ceremonial laws (as King David had known when he ‘did eat holy loaves’ despite Jewish law) because those laws did not ‘justify before God’ but only existed for outward order and discipline. Ceremonials were an inferior law, whereas ‘the superior law is to give our diligence that the glory of the Evangelist may be made gay and garnished’, and the message of the gospels, after all, ‘is the marvelous epieikeia of God’s law’, the imputation of righteousness to sinful men.21

It is in this tradition that I want to read one of early modern England’s most elaborate and elegant texts on judicial mitigation, the text with which this chapter began: Epieikeia: Or, a Treatise of Christian Equity and Moderation by William Perkins, the foremost theologian of the Elizabethan puritan movement. Perkins’s Epieikeia, like so many of his works, walked a thin line between abstract Reformed philosophy and partisan defense of puritanism.22 Much of the text consists of a series of relatively standard, if not uncontested, interpretations of the classical concepts of aequitas and epieikeia for Christians. Quoting Cicero’s maxim summum ius, summa iniuria, Perkins stressed that justice lies in the spirit of the law rather than the letter.23 He argued that mitigation is not the opposite of justice but the epitome of justice in many cases, whereas rigorous enforcement in many cases is not justice but extremity.24 He claimed that every positive law already contains its own mitigation, the assumption that it should be enforced selectively according to the ends for which it was made.25 He stressed that God’s epieikeia towards humanity is the basis of Christianity and that ‘if God dealt not moderately with men the world would not last one hour’.26 Setting the legal issue of mercy within a broader ethical context, Perkins alluded to the Lord’s Prayer and argued that ‘where there is no forgiving of another man, that man is not forgiven at God’s hands’.27

But alongside this conventional material, there was much else that was not conventional, especially when Perkins turned to the conditions under which judicial epieikeia became appropriate. Following Melanchthon and Goodale, Perkins emphasized that human law exists to serve divine law and is thus answerable to the needs of religion. This was not to deny that laws are also made for civil purposes, but Perkins argued that even the most civil laws bore a strong religious responsibility. God had endowed kings and magistrates with the authority to ‘ordain and enact other good and profitable laws of their own’, but only insofar as those positive laws were ‘helps for the better executing of the laws of God.’28

Perkins also put unusual emphasis on the godly qualities of the offender as criteria for mitigation: the righteous deserve mercy while the unrighteous deserve rigour. He argued that to enforce the letter of the law is extremity rather than justice ‘when there is good and convenient cause of mitigation in regard of the person offending’.29 Later, he wrote more explicitly, ‘Mitigation is for the good man, and extremity for the evil, the careless, and unconscionable man. If there were no extremity, how could the evil man be kept within compass? And how should the poor honest man live if there were no mitigation?’30 This represents, as it were, a Calvinist gloss on epieikeia, stressing the role of the elect as righteous actors in the world.

Most importantly, beyond the qualities of persons, Perkins stressed three particular conditions under which ‘mitigation of man’s laws, which is the practice of public equity … [is] honest, profitable, and convenient’: ‘First, when the mitigation stands with the law of nature. Secondly, when it agreeth with the moral law, or any part of the written word. Thirdly, when an inferior law is overruled and countermanded by a higher law.’31 The first criterion put a puritan spin on a standard position: no one would have denied that the application of positive law against natural law was sinful, but to suggest that mitigation need only ‘stand with’ natural law opened up a great many more possibilities. In the second criterion, there is no doubt that for puritans mitigation agreed with ‘the written word’ in a very great number of cases where laws bound the conscience on matters left by scripture to Christian liberty. The third criterion suggested not only that English law was inferior’ to God’s law (which no one would have denied), but also that human beings had access to that higher divine law through their consciences and might use it to trump statute. In the hands of puritans such as Perkins, this was an open invitation to godly judges to nullify laws.

There was, however, a powerful strand of opinion opposing these ideas: conformist Protestants, and spokesmen for the regime’s policies, disagreed violently with the premise that equity demanded the forgiveness of religious scofflaws. While this disagreement was of course topical and expedient, it also reflected real philosophical differences over the ends for which human laws were instituted. For puritans and to some extent for Counter-Reformation Catholics, as we have seen, the end of human law was religion, so presumptively law should be interpreted and mitigated in ways that produced godliness. For the conformists, by contrast, the end of human law was the safety of the commonwealth, so law should be interpreted and mitigated in ways that produced order. As Christopher Hatton put it in the 1580s, ‘In all expositions by equity, there must be … good judgment of evident public utility.’32

We can see this, for instance, in one important topical work, Matthew Sutcliffe’s An Answere to a Cetaine Libel (1592), written against an anonymous denunciation of the legal process against the Presbyterian John Udall, who had been condemned for sedition at the Croyden assizes. Sutcliffe, who was Dean of Exeter but had studied law at Cambridge, approached the question of Udall’s conviction and disposition cautiously and legalistically, granting at several points that justice had to be tempered with mercy. On the issue of ceremonial nonconformity, in fact, Sutcliffe granted that it would be unjustly rigorous to prosecute a minister who ‘in every point of the communion book observe not strict order’. However, the problem with puritans was not their violation of the letter but the spirit of the Act of Uniformity, since they ‘contemptuously oppugn’ the prayer book and ‘allow not her majesty’s godly orders, nor anything done by governors’.33 Their crime was thus not nonconformity per se but ‘denying and defaming the frame of this Church government and commonwealth’.34 Suttcliffe also suggested that the purpose of at least some statutes regulating religion was not to further the Reformation but rather to defend the authority of the queen, ‘and it was the special meaning of the parliament that the malapertness both of papists and puritans should be repressed’.35 At stake in these arguments was more than merely the habitual conformist argument that the Elizabethan state prosecuted people for sedition but did not ‘make windows into men’s souls’; Sutcliffe’s point was also that the Elizabethan state had the prerogative to regulate religion for the purpose of producing civil order. As the conformist Dean of Sarum, John Bridges, had put it in 1587, if laws ‘tend to any of these three good ends, discipline, honesty, or peace,’ their enforcement cannot be accounted cruel.36

We can see much more extensive comments along these lines in the letters and papers of Archbishop John Whitgift in the 1580s as he sought to defend his prosecution of nonconformists. In a June 1584 letter to Lord Bughley justifying the deprivation of ministers, Whitgift wrote that he ‘rather feared just blame for his remissness hitherto, than for any extremity or rigour’ in his proceedings; the ‘extremity of the disease’ required strong action, and he thought it ‘high time to put these men to silence who were and had been the instruments of such great discontentment’.37 This was to become Whitgift’s mantra. The following month, in another letter to Burghley, he wrote, ‘If I have any way offended, it is in bearing too much with them and in using them too familiarly, which causeth them thus, contrary to their duty, to trouble the Church and to withstand me, their ordinary and lawful judge.’ It was dangerous to set a precedent of leniency for such scofflaws, as Burghley desired, for if he protected any of them from punishment ‘it will be, of itself, a setting at liberty of all the rest, and an undoing of all which hath hitherto been done’.38 In yet another letter he wrote, ‘I am as yet fully persuaded that my manner of proceeding against these kind of men is both lawful, usual, and charitable … not severity, but lenity hath bred this schism in the Church, as it hath done otherwise many other abuses, which I trust in time to redress. But the accusation of severity is the least thing I fear; if I be able to answer to the contrary fault, I shall find myself well apaid.’39

Why did Whitgift feel that he had acted with too much charity rather than too much severity towards the puritans? It was not that he opposed epieikeia in general but rather that disorder was so very dangerous. Whitgift insisted, ‘I would not touch any for not subscribing only’; while technically illegal, he would not be pharisaical about it. Rather, he prosecuted ministers ‘for breach of order’ in executing their offices ‘according to their fancies and not according to the form by law prescribed’. The puritans did not merely violate laws incidentally but opposed the law itself, and if ‘open breakers and impugners of the laws’ were countenanced it would not be possible to achieve peace.40 So, in response to a puritan petition demanding that ministers should not be deprived for omitting parts of the Book of Common Prayer so long as their action was ‘void of contempt’, Archbishop Whitgift wrote, ‘Honest and godly ministers are not molested, but arrogant and factious persons, opposing themselves to laws and framing new platforms, are bridled and restrained according to law, which otherwise would rend in pieces this Church.’41

These conformist attitudes found more systematic expression in Book V of Richard Hooker’s great masterpiece, Of the Lawes of Ecclesiasticall Politie, first published in 1597. Like nearly all of his contemporaries, Hooker praised judicial ‘equity’ in principle. ‘In contracts’, he wrote, ‘to the utter undoing of some, many things by strictness of law may be done which equity and honest meaning forbiddeth’. This did not mean that the letter of the law was ‘unjust’ but rather ‘unperfect’; equity was not against, but above the law, ‘binding men’s consciences in things which the law cannot reach unto’. Likewise in public affairs, equity can ‘permit unto some in special considerations’ things which law and the ‘general rules of justice doth in general sort forbid’. Since all good laws are ‘the voices of right reason’, and since it is impossible that ‘right should withstand right’, it followed that ‘principles and rules of justice, be they never so generally uttered, do not less effectually intend, than if they did plainly express, an exception of all particulars wherein their literal practice might any way prejudice equity.’42

Yet despite this uncontroversial defense of equity, Hooker denied that equity was appropriate for nonconformists who claimed to obey ‘general principles’ of religion over the positive laws of the Church, arguing that the appeal to a higher law on these matters was misguided. The general principles of Christianity did not, in fact, determine what sort of ceremonies, discipline, or government churches ought to have; like so many other conformists before and after him, he argued that the true guiding principle of scripture was precisely not to ossify those adiaphora but to leave them at the discretion of magistrates, who commanded obedience for the sake of order.43 Puritans therefore seriously erred when they suggested that it was equitable to violate ecclesiastical laws on the basis of a higher law, when in fact that higher law gave binding power to the ecclesiastical polity.

On this basis, then, Hooker waxed lyrical about the dangers of trying to obey a higher, more general law rather than the particular, public law of the state:

General rules, ’til their limits be fully known (especially in matter of public and ecclesiastical affairs) are, by reason of the manifold secret exceptions which lie hidden in them, no other to the eye of man’s understanding than cloudy mists cast before the eye of common sense. They that walk in darkness know not where they go. And even as little is their certainty whose opinions generalities only do guide. With gross and popular capacities, nothing doth prevail more than unlimited generalities, because of their plainness at the first sight; nothing less with men of exact judgment, because such rules are not safe to be trusted over far … So we must not, under a colorable commendation of holy ordinances in the Church, and of reasonable causes whereupon they have been grounded for the common good, imagine that all men’s cases ought to have one measure.44

Here, remarkably, Hooker flipped on its head the whole tradition which claimed that, because human laws were necessarily general and could not foresee every contingency, equity corrected the letter of the law according to higher principles. For Hooker, by contrast, it was those higher principles that were dangerously general, allowing human beings, misguided by their passions, to apply them incorrectly. Safety lay instead in the fact that positive law was so very particular.

After Hooker roundly rejected the claim that puritans could appeal to a higher moral authority to justify their disobedience, he offered instead an alternative rationale to justify the ‘relaxation or exception’ of the ‘rigorous observation of spiritual ordinances’ in some circumstances.45 This possibility was what Hooker called ‘the consideration of public utility’ or ‘common utility’s sake’. It was central to Hooker’s entire argumentative framework that so-called pangs of conscience suffered by Christians who opposed aspects of the Established Church were immaterial; the law was the public conscience of the commonwealth, and as long as the law was made with the consent of the people in parliament, they had no right to claim private conscience against it.46 As such, the private motivation of the individual lawbreaker was utterly irrelevant to the question of epieikeia: ‘It is natural unto all men to wish their own extraordinary benefit, when they think they have reasonable inducements so to do, and no man can be presumed a competent judge what equity doth require in his own case.’47 The crucial measure was instead whether, in the aggregate, harm or good would come to the commonwealth through the mitigation of the law’s rigour. Hooker admitted that, just as the sun gives life but also endangered the Israelites wandering in the desert, ‘so things of general use and benefit … may by some accident be incommodious to a few’.48 Yet according to the language of ‘public utility’, inconveniences that arose from public goods should be handled privately rather than publicly, or else risk the public good itself, which depended upon enforcement of law. As such, equity in most cases was a burden not upon the state to mitigate the rigour of its laws but rather a burden upon the subject to bare with good public laws for the sake of order rather than disturbing the commonwealth over ‘casual’ inconveniences.49

This framework developed from Hooker’s more general argument that the end of positive law is, or at least can be, order and obedience rather than religion and godliness. Ideally, of course, there should be no distinction between these things: ‘nature itself teacheth laws and statutes to live by’, and most human laws merely implement the law of nature through the workings of human reason.50 In practice, however, given the immensity of original sin, the ‘law of a common weal’ must be ‘ordained for external order and regiment amongst men’.51 The error of the puritans was to think that all laws must serve God directly, whereas in fact they may serve God indirectly through the production of a peaceful commonwealth: ‘They [the puritans] mark not that laws are instruments to rule by, and that instruments are not only to be framed according unto the general end for which they are provided, but even according unto that very particular which riseth out of the matter whereon they have to work.’52

I want to stress that Hooker and the conformists were not innovating in these arguments but rather, like the puritans and indeed the Catholics, they were privileging certain strands of the legal tradition over others. In Aristotle’s Nicomachean Ethics, it was absolutely the case that the end of law was the common good, hence epieikeia was appropriate only when it rectified the law to produce the common good. As Guenther Haas has shown, it was the work of later thinkers to equate Aristotle’s concept of the common good with the Christian idea of natural law as the will of God. Yet even in Christian thought, there remained significant ambiguity over how positive law served divine law. St Augustine, for instance, claimed that legislators must insure that positive laws manifest the justice of God; yet he also argued that, in a fallen world, there are many cases where law must supplement natural law in order to coerce disobedient subjects and promote the common welfare.53

In sum, then, it was entirely conventional to claim both that the end of positive law was the safety of the commonwealth and that the end of positive law was to further revealed religion; there was no intrinsic incompatibility between these positions because public order was ordained by God. Nonetheless, which side one chose to emphasize had significant implications for human beings who stood before the bar, begging mitigation of the law’s rigour.

Let us now return to William Shakespeare. The Merchant of Venice famously wavers back and forth on the question of judicial equity, and it is imprudent to try to pin the text down to a simple position. The play unequivocally supports mercy as a private virtue: most notably, Shylock has it entirely within his power to forgo his pound of flesh, and it would be ‘twice blessed’ and ‘not strained’ for him to do so. But the play has a much more complex relationship to the question of whether, in a public context, the law itself can be mitigated, altered, or set aside, even when there is no doubt that enforcement would produce plain injustice. Portia, as judge, at first appears to require Shylock to show mercy to Antonio: ‘Then must the Jew be merciful’. But only a few lines later, in the aftermath of Shylock’s refusal, she seems to waver. Bassanio begs Portia, ‘Wrest once the law to your authority./To do a great right, do a little wrong,/And curb this cruel devil of his will.’ Portia, however, refuses, using the language of common lawyers in Elizabethan England who feared the unrestrained authority of the so-called ‘equity courts’ over common law: ‘It must not be. There is no power in Venice/Can alter a decree establishèd’ (4.1.212–16). Later in the scene, Portia’s famous solution to the case—that Shylock is indeed due his pound of flesh, but if he spills one drop of Christian blood his life is forfeit—is ostensibly not about the spirit of the law at all, but rather represents an ironic enforcement of its letter.54 Yet at the same time, this very ruling is intended as a lesson to Shylock that the letter of the law is insufficient, because by the letter without the spirit Shylock himself, like all mankind, is damned.55 So, in sum, the famous courtroom scene in The Merchant of Venice clearly foregrounds the question of aequitas or epieikeia, but, presumably intentionally, does not resolve that question in any stable way. Justice is done, but it is a harsh kind of justice, and viewers are left scratching their heads and wondering whether they have just witnessed the enactment of Venice’s laws or the mitigation of those laws.

So let us for a moment leave the courtroom scene behind—we shall return to it—because there are several other episodes in the play that are much less ambiguous, where there is no question that violation of the law is considered just and mitigation of the law is considered equitable, and these may help us to understand what is at stake in Portia’s ruling. One good example is the theft by Shylock’s daughter Jessica of her father’s ducats when she elopes with the Christian Lorenzo. Jessica describes herself as ‘much ashamed’ of her crime—after all, theft from one’s parents is a violation of at least 20 per cent of the Decalogue. But nonetheless, she heartily goes back for more, to which Lorenzo responds in one of the more ribald lines in the play, ‘Now, by my hood, a gentile and no Jew’ (2.6.35–51). Her theft is ‘gentile’—a very Christian sort of larceny, as Lorenzo swears by his foreskin—precisely because it facilitates Jessica’s conversion. In response, Shylock calls for judicial remedy: ‘O, my ducats! O, my daughter!/Fled with a Christian! O, my Christian ducats!/Justice! The law! My ducats, and my daughter!’ (2.8.15–17). But Shylock does not receive the justice he wants, nor, in the logic of the play, does he interpret justice correctly. When he tells the merchant Antonio’s friend Salerio, ‘She is damned for it’, Salerio responds, ‘That’s certain, if the devil may be her judge’ (3.1.30–1), an indication that the theft is only illegal when misinterpreted according to the letter rather than the spirit of the law. Later, at the conclusion of the courtroom scene, the final humiliation of Shylock is that he is forced to bequeath the rest of his fortune to ‘his son, Lorenzo, and his daughter’ (4.1.385–7). The laws of Venice, then, may be absolute when it comes to contracts, but evidently not when it comes to theft by virtuous Christians from wicked Jews for godly purposes.

A second example is the blatant flouting of law by Portia herself, who conspires to impersonate a magistrate and pass judgement in Venetian court disguised as that ‘young doctor of Rome’, the judge Balthasar (4.1.152). Impersonating a public official was presumably illegal in Venice; in England, it was capital felony since it involved passing judgement in the queen’s name, and in classical Roman law it was treason.56 The text of the play is stunningly silent on the legal implications of Portia’s fraud; instead of considering what it means to impersonate a judge, Shakespeare offers a series of slightly salacious jokes about what it means for Portia and Nerissa to impersonate men. But earlier in the scene, as Portia explains to Lorenzo that she will attempt to aid Antonio (but before we know the device she has in mind), she defends the moral implications of her actions in terms that we can now see resonate with the legal concepts of epieikeia and aequitas. She says, ‘I never did repent for doing good,/Nor shall not now.’ In particular, she stresses that her actions on behalf of Antonio are legitimate because Antonio is so well bestowed ‘of lineaments, of manners, and of spirit’. For this reason, she says,

How little is the cost I have bestowed

In purchasing the semblance of my soul

From out the state of hellish cruelty. (3.4.10–21)

Portia makes it clear that a higher law guides her actions, and as such it is no sin to break the laws of man. She also claims, in much the style of puritan exegetes, that it is the lineaments, manners, and spirit of Antionio—his own standing as a moral actor, like her husband Bassanio—that make it appropriate to put aside the law’s ‘hellish cruelty’ on his behalf.

A third example is Portia’s equity towards her own husband Bassanio after he gives away (to Portia herself, in disguise) the ring she had given him and he had sworn never to lose. Strictly speaking, this dispute is private rather than public, but it overlaps significantly with public justice insofar as it directly concerns the keeping of oaths, an issue central to Elizabethan politics and described by countless legal theorists as the very lifeblood of public order. To recollect the context: after the conclusion of the courtroom scene, Bassanio begged the judge Balthasar (that is, his wife Portia in disguise) to take anything of Bassanio’s that the judge might want as thanks for the emancipation of Antonio. To test her husband’s mettle, Bathasar/Portia asks of him the very ring that she had earlier given him, forcing Bassanio into an ethical dilemma: he has to break either his earlier promise to Portia, or his new promise to Balthasar. Bassanio frames his earlier promise as a binding oath: ‘Good sir, this ring was given me by my wife,/And when she put it on she made me vow/That I should neither sell, nor give, nor lose it’ (4.1.438–40). Nonetheless, under prodding from Antonio, Bassanio gives Balthasar the ring, and an almost exactly parallel scenario forces Bassanio’s friend Gratiano to give away another ring, given to him by his wife Nerissa, to Nerissa disguised as Balthasar’s clerk.

In the confrontation scene, the dialogue once again revolves around conscience and Bassanio’s moral probity even in the act of breaking his vow. Portia accuses him—perhaps in jest, perhaps as a test—of having given the ring to another woman. Bassanio objects that in fact he had given the ring to ‘a civil doctor,/…Even he that held up the very life/Of my dear friend’. He tells her truthfully that at first he refused to yield the ring to Balthasar ‘and suffered him to go displeased away’. But, struck by the immorality of his own refusal, Bassanio ‘was beset with shame’ and reluctantly sent him the ring. Finally Bassanio tells Portia, ‘Had you been there, I think you would have begged/The ring of me to give the worthy doctor’. Here, I want to stress, is again the language of epieikeia: if Portia had been there—that is, if the lawgiver herself had knowledge of the totality of circumstances—she would have wanted him to interpret the law in accordance with its spirit rather than letter (5.1.210–22).

Portia’s resolution of this issue then reflects her resolution of Shylock’s bond: she enacts an ironic enforcement of the letter that in fact tends to an equitable result in accordance with the spirit. She tells Bassanio that if he gave her ring to Balthasar despite having sworn to keep it, then she’ll repay an eye for an eye and ‘become as liberal as you’: ‘I’ll not deny him anything I have,/No, not my body nor my husband’s bed.’ This cuckoldry would be a fitting punishment for oath-breaking, and Portia really does inflict it to the letter—she lets Balthasar share her bed—but only in the ironic sense that she herself is Balthasar, so giving Balthasar her husband’s bed carries no penalty. Indeed, quite the opposite: in the comic resolution of this last scene of the play, Portia’s promise that Balthasar may have her husband’s bed becomes essentially a sexual invitation, rewarding Bassanio’s virtuous decision to follow conscience by offering to sleep with him then and there (5.1.226–9).

The point I want to make about these three examples of equity trumping the letter of the law is that in all three cases, the justification for equity is the ethical standing of the lawbreaker, and in all three cases the ‘intent of the lawgiver’ is presumed to be the promotion of an ethical Christian society rather than civic considerations of the public safety. Indeed, such fundamental civic considerations as property rights, the authority of public magistrates, and the obligation to keep oaths are here dismissed as insignificant before the higher court of conscience. With these examples in mind, then, we are now in a position to return to the central action of the play, Shylock’s bond upon Antonio, and to read it in the context of the religious debate over equity in Elizabethan England.

Repeatedly throughout the play, Shylock insists, ‘I stand here for law’ (4.1.141). More importantly, Shylock insists upon the dangers of mitigation and the anarchy that will ensue if the letter of the law is relaxed for ethical exceptions. ‘If you deny it’, Shylock says, ‘let the danger light/Upon your charter and your city’s freedom.’ (4.1.37–8). Antonio, ventriloquizing Shylock’s position, notes:

The Duke cannot deny the course of law,

For the commodity that strangers have

With us in Venice, if it be denied,

Will much impeach the justice of the state. (3.3.26–39)

Later, Shylock summarizes his position, ‘If you deny me, fie upon your law:/There is no force in the decrees of Venice’ (4.1.100–1).

What I want to note is that this position—putting the safety of the commonwealth ahead of the morality of the individual in determining the proper grounds of equity—makes Shylock sound an awful lot like Richard Hooker, John Whitgift, and the Elizabethan conformists. In Shylock’s logic, as in Hooker’s, an enormously broad swath of positive law is indifferent, part of our obedience to man rather than part of our obligation to God, and the telos of that positive law is by definition the res publica rather than religion itself. On these matters, ‘standing for law’ (in Shylock’s words) is a matter of purely worldly concern, and conscience cannot enter the discussion except the conscientious duty to obey the magistrate and keep one’s obligations for the common good.

The final disposition of Shylock, however, echoes the arguments of religious nonconformists who favoured equity over the letter of the law on matters of conscience. The key here is not the abrogation of Shylock’s bond per se, but rather his conversion to Christianity, which functions as the culmination of all the action in the main plotline of the play. After having announced her Solomonic solution to the bond, the judge Portia/Balthasar tells Shylock that he, as an alien who has attempted upon the life of a citizen, stands convicted at law, and that under the laws of Venice half his goods are forfeit to Antonio, the other half forfeit to the state, and his life lies in the mercy of the duke. In response, the duke shows his own virtuous mercy, first by sparing Shylock’s life and then by agreeing to consider mitigating the forfeiture if Shylock reacts with ‘humbleness’ (4.1.365–9). When Portia asks Antonio what mercy he will render, Antonio answers that Shylock can keep at least part of his fortune on two conditions: first, that it be bequeathed to his newly Christianized daughter Jessica and her husband when Shylock dies, and second, that Shylock immediately converts to Christianity himself.57 The duke then steps in and pronounces ex officio, ‘He shall do this, or else I do recant/The pardon that I late pronouncèd here’ (4.1.388–9). In evident despair, Shylock accepts conversion.

The point is that this forced conversion—Shylock is literally told he will be executed if he does not become a Christian—is no part of the letter of Venetian law; it is an invention of Antonio’s, backed by the duke’s fiat, and it is directly contrary to the statutory provisions plainly described by Portia a few lines earlier. It is rather a matter of equity. In the end, for all the talk by Portia of how her ruling in the case of the bond follows the absolute letter of the law—not a drop of Antonio’s blood may be spilt—it is conscience that decides the case. Portia’s conscience, as magistrate manquée, interprets the law such that the virtuous Antonio need not suffer at the hands of the wicked Shylock. But moreover, the Christian consciences of Portia, Antonio, and the duke all conspire together to use the law for the telos for which it was instituted: the furtherance of Christianity and the maintenance of a godly society.

The play, in other words, foregrounds and participates in a very lively Elizabethan debate over the purpose of positive law: does it exist for public safety or does it exist for godly virtue? When Balthasar/Portia seemed about to grant Shylock his bond, she admitted that his penalty of a pound of flesh was indeed commensurate with the intent of the lawgiver, who had permitted draconian penalties for the purpose of guaranteeing order in the commercial republic of Venice: ‘For the intent and purpose of the law/Hath full relation to the penalty/Which here appeareth due upon the bond’ (4.1.244–6). Here, just for a moment, it seemed that law could not be mitigated even for the best of purposes if that mitigation threatened public order. Yet Portia’s imperative ‘Then must the Jew be merciful’ implied otherwise, as did her patronage of the thief Jessica, as did her impersonation of a magistrate, as did her forgiveness of Bassanio’s oath-breaking. The play’s equity, finally, places the conscience of a few individuals above the laws of Venice, because God’s purpose is only advanced when those laws serve a higher law.

To conclude, it has not been the intent of this chapter to suggest that William Shakespeare’s The Merchant of Venice was in any conscious way a commentary upon the religious politics of the 1590s. Rather, I have tried to suggest that in ways that have not previously been noticed, late Elizabethan religious politics and The Merchant of Venice were concerned with substantially the same issue. I do not mean simply the ostensible religious issue of the play, the sense in which Christian society depends upon mercy because, as Portia puts it, ‘in the course of justice none of us/Should see salvation’ (4.1.196–7). Nor do I mean the issue which we anachronistically call freedom of religion. Rather, I mean the question which haunts the play repeatedly, both inside and outside the courtroom, and was also at the heart of debates over religious nonconformity: the extent to which the virtue of a subject might trump the positive laws of the commonwealth. This question depended, in Shakespeare as in so much religious polemic, on the prior question of the ends of positive law: do human laws exist to bring order to human society, or do they exist to bring humanity closer to God?

This chapter has suggested that on this issue The Merchant of Venice came down strongly against the theories of the established Church. This does not mean, of course, that Shakespeare himself supported religious dissidents or had any idea of the connection between his play and ecclesiastical politics, although I certainly would not be surprised if he did. But it does suggest that within the larger stream of Elizabethan society, religious nonconformists were not the radical, uncompromising opponents of the rule of law that their opponents so often portrayed them to be. Instead, religious nonconformists simply had a different understanding of law than their opponents, an understanding they shared with so mainstream and popular a voice as William Shakespeare. From their own perspective, what the nonconformists desired was not anarchy but equity.



* An earlier draft of this chapter was presented as the Homer D. Crotty Memorial Lecture at the Huntington Library. I would like to thank all of the attendees at that lecture for their helpful comments, especially Steve Hindle, Cynthia Herrup, Debora Shuger, and Claire McEachern.
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CHAPTER 24

PROTESTANTISM AND THE DEVIL

TOM WEBSTER

PLACING the Devil in post-Reformation England is, quite appropriately, a tricksome task. He is both everywhere and nowhere; he is at times strong, at others vulnerable, domineering and flawed, exact and multifarious, both ethereal and physical, wily but resistable, seductive yet grotesque, daunting but playful. His appearances and the experiences of him, actions attributed to him, and the uses to which he was put, are multiple and, crucially for our purposes, escape sub-disciplinary boundaries. Some familiarity with theology and theodicy is required, but so too is popular literature, social history, political discourse, witchcraft, religious history, and, of course, the stage and drama.1

Even his names are a source of ambiguity. Sixteenth-century England inherited the broad Aristotelian Christianity through Augustinian lenses of the late medieval Roman Catholic Church while claiming a ‘true’ Augustine, stripped of Scholastic glosses. This brought an omnipotent, primal divine force and a fragile, tripartite soul with only the higher part free from the annihilation upon death of the vegetable and animal parts. Renewed focus on scripture as the primary source might seem to promise clarity for the nomenclature of preternatural beings but the mixed genres, emphases, times, and places clasped between the covers of the Bible actually further complicated matters. Thus ‘the Devil’, as slanderer, was also ‘Satan’, as the accuser, adversary or opposer; ‘Lucifer’, a late adaptation of ‘the morning star’ as ‘the light bearer’ (technically his former title as archangel); and ‘prince of this world.’ A frequent adaptation of John 8:44 provided ‘the father of lies,’ a title shown to be earned below. The waters grow still muddier when the Devil is conflated with demons. Sixteenth-century scripture employed Devil as a proper noun with the exception of John 6:70 referring to Judas as ‘a devil’. Demons were understood as the troops of the Devil, junior fallen angels or unclean spirits. Beyond the discipline of early modern academia (and not consistently within it) devils could become plural and demons a synonym for them, both in popular literature and general usage, as well as having their own names, as we will see, some with scriptural roots, others in the vernacular. Similarly, the term ‘Antichrist’, dependent upon five appearances in the Johannine epistles, tended to be equated less with the Devil himself than his servant, occasionally his eldest son,2 developing from those who denied that Jesus was the Christ to an identification of individuals or institutions masquerading as the true Church or its representatives.

In an ambitious attempt to bring an Augustinian order to this disorder, this overview will trace the mutations and multiple uses of the Devil (capitalized or not) in seven fields. The first is ontological theology involving the nature of God and concepts of being; the second is efforts to define the true Church through reference to its opposite; and the third the developing spirituality and practical divinity of the Church of England. The fourth is his place in popular culture both as a greater power and as a domestic nuisance. The fifth is in popular literature, especially pamphlets on crime with both a sensationalist and a hortatory intent. The sixth is the accounts and reality of witchcraft and demonic possession and the seventh in perceptions of the theatre and drama with some links to the ‘actual’ appearance of devils in early modern drama. Throughout this overview, in order to prevent the convenience of exegetical division giving the inaccurate impression of a rigid compartmentalization, constant attention will be paid to the porous boundaries, cross-fertilizations, and reciprocal influences between these fields. This will be rooted in sources from the time into which Shakespeare was born until the publication of his collected works.

On a theological level, perhaps the first point to be made risks stating the obvious. The Devil was real. While there are early modern vernacularisms, aphorisms, analogies, and similes aplenty, both behind and within them was a genuine being. Theologians could dispute endlessly about the exact nature, form, and substance of this being; its reality was not in dispute. This is worth stressing because the presence of the Devil continues in vernacularisms in the present day with a far lesser adherence to the being of the Devil. This reality was more than abstract due to two aspects of the Reformation mindset. The first was doctrinal, the second structural. The doctrinal element was derived from the early modern understanding of Augustine. While predestination and the omnipotence of God were part of his inheritance, they received greater emphasis in the successors to Luther and Calvin. God’s omnipotence was dual, both as creator but also as a constant presence and intervention in the present condition of the world. This stress on God’s omnipotence, rooted in the need to lessen the aggrandizement of human agency and to promote worship by a clearer distinction between the human and divine, drew attention to the problem of theodicy. If God was all and in all, did that make him the author of evil? One answer was to accept the limits of human knowing, part of the response to the over-emphasis given to reason of Scholastics such as Thomas Aquinas, but alongside this went the ‘credit’ given to the Devil as the source of evil. An interventionist God needed an interventionist Devil, not only to explain evil but also to show how, by permitting the Devil to exercise his malice in some ways but not others, God punished and winnowed humanity. This avoided Manichean dualism by treating the Devil as God’s unwitting tool, whose deceit and cruelty always ultimately served a greater providentially determined good.

Early modern thinkers commonly used contrariety to construct definitions. The full perception of good was impossible without an appreciation of its opposite; to appreciate the worthiness of God, one required the unworthiness of the Devil. As Richard Greenham put it, ‘wee cannot truly beeleev the gratious help of gods holy angels unles wee beeleev the manifold, and hidden assaults of sathan’.3 While God and the Devil were not equivalent in power, the apprehension of the distance between divine and human depended upon the distance between the good of God and the evil of the Devil. The structural relationship between concepts of God and the Devil may help explain the relative absence of treatment of theodicy at length in English divine tracts; it was sufficient to refer the reader to the seduction of Eve or the confrontation between Jesus and the Devil to set the parameters.4

The method of reasoning by contraries helped the first generation of reformers explain the success of the Roman Catholic Church through the centuries and the resilient attraction of established forms of worship in the transitional period. Here the misleading theatrics of the Antichrist—the servant of the Devil as Christ and his Church were servants of God—were elemental.5 In his characteristically feisty prose, John Bale, the ex-Carmelite monk turned passionate reformer, set out the contrast:

herein is the true christian church, which is the meek spouse of the Lamb without spot, in her right-fashioned colours described. So is the proud church of hypocrites, the rose-coloured whore, the paramour of antichrist, the sinful synagogue of Satan, in her just proportion depainted, to the merciful forwarning of god’s elect. And this is why I have entitled this book, The Image of both Churches.6

On a grand level, the application of the abuse from Revelation could be ecumenical. According to Thomas Becon, ‘the Jewes, the Mahometanes, the anabaptists … wyth al the rable of heretikes & sectaries, have their churches also, but al those churches are the sinagoges of Satan, unpure, stinking, vile, abhominable, ful of al synne and wyckednes’.7 While the success of this categorization on the cosmic level met with some success, its sharpness made it less applicable on a parish level, with the demonization of recusant neighbours less credible.

Part of the relative success in the demonization of the Roman Catholic Church was reflected in a similar means of engagement applied to the Church of England itself. If Popery was a front for Antichrist, and its accoutrements condemned both in themselves and by association, then any similarities between the Reformed Church and its demonically influenced predecessor were, at least, a cause for concern, at worst, an opportunity for Satan to seduce the faithful into departing from the model of the True Church. Here two verses from 2 Corinthians struck a chord. The first (6:15)—‘And what concord hath Christ with Belial? or what part hath he that believeth with an infidel?’—here the Old Testament idol has become a senior demon, perhaps even Satan himself, requiring purgative action to preserve the purity of Christ’s church. The second (11:14)—‘for Satan himself is transformed into an angel of light’—worked hand in hand, raising the stakes of measuring the trustworthiness of the most apparently benign compromise. If Satan, the father of lies, could take on the appearance of an angel of light, any confidence in compromise or unexamined trust showed a dangerous laxity that facilitiated the lures of Antichrist. In its most vociferous opposition in the 1570s, these criteria provided grounds for the speakers for puritans, Thomas Wilcox and John Field, to denounce the underpinnings of the Church, canon law, as ‘Antichristian and devilishe, and contrarye to the scriptures’.8 The gloves-off time of the Admonition after 1572, when criticism extended from the liturgy and ceremony to the government of the church, especially in the vinegary prose of Field, drew the lines starkly, whereas for most of the period the threat tended to appear more as an undertone of caution than flagrant denunciation.

Another aspect of godliness that was less confrontational, at least to the structures and ceremonies of the Established Church, contributed to an important post-Reformation shift in individual relations with the Devil. Here the puritans were swimming with the tide, just faster than their less zealous colleagues. In the pietistic regimes of spirituality a more recurrent and individualistic combat with Satanic forces developed. In part this was a reclamation and redefinition of the importance of the clergy. As the special clerical sacramental function of the priesthood diminished during the transition to the Reformed Church, it was gradually replaced by the twin roles of preaching and pastoralism. An early manifestation of this change, anticipatory of the changed relation with the Devil, can be seen in the change to the baptismal rite. In 1548 christening involved an exorcism, denying the Devil access to the soul of the infant; in the Elizabethan ceremony the sign of the cross and the promised renunciation of the Devil replaced the exorcism. This signalled a shift from a cleansing of lifelong efficacy to a conditional intent to resist diabolical assaults throughout life. From the single ‘event’ of establishing protection through the sacrament, demonic temptation became a frequent possibility, a presence and danger, more a condition of life than a candle snuffed in a ceremony. This was a translation from a triumphalist victory over Satan with the implicit assumption that all infants were possessed by him, to a life of potential perpetual struggle against demonic encroachments.9

The paradigm shift in the liturgy did not, of course, necessarily change the meanings attached to the ceremony for all parishioners so much as signal a shift from a view of the Devil as an embodied being to a greater emphasis on his invisible spiritual agency, eventually creating a shift in the popular imagination. It required bolstering by godly preaching and instruction, sometimes in sermons but also in the industry of practical divinity present in the first generation of reformers but blossoming from the 1570s on. Alongside the efforts for ‘top-down’ institutional reformation and increasingly as the former seemed unattainable, came efforts for reformation at the social and individual level. If the proper piety and cultural change were achieved then structural change would either be more easily attained or institutional reform rendered less necessary.10 But substituting a more complex and subtle spiritual understanding of the Devil for the more physical being of medieval Christianity also risked confusing unsophisticated parishioners. Richard Greenham regretted the lessening of the fear of the Devil. Once he was feared when he was known ‘by hornes, by huge collours, by clawes’; now he should be more feared as ‘a more secret adversary, a spiritual tempter, a privy overthrower of the soule’. The discernment of spirits was central to the assessment of visions, for his success as the father of lies depended upon his being able, when he chose, to tell the truth: ‘if you object that the visions bee true, … sathan will speak truth and keep touch twise or thrice in les matters to get us in the learch in greater matters’.11 This is precisely echoed in the Weird Sisters, as Macbeth remarked, and is one possible interpretation of the ghost in Hamlet, to whom we’ll return. A seemingly intimate, individualistic visionary relation with Jesus and the Holy Spirit might turn out to be an encounter with the morning star and father of lies masquerading as God’s messenger. The believer therefore had to discern spirits. This gave rise to a developing industry of printing and writing across post-Reformation Europe.12 Secondly, the discipline proffered from the pulpit and text should not be taken to become a perfect translation on an experiential level; the most devout received more than ‘proper’ direction and more reluctant laity can be seen to show, at best, adaptations, at worst, dismissal of calls to spiritual discipline beyond the requisite church attendance. All that can be assumed is an awareness of the promotion of godliness, an awareness of the threat, rather than the self-application of the awareness. One expression of this constant need for guidance can be found in funeral sermons, often with an appended biography, serving both as exemplars and evidence of the partial success of close pastoral relations.13

A particularly dramatic struggle with the Devil can be found in the deathbed performance of nineteen-year-old Katherine Stubbes in the 1590s. Once she had delivered an orthodox confession, Satan descended upon her, unseen by her attendants, offering temptations and testing her faith. Katherine and Satan argued over scripture until she delivered the order, ‘avoid Satan, avoid thou firebrand of hell, avoid thou damned dog, and tempt me no more, for he that is with me, is mightier than thou’, successfully casting him away before sweetly embracing her godly death. This experience was visual, perhaps material, as well as disembodied, despite being only available to Katherine; indeed, it could be more intense for its solitary nature despite supportive company.14 This sensational, dramatic, and concentrated account, delivered in the moving prose of the widower, was reprinted down to the 1650s. Without dismissing the importance of such works, they were dependent upon an accepted discourse of spiritual frailty and constant struggle. In a catechism from the 1580s it was made plain that, without the protection of church and godly company, every Christian was in peril. The ‘hande of sinne’ was nourished in two ways, by ‘the dilligence of sathan, secondly by the pleasure of the flesh’. Without proper caution and restraint people would fall ‘into the inticements & suggestions of sathan’, because ‘where as the motions of flesh doo prick and stirre, there is sathan ready to sette forwarde and egge man unto the accomplishing of every sinneful desire’. The closing prayer warned of spiritual security increasing vulnerability, ‘so that we fall into al filthie conversation, lewde lust, abhominable sin, and divellish desires’.15 Similarly, the reflections Elizabeth Grymestone penned for her son told of the typical life as ‘a continuall battell, and defiance with God’. ‘What hath thy body beene but a stewes of an adulteresse, but a forge of Sathan, where the fire of our affections kindled with wicked suggestions, hath enflamed the passions of our heart, and made it the anvile to turn us to most ugly shapes of deformed sensualitie?’16

From the intimate records of commonplace books and diaries we can gain three pertinent insights. The diary of John Manningham from the turn of the century describes repeated warnings concerning the threat of demonic temptation delivered from the pulpits of London and shows his willingness to take them on board, as well as his appetite for aphorisms and anecdotes showing awareness of the dangers of Satanic influence, even if he rarely applied this advice to himself or adopted of the duties of the godly. He drew upon sermons, ballads, broadsides, and gossip.17 The commonplace book of Brilliana Harley shows her fears and discipline rooted in selective transcription of William Perkins’ Cases of Conscience and Calvin’s Institutes. From these she constructed an expectation of demonic assault and temptation, along with the proper resort to prayer and confidence in the protection thus provided. While she regarded herself as far from immune from such assaults, she thought ill-disciplined reprobates were even more vulnerable: ‘his power reacheth even to the spirit and soule of man, whereby he worketh in the children of disobedience’.18 The everyday reality of a variety of distractions, ailments, and temptations within spiritual discipline can be found in Margaret Hoby’s spiritual journal. The affliction could be physical in sickness, familial in relations with servants, or social in a long legal battle. While she might be kept from church by illness or her profitable ingestion of worship hindered by the Devil, she maintained confidence that ‘howsoever justly God hath suffered Satan to afflicte my mind’, Jesus would rescue her and ‘so I will waite with patience for deliverance’; this confidence, nonetheless, was qualified with the awareness that mortals should ‘expect new temptations to humble us for our former negligence’.19

Partly as a segue into the treatment of the Devil in popular culture it is worth returning to the efficacy of the promotion of the presence of the support of the Holy Spirit and its dark side, demonic temptation. When William Perkins warned of the abilities of Satan to seduce, to slip devilish thoughts into human minds, and to perpetually tempt mortals, he allowed a get-out clause. ‘Most men will say, that they neuer felt experience in themselves the truth of this doctrine; for they haue not perceived any such combate in themselves, though they haue been baptised many years agone.’ This was not due to the absence of temptation but because ‘While men liue in sinne, & submit themselves to Satans bondage, he will suffer all things to be in peace with them’. In what amounted to a self-fulfilling prophecy, once the Reformed discipline was embraced, ‘then will he by all his force pursue them, and meete them with armes of temptations’.20 This has been read as evidence of a general fear of such affliction; I would suggest that it is equally evidence of the opposite, its rarity on a personal level outside of the spiritual discipline. People would be aware of the threat, repeatedly set out in detail from the Reformed pulpit but see it as something that happened to other folk rather than them, accepted in the abstract, but rejected in the particular. This suggestion is echoed in the recurrent efforts of demonologists to warn against turning to cunning folk for relief from the sufferings imposed by witches. In the eyes of the writers this was to combat one witch by turning to others but the recurrence of the warnings suggests the failure of the message to take root.21

The way the scholarly elite insistently rejected or carefully adapted unorthodox manifestations of the Devil or encounters lacking the imprimatur of scripture or commentary provides one fruitful means of approaching perceptions of the Devil in popular culture. This needs to be prefaced by two caveats. The first is that contrary understandings of the Devil should not automatically be taken to be ‘surviving’ pre-Reformation relics. ‘Popular culture’ exists in the present and, much like formally educated culture, has a dynamic relationship with both the past and other contemporary cultures. The second is that ‘popular culture’ should not be taken as synonymous with the culture of the lower orders; indeed, a more thorough study would pluralize ‘culture.’ Educated and particularly clerical writers could find plenty of perceptions to correct, albeit in a less dismissive tone, in their patrons as well as their more lowly parishioners. At its extreme this can be found in the Hermeticism and neo-Platonism of John Dee, its influence around the royal court and the attached mythology providing profitable material for Prospero. Part of the ‘problem’ in the reformation of popular responses to the Devil was the relative paucity of Protestant practical defences against the Devil. The preachers certainly believed in the efficacy of fasting, prayer, and patience but these remedies were less attractive to many people than consulting cunning folk, burning a possession of the demonically empowered malefactor or the burying of various cakes under fires or thresholds to keep evil spirits at bay. The inclusion of a prayer to be said upon crossing the threshold to ‘go abroad among the snares, which the devil, and his handservant the world, have laid for me’, among the private prayers issued by the church implicitly acknowledged the sense of successful domestic barriers to such encroachments.22 Hugh Latimer may have been logically persuasive when he poured scorn on the practice of bell-ringing when a storm was felt to be a Satanic vehicle but socially and psychologically actually doing something to counter the threat had greater appeal.23 The argument failed, for one of the first targets of Reginald Scot’s scorn was that the response to ‘a clap of thunder, or a gale of wind’ was ‘either they run to ring bels, or crie out to burne witches; or else burne consecrated things, hoping by the smoke thereof, to drive the divell out of the aire, as though spirits could be fraied awaie with such externall toies’.24 This fear was not limited to the lower orders, for King James blamed witches for the storm threatening his return from Denmark in 1589 and such powers helped drive his appetite for witch-hunting.25 Recognition of the need for accommodation can be seen in Perkins. His advice coping with ‘Satanicall molestation’ relating to individual people, his preferred focus, added a section accepting that this was more frequent in some locations than others, associating with place more than person.26 The same can be seen in the more lengthy translation of Ludwig Lavatar’s guide to ghosts and spirits, prodigies, phantoms, and omens, an effort to squeeze the unorthodox, the perceived returning souls from Purgatory and sightings in particular places into Reformed orthodoxy.27

Different emphases can be found in different sources. The cleric, astrologer, and physician Richard Napier left records of patients troubled by demons with evidence of some success against the perpetually tempting Devil. They ascribed internal conversations or thoughts to the Devil, leading them towards self-destruction, apostasy, or despair. Others reported feeling internal sensations under the skin or in the belly. Many of the visions were of animals—dogs, cats, mice, weasels, rats, birds, or bees—others of people. There is common ground here with some of the witches’ familiars and demons of possession to be touched on below but some were seen, appropriately, in fire or flashes of light. Occasionally there was an element of scampish humour, with one client reporting that he was ‘sorely tempted with profane and ungodly thoughts, and sometimes with an inward smiling and laughing in his heart’; after saying grace before a meal, ‘an ill motion came into his mind, saying “Kiss my arse”’.28 A more dramatic, communal visitation was experienced during a service held in Bungay during ‘an exceeding and terrible tempest’ in 1577. When the severe thunder and lightning made the church ‘quake and stagger’, a black dog ‘or the divel in such a likenesse’ appeared and ran down the nave between two people at prayer, ‘wrung the necks of them bothe at one instant clene backward, insomuch that even at a moment where they kneeled, they strangely dyed’. The author of the pamphlet, claiming witness testimony and material evidence left in the stone and door by the devil’s ‘clawes and talans’ was careful to set out the agency. Such actions were committed ‘by the great power which the Prince of darknesse through Gods permission and sufferaunce hath recovered’, perhaps a necessity given the uncontrolled impression given by the account.29 While the exact veracity of the story is uncertain, the credibility of it is not.

Similar humour to that of the last of Napier’s clients, albeit less worrying, can be found in the chapbooks and ballads. One ballad told of the success of a scold faced with the Devil. The opening promised a lesson in how to ‘gull the world agen’, so that ‘when the Devill comes for you,/you need not care a fart’. The shrewish woman ticked most of the boxes of disorder deserving retribution. She not only scolded her husband and failed to provide a decent home and board, she defined herself as contrary and when told to go to church, ‘Shee’d goe unto an alehouse,/and drinke, lye downe, and spew.’ In exasperation the husband wished the Devil to take her and he duly appeared as a horse to carry her to hell. However, she proved such a harsh rider, the Devil pleaded for release and threatened her with terrible treatment in hell.

Then did she draw her knife,

and gave his eare a slit:

The Devil never felt

the like from mortall yet.

At this the Devil took her home, admitting she was too much for him, too much for hell, commending that she should be sent ‘to the Turke.’30 A more sophisticated item showed a Knight of the Post returning from Hell to be intimidated by untrustworthy lawyers and merchants, greedy and corrupt clerics, ferocious whores, and drunken gamblers. He found himself in the legal sessions of Hell, then in the prison, ‘ringed about, with all the murtherers that euer hath beene since the first foundation of the world, with all the Atheists, all the Church-robbers, all the Incestuous Rauishers, and all the polluted villaines, that euer suckt damnation from the brests of black Impietie’, a context familiar to the author, not long out of debtor’s prison.31 This work, an homage to Thomas Nashe’s earlier Pierce Penilesse his Supplication to the Divell (1592), employs a mixture of traditional and classical versions of the underworld to provide a scurrilous anthropological trip through a disorderly and corrupt London, with little interest in ethics and much in debauchery.

There is a stronger sense of at least partial acceptance of reformed versions of the Devil in the popular genre of murder narratives. As we have developed a much greater sensitivity to the godly colonization of sensation literature we should also be aware that it was a door half-open.32 Despite some dispute, Tessa Watt’s reading of the piety of popular literature as conservative, with more interest in death than godliness, is still convincing.33 This literature provided a fruitful nest for a qualified version of the interventionist Devil. The agency and actions of Satan were often complicated, reflecting his roles as both malicious tempter and God’s hangman at different points. Once the parents of Mistress Glanfeeld had resolved their daughter should marry George Strangwich, ‘Sathan who is the author of evill, crept so farre into the dealinges of these persons’, that, after she fell for George, they were persuaded she should marry a widower, Master Padge. After the marriage, Strangwich and Mistress Padge met ‘wherby the divell so wrought in the hearts of them both’ that they plotted to murder her husband. Two accomplices duly strangled Master Padge, trying to hide the evidence with a kerchief. All four were eventually exposed and the account ends with two manifestations of the Devil offering clues. For four nights ‘an ugly thing formed like a Beare, whose eyes were as it had been fier,’ carried a cloth like the kerchief and a raven was seen unpicking a rope, tying it round her neck and casting herself from the mast until she was hanged, the Devil thereby showing the means of concealment and the proper punishment.34 As the genre developed, patterns were established. The murders were always premeditated and the sins became cumulative and took on the theme of temptation and gradual degeneration. In a collection by Anthony Munday, the explanations become almost tokenist. One man was ‘so fiercely assaulted by the mischeuous motions, and sharpe assaults of his olde and auncient eniminie’ before he murdered; another killed a godly citizen having been ‘addicted to the voluptuousnesse of this vaine world … to runne at his lybertie in all kinde of lewde behaviour’. One widow, ‘who frequented much swearing’, thus became vulnerable to ‘the Dyvell who urged her to such cruell abuse’ and ‘caused her to cast her selfe out at her window into the streete, and there brake her neck.’ Arthur Miller, whose sin was unclear, was lost to ‘all Christianlike care’ because he was ‘a very lewde talker, a common blasphemer & swearer’, and could no longer pray for grace, merely crying ‘the Divell, the Divell’. ‘And so kissing oftentymes his hand, wherein he sayd he held the Divell: this wretched lyfe he ended most miserably’.35 Part of the effect of the accumulation of ungodliness leading to eventual vulnerability to temptation was to accept the orthodoxy of Satanic assault but to apply it primarily to the unregenerate rather than to all; another was to make the danger applicable to the common reader with the lesson of the slippery slope to murder and execution.36

If the murder narratives provide titillating but credible warnings of the consequences of making deals with the Devil, the relationship of the Devil and witches is a little more complicated. There is a greater sense of the alien, the perverse, and the unnatural but within the familiar, the domestic, the quotidian, and definitely within the credible. The Devil is important in witchcraft discourse in two ways. The first is the demonic pact, the offer of preternatural powers through making a contract with Satan. This had no scriptural grounding but was one part of late medieval demonology brought to maturity by Protestants as the flipside of the Covenant theology central to the explication of Reformed soteriology. Demonologists were concerned to make clear that no such powers were acquired, merely the illusion of wishes coming true through the intelligence and the wiles of demons. It was also of very little interest either to the courts or to the readers of witchcraft accounts. The Devil appears in witchcraft narratives primarily in two forms, both with a clear physical manifestation. He can appear as an opportune tempter, usually at vulnerable moments of anger, resentment, or desperation, offering vengeance or material succour. Devils or demons are more frequently encountered as the witch’s familiar, a distinctive and anomalous feature of English stories. To keep the treatment sufficiently diabolically focused I will concentrate on the material manifestations and how far they can be seen as ‘properly’ demonic.

The ‘easy’ explanation of the familiars is the gradual melding of folkloric perceptions of animalistic assistants to witches and demonological prescriptions of Satanic sources of power. While there may be some truth to that, the first witchcraft pamphlet rather muddles the thesis in that Elizabeth Frauncis confessed to being taught by her mother to give her blood to ‘Sathan (as she termed it) whyche she delivered her in the lykenesse of a whyte spotted Catte’. Satan did Elizabeth’s bidding although usually modifying the wishes, demanding a drop of blood in return. Satan changed into a toad occasionally, particularly for the convenience of a new recruit who needed the wool in which the cat nestled. The new recruit’s daughter called upon Satan when she was refused charity and he appeared from under the bed ‘in the lykenes of a great dogge’, later acquiring horns. His last form was still more complex, as ‘a blacke dogge with a face like an ape, a short taile a cheine and a sylver whystle … and a payre of hornes on his heade’.37 Many of the elements of the paradigmatic witch narrative are present already: the familiar doing the witches’ bidding without being completely trustworthy, the domesticated devil, the sacrifice in payment, often leaving marks, and relatively low-key demands of the familiar. Moving on to a famous case from the other end of the period covered, the source of Ford, Dekker, and Rowley’s The Witch of Edmonton (1621), we have an account more completely within the didactic sensationalist genre. The author, Henry Goodcole, was a minor cleric, who had employed his access to prisoners in Bridewell to produce a succession of murder tales according to the model above, and he fit Elizabeth Sawyer into that mould. Her physique was ‘crooked and deformed’, a common association with moral decrepitude, but it was her ‘tongue which by cursing, swearing, blaspheming, and improcating, as afterward she confessed, was the occasioning cause, of the Divells accesse unto her … and to claime her thereby as his owne’. He appeared to her in an unspecified form during her cursing and promised to do her bidding in exchange for loyalty—which, to be fair, he generally delivered—and suckling. When he came, it was ‘[a]‌lwayes in the shape of a dogge and of two collars, sometimes of blacke and sometimes of white’ called Tom and, despite Goodcole’s best efforts to add more familiars and to make the relationship more salacious, she admitted to no more than having developed something ‘in the forme of a Teate’, placed ‘a little above my fundiment’.38

The names and forms of manifestation of familiars in the period covered echo vernacular expectations as much as demonological ones. Joan Prentice reported the first appearance of her familiar in the almshouse, ‘being in the shape and proportion of a dunnish culloured ferrit, having fiery eyes’. It approached her, put its front paws on her lap and said ‘Joan Prentice give me thy soule’. Joan asked what in the name of God it was. ‘The Ferrit answered, I am satan, feare me not[;]‌ my coming unto thee is to doo thee no hurt but to obtaine thy soule’!39 In the period covered here, the vast majority of the names, where given, are thoroughly domestic. Two witches shared four familiars called Robin, Jack, Will, and Puppet; another four of her own, Tettey, Jack, Pygin, and Tyffin; Margary Sammon had two called Robyn and Tom. There are similar concentrations of relatively unsurprising species of manifestation with a few oddities. Cats, dogs and toads, rats and ferrets predominate, a few birds, a cricket, and a white lamb appear while one witch suckled six rat-sized short-horned cattle and Ales Hunt was unfortunate in having two colts to nurture. Anne Chattox had an unusual familiar, ‘a thing like a Christian man’ who went by the name of Fancie and sometimes reappeared as ‘a spotted bitch’.40 Detailed accounts of the first encounter involving a more human manifestation are a late development. Chattox is an early instance of such an encounter in that, shortly after Demdike persuaded her to join her in her witchcraft, ‘the Devill appeared to her in the likenes of a man’. He asked for her soul and that she would become his subject. Eventually the Devil and Demdike persuaded her to submit and he demanded a part of her body ‘for him to sucke upon’ and, after further persuasion, she assented to his demand that ‘hee would have a place of her right side neere to her ribbes’.41 Shortly after, he initially appeared to Marie Smith, in the middle of a distemper, ‘in the shape of a blacke man’, promising her vengeance ‘in a lowe murmering and hissing voyce’. His later visits were quite a display, ‘in other formes, as of a mist, and of a ball of fire, with some dispersed spangles of blacke’, only seen ‘to haue a paire of horns upon his head’ after she had been found out.42

To turn briefly to the related topic of people being possessed by the Devil, there are similar relationships between demonological and popular discourses. The first note is that possession was much more common than the impression given by the more notorious cases. From the survival of Napier’s notes, we know of dozens, even scores, of individuals judged or judging themselves to be possessed but who turned to this hybrid of cleric, physician, and cunning man for relief rather than the respectable prescription of fasting and prayer.43 In 1565 the wife of Edmund Kingesfielde, a London innkeeper who took delight in his sign showing the Devil paying the malt man, was bedridden with signs of possession after she smelt brimstone at a sermon. Her friends concluded that the condition was caused by the blasphemy of the sign and, rather than turning to spiritual solutions, Edmund took it down and her condition improved.44 The ways in which demons appeared, either in visions or upon their departure, display a variety of forms, some just simply peculiar. As the demons left five members of a Lancashire household, they were reported to resemble a crow’s head, an urchin, a hunchback, ‘a foule ugly man, with a white beard’, and one attempted to re-enter as bears turning into doves.45 In Margaret Cooper’s experience in the 1580s, the devil appeared ‘much like unto a Beare, but it had no head nor no taile’, while the first reports of the troubles of Robert Brigges, a lawyer, were when he was being followed by ‘an uglye dogge, shagge[y]‌ heare, of a darke fuskey color, betweine Blacke and Redde’.46 Thomas Darling’s visions were more luxurious in that he reported being approached by the Devil as a bear and as a dragon.47

Satan showed his seductive casuistry in misleading the children of the Starkey family by appearing as ‘an angell like a dove was come from god’ and telling them ‘that they must follow him to heaven’. For a while, Brigges was not sure whether the speaker in his vision was ‘thy angle or Sathane transformed into an angle of lyght’.48 The dangers were apparent when the possessed went into lengthy arguments, only half of which were available to onlookers, with Satan employing complex arguments from scripture and offering temptations or threats to make them succumb to his powers or to accept that they were damned.49 Watching and praying for the struggling individual, along with the stress of being aware of their vulnerability, was central to the drama of possession and dispossession.

Discussion of commercial theatre related to the Devil requires two emphases, one brief assessment of the discourse of denunciation, and will conclude with the opening of some questions relating specifically to Shakespeare. To understand the role of the Devil in the commercial theatre we must first recognize that the mystery play declined more slowly than scholars used to assume. Some mystery plays survived and others shifted into the civic ‘pastimes’ of travelling theatrical companies. In 1571 the Drapers Company were still funding a religious drama that included the cost of ‘kepyng hell mouthe and settyng ye worlde on fyre’, while part of the expence of the summer procession in Chester was paying the butchers for ‘the devill in his fe[a]‌thers’.50

We should also resist the once common assumption that godly reformers were hostile to the theatre from the beginning. To the contrary, the first generation of reformers saw stage plays as a way to reach non-literate audiences and used them to attack Catholic practices. Although few of these early plays survive, John Bale’s Newe Comedy or Enterlude manifesting the three lawes of Nature, Moises and Christe, corrupted by the Sodomytes, Pharyses and Papists, first written in 1538 and published in 1562 provides some sense of their flavour. The purpose was much more destructive than constructive. He characterized it after a fierce dispute with a reluctant priest in 1552 in an accurate tone.

Therin is it largely declared, how that faythelesse Antichrist of Rome with his clergye, hath bene a blemysher, darkener, confounder, and poysener, of all wholsome lawes. And that wyth ydolatricall Sodometrie he hath defiled nature, by ambytyouse Avarice he hath made Gods commaundements of non effecte, and with hypocrytycall doctryne perverted Christes moste holye Gospell.51

The way he had the exemplary characters of ‘Hipocrisy’ as a Franciscan friar and ‘Sodomy’ as a monk was still being echoed as late as 1581. Nathaniell Woodes, a minister from Norwich, published a play suitable to be performed ‘in private houses, or otherwise’. After an opening by Sathan in which he identified his confidence in ‘the Pope, who is my darlyng deare,/My eldest boy, in whom I doo delight’, a godly man is warned by Philologus of the constant temptation of Satan and the willingness of God to provide ‘affliction for our gaine,/As Iob who after losse of goodes, had twice so much therefore’. Not having taken on the dangers sufficiently, he falls pray to Avarice, Hypocrisie, Tyrannye, and Suggestion working through a corrupt cleric called Cardinal, eventually returning to godliness refreshed which ‘earns’ the play the description of Comedy.52

The changed relationship came after the establishment of the permanent public theatres in London in 1577 but was not, as Woodes shows, immediate. The reaction was partly a matter of competition and partly some measure of success, in that questioning the propriety of theatre as a medium of religious education was a luxury possible only for those able to rely on an established pulpit. Some puritan censors may have had their distaste sharpened when writers of and around theatre like John Lyly, Robert Greene, and Thomas Nashe proved willing to write counter-tracts to Martin Marprelate at the end of the 1590s, but the shift took across more of the religious spectrum. The Blasphemy Act of 1605 forbade the Bible plays that were still appearing in the 1590s, reflecting a new mainstream opposition to the handling of scriptural subjects on the stage.53 The clarity of the dichotomy between plays and piety is worth noting. John Northbrooke will serve as a metonym for his colleagues Gosson and Stubbes. For him, ‘Satan hath not a more speedie way and fitter schoole to work and teach his desire, to bring men and women into his snare of concupiscence and filthie lustes of wicked whoredome, than those places and playes, and theatres are’. He quoted patristic authorities with complete accord, most memorably citing St John Chrysostom condemning ‘those places & playing of Enterludes, Festa Satana, Sathans banquets’.54

Neither the rhetoric equating theatre with diabolic demogoguery nor the Blasphemy Act excluded religion or the Devil from drama. Had that been the goal, its success would have been extremely unlikely. I will close with attention to some of the presences of the Devil in Shakespearean drama, by no means comprehensive, merely as a way of showing common ground with some of the fields opened above and of drawing attention to questions that emerge as a consequence. The starting point is Marlowe’s Faust. The immediate source was a translation of the Faustbuch which first appeared in print in England shortly before the play.55 The ‘real’ biography of Faust was delivered by Melanchthon and became demonized by Lutherans through the century. The version available to Marlowe was steeped in demonology and anti-popery. The guiding spirit, Mephostophilis, took his name from neither Scriptural nor popular sources but may well be a neologism, translated as ‘he who is not a lover of light’, a parodic take on Lucifer, the lightbearer.56 Marlowe’s treatment stays close to his source. Faust shows the degeneration from ambition leading to vulnerability to temptation and the pact shares much with the apostasy of the witch’s pact. Mephistophilis is cunning, beguiling, and duplicitous but the responsibility remains with Faust, with the Devil even winning some sympathy for his regret at the loss of his former position. The strongest post-Reformation indicator is Faust’s isolation; no saints or virgin to rescue him, no community. His is a face-to-face struggle, with colleagues only present when he delivers the news of his loss. The ultimate source of his tragedy is not ambition or even the desire for knowledge unrestrained by moral propriety in its pursuit; it is either the lack of humility needed to turn to Jesus and ask for grace that leads to despair and damnation or, more dauntingly, the loss of that capability in the gift of his soul to Satan.

While there is the easy option of discussing the very real presence of devils in early modern drama, whether he is comic as in Jonson’s The Devil Is An Ass, with the hapless Pug echoing Dekker’s demon out-devilled by mortal mountebanks, or emblematic of corruption and debauchery in Webster’s Duchess of Malfi and The White Devil, it may be more fruitful to focus on the close relations between human and demonic in Shakespeare. The emphasis can be found in humans succumbing to temptation or carrying a manifest evil, more baleful and distressful than the ‘detached’ evil of Satan. While there is an atmosphere of evil around Macbeth, involving more illusion than magic, he comes closest to Faust in pride and ambition leading him to evil, but his final downfall is shown in defiant desperation, perhaps reflective of a deeper ensnarement present in his initial ambition, displayed externally in the Weird Sisters and Lady Macbeth but turned to full bloom in the internal potency of his early pride. While there is something of a source for the temptation of filial betrayal in King Lear in Edmund’s illegitimacy, there is less for that of Goneril or Regan. The unexplained evil can be seen in Aaron ‘the incarnate devil’,57 marked as other by being a Moor in Titus Andronicus, the closest Shakespeare got to a Quentin Tarantino script. Richard III’s unrepentant evil is signalled but not explained by his disfigurement, similar to the depiction of Elizabeth Sawyer. In Othello, this is taken almost beyond the earlier materially reflected devil in Iago. Once Othello discovers Iago’s treachery, he looks at his feet, expecting explanatory cloven hooves. Finding none he concludes, ‘but that’s a fable’.58 Iago’s machinations can be seen as the more effective diabolic instrument without the physical signs.

It is in Hamlet, however, that it may be profitable to return to the much preached theme of constant devilish temptation, accepted in the abstract but less in the particular, along with deception and the importance of spiritual discernment discussed above. The tragedy of Hamlet is ambiguity and misinterpretation. The ambiguity is structural, in the uncertainty of pagan or Christian framework and it is temporal in the appearance of Hamlet’s father, the audience’s initial uncertainty, shared by Hamlet and, after Hamlet is convinced of his veracity, the audience becoming gradually convinced to the contrary. Hamlet asks whether the spectre is ‘a spirit of health or a goblin damned,/Bring with thee airs from heaven or blasts from hell’.59 His efforts to test the honesty of the ghost fall into the trap of the father of lies in the selectivity of his dishonesty. While Hamlet concentrates on factual accuracy, he ignores the clues from the environs of the appearance, the ghost’s demeanour, and especially the calls for vengeance and murder that would suggest to the audience that Hamlet’s powers of discernment fail when he concludes that ‘It is an honest ghost’.60 Observers of a culture that produced the works of Greenham on temptation and Lavater on ghosts would pick up the warning signs. This is as much as to return to the opening of this chapter in that the Devil of Shakespearean England was everywhere and nowhere, seductive but grotesque, convincing and untrustworthy.
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PART IV

SOCIAL BELIEFS AND PRACTICES


CHAPTER 25

THE AFFECTIVE LIFE IN SHAKESPEAREAN ENGLAND

LINDA POLLOCK

Yf man do marke the foolishe rage of wrathe, and ponder well,

How man dysfigurde is therby: into a monster fell

With foule infarsed rankrous face with mouth imboste and swolne,

And staryng eyes and stampping feete and lyppes as black as colne,

And flautring tong and chattring teth and brayinge roarynge voyse,

And poisned spitful wordes and works of suche vnseemely noyse

His harte wolde loth this ouglye vyce and vtterlye detest.

The same to see the forme of man conuerted in a beaste.1

HISTORIOGRAPHY

EVEN a cursory rummage through early modern English poetry, drama, and theological and philosophical treatises would turn up many quotations like the one above, emphasizing the distortion wrought on mind and body by passion.2 Passions—the most intense and turbulent of feelings—were widely held to evince marked corporeal manifestations, to subjugate reason and judgement, and to cause an individual to lose touch with his or her humanity.3 The seductive pull of quotations like the one above—and of plays by Shakespeare and other dramatists showing the catastrophic effect of powerful feelings like love, jealousy, and fury—have led scholars investigating the history of emotions to focus on raging passions and their impact on the body. Passions are viewed as corporeal processes: affect-producing organs such as the blood-making liver, the angry gall bladder, and the melancholy spleen gave rise to humours that coursed through the bloodstream and saturated the flesh. The humoral body was thus phenomenologically indistinguishable from its passions, a tumultuous mix of fluids that were easily unbalanced and unleashed.4 Passions were ‘the winds and waves of the body’ that the subject had to endure.5

The interpretative paradigm of tempestuous passions disordering equanimity is reinforced by research on sixteenth-century thought. Early modern philosophers and moralists viewed passions as generally disruptive, as powerful and inescapable storms potentially beyond human control.6 As Geoffrey Fenton made clear in 1575, things ‘which men cannot chuse but féele, and are lesse hable to conceale’ included love ‘discouered by sighes’, hatred which ‘appeareth in the eyes’, and sorrow, which ‘declars himselfe by complaint’.7 Thus the moralists and theologians of early modern England emphasized the burden of affect—humans had been afflicted with passions that doomed them to misery after the fall—and devoted a great deal of attention to the use of reason to control and moderate them. Passions, unless tamed, threatened human welfare.

Affect undoubtedly straddled mind and body in the early modern world and the stronger the feeling, the more visible the physical response. A humoral, hydraulic approach to the passions was undeniably pervasive in early modern England but it alone cannot make sense of these violent sensations.8 Many sentiments have neither an obvious nor a unique physical manifestation.9 There is a finite variety of corporeal expression making it impossible to have a discernibly different physiological basis for every feeling. It would be difficult, for example, to work out that a person was feeling grateful or hopeful, or to differentiate between shame and guilt just by looking at the body and facial expressions, as the French painter, Charles Le Brun (1619–90) found to his chagrin. Inspired by the belief that the body, especially the face, was an accurate guide to the passions, he catalogued twenty-two passions according to the external facial movements each triggered. He described each passion in minute detail, listing, for instance, the disposition of eyebrows, the directional gaze, the set of mouth, and the visibility of teeth and accompanied these descriptions with sketches. But for all the apparent exactness of his analysis, Le Brun found he could not create a separate and different image for each passion.10 Too much concentration on the body reduces affect to a physical entity to be explained biologically rather than something that is capable of being rationalized, justified, and channelled into action. Feelings, even strong passions like jealousy or anger, involve higher cognitive processes and are usually directed at intentional objects. A corporeal approach to affect thus fails to do justice to the cultural evaluation of affect. It cannot, for instance, distinguish between positive sorrow heralded as a path to righteousness in early modern England and negative sorrow or dejection, commonly regarded as a sin.11 Affect is not just an individual impulse produced by the body but a response to environmental stimuli and an aspect of social interactions: a complex mental state that connects us to the world and other people.12

More recently there has been an explosion in emotion studies in disciplines as disparate as cognitive psychology, anthropology, literature, political science, philosophy, and history. Those working in this framework take issue with the influential definition of William James, a nineteenth-century psychologist, who stated that emotions were feelings brought about by changes in physiological conditions, and with the claim that social progress was predicated upon enlightened reason superseding irrational emotion.13 These scholars dispute the negative view of emotions as ‘inherently bodily, involuntary and irrational’ and that reason was or ought to be opposed to emotion; pointing out that the widespread paradigm equating the control of passion with reason as the ideal of the western tradition has ignored the intellectual traditions praising affect.14 This new work has led some scholars to re-evaluate early modern thought about emotion.

Early modern Europe had inherited other interpretative models in addition to humoral theory for understanding passions and feelings. A cognitive approach to affect dates back to the ancient Greeks who understood it to be elicited by our interpretation—that is our judgement—of the world. Any student of Plato would know of the allegory of the charioteer, representing reason, steering the horses, representing the passions. Only the correct harnessing of the energy of both horses would ensure the chariot would reach the heavens. Aristotle argued that the right amount of feeling was to be shown in any given situation and this need not be moderate.15 The Christian tradition, in which the ‘loue of God is powred into the harts of Gods children, by the holy spirite of God’ called for strong feelings from believers.16 The faithful were urged to engage the heart when meditating and the psalms were blatantly emotional.17 The Protestant reformers defended the important contribution made by emotion to a Christian life, one that was lived as a grateful response to the assurance of the free gift of salvation.18 The affections, the movements of the soul towards God, were not disturbances but rather appropriate to virtuous life. Christians should rightly fear eternal punishment, desire eternal life, and hate sin.19 Conversion narratives vividly depict the fear, despair, and joy that were a necessary part of the quest to discern the workings of the spirit.20

The flurry of new scholarship on the history of emotions has added a great deal to our understanding and provided a firm foundation for future research. But, notwithstanding the increasing attention given to the cognitive aspects of affect, the relationship between affect and morality has been remarkably neglected by historians. This neglect stems in part from the dominance of the Kantian paradigm that emphasized the universal and impartial nature of moral principles in contrast to the supposedly discriminatory and partial nature of affect, and partly from the legacy of William James’s definition of emotions as a set of morally disengaged, involuntary, non-cognitive feelings.21 Post-war philosophy, however, widely agrees that emotions are intentional, and entail judgement with the result that affect and morality are interconnected.22 As Kingston and Ferry explain: any account that ‘makes beliefs or evaluations integral to the experience of an emotion’ ensures that they ‘cannot be dismissed as an instinct or other natural activity (like digestion) that stands outside of moral concern’.23 Rather than fleeting unreliable feelings over which we have little control and no responsibility, emotions serve as a ‘moral compass’: indicating the moral salience of a situation, supporting moral behaviour, and revealing moral values.24 This position has much in common with Aristotelian virtue ethics—influential in early modern England—that viewed affect and virtue as intertwined and invested feelings with moral significance.25 Many sixteenth-century writers located moral growth in the proper orientation of challenging passions and emphasized the contribution of the passions—‘incouragements to piety, temperance, and other vertuous actions’—to a morally virtuous life.26 The interaction between affect and morality would seem to be a productive avenue to explore further.27

A second problem is the long interpretive shadow cast by the scholarly obsession with overwhelming passions. Individuals are depicted as being assaulted and overcome by feeling rather than as being able to actively manage it. Although the grand narratives of increasing bodily and emotional repressions are no longer found persuasive,28 governance continues to be understood as taming and tamping down, rather than as eliciting and stirring up. Milder affections or sentiments that do not normally induce psychological turmoil nor require much in the way of suppression are overlooked.29 Tempestuous feelings could engulf individuals from time to time, but the daily world of affect in early modern England involved less fury, destabilizing love, or deep sorrow, and more irritation, longing, distress, and pleasure. Despite the rapid proliferation of work on the history of emotions, we have lost sight of people.30 What we have in sum are studies of philosophical texts and positions, of passion in drama and poetry, and of the thoughts of moralists and theologians. The very essence of the subject: how individuals experienced and regulated affect as an integral dimension of daily life and relationships has so far eluded analysis.31

LIVING WITH AFFECT

Prescriptive literature in Shakespearean England certainly urged the importance of reigning in affect in order to ensure psychological well-being. Justus Lipsius, for example, while discussing desire, joy, fear, and sorrow advised:

Al of them do hurt and distemper the mind … For wheras the quietnesse and constancie of the minde resteth, as it were, in an euen ballance, these affections do hinder this vpright poise and euennesse.32

Henry Percy, ninth Earl of Northumberland, imprisoned in the tower and contemplating his personal history, sought for his son a life:

free from passions, of nothing fearfull, in all thinges happie, in nothing unfortunate or overjoyinge, good deedes in aboundance, honored of the most, embracing goodnes for goodnes sake.33

This has been taken as evidence of the dislike of affect in sixteenth-century England, but what the earl desired for his son is a life free from distressing turbulence and disquiet, not one devoid of sentiment. He did wish for his son to be happy. Rather than being viewed as something to be avoided, some types of affect were deemed praiseworthy. Lady Grace Mildmay, for example, thought it to her deceased husband Anthony’s credit that he had been a ‘compassionate’ man.34 Affect was particularly sought after in the spiritual realm; sentiment turned pro forma observance into true piety. Sir John Temple advised his son Thomas to pray to God for grace to carry out his commandments, ‘bestowing therein not labour of the lips, but of the harte.’35 The restraint of feelings is also not the most conspicuous theme in early modern English correspondence. Letter writers inhabited an affect-laden milieu and readily communicated their feelings. Their epistles abound with words that we would categorize as belonging to the world of sentiment. As Richard Oxenden expressed to his brother James in 1607: ‘Lovinge brother I kindly recommend my love unto you. I cannot be so unthankfull as to leave you unsaluted.’36 Richard Broughton’s wish for his newly married daughter Margaret and her husband who had married without his knowledge in 1587 was: ‘so god give them joys and some sorrow, as they have geven us cause of grief’.37 The terms were casually and quietly dropped into his letter, illustrating the routine regularity and everyday ordinariness of affect. People apparently had few qualms about admitting to even disquieting feelings. George Talbot, sixth Earl of Shrewsbury regarded Queen Elizabeth’s ‘hard sentence’ that he reconcile with his wife, ‘so bad and wicked a woman’ as contributing ‘to my perpetual infamy and dishonour’. He will obey the order, ‘though no curse or plague in the earth could be more grievous to me’, conveying his shame and distress in a letter to Lord Burghley.38

Affect, relationships, and daily existence were inextricably connected. Social life in early modern England was understood as comprising a set of obligations. These forged networks, grounded individuals in groupings, and cemented bonds. Affect was an obligation often required in relationships: a husband ought to love his wife and vice versa, parents ought to feel affection for their offspring. Thus Maria, recently married to John Thynne, wrote to her mother-in-law Joan as ‘Your very loving and obedient daughter’, the sentiments appropriate to her new station as a daughter-in-law seeking to gain favour.39 Attachment between parents and children was viewed as so natural that it was also a metaphor of kingship; the ruler was a nursing father, committed to the welfare of his people.40 Shakespeare inverts this trope in Macbeth, particularly when Lady Macbeth infamously declared her willingness to kill even a breastfeeding baby in order to uphold a vow: she would ‘have plucked my nipple from his boneless gums/And dashed the brains out’.41 The Macbeths’ tyranny was thus connected to their repudiation of all nurturing qualities; their betrayal of affective ties rendering them incapable of just and effective rule.

Scholarship on early modern affect has been limited by the belief that anything obligated or mandated must be insincere, but we should not assume that a required response is any less valid than a spontaneous one.42 We have often misread early modern emotion codes, seeing control as evidence of a lack of true feeling and spontaneous, exuberant expression as genuine. We privilege individual experiences as more authentic than cultural sanctioned ones, but the ability to regulate emotion does not necessarily compromise its sincerity.43 Emotions do not occur separately from their representation; rather a ‘historically contingent subject experiences emotions in a historically contingent mode’.44 Individuals in early modern England grew up with the notion that affect and duty belonged together. In 1607 Frances Cecil, Lady Clifford wrote to her mother, the Countess of Shrewsbury, that ‘my hart is so sincerely dedicated to yor vertus wch did show yr love to mee when I was a child’.45 Terms like loving duty or dutiful love were not oxymorons but fused concepts.46

The mingling of affect and obligation ensured that sentiment and morality in practice were also intertwined. Sir Francis Hastings commented on his late wife in 1596 that ‘in all lovinge dutie and dutifull love shee yeelded herself to doe whatsoever I perswaded, and not to doe whatsoever I mislyked’.47 Lodowick Bryskett considered ‘gratitude or thankfulnes’ as ‘the ornament of all other vertues’. This virtue led to other types of affect, notably: ‘the loue between the child and the parent, betweene the scholer and his master, the charitie towards our countrey, the honor toward God, the friendship betweene men, and the reverence towards our superiours’.48 Passions, virtues, and vices overlapped.

Feelings could infuse an individual with moral outrage, convey this to others, and give moral legitimation to a cause.49 Regret in particular meshes norms, ideals, and affect.50 Any person can experience regret for his or her actions only by comparing them to a value and finding them wanting. Theodosia Harrington, Baroness Dudley, composed a letter to her nephew Henry Hastings, fifth Earl of Huntington, in the early seventeenth century in which she described her remorse for the scolding, and the role she had played in it, meted out to her niece and his sister, Catherine, by her husband, Philip Stanhope, first Earl of Chesterfield. Stanhope had insisted on sending a stern letter to his wife, her ‘dear nesse’. She tried to persuade him not to but he insisted ‘and did exsedingly impourtun me to writ to[o]‌’. Because he was going to include her letter with his, the baroness had to write ‘somthing to pleas him’. She regretted doing so because ‘I know my nesse so well as no reporte could prevaile with me to beleve otherways then wel of her’. She was concerned and upset that her letter had added to Catherine’s distress. Thus she wanted Lord Hastings to reassure his sister that the baroness continued to hold a good opinion of her. She had also discussed the matter with Stanhope and she believed that he may be ashamed of what he had done.51 Baroness Dudley, reflecting on the affection she had for her niece and worried that she might have upset her, used her feeling of remorse to mitigate any damage she might have caused. Affect, cognitively as well as corporeally discerned, was often a spur to future action and not merely a physical sensation to be endured.

Sixteenth-century men and women were fully aware that affect influenced choices and guided conduct and took this into account in their social interaction. Anne Talbot had been entrusted by her father-in-law George Talbot, sixth Earl of Shrewsbury with the task of speaking to Queen Elizabeth on his behalf. The earl and his second wife, Bess of Hardwick, were estranged and rumours had been spreading about his harsh treatment of her. Lady Talbot made sure the queen appreciated how much the earl valued her good opinion and how much her comfort mattered to him, but she neither wanted to overstate his case, nor importune too much on his behalf in case she was seen as his agent. If the queen and her advisors regarded Anne as such, they would be very cautious in what they expressed to her and she would learn much less. Thus she sought to use not just the most apposite words but also to convey the most appropriate amount of feeling. Because she ‘would not make them afryd to outter ther mydnes before me’, she would not speak ‘so earnestely, as I could have donne’.52 Lady Talbot carefully calibrated her words and emotional tone to stimulate the desired response. Affect in other words was managed, that is encouraged or contained depending on the specific circumstances.53

Instead of feeling helpless under the assault of passions, individuals frequently strove to excite feelings in others, usually in order to bring a disputant around to their point of view. Given that rhetoric with its training in arousing sentiment in an audience was an essential part of the grammar school curriculum, the landed ranks, unsurprisingly, were well versed in such tactics. Readers of Aristotle were deeply interested in the role affect played in acts of persuasion.54 As Enterline has noted, humoral theory does not adequately explain the concept of affect in Shakespeare’s plays: classical rhetoric also played a substantial role. Sixteenth-century education produced rhetorically skilled subjects with technical proficiency in evoking passions from themselves and their audience. Schoolboys imitated gestures, expressions, and words; they were learning not just Latin but also how to feel, convey, and provoke affect, lessons they could use as they grew up.55 Letters from wayward sons seeking forgiveness by stimulating pity in the heart and mind of the recipient were common in elite families.

Lewis Bagot’s affect-rich letters to his father Walter Bagot in the early seventeenth century illustrate well the lavish use of sentiment in familial correspondence along with his goal to awaken paternal sympathy. Lewis and Walter were estranged because of Lewis’s profligate lifestyle and Lewis had fled to France. He was unsure whether his stay away from home ‘may any waye seeme offensive’ to his father. His sojourn was prompted by his ‘desier to give yow contentment’ and he hoped that his father would ‘not bee offended with mee for my longe stayinge’. Although he had ‘lived more contentedly then I coulde have done at home’, he would return if his father wished it ‘in the hope that yow will pardon me’ for earlier behaviour. He hoped ‘to finde yow my kinde father’.56 Lewis was anxiously seeking to placate his father, trying to avoid offending him further and renew his affection. Not only was he making use of emotive language to provoke rather than quash affect, but he was also at ease with his expressed feelings, none of which seemed to cause corporeal or mental disorder. A few months later, Lewis, desperate to return home, adopted a more plaintive tone. He beseeched his father ‘to forgive & take once againe yor loste sonne to mercy and thincke uppon mee with the eye of pitty and compassion and not accordinge to my desert’. Lewis made copious use of the language of affect, begging for understanding and throwing himself on his father’s mercy. By attempting to have his father understand the extent of his suffering, Lewis sought to arouse his pity and ‘fatherly love’, so that he would be ‘willinge to forgive and forgett’, and permit Lewis to regain his position in the family fold.57

Lewis Bagot closed a letter by describing his father as one ‘whoes accustomed love I hope I shall never give juste occasion to be absent from mee’.58 Maria Thynne ended the letter to her mother-in-law Joan cited above ‘if ever it be my great good fortune to gain your favour, there shall never want a will in me to deserve the continuance of it with my greatest affection, and best service’.59 These subscriptions linking the receiving of affect to behaviour shed light on another important facet of affect in the past: it was not just a sentiment but also a mode of conduct. Adjectives of affect in early modern England refer to a state of being and acting rather than a state of feeling alone. The request of George, Earl of Shrewsbury that his son Gilbert accord him ‘More regard’ makes this clear. The earl had been ‘ever loving’ unto his son and this ‘must be requited with more love and obedience’.60 Sixteenth-century men and women understood affect and passion as something that was performed. Love, for example, would be demonstrated by acts of caring.61 Sending advice or instructions to children incorporated both duty and affection. Henry Cotton, a lawyer, sent to his sister Frances, the second wife of Lord Montagu, at their mother’s request a written copy of her advice to her daughter ‘in discharge of hr dutie to you, and her love toward you.’62 Sir Francis Hastings regarded his late wife as loving, explaining in detail why he thought so. She was:

lovinge in takinge care for me in healthe, to keepe me from sicknes, to restoore me to healthe; in prosperitie advising me relegiouslie, in advertisie comfortinge me most christianlie; kinde to my kindred and friends, and austere enoughe to anie yt delte unkindlie wth me.63

Lord Hastings did not dwell on her inner feelings nor discern love from her bodily demeanour; rather her care of him, her taking his side on issues, along with her emotional support all demonstrated to him that she authentically loved him. His explanation also reveals that, as will be discussed further below, reason and affect need not be opposed: any feeling could be dissected and teased apart so that its component parts could be identified and explained.

The performative aspects of affect can also be seen in the use of material objects as carriers of emotional meaning. Love tokens—rings, bracelets, combs, fans, verses—were a courtship staple, tactile evidence of affective bonds.64 Objects could perform emotions: tokens signalled loyalty and affection, hair bracelets bound lovers together, rings symbolized unity and eternal bonds.65 Goods laden with emotional significance were greatly valued by their owner. Shylock was distraught to learn that his daughter Jessica had stolen a turquoise ring from him and sold it for a monkey. This ring had been given to Shylock by his deceased wife Leah before they were married and he ‘would not have given it for a wilderness of monkeys’.66 Shakespeare’s plays document the anxieties surrounding the giving and receiving of love tokens. A gift and thus the giver’s intentions could be misunderstood. Such gifts had to be carefully looked after in order not to jeopardize the love, as Desdemona found to her cost.67 She mislaid the handkerchief Othello had given her, one that he regarded as such a symbol of their love that ‘To lose’t or give’t away were such perdition/As nothing else could match’.68

Objects were also used to maintain close bonds even after death. Bequests demonstrated the relationship between testator and recipient and the failure to give a memento appropriate to the closeness of the tie was perceived as a grievous slight.69 Individuals sought affective ties after death, seeking to retain their place in the minds and hearts of family and friends. Thus they left mementos, wished for prayers to be said in their name, requested tombs to be built for them, and left to friends, family, and servants a variety of items.70 Testators bequeathed memorial tokens such as rings, gloves, and mourning cloth, usually bought for the purpose and to be worn in remembrance of the person.71 Some bequests evoked memories of the dead either by being goods valued by the testator or by being closely associated with the testator. Lady Grace Mildmay, for example, left to her cousin Greenwood one piece of plate with her arms engraved on it.72 Items of clothing were frequently bequeathed, creating ‘material memories’ and walking evidence of close bonds.73 Material things along with the enactment of feeling helped create, sustain, and perpetuate emotional connections.

Milder forms of affect were clearly an integral part of life and community in early modern England, required as part of a social existence, sought after and praised, and conjured up beyond the grave. The passions—the seething, forceful, unsettling face of affect—were also a necessary part of early modern society. Even a potentially highly disruptive passion like anger had its place. It was an essential part of war as seen in the speech of Henry V before the battle of Harfleur calling on his men to ‘Stiffen the sinews, conjure up the blood,/Disguise fair nature with hard-favoured rage’.74 Anger was used by the English elite to call attention to limits which had been broken or boundaries which had been transgressed.75 In an honour culture, individuals ought to defend their name and reputation. Thus Sir Edwards Phelips warned his son Robert in 1614 not to ignore attacks on his character: ‘if you sleepe in this busines, yors is the desgrace and not mine.’76 Sir William Cornwallis agonized over this issue in his book of essays published in 1601. ‘About nothing’, he wrote, ‘doo I suffer greater conflict in my selfe, then about induring wrongs’. He prized patience, thought only murder should be revenged, viewed wrongdoers more as wretched creatures to be pitied rather than maliciously penalized but he was also concerned that because he had not yet become angry, he was not properly protecting his honour.77 It took judgement to calculate whether anger was justified, to gauge how much should be expressed and to determine how long one should remain angry. Anger had to be kept within bounds, and the landed ranks were well aware that personal antagonism should not disrupt good government.78 William Rokeby in 1605 cautioned his son to consider thoughtfully whether an insult was in fact one before taking action as well as to accept offers of reconciliation.79 Elizabethan editions of Seneca’s tragedies emphasize the destructive consequences of private revenge.80 True gentlemen governed their passions; self-discipline and control were essential elements in early modern constructions of masculinity.

The Elizabethan stage offered many opportunities to witness individual unravelling in the face of passion, from unrequited love, to vengeful fury, to all-consuming jealousy. The audience would recognize and identify with the dramatized emotions, watching in fascinated horror what happened when passion did dominate the mind and will. In everyday life, however, individuals saw no need to eradicate passion because they did not feel defenceless in the face of its assault. Early modern individuals certainly appreciated the potential strength of the passions. At times, particularly at the death of a spouse or child, they could be overcome with emotion, and find it difficult to cope. Disgrace and humiliation could also prove devastating as can be discerned from Anne Fitton’s anguished reaction to the news that her daughter Mary had given birth to an illegitimate son: ‘it if hade pleased God when I did bear her that shee and I had bine buried it hade saved mee from[a]‌ grat deal of sarow and gryffe and her from shame and such shame as nevar hade choshyn woman’.81

On occasion, a person could do no other than what passion directed. Gilbert Talbot, seventh Earl of Shrewsbury stated he could not have prevented his angry outburst to his brother Edward in 1594; a variety of factors ‘did so stir me that I could not forbear to do as I did’.82 Individuals also recognized that any intense feeling could influence perception and decision-making. Walter Bagot did not wish to meet his sister in person because she was so furious with him that it did not allow her to ‘heare me speake any thing contrarie to your fyrie humor’.83 Early modern subjects were wary of excessive indulgence in any one feeling, even godly sorrow, and disliked being buffeted by violent feelings. Passion always had the potential to inflict the body and disturb the soul.84 They would thus concur with published texts that the management of affect was essential to individual well-being, family welfare, and the social order. But, unlike moralists and theologians, early modern letter writers were far less apprehensive about the destructive potential of passion unleashed and more confident in their ability to maintain or reassert control.85 Even though Gilbert Talbot quoted above had been passion’s captive, his rationality had not been extinguished, nor his cognitive faculties impeded. He had identified the causes for the feelings, recognized his temporary powerlessness, and was able to calmly reflect on the situation a short time later.

A range of coping strategies were available for handling intense feelings and reducing psychological turmoil. Individuals could deal with the passion by waiting it out, a much more pragmatic, less dramatic response than that portrayed in the plays and poetry of the period. Sabine Johnson in 1545 tried this tactic when confronted with the anger of her brother-in-law. While her husband, a merchant, was away on business she had asked her brother-in-law for money. At first he ‘was very angry, and had thought to have sent home my man without, saying you left no such commission with him’. She let the matter rest and ‘when he had fumed well, then he bethought himself, and sent me £40’.86 Sir Henry Lee followed a similar strategy in trying to repair the breach between George, sixth Earl of Shrewsbury and his son Gilbert. The earl had been very annoyed when Lee first approached him about his son and ‘he spoke not without grief, as I guess, and passion’. Because the earl was angry, he ‘therefore will let out al’, but Lee did not believe what he uttered and rather than annoying him further, Lee ‘thought best to stay until the storm was somewhat overblown’ before raising the topic again.87

Another method was to give voice to the feeling and vent to another. Francis Legh, not convinced he had a vocation for the church despite his father intending him for that profession, detailed his anxiety to this father. Later, he apologized: he had not intended to communicate his concerns but he had been so distraught that he could not stop himself: ‘I am hartely sory it was my bad fortune to make you partaker of my sorrowes and greiffes, but I was then to full of them I hardly knew what I writ.’ What Francis was sorry for, however, was not the depth of his despair but for troubling his father with it: ‘I beseech you pardon mee for I desire rather they may dye and be buried in the dust with mee then anie wayes troble you who have had your share.’88 The distress was understandable; the communication of it allowable, but Francis felt it was wrong to overburden his father who had enough problems to deal with. Lady Joan Thynne, greatly upset upon learning of her son’s secret and, in her opinion, unsuitable marriage in 1595 to Maria Touchet, daughter of Baron Audley, tried several tactics to help her cope with the situation. With ‘weeping tears’, she poured out her heart to her husband ‘in the bitterness of my griefs’. She wanted the matter to be kept secret in the hope that the marriage could be annulled and thus she had talked to no-one except her cousin Higgin to whom ‘I was forced by grief to confess, or else I think my heart would have broken with sorr[ow].’89 Several years later, Joan admitted to Lucy Touchet, Countess of Castlehaven that she had ‘endured a discomforting grief’ when she found out about the wedding and it took her a while before she could bring herself to answer the countess’ letter. She should have been consulted on so important a matter as the marriage of the family heir: ‘therefore blame me not if I cannot at the first conquer my own patience which hath been too much urged, by losing him that I loved more than myself’.90 Lady Thynne’s pain was deeply felt, so bitter that she could not keep it private. But, even though she sought someone to confide in, she remained in command of her mind and reason. Despite the depth of her distress, she was not overpowered by passion and eventually, neither relenting in her opposition to the match nor discounting the sorrow it caused her, she could discuss the issue composedly with the Touchet family.

When faced with another’s wrath, the recipient, rather than cowering under the onslaught, could take steps to redress the underlying issues. Joan Thynne, for example, intent on resolving the conflict between her husband and father in 1576, certainly believed that passion could be controlled and appeased. She had talked several times with her father trying to find out why he was so angry at John and what John could do to assuage his ire. The first time she broached the subject ‘I found him much moved with anger’. Undeterred by the prospect of arousing her father’s wrath, she patiently continued to discuss the issues until she discovered that her father believed John did not show him enough respect. She urged her husband to make amends: ‘you have oftentimes moved him to great displeasure against you and so often must you seek to pacify him again’.91 John had kindled anger by his conduct; by making changes he could quell it.

Passion could also be reasoned away. Sir Henry Lee, discussed above, not only waited for George Talbot’s rage at his son to cool, but also tried to reduce it by describing Gilbert’s personal merits which made his father’s continuing anger unreasonable. He told the earl: ‘what a son you have; esteemed of the highest, favoured of the best’ and thus the earl’s ‘love, care, and regard should be the more’.92 Walter Bagot did not reprove his enraged sister for being in the thrall of a strong sentiment. Rather he explained that she had been misinformed: he sought only what he was entitled to and not to diminish anything of hers, evidently of the opinion that his sister’s wrath would abate once she knew the true lay of the land.93 When individuals complained about a passion, they invariably pointed out that there was no cause for such a feeling rather than attack the existence of the sentiment per se. Agnes Throckmorton, for example, in around 1608, attempted to reassure her father-in-law who had charged her ‘with decemlinge’ with him, that she had not been duplicitous and thus he had no need to be annoyed with her.94

These examples reveal the meshing rather than the opposition of emotion and reason.95 People expected affect, including passion, to have a cognitive core. Passion which lacked a rational foundation was incomprehensible. As Desdemona, bewildered by Othello’s fury, stated: ‘I understand a fury in your words,/But not the words.’96 Affect in and of itself was reasoned. Early modern individuals demonstrated a singular capacity for defining a sentiment. In a work published in 1584, D.S. spelt out the meaning of: ‘Thou shalt loue the Lorde thy God, with all thy hart, with all thy soule, and with all thy might’ (Deuteronomy 6:5):

To loue God with all thine hart, is to take dilligent héed, that thine hart bee not inclined to the looue of any thinge, more then to the loue of thy God: To loue him with all thy soule, is to stay the trust of thy saluation and safety of thy soule, onely on Jesus Christe the sonne of God: To loue him with all thy might, is to apply all thy sences, to the setting foorth of his honour and glory.97

D.S. teased out the component parts of love for God in order that the faithful might perform it: by caring more for him than anyone or anything else, by trusting him completely, and by doing everything possible to enhance his glory. Individuals could also discern and express the reasons for a feeling, no matter how intense. Elizabeth Bourne in a heated exchange of letters with her husband Anthony in the 1590s was able to itemize the causes of her fury. Her letters bristled with rage but, nevertheless, she was able to explain fully why she refused to attempt reconciliation:

I dreade to sleepe wth you, bycause you have sworne my deathe, and distruction; and I more then feare to make you governour of mee, and my children, that hates me for nought and holds them to be none of yours.98

His actions were not compatible with marital love—he had threatened to kill her and accused her of adultery—whereas her anger had a rational foundation.

All of this is far removed from Wright’s perspective in Passions of the Mind that humans were subject to a lifelong struggle between ‘the reins of reason and the horses of passions’.99 Early modern subjects did not in practice seem to consider even the strongest of feelings as threats. Intense, potentially overpowering feelings were a part of life but experienced intermittently rather than routinely. Even if a passion was strong enough to override judgement, this was understood to be a temporary state of affairs, a storm that would pass. Passions which unhinged a person were understood as extraordinary, akin to madness, not as feelings typically encountered.

The texts cited so far—published books and correspondence—yield insight into the psychological world of wealthy individuals. The sources available for the study of ordinary people do not readily lend themselves to uncovering affect but even so enough has been found to show that the less affluent also inhabited an emotional universe. Members of village and urban communities experienced their share of what may be termed negative feelings. Scholars studying witchcraft consider personal animosity to have played a significant role in generating witchcraft accusations.100 The Pilgrimage of Grace demonstrated the fears and anxieties of parishioners, concerned about the threat to parish resources of an ever-encroaching state.101 Righteous indignation against hoarders and profiteering middlemen or at the erosion of customary rights was common.102 The contempt and hostility of the anonymous ballad of 1608, ‘The pooremans Joy and the gentlemans plague’ resonates across the years:

You gentlemen that rack yor

rents, and throwe downe Land for corne.

the tyme will com that som will sigh,

that ever they were borne.103

Court documents bring to light a great many angry individuals. A Thomas Holman, for example, was out for revenge in 1610 against his neighbour Richard Rochester who had been instrumental in securing Holman’s presentation in the court for keeping a disorderly inn. Holman sought ‘the blood of the said Rochester’ but, fearing the legal consequences, contented himself with destroying property and stealing tools.104 The grief and anguish of the villagers who consulted Richard Napier because of the death of a close family member or courtship difficulties are all too palpable.105 As too was the distress of neighbours who complained of Juliana Rowland that she encouraged her ‘children to call honest women whores’ or of Elizabeth Browne who ‘wept bitterly’ when her father wished her to marry a Robert Keene, believing herself contracted to another.106

Alongside this anguish and hostility were warmer feelings and ties. Good neighbourliness, communal support at funerals and christenings, private charity, friendly bonding at church ales, holidays, and rituals, and a fondness for local saints’ days were an integral part of sixteenth-century communities.107 Work, even if arduous, could be a source of pride and enjoyment. The Leicestershire schoolmaster John Brinsely in 1612 who found more ‘true delight and pleasure’ in teaching children than ‘in the pleasantest recreation’ was surely not alone.108 And many couples must have behaved like Joane Waters and John Newton who were observed at the Crown and Goat in London in 1611 acting in a ‘very loving and extraordinary mild manner, making love and showing great kindness each to other by drinking one to another and kissing and embracing together very lovingly’.109

Those below the landed ranks were also capable of manipulating an audience to arouse the feelings the speaker desired. A criminal case involving a servant, Swift, charged with cozenage (deceit and fraud) described by Sir Robert Mansfield to Sir Bassingbourn Gawdy in 1603 is remarkable for the deliberate arousal of affect. Swift had been brought up by his master’s charity and granted £12 per annum for meat, drink, and livery. Swift, however, considered this a meagre allocation and concocted a plan to ruin the reputation of his master’s beloved daughter, aged under fourteen. Swift successfully manipulated her into agreeing to a pre-contract, then, when she was later to be married to another, asked his master to redeem the bills in order to save his daughter’s credit. Swift had confessed to John Bitteringe that he had no intention of marrying the girl and he could produce no proof or probability of a relationship besides the pre-contract. Swift was found guilty of deceit, fined, placed in the pillory in Cheapside and Westminster, imprisoned at her majesty’s pleasure, and ordered to make a public confession on his knees. While in the pillory he behaved, according to Mansfield, slanderously and contemptuously: slanderously in making the people believe he was being punished for loving a gentlewoman and that he willingly endured the penalties for her sake. He behaved contemptuously against the court by declaring himself innocent after he had been convicted, by terming his just punishment infamous penance and by scorning the order for his confession. What so appalled Mansfield was that Swift’s declarations were believed by the crowd and he thereby procured pity and commiseration instead of shame and detestation.110 In other words, Mansfield deplored not affect per se but that Swift’s performance had stirred up the wrong kind.

CONCLUSION

The oft-quoted Thomas Wright termed the passions ‘perturbations’ because ‘they trouble wonderfully the soule, corrupting the judgement and seducing the will, inducing … to vice, and commonly withdrawing from vertue’.111 Wright, though, along with other writers, also regarded the passions as spurs to virtue, curbing the tediousness that sometimes accompanied good works and stirring up sluggish souls in the service of virtue.112 The scholarly concentration on turbulent passions has produced a paradigm erroneously believed to encompass all aspects of affect in the past. Feelings are depicted as unwelcome intrusions, ever ready to burst forth, puncturing peace of mind and jeopardizing mental and physical welfare. Scholarship thus emphasizes repression: wayward and unruly emotions were to be contained and suppressed. The arousal of affect, despite its prominence in classical rhetorical training and humanist texts,113 is swept to the side-lines along with how individuals lived with affect and the role of emotion—incorporating all feelings and not merely the most intense—in daily life.

The above bias also undermines theories of change. Norbert Elias argues that with the rise of the absolutist state, emotions were no longer expressed spontaneously but were reined in as part of the civilizing process.114 William Reddy points out that the regulation of affect is an essential part of every political regime and culture and suggests that emotional suffering—more pronounced in cultures which limit emotional expressions—was the mechanism for change. In eighteenth-century France, salons, literary correspondence, and affectionate marriage all developed as emotional sanctuaries, providing respite from the emotionally proscribed world of the court.115 Barbara Rosenwein postulates the existence of emotional communities in which people adhered to the same norms of emotional expression and valued or devalued similar emotions.116 But as she points out, most approaches so far favour a published text–based, community focused, top down approach.117 A survey of early modern thought found that early modern philosophers recognized that ethical science had not had an overwhelming impact on the community at large.118 This begs the wider question of how individuals read and made use of published texts. New work stresses the divergence that exists between personal documents such as letters and diaries and prescriptive literature. Individuals, who may have misunderstood, understood differently, disagreed with completely or partially, took the ideas and advice available from printed texts and used them in their daily life, creatively amending and merging a variety of precepts to form their own world view.119 Any work which relies predominantly on published works will unavoidably present a perspective on emotions in the past that does not equate with how these were understood in daily life.120

Affect was an integral part of everyday personal interaction in early modern England.121 Anyone who was incapable of conveying the appropriate social emotion or of interpreting correctly that of another person would find it very difficult to successfully negotiate the worlds of government, court, tenants, and family. In the landed ranks, the advice to master oneself was a commonplace. Men ought to control tempers; women ought to subjugate desires. As Thomas Wentworth warned his brother Michael in 1623, ‘A man will be held wthout doubt unfit for government and command, that exerciseth none of it first on his owne unruly and misleading passions.’ This statement is fully in accordance with the views of published texts; but personal approaches to emotion diverge markedly with respect to the lack of anxiety or difficulty experienced in managing affect.

Affect, judgement, and conduct constituted a dynamic interchange. Feelings involve judgement and evaluation and are intimately connected to thoughts, norms, and culture. Shakespearean society understood affect differently from the modern world. We seek to separate affect from virtue, distinguishing between feelings and character traits, but in the early modern world such categories were fused. Kindness, for example, was not so much a sentiment in early modern England as it was a practice and a virtue.122 Regret in the past also had different connotations. It was closely linked to terms such as repentance, confession, and remorse, which are tied to a Christian context.123 The case of Joan Hayward, who in 1576 agreed to marry John Thynne, as had been arranged by her father, illustrates the vastly different underpinnings of early modern concepts of emotion. Joan could have refused the match but she agreed, trusting that ‘God will put into my father’s heart to choose me such a one as God will direct my heart not to dislike’.124 Her notion here of a sentiment divinely implanted in her and her father’s heart ensuring that her prospective husband would be someone she was unable to dislike is far removed from the modern understanding of what is an appropriate foundation for a marriage.

Emotions were part of a mental grid notably dissimilar from our own. Feelings, for example, were combined in unexpected ways. A letter to his mother written by Francis Bradborne provides insight into the different emotional universe of sixteenth-century England. He urged her to speak well of her children that they ‘may feare you and love you and hard[en] not their hartes agaynst you’.125 Francis here perceived no conflict between two affections, love and fear, that we would view as incompatible. Early modern society distinguished between a loving as opposed to an abased fear, the fear shown to a parent or husband was based not on terror but on the loving sacrifice of obedience. As Henry Cotton conveyed to his newly married sister, Frances:

the word obedience as it implieth a great respect and dutie, yett no whit more then a wife oweth to her husbound doth it contayne, for as the feare she spake of in servnge the Lord, is not a timorus abased feare but a feare performed in love, so the wife’s obedience ought to be in love, not in awfull feare discharged.126

That a specific sentiment could be broken down into various elements which could then be combined in a variety of ways suggests productive avenues for future research that take into account change over time, issues of power, as well as cultural difference.
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CHAPTER 26

CHIVALRY AND THE ENGLISH GENTLEMAN

RICHARD CUST

SOMETIME after his arrival in the Netherlands in 1587 Sir William Drury had his portrait pained by the Dutch artist Daniel van der Queecborne (see Figure 26.1).* The setting shows the two martial arenas in which he operated: the tournament where he was a regular jouster at the accession day tilts of the 1580s; and the Low Countries war of 1585–1604 where he served briefly as the governor of Bergen-op-Zoom. He is clad in the elaborate patterned Greenwich field armour which became fashionable amongst the English elite in the 1580s and 1590s, in this case tinted with the Drury’s heraldic colours of dark green and gold and sporting the Stafford knot which was the emblem of his wife’s family. But perhaps the most intriguing element is the little Italian word framed against the shadowed sun: ‘sconsolato’—disconsolate or afflicted. What does this refer to? Why was Drury ‘disconsolate’?

Malcolm Smuts and Ellen Chirelstein suggest that this refers to two things: firstly, his disappointment at not being able to get his considerable debts to the Crown pardoned by Elizabeth, in spite of regular pleas to Burghley; and secondly, his sense of humiliation after his dismissal from the governorship of Bergen, at Elizabeth’s behest, because he was regarded as too inexperienced. Given the explicitly martial setting, it would seem that it is the latter that is being accentuated in this portrait. In an anguished letter to Walsingham in May 1588, Drury begged to be reinstated. He described the appointment as meaning more to him than ‘any worldly riches’ and described how, if he was denied,

I shall consume my life with intolerable grief and be drawn to leave

it with everlasting shame, not to show my face neither here nor elsewhere

where I am known.




[image: image]

FIGURE 26.1 Sir William Drury (1550–1590), by Daniel van der Queecborne (Yale Center for British Art: B 1973.1.15. I am grateful to the Yale Center for British Art for permission to reproduce this image.)



If it was not possible for him to be reinstated, he declared his resolve ‘to quit the place with credit to myself and honour to my nation; or otherwise to make a good testimony thereof by leaving my carcase in the dykes.’1

Drury was as good as his word. Elizabeth remained adamant that he be replaced, but he hung on through the summer and autumn and organized the defence of Bergen with considerable distinction when Parma attacked in September 1588.

The following year he attempted to secure the governorship of Ostend, in place of Sir John Conway. But Conway resisted, and this came to nothing. Drury was left to pursue the vindication of his honour with increasing recklessness. He returned briefly to England, but was soon back in France, taking on the captaincy of 1,000 men in the service of Henry IV. Finally, in January 1590, he died as a result of a duel with Sir John Borough, over who should ‘concede place of precedency’ to the other.2

On my reading, then, it seems likely that this portrait represents a semi-public attestation of Drury’s determination to redeem his slighted honour and regain royal favour. Like one of the tournament impresa of the period, it combined a motto with heraldic devices to advertise his commitment to undertake a noble enterprise and restore his reputation in the eyes of the world. With this we are ushered into the chivalric world of knight errantry and vows to perform heroic deeds, familiar from epic romances, the chronicles of Froissart and Holinshed, and Shakespeare’s history plays.3 The engagement with this by a Suffolk country gentleman-turned-soldier raises all sorts of interesting questions about the place of chivalry in the new forms of gentility which were emerging in the late Tudor and early Stuart period. In many respects Drury followed the conventional trajectory of the gentleman-courtier and county governor, marrying one of Elizabeth’s ladies of the bedchamber and becoming a justice of the peace and, in 1584, knight of the shire for Suffolk. But from early manhood he also appears to have aspired to a heroic role, reflected in his enthusiastic participation in the early Accession Day Tilts—as the Red Knight in the famous assault on the Fortress of Perfect Beautie in 1581—and the massive statue of Hercules, club in hand, that he erected at the entrance of his house at Hawstead Place prior to Elizabeth’s visit in 1578. How far did other gentry in a similar position share such martial aspirations? And how far did the chivalric ideal that the display of courage on the battlefield was the supreme vindication of noble honour continue to be relevant to the English upper classes?

Historians of chivalry have come up with contradictory verdicts. At one end of the spectrum there are scholars such as Sydney Anglo and Lawrence Stone who see chivalry as having little relevance once the armoured mounted warrior ceased to dominate the battlefield and the Crown took control of the instruments of violence. Anglo insists that by the end of the sixteenth century ‘the old-fashioned warrior knight had disappeared as a distinct and recognisable species’. He was replaced by the humanist-trained courtier or gentleman who now regarded the knightly skills of riding, fencing, and jousting as ‘social accomplishments’ rather than a preparation for war or an essential expression of honour and manhood. In the same vein, Stone has argued that the English elite were undergoing a process of demilitarization. They were becoming progressively less familiar with the weapons, training, and feats of arms which had played such a notable role in their chivalric past, and valued more for their civility rather than their valour.4

At the other end of the spectrum, scholars like Maurice Keen and John Adamson argue that chivalry is best understood as a cluster of ideals and values which celebrated martial virtue and courage. As such, it continued to play a central role in the aristocratic honour codes of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth century. Keen argues that ‘the forces that in the medieval past had given it life were still at work, but the outward aspects in which they found expression were changing’. The ‘essential constituents—loyalty, generosity, and courage—were not much altered’, but there was an ‘alteration in its appearance’ with an increased emphasis on service to the state, a readiness to adapt to new styles of warfare and a new stress on courtliness. Adamson sees chivalry as very much alive and well in the reign of Charles I. It was drawing on an ‘inherited language of the past’, but introducing ‘new priorities’ and ‘divergent elements and forms’ as the political nation adapted to the rapidly changing circumstances of foreign war in the 1620s, peace in the 1630s, and then civil war in the 1640s.5

Between these two poles historians such as John Hale, Keith Thomas, A. B. Ferguson, Richard McCoy, and Marc Girouard acknowledge that traditional forms of chivalry had declined, but argue that it enjoyed a revival in this period, what Ferguson calls an ‘Indian Summer’. This was particularly evident in its influence on the literary and architectural imagination. The chivalric romances of Sidney and Spenser were complemented by the revival of a gothic style in architecture evident in sham-castles such as Bolsover in Derbyshire and Lulworth in Dorset. The influence of this revival was also felt, as Hale and Thomas emphasize, in the more theatrical aspects of contemporary warfare which persisted in spite of the growing professionalism of armed forces. Personal challenges and the individual pursuit of honour were still very much to the fore, and growing significance was attached to the duel as a demonstration of courage.6


THE ELIZABETHAN CHIVALRIC REVIVAL

Whatever the reality of the transformation in traditional notions of chivalry, it is evident that the 1570s and 1580s marked a watershed in contemporary perceptions. As Paul Hammer and Rory Rapple have demonstrated, twenty years of military underachievement and worries about the nation’s lack of preparedness to face the threat from Spain led to a good deal of soul searching, and a spate of writing on the need to promote and defend the ‘military profession’. Thomas Churchyard set the tone in his Generall Reahearsall of warres as he looked back wistfully to a golden age under Henry VIII:

All chivalry was cherished, soldiers made [much] of, and manhood so much in esteeme that he was thought happy and most valiant that sought credit by the exercise of arms and discipline of war [and] he was counted nobody that have not been known to be at some valiant enterprise for the advancement of his country.

In contrast, in his own day, he believed that young men were far more interested in pursuing careers at court or in the law. Knights had become, as Barnaby Rich put it, ‘battalus’ and more ‘practised in the carpet trade’ than defending their country. The occupation of soldiering was also routinely denigrated as the pursuit of the endlessly-quarrelsome disturbers of the public peace. This was particularly evident in over fifty years of humanist criticism which depicted chivalry and the martial ethos as the morality of violent and ungodly wastrels.7

Writers like Churchyard, Rich, Geoffrey Gates, Barnaby Gouge, and George Whetstone responded to these perceptions with a concerted campaign to revive the prestige of the military profession. They sought to reconnect it with the virtues of courage, manliness, honesty, and service to their country. Gates, in his Defence of Militarie Profession, reminded his readers, in the same vein as Machiavelli in The Prince, that whilst ‘good laws’ and lawyers fulfilled the important function of maintaining justice in the state, ultimately this was only made possible through the efforts of soldiers in preserving its security. England in the 1570s and 80s had particular need of such young men who, in the words of Gabriel Harvey were ready to ‘throw away bloodless books and writings that serve no useful purpose’ and recognize that ‘now is the time for them to sharpen the spear and to handle great engines of war’. Gates summed up the basic message by reminding his readers that

We are the sonnes of those our fathers whose strength and courage neither Scots, French nor Spanyards were able to resist … Old English valiancy is not so extinguished in the English nation, neither through long securitie and corrupt idleness, but it is soon stirred up to a double force when it hath acquainted itself with exercise in the field.

By way of example, he instanced the ‘high courage and valiantnes’ of those English regiments who had recently been fighting the Spanish in Brabant.8

One of the most striking manifestations of this campaign to revive the prestige of soldiering was a heightened awareness of the tension between robe and épée, or what in the English context were usually called ‘swordsmen’ and ‘gownmen’ (or ‘penmen’). Recognition of a tension between these two roles can be traced back at least as far as Henry VIII’s reign; but, as Rapple has demonstrated, it was the military apologists of the 1570s and 1580s who did most to draw out the contrast. Churchyard’s General Rehearsall, for example, insisted that there was a ‘certain deadly dissension between the sword and the pen’, as a result of which ‘the sword being disgraced by a bold blot of a scurvy quill, lies in a broken rusty scabbard.’ The sense that ‘swordsmen’ were being disvalued by the blandishments of the ‘gownmen’ was particularly pronounced in the circle round the Earl of Essex during the 1590s. The earl repeatedly presented himself to the world as the high-minded and selfless man of action who refused to be confined by the ‘rigour and quirks’ of the lawyers and ‘gownmen’. He was in the habit of retorting to Sir Francis Bacon, whenever the latter advised him against ‘seeking greatness’ through military achievements that ‘my opinion came not from my mind but from my robe’.9

In England the distinction between robe and épée was never articulated as thoroughly or as forthrightly as in France where the contrast between the two categories of nobleman became a major theme of literary debate and the distinction had important implications for matters of precedence. However, it was still a familiar component of cultural and political discourse, with a prevailing sense of a divide between an ancient nobility, grounded in military service to the state and displaying the virtues of courage, honesty, manliness, and loyalty, and newly risen ‘gownmen’, who in the eyes of the advocates of the ‘sword’ represented the antithesis of all these things. One of the clearest expressions of this was provided by Sir Robert Naunton’s Fragmenta Reglia which looked back on Elizabeth’s reign from the vantage point of the 1630s. Naunton divided Elizabeth’s nobles into ‘militia’ and ‘togati’ and generally made comparisons in favour of ‘swordsmen’ as the more honest and active servants of their country. Thus he recalled that Drury’s patron, Lord Willoughby, ‘one of the queen’s finest swordsmen’, ‘could not brook the obsequiousness and assiduity of the court … [and] it was his saying (and it did him no good) that he was none of the reptilia, intimating that he would not creep and crouch’.10

The main effects of this prolonged championing of the role of the soldier were twofold. Firstly, it accelerated the professionalization of England’s land forces. The Crown followed the advice of Rich and others to establish a cadre of veteran soldiers—like the garrison troops already on long-term service at Berwick. This was a slow process which involved drawing on the experience of English officers and volunteers who had been fighting in the France and the Low Countries; but by the end of the 1580s, under commanders such as Lord Willoughby and Sir Francis Vere, the forces in the service of the Dutch were showing signs of progress. Increasing use was also made of military contractors; and, under the newly created lord lieutenancy, machinery was established for the regular conscription of troops from the counties. These developments accelerated the transformation of England’s armed forces from an agglomeration of indentured retinues, fighting under their individual lords and captains, to a ‘national’ army. Increasingly the country’s forces were recruited for the service of the monarch and state, commanded, trained, and disciplined by professional officers, and provided with uniforms, wages, and regular employment. However, in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth century this process was far from complete.11

The second consequence of this championing of the soldier—often at odds with the moves towards professionalization—was to help to launch what can best be described as a process of ‘rechivalrization’. Members of the elite set out, very self-consciously, to re-constitute the ‘old English valiancy’ lauded by Gates. In the process, they recreated a version of chivalry and soldiering which often had more to do with the images and ideals presented in chronicles and romances than the actual practices of the battle-hardened, and highly pragmatic, captains who fought alongside Edward III and Henry V.

One of the main focal points of this revival was the Accession Day Tilt which was reinvigorated by Sir Henry Lee, the queen’s champion, during the 1570s. These were spectacles which owed rather more to the drama of the theatre than any training for actual combat. Participants spent huge sums to equip themselves with the armour, accoutrements, and impresa which would ensure a suitably ostentatious entry into the tiltyard. Knights issued elaborately contrived challenges deploying the language of knight errantry and Arthurian legend. While the danger and violence of the original tournaments was largely eliminated with the use of blunted swords and rebated lances, and—following the death of Henry II of France at a joust in 1559—the abandonment of the old scoring system which rewarded blows to the head and the unseating of the rider. However, these occasions still retained their glamour as the quintessential contemporary arena for displaying manliness and courage. The Gloucestershire gentleman, William Higford, recalled in the 1650s how, as a star-struck youth, he had witnessed the transformation of the otherwise unremarkable country gentleman, Sir James Scudamore, into a figure of heroic proportions. He had seen him enter the tiltyard

in a handsome equipage, all in complete armour, embellished with plumes, his beaver close, mounted upon a very high bounding horse (I have seen the shoes of his horse glister above the heads of all the people), and when he came to the encounter or shock brake as many speares as the rest.

All this was witnessed by ‘her Majesty Q. Elizabeth with a train of ladies, like the stars in the firmament, and the whole court looking on with very gracious aspect’. This transformation is also attested in a magnificent 1590s portrait of Scudamore in jousting armour and his appearance in Spencer’s Faerie Queene as Sir Scudamore, ‘the gentle knight’, the pattern of chivalry.12

The impact of this highly romanticized version of chivalry on the ways in which the English elite fought wars during the 1580s and 1590s, and indeed the early seventeenth century, was profound. Alongside the increasing professionalism of the armed forces there remained many of the features of the great age of English chivalry in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. Significant contingents of English armies, particularly in the cavalry regiments, were still recruited by personal summons. Leicester raised most of the cavalry who accompanied him to the Netherlands in 1585 through retinues led by his friends and clients. Their armour and equipment was often also reminiscent of a bygone age. Noblemen and knights in the 1580s and 90s still went into battle—like Sir William Drury—clad in personalized, brightly coloured suits of armour, much of it produced by the royal workshops at Greenwich. One French observer was astonished to see Essex’s knights on the Rouen campaign ‘armed and costumed like the antique figures shown on old tapestries, with coats of mail and iron helmets’. But this reaction is understandable if one examines the remarkable ‘Almain Armourer’s Album’, the collection of contemporary drawings of suits of Greenwich armour produced for leading knights and noblemen.13

The approach to combat was also intensely individualistic. Contemporary accounts of battles often treated them like sporting events, in which what mattered was not so much the strategic outcome as that the leading combatants acquitted themselves bravely and worthily. Typical of these were the letters that the Earl of Leicester wrote to Burghley and Walsingham after the battle of Zutphen in September 1586. He focused on the heroic deeds of the likes of Lord North, Sir Henry Unton, Sir William Hatton, and Sir Philip Sidney, and concluded that the main significance of the battle was that ‘this hath flesh’t [i.e. inured to blood] our young noblemen and gentlemen, and surely they have won her Majestie this day as much honour as ever so few men did their prince.’ The behaviour of combatants was also focused primarily on winning the honour and renown to which Leicester referred. Famously, it was at Zutphen that Sir Philip Sidney met his end, after a typically reckless gesture. Seeing his commander, Sir William Pelham, rushing off to battle before he had time to put on his full armour, Sidney was determined not be outdone in a display of daring. He therefore abandoned his cuisses (or leg-guards) and thereby exposed himself to the mortal wound in his thigh. On his deathbed, Sidney bequeathed his ‘best sword’ to the Earl of Essex and thereafter Essex did everything in his power to take on the chivalric mantle laid down by his distinguished cousin. He engaged in a series of highly theatrical displays of personal courage which, according to his verse biographer, Robert Pricket, demonstrated ‘how infinitely a romantic spirit of knight errantry surpassed all other passions in his breast’. Typical of these was his widely reported action on the Portugal expedition of 1589. As English forces withdrew, he advanced on the besieged city of Lisbon, rammed his lance into its gate, then demanded ‘alowde if any Spaniard mewed therin durst adventure forth in favour of his mistress to breake a staffe with him’. Going into battle, for the elite of the late sixteenth and early seventeenth century, had many of the resonances of conflict in the great age of chivalry. The notion that such modes of behaviour had fallen out of fashion as warfare became more a matter of sieges and skirmishes does not stand up to close scrutiny.14 Indeed if anything the chivalric gestures had become more exaggerated as the actions of participants were shaped by heavily romanticized notions of what warfare should be like.

LORD HERBERT OF CHERBURY AND THE CHIVALRIC LIFESTYLE

Courage in combat was only part of the performance associated with traditional ideals of knighthood. What of the significance of the wider repertoire of chivalric values, such as courtesy, loyalty, and the crucial quality of franchise, which described the free will and independent spirit of the true knight? One of the best ways of gaining an insight into the impact these had on the lifestyle of contemporaries is through exploring the career and values of Sir Edward Herbert, later Lord Herbert of Cherbury—or at least the version of his life that he presented in his autobiography.

Herbert wrote this between 1643 and 1645, when he was over sixty and in failing health. In spite of being a vigorous supporter of the king in the early 1640s, he had retreated from public affairs to his ancestral seat at Montgomery Castle. He probably felt uncomfortable about this, particularly as both his son and grandson were in arms for Charles. It is therefore likely, as Christine Jackson suggests, that the autobiography was conceived, at least in part, out of a desire ‘to emphasise the physical prowess and courage he had displayed in his youth’ and the reputation that he had gained for this.15

Two events in his early life were formative. One of these was receiving a knighthood at the hands of the king in July 1603. He was not simply dubbed in the manner of most knights, but experienced the full ceremony of being made a knight of the bath. This required him to bathe to cleanse his sins; to keep a nocturnal vigil to contemplate his commitment to Christ; and finally to take a solemn oath in which he swore never to tolerate injustice, especially against gentlewomen, and what he described as ‘many other points not unlike the romances of knights errands’. He also related with obvious pride how, as part of the ceremony, the Earl of Shrewsbury had put on his right spur and vouched for him as ‘a good knight’. All this made a powerful impression. He insisted that the quarrels and duels into which he later threw himself with such apparent relish were a direct consequence of ‘how strictly I held myself to my oath of knighthood’.16

The second formative event was his encounter with the world of French chivalry. Whilst in Paris on a European tour in 1608 he was adopted by the duc de Montmorency, Constable of France, and accorded the signal honour of being made keeper of his château at Mello. There he hunted, honed his riding skills, and experienced at first hand the punctilious and theatrical honour code of the young French nobleman. He learned, he tells us, that in France duelling was regarded as the ultimate assertion of masculine prowess and that a member of the noblesse d’épée was scarcely deemed worthy of the name until he had killed an opponent in ‘private combat’. This was brought home to Herbert when he revisited the court at Paris and observed at first hand the awe in which the Chevalier de Balagny was held, particularly by the ladies of the court, because of his reputation as ‘one of the gallantest men in the world in having killed eight or nine men in single fight’.17 For Sir Edward, who was nothing if not a ladies’ man, the lure of such a reputation was irresistible.

He met up with Balagny again in 1610 when he volunteered to fight under Henry IV and Maurice of Nassau at the siege of Julich. In a display of reckless bravado, Balagny challenged him to be the first to lead the attack on the town. The two men leapt across the ramparts and advanced towards the enemy under heavy fire, each daring the other to be the last to turn back, a dare that Herbert claimed he won as Balagny scuttled back to the cover of his trenches in a crouching run, whilst he followed ‘leisurely and upright’. This was the first of a whole series of acts of impulsive daring, which included numerous duels, often fought on the flimsiest of pretexts. On another occasion when he was fighting under Prince Maurice against the Spanish in 1614, a Spanish cavalier challenged him to fight, again ‘for the sake of his mistress’. The Spanish general, the Marquis de Spinola, put a stop to this combat, but then invited Herbert to dinner, where they chatted amicably about campaigns past. When Spinola asked him ‘of what died Sir Francis Vere’, Herbert replied, one soldier to another, that it was because he had no more wars to fight, to which Spinola responded that ‘it is enough to kill a general’. Before his departure, in the spirit of the internationalism that had always been a pronounced feature of chivalry, Sir Edward pledged that if Spinola ever led a crusade against the infidel he would ‘adventure to be the first man that would die in the quarrel’. These exploits earned him a reputation not only in England, but also amongst the international brotherhood of the martial nobility, as one of the foremost cavaliers of his day.18

The autobiography was, of course, very much a work of self-fashioning in which Herbert sought to present an image of himself which fitted with the tropes, ideals, and role models of contemporary notions of chivalry. However, there is enough evidence—in the admiring comments of contemporaries and the repeated interventions by the Privy Council to prevent his duels—to suggest that he did indeed behave very much in the manner that he depicted. Arguably, he came as close as any of his contemporaries to living up to the Elizabethanized version of chivalric knighthood.

CHIVALRY AND GENTILITY

The question is how many other English gentleman of this period shared the sorts of experiences that Herbert recounted? How often did this culture of martial knighthood impinge on the life of country squire? The first point to stress here is that the sort of lifestyle and behaviour depicted by Herbert was most commonly associated with soldiering, with the military life of campaigns and sieges. In this respect their experience was very varied. Amongst the aristocracy, for whom soldiering was still seen as the most honourable service one could perform for one’s country, the proportion was relatively high. Recent scholarship has demonstrated that the widely accepted idea of a demilitarization of the peerage in this period, promoted by Lawrence Stone and others, is a fallacy. In fact, as Roger Manning’s work has shown, the proportion of the peerage with at least some experience of life on campaign was steadily increasing—from 40 per cent in 1585, to 45 per cent in 1605, to 65 per cent in 1635. Admittedly, this experience could involve relatively brief visits to the European front, supplemented by appearances in the court’s tournament calendar. Typical of this was the ‘military career’ of Lord Howard de Walden who was a regular jouster and served as a volunteer at Julich in 1610 before returning to England to become a courtier and privy councillor. However, as Herbert’s reminiscences of his attempts to fight a duel with Howard in 1610 indicate, even this brief experience of military life engendered a close acquaintance with the chivalric code.19

Amongst knights, esquires, and gentlemen the proportion who had this sort of experience was much smaller. This can be illustrated by looking at the relatively well documented service of the gentry of Warwickshire. The county was at the heart of Leicester’s territorial holdings, and because of this provided as many as twenty-one of the knights and gentlemen who accompanied him to the Low Countries in 1585. These included several young men who headed the leading knightly families of the county, such as Sir John Harrington, Sir Henry Goodere, Sir George Digby, Sir Thomas Baskerville, and Sir John Conway. But of these only Baskerville and Conway became regular soldiers, and during the early seventeenth century only the Conways amongst the local gentry pursued military careers. However, this did not mean that these were the only gentry to engage closely with a martial culture. Sir William Compton, later Earl of Northampton, was a regular tournament jouster under Elizabeth, and as Lord President of the Council of the Marches in James’s reign was hailed by the military writer Edward Davies for his ‘zeal for the Military discipline.’ And another Warwickshire gentleman, Sir Thomas Lucy, accompanied Herbert on his early adventures and continued to admire his feats of chivalric prowess.20

Lucy and the young offspring of knightly families who accompanied Leicester were good examples of a habit amongst the upper ranks of the gentry of encouraging their sons to experience life on campaign, often as an adjunct to the foreign tour. The notion of these young gentlemen ‘fetching their knighthood’ by serving in the wars was still seen as highly commendable in this period. This was what inspired the ‘gentleman voluntaryes’ who served Essex at Rouen and Cadiz, and in Ireland—often with tangible rewards; and William Webb in his ‘Survey of Cheshire’ in the 1620s, reflected on how such ‘brave atchievements’ in their youth had enhanced the local reputation of gentry such as Sir Hugh Cholmondeley, Sir Urian Leigh, and Sir John Savage.21 As a rule of thumb, it was the more elevated gentry, in social terms, who were most likely to have experienced life on campaign. But the proportion with a first-hand knowledge of war in this period was generally small.

The impact of this can be illustrated from another angle by looking at the upbringing of the sons of the gentry. Throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries this had a pronounced martial dimension. From the reading of chivalric romances and the brawls and mock battles of their schooldays, to the fencing and riding lessons and study of fortification provided by noble academies, they were prepared for a life of soldiering. Doubtless many boys and young men lapped this up. Margaret Lucas, later Duchess of Newcastle, recalled that her three brothers, although tutored like her in reading, writing, music, and dancing, would spend all their time when they got together in ‘fencing, wrestling, shooting and such like exercises … and very seldom or never dance, or play on music’, saying it was too effeminate for masculine spirits.22 However, this did not generally translate into military experience. Two of the Lucas boys later became distinguished soldiers, but this was very much the exception. The expectation was that most would settle down to a life of running their estates and serving as local magistrates.

An interesting perspective on this is provided by the advices to sons which became such a common genre amongst the gentry in the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries. These generally combined conventional aphoristic wisdom with a distillation of personal experience to furnish their young charges with advice on how to negotiate the various situations and challenges that they were likely to encounter. It is of some significance, then, that among more than twenty of these surviving advices only two reflected on the experience of soldiering. One was provided by William Higford, the admirer of Sir James Scudamore, who advised his grandson to think carefully before taking up the profession of arms and, in particular, to consider whether he had the physical endurance and moral commitment to pursue it. He envisaged soldiering in relatively idealistic terms as still carrying with it the heavy responsibilities implicit in the chivalric code. Remember, he told his grandson, once ‘you enter into war you must either go on like a man of honour or die in the bed of honour.’ The other was presented by the naval commander Sir William Monson who took a much more jaundiced view. Whilst reminding his son always to ‘love soldiers for your country’s sake’, he nonetheless advised him ‘to shun the practice of it’ because it was such a dangerous and under-appreciated occupation.23 For most gentry, however, the military life was simply beyond the range of experiences that they could envisage for their offspring. What they talked about instead were the very different roles of head of a household, landlord, and local magistrate.

But this did not mean that the average gentleman was cut off from chivalric traditions and lifestyle. Exposure to a martial culture in their upbringing, and its enduring associations with masculinity and honour, left their mark. At a very obvious level, most funeral monuments still depicted knights and even mere gentlemen as armoured warriors. The most remarkable instance of this was, perhaps, Lord Burghley, the quintessential member of the robe nobility, who none the less appears on his monument on Stamford church in full armour. As Giles Worsley has pointed out, the reasoning behind this choice of commemorative style was doubtless similar to that which had led him to commission a spurious pedigree stretching back into the mists of time—in which his Cecil ancestor is shown as a knight fighting on horseback—and to choose a self-consciously gothic style for the gatehouse and great hall of his mansion at Burghley. Such stylistic choices were redolent of ancient nobility and ancestral achievement. Many gentry also went out of their way to advertise similar associations with the chivalric past. The Astley family of Astley castle in Warwickshire commissioned a large painting, which appears to date from the late Tudor period, showing the single combats fought by John de Astley in the 1430s and 1440s, for which he was made a knight of the garter. In the same vein, the martial achievements of one of the Leigh family of Cheshire at the battle of Crecy—which were chronicled in the first edition of Holinshed in 1577—encouraged Sir Peter Leigh of Lyme to seek an augmentation to his coat of arms showing a mailed arm grasping the pennant of St George. Another Cheshire gentleman, Sir Thomas Delves, added four martial statues, commemorating the ‘four esquires’ from Cheshire (Delves of Doddington, Dutton of Dutton, Foulshurst of Crewe, and Hawkestone of Wrinehill) who had served under the Black Prince at Poitiers, when he rebuilt Doddington Hall in the early Stuart period. And, perhaps, the most potent means of advertising a family’s achievements in the great age of chivalry was the new genre of county histories and choreographies. William Burton captured the general tone of this coverage in his account of the Appleby family in his Description of Leicestershire: ‘though many of note have descended out of this house, yet most eminent was that renowned soldier, Sir Edward Appleby’, who had distinguished himself at Crecy. Thereafter he picked out amongst the ancestors of his generation of county families those who were most distinguished as soldiers, like his own forbears James de Burton who had accompanied Richard I on crusade and James Burton, standard bearer in the army of Henry VI in France.24

Association with the culture of chivalry in this way, of course, played an important role in validating a family’s claim to ancient lineage and honour. But it also set before the present generation the examples of masculine courage and virtue which it was believed would inspire them to display the spirit, fearlessness and independence of mind expected of a gentleman. Most of the gentry might not have anticipated war as an occupation; but in other respects they were still regularly drawn into a close association with the values, ideals, and aspirations of the Elizabethanized version of chivalry. There are three aspects of this, in particular, which played important roles in the social and cultural lives of the late Elizabethan and early Stuart gentry.

The first of these was involvement in the militia. The Elizabethan and early Stuart militia has not generally received a good press from historians; but there is plenty of evidence that it did much to awaken and channel the martial impulses of the local gentleman. During the early seventeenth century there developed an increasingly lively military culture focused around the artillery companies and military tattoos which supplemented the regular training of the county militias. There was also a good deal of competition to serve as deputy lieutenants and trained band commander, which offered local gentry the opportunity to parade their martial credentials before their neighbours on training days. This was something they were keen to advertise more widely. John Northcote, the Devon-trained band captain, had himself portrayed on his funeral monument with his baton of command and field armour. Sir Gervase Clifton, the Nottinghamshire deputy lieutenant, had the parlour of his house decorated with paintings of the basic weapons manoeuvres of the day, drawn from contemporary manuals. Sir Walter Earle, the Dorset deputy lieutenant, anticipated Uncle Toby in Tristram Shandy. He had maps of the sieges of the Thirty Years War hung around the walls of his house at Charlborough, and models of these constructed in his back garden.25

The gentry naturally gravitated towards the horse regiments where tradition and inclination dictated that they should play the leading role. Some formed voluntary companies which were trained above and beyond the normal militia service. John Viscount Scudamore, nephew of Sir James, was a particular enthusiast for this, forming a company of Herefordshire gentry which he trained himself rather than subject them to the social indignity of being trained by a muster master who was a commoner. His address to his would-be recruits was a classic statement of the relevance of chivalric ideals in the contemporary military arena. He first told a story of how Lord Burghley had addressed the young gentlemen at court as the Armada approached in 1588. ‘Slapping his thigh’, according to Scudamore, Burghley had declared ‘if I had a sonne which would not presently put himself into the queenes navy to fight with this Spanish fleete I should bee glad to see him hang’d at the court gate’, whereupon there was a stampede of ‘brave young gallants’ to join the navy. Scudamore then applied this to the gentry’s obligations to defend their country amidst the renewed threat of the late 1620s:

I will and I dare say that hee which is a gentleman and hath a lusty body doth degenerate from the virtue of his ancestours and is unworthy the name of a man if through feare, covet[ousness], pride or sloth, he refuseth to bestow time and paines to indue himselfe with a qualitie necessary to the preservation of country and posteritie in such estate of libertie as by his predecessors himself had the happiness to be left in.26

Here, then, we have the heir of a knightly family at the heart of the Elizabethan chivalric tradition, who had never served on campaign himself, presenting service in the Herefordshire militia as the realization of the chivalric ideals of courage and manhood. This attitude was probably more common than historians have generally allowed.

The second area of activity which was closely linked to the militia was the new vogue for equestrianism. As the emphasis in cavalry warfare had shifted from the heavy cavalry charging home with full armour and lance to the more complex manoeuvres of the lightly armoured harquebusier, with sword and pistol, so there was much more of an emphasis on mobility, versatility, and horse-handling. This was reflected in the changing repertoire of the tournament where the traditional joust was being replaced by the more skilled exercises of running at the ring and running at the quintain. By the early seventeenth century, young members of the upper classes, following the example of Princes Henry and Charles, were developing the horse-handling skills of the manège, a form of dressage invented by the French and Italian riding masters of the day. Out of this there emerged a number of provincial gentry riding academies, like the one set up by the Earl of Northampton at Ludlow when he was Lord President of the Council of the Marches in 1618. He hoped in time that this would provide an example which would be taken up throughout the kingdom and enable the English gentry to compete with the gentlemen of France ‘[who] much excel us in that faculty … which is a necessary part of every gentleman’s breeding’. The most famous of these academies were the riding schools established by Sir William Cavendish, later Earl of Newcastle, at Welbeck and Bolsover. Having learned his equestrian skills in the Royal Mews alongside the royal princes, under the instruction of Monsieur de St Antoine, he became the most renowned English horseman of his day. It was this that earned him the privilege of being made tutor to the young Prince Charles in 1638 after the king had been treated to displays of his equestrian skill in visits to Welbeck in the 1630s; and Newcastle went on write the most celebrated English work of the seventeenth century on the art of manège, The New Method or Invention to Dress Horses which involved teaching the techniques of dressage that he demonstrated at Bolsover. The contrived and fastidious forms of manège appear to be a far cry from the muscular charges of knights on horseback that one associates with chivalry. But to contemporaries it conveyed very different associations: of man commanding nature and training himself for contemporary warfare. So, for example, the ability to rear up into the levade was regarded as an essential way for cavalry to intimidate foot soldiers; and the co-ordinated sidestepping of the dressage was recommended by Sir Edward Herbert as a valuable manoeuvre to give the rider the upper hand in a cavalry melee. Horsemanship had always been at the heart of the training of the chivalric knight.27 It continued to be regarded as an essential skill for the seventeenth-century gentleman whilst retaining its masculine and martial connotations.

The third aspect of gentry experience which has particular chivalric resonances was the duel. One of the central themes of Markku Peltonen’s illuminating book The Duel in Early Modern England is that it was emphatically not a throwback to England’s chivalric past, or an expression of the ‘rites of knighthood’, as historians such as Mervyn James and Richard McCoy have argued. Peltonen sees it rather as a product of the new Italianate courtesy literature which emphasized that the slightest impoliteness or affront, whether intended or not, constituted an injury to one’s good name. If allowed to pass unavenged it would leave a permanent stain on a man’s honour. Peltonen also demonstrates how much the etiquette of the duel owed to the prescriptions laid down in the courtesy literature. From determining the ‘point of honour’ which demanded such a riposte, to the manner of ‘giving the lie’ and issuing a suitably disdainful challenge, as well as the conduct of the duel itself, these authors established precise rules and protocols which were mercilessly mocked in Touchstone’s exposition of the seven degrees of ‘the lie’ in As You Like It.28

Peltononen is making an important point here. However, it is also the case that the rhetorics and conventions which framed the practice of duelling drew extensively on the language of chivalry. This is very evident in the case of Sir Edward Herbert. Most of his challenges and duels looked to the imperatives outlined in his oath of knighthood. Some involved vindicating the truthfulness of his word once pledged. Others were all about defending the virtue of a young lady, or making good the claim that he had a worthier mistress than his opponent. Others, still, were about proclaiming loyalty to his lord, like the occasion on which he challenged a group of Italians who had insulted James I in an inn in Brussels on the grounds that he would ‘be unworthy to live if I suffered those words to be spoken of the king my master’. But perhaps the most evident connection was the constantly reiterated need to demonstrate his courage and manhood, with all the swagger and performance that was characteristic of the chivalric lifestyle.29

Most gentry, of course, were not exposed to the hyper-masculine world of encampment and campaign that Herbert inhabited. But many of the same tensions were experienced in more mundane settings, particularly by young gentleman drawn to the royal court or attending the universities or Inns of Court. The godly Simonds D’Ewes tells us in the diary that he kept whilst a student at the Middle Temple that when he received a challenge from a fellow student he felt that ‘my honour, credit, reputation and all lay at the stake if I answered it not’. In this sense it was just as imperative for him to demonstrate his courage as it was for Herbert—and he spent an anxious night or two until his opponent backed off.30 The fact that someone like D’Ewes—who was certainly not a natural duellist—could be drawn into this culture is also an indication of its pervasiveness.

Duelling was a regular feature of the lives of the gentry, more so than has generally been acknowledged by historians. Lawrence Stone has argued that after reaching a peak in the 1610s, the practice was effectively curbed by a combination of Privy Council intervention and the work of the law courts. But the more closely one looks into the evidence, the more apparent it is that this is an over-optimistic assessment. The volume of duelling in England never reached the levels it attained in France, where it was said that in the first decade of the seventeenth century the king granted 6,000 pardons for killing noblemen in duels. The association between masculine prowess and killing an opponent in single combat that Herbert observed in France was rarely so explicit in an English context. Moreover, in many situations litigation was regarded as a legitimate substitute for duelling when it came to vindicating one’s honour. Nonetheless, it was enough of a problem for Charles to launch a concerted campaign to put a stop to it just as his father had done. And the royal drives to achieve this through Star Chamber and the Court of Chivalry reveal that it was far from being just a metropolitan phenomenon. Provincial gentry were regularly cited as fighting duels, sometimes with fatal consequences.31

The relevance of duelling to the lives of young gentlemen was highlighted in advices to sons. Many of these discoursed at length on the need to avoid quarrels and recognize that ‘true fortitude and courage’ lay in subduing the passions which might lead one into a confrontation. It was, according to Higford, all about ‘the conquest of yourself’, subjugating your ‘affections and appetites to the government of reason’, overcoming ‘all fear’, and, above all, displaying the virtues of patience and moderation. At the same time, however, these gentlemen recognized that in the real world such high-minded sentiments were not always practicable. In the best-selling conduct book of the 1630s, The English Gentleman, Richard Brathwait insisted that an insult to one’s ‘good name, being indeed the choicest and sweetest perfume’, must not be allowed to pass without some ‘labour to wipe off the staine’. In such circumstances it was appropriate for ‘generous spirits’ to act promptly and forcefully, because in ‘actions of this nature the only meanes to gain opinion is to come off bravely in the beginning’. This meant that, in spite of the general recognition that duelling offended against ideals of virtue and godliness, and was in direct contravention of the king’s commands, duels fought to protect one’s good name could be regarded as permissible. Higford stressed that ‘to defend yourself in a just cause … and to do it with judgement and resolution will marvellously redound to your honour and safety’. Seeking out quarrels, or aggressively inciting violence could not be construed as legitimate; but fighting a duel in defence of one’s honour and reputation was. Indeed, a failure to respond forcefully when the situation required could be interpreted as displaying a want of the ‘spirit and courage’ expected of a gentleman.32

All this suggests that it is somewhat artificial to try to draw distinctions between the influence of courtesy literature and the legacy of chivalry when it comes to duelling. Both had an impact—and, of course, the courtesy literature was constantly drawing on the chivalric code, as Castiglione demonstrated when he famously urged the young courtier that the best way to cultivate favour was to accomplish some notable feat on the battlefield, preferably when the prince was watching.33

Martial honour was embedded in what are often seen as contradictory notions of civility, and this is another indication that the language and culture of chivalry—or at least the romanticized Elizabethan version of it—continued to play a much more important role in the life of the English gentleman than has generally been allowed. Its influence was particularly pervasive among the relatively small minority of gentry who became soldiers and experienced life on campaign. But for the majority who did not its values still played a significant part in shaping their often multifarious roles and aspirations.

A final example brings into focus some of these connections. It is the career of Sir Thomas Lucy of Charlecote in Warwickshire, who has generally been regarded as the epitome of the godly magistrate. In his youth, Lucy was a close friend of Sir Edward Herbert, acting as his second in some of his duels and getting involved in several quarrels on his own account. When the two men returned from the continent in 1609 they had their portraits painted as fashionable young gallants, in a style being made popular at the time by Prince Henry. But thereafter their paths diverged. Herbert returned to the battlefields of Europe, whilst Lucy took over the running of his estates from his deceased father, and reinvented himself as the classic ‘public man’. He kept in touch with Herbert and continued to admire his feats of courage and swordsmanship. But it was not until after his death that this side of his experience was restated publicly, in the monument set up to him in the early 1640s by his wife Alice. He is clad in the full-length jousting armour of the day, and alongside an inscription celebrating his virtues as a benevolent patriarch, county governor, and MP are two friezes. One illustrates his library and his love of learning; the other celebrates his equestrian skills and his mastery of the great horse.34 Lucy, then, was represented as the personification of the seemingly contradictory mix of values and attributes that one can often discern in the early Stuart gentleman: on the one hand a model of godliness, civility, and service to his country; on the other the epitome of a version of manhood which accentuated martial endeavour and equestrian skill. It was a mix in which chivalry continued to play a signicant part.



* I am very grateful to Malcolm Smuts and Neil Younger for their comments on this chapter.
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CHAPTER 27

ELIZABETHAN VERSE LIBEL

ALAN BRYSON

VERSE libel is a form of satire, written to mock specific victims rather than types or groups of people.* It is scurrilous, often obscene, and occasionally seditious. This made it immensely popular in Elizabethan England, although, because of its nature, it was restricted mainly to manuscript circulation and rarely found its way into print. As a result, only a fraction of its original output survives, and it has frequently been overlooked by both historians and literary scholars. Despite this, verse libel was one of the most pervasive forms of the period.

Some verse libels did find their way into print, particularly in Scotland during the civil war of the late 1560s and early 1570s, when the confederate lords (supporters of the infant James VI) usually held Edinburgh and employed its printers, above all Robert Lekpreuik, and booksellers to produce propaganda in their cause. Both the English and Scottish governments permitted, and even occasionally encouraged, the libelling of their opponents, above all, Catholics. Catholics in turn, published printed libels against Elizabeth I and against James’s regents, although few examples survive today. Moreover, handwritten copies of libels were not necessarily passed secretively from one person to the next. Rather they were a frequent occurrence in public life, posted on walls, cast into pulpits, scattered in the streets. Some were even sung to popular tunes, the better to humiliate their victims while also introducing the genre to the illiterate (and thus broadening the public debate contained within these poems beyond the elite).

The attraction of verse libel lay both in its transgressive nature and in its literary merit, with examples written by a broad range of poets, often demonstrating considerable skill and creativity. Its essence was personal animosity, often expressed with great wit and ingenuity of form. Even with overtly political examples of the genre, like the poems prompted by the actions of Robert Devereux, second Earl of Essex, during the years 1598 to 1601, it is delight in witty character assassination that produces the distinctive aesthetic pleasure of a well-wrought libel. The poet and preacher John Donne acknowledged this attraction when he criticized the poor libels inspired by the death of Robert Cecil, first Earl of Salisbury, in May 1612: what was prized were ‘witty and sharp libels’, as ‘it is better for the honour of the person traduced, that some blunt downright railings be vented, of which everybody is soon weary, then other pieces, which entertain us long with a delight, and love to the things themselves’.1 Such literary appeal explains the genre’s popularity, and the surprising longevity of some specimens.

THE LAW ON LIBEL

The laws against defamation included both slander (spoken attacks) and libel (written attacks). The 1275 Statute of Westminster (3 Edward I c. 34), for example, defined as defamation attempts to ‘tell or publish any false news or tales, whereby discord, or occasion of discord or slander may grow between the King and his people, or the great men of the realm’. This law of Scandalum Magnatum covered writing as well as speech, its scope increased by further statutes passed in 1378 and 1388 (2 Richard II c. 5; 12 Richard II c. 11). By the 1550s the government was trying to refine Scandalum Magnatum, in order to make it more useful as a protection specifically against libel (1 & 2 Philip & Mary I c. 3; 1 Elizabeth I c. 6). However, the law proved inadequate because, in order to come within its terms, the defendant had to be found guilty of spreading not just any accusations, but ‘false news’: if what he or she wrote, said, or repeated abroad, when tested in open court, proved to be true, they would be judged innocent.

The kinds of attacks that Scandalum Magnatum was meant to protect against were, in fact, dealt with better through the law of libel or written defamation. Defamation was tried in church courts and, from the late fifteenth century, in the Court of Star Chamber (there, defined as likely to provoke a breach of the peace in response). By the early sixteenth century, it had become a tort in the Court of King’s Bench as well. The volume of defamation suits heard in these courts increased throughout the sixteenth century, many legal actions initiated by private people not just the Crown. Despite all these sanctions, though, ‘the spreading of libels grew to near-epidemic proportions in Elizabethan and Jacobean England’.2

It was not until the Attorney-General Sir Edward Coke was forced to redefine the legal understanding of defamation in his 1605 report ‘De libellis famosis’ that the government had the means to deal with libels more effectively. Because a libel ‘robbed a man of his good name’, in a society that depended on reputation, the victim would be forced to defend himself by whatever means he could, even by breach of the peace.3 Coke argued that, unlike Scandalum Magnatum, whether the libel was truthful or not was irrelevant: the damage it did to the natural ties of obedience and to good order made it dangerous to the state, therefore the accused (whether its original author or another, later in possession of the text) must be punished if found guilty.

EARLY TUDOR VERSE LIBEL IN PRINT

Given contemporary hostility towards libelling, it is not surprising that the most sophisticated examples in verse (and probably the vast majority) were never printed. Yet more than one hundred verse libels were licensed and printed during Elizabeth’s reign, in part reflecting the government’s inability to regulate the press very effectively but also its interest in publishing works satirizing the queen’s enemies. There was a precedent for such official toleration. The early Tudor poet John Skelton wrote a number of verse libels and personal satires, the earliest of which shows that even a king could be safely attacked in print under certain circumstances; his Ballade of the Scottysshe kynge ridiculed James IV, after he had been killed at the Battle of Flodden in 1513. However, Skelton’s thinly veiled satires against Cardinal Thomas Wolsey—Speak Parrot, Colin Clout, and Why Come Ye Not to Court—had to wait until both men were safely dead before coming into print in the 1530s and 1540s, presumably being regarded as too dangerous for public dissemination before then.4 Even then, permitting these poems to be made widely available through print carried risks because, in gleefully traducing the late Lord Chancellor, Skelton had implicitly undermined respect for government.

Skelton’s satires were influential. Many of his poetic techniques were employed by Luke Shepherd, for example, in the seven anti-Catholic verse libels he wrote in 1548 against Stephen Gardiner, Bishop of Winchester, Richard Smith, Regius professor of divinity at Oxford University, and the polemicist Miles Huggarde, among others.5 These men were easy targets because of their vocal opposition to the religious reforms undertaken by the evangelical government of Edward VI. In two works, however, The comparison betwene the Antipus and the Antigraphe and Philogamus, Shepherd took on a more formidable adversary, the French Secretary Sir John Mason, who had published a line-for-line refutation of his own Antipus. Shepherd, a London physician whose writings were apparently popular at court, ridiculed Mason’s learning and accused him of being ‘a papist most pestilent’.6 Again, he went without censure, despite Mason’s prominent position in government.

ELIZABETHAN VERSE LIBEL IN PRINT

After Elizabeth’s accession ‘permissible’ verse libels appeared in print in increasing numbers. Although engaged in magnum stigmatum, these poems targeted the government’s most feared enemy, the Catholics, and this made them appear less threatening to authority. Prominent victims included Wolsey, Edmund Bonner, Bishop of London, Philip II of Spain, and various members of the Guise family.7 Even Mary I was attacked, when Sir Francis Hastings wrote as late as 1600 against her 1554 marriage to Philip.8 But the greatest number of licensed verse libels condemned popes, sixty-five poems in total.

Thirty-four of these libels are contained in John Studley’s The Pageant of Popes (1574), a translation ‘with sondrye additions’ of John Bale’s Acta Romanorvm Pontificvm, first printed in Basel in 1558.9 Studley, following Bale, concentrated his ire on the popes who reigned between 1471 and 1513, men long recognized (even among Catholic writers) as worldly and corrupt. The relationship between Alexander VI (r. 1492–1503) and his natural daughter Lucrezia Borgia forms the theme of one of Studley’s more memorable couplets, for example: ‘Here lyes Lucretia chast by name, but Thais lewd by lyfe,/ Who was to Alexander Pope both doughter and his wyfe’.10 However, of the popes who reigned between 1558 and 1603, only two are the subjects of any of these sixty-five printed verse libels, Pius V (r. 1566–72), who excommunicated Elizabeth in 1570, and his successor Gregory XIII (r. 1572–85).11

Verse libels written against English Catholics were often more venomous, and certainly more topical, than those against popes. At least seven were printed during Elizabeth’s reign attacking Bonner alone, who had been vilified by the martyrologist John Foxe and other Protestant authors as one of the leaders of the Marian persecution. Two of these poems accompany woodcuts to the 1563 edition of Foxe’s Acts and Monuments, reinforcing in verse the author’s theme that the true church is a persecuted church. One of the liveliest and most imaginative of these verse libels is the pseudonymous Lemeke Avale’s A Commemoration or Dirige of Bastarde Edmonde Boner (1569). This is a de casibus account, narrated by Bonner himself, of his repudiation of true religion:

The waie of thy co[m]‌maundme[n]t I might not bide

After that I was drunke with ye cup of pride,

But waxed lothly, foule, and fatte,

Like to cardinall Wolsey, with his red hatte.12

Avale’s work is sarcastic and witty, including a long macaronic parody of the vesper service for the dead modelled on Skelton’s Philip Sparrow. Catholics responded in kind, but little of what survives in print takes the form of verse libel. There are some libellous couplets against the French Protestants Jean Calvin and Théodore de Bèze in John Fowler’s 1566 Oration Against the Vnlawfull Insurrections of the Protestantes, for example. Like Foxe’s Acts and Monuments, these were written to accompany woodcuts, in this case depicting the heretics despoiling the Catholic Church and persecuting its priests.

During the 1590s the number of verse libels seeing their way into print increased significantly. The pamphlet war between Gabriel Harvey and Thomas Nashe is among the best-known examples, drawing in about half a dozen other poets13. While Harvey’s own efforts in prose and verse against Nashe and against Robert Greene lacked force, several of his supporters displayed greater gifts for defamation, not least his brother John Harvey and neighbour Christopher Bird, in the co-written Fovre letters, and certaine Sonnets (1592). Bird’s sonnet in couplets is written in the four-stress, semi-anapestic rhythms—the rough music—that typified libelling long after Elizabethan poets had rediscovered regular accentual-syllabic prosody:

Greene the Connycatcher, of this Dreame the Autor,

For his dainty deuise, deserueth the hauter.

A rakehell: A makeshift: A scribling foole:

A famous bayard in Citty, and Schoole.14

Greene was now dead (‘a buried Elfe’, as John Harvey quipped (sig. 14r)), so Nashe responded on his behalf with Strange Newes, Of the Intercepting certaine Letters (1592), where he mocked Gabriel Harvey’s efforts to write in quantitative verse:

But ah what newes doe you heare of that good Gabriel huffe snuffe,

Knowne to the world for a foole, and clapt in the Fleete for a Rimer?15

Harvey retorted with two or three verse libels against Nashe in the 1593 works, Nevv Letter of Notable Contents and Pierces Supererogation.16 Again, the most effective poems in this exchange were composed by his friends, Barnabe Barnes, John Thorius, and Anthony Chute.17 Chute’s two stinging libels are the best verses to emerge from the Harvey–Nashe pamphlet war. The second of them, a forty-line highly personal attack on Nashe, attributes the latter’s inspiration as a writer to drunkenness and malice: ‘So long the Rhennish furie of thy braine,/Incenst with hot fume of a Stilliard [The Steelyard] Clime,/Lowd-lying Nash, in liquid termes did raine,/Full of asburdities, and of slaundrous ryme’.18 The controversy would continue for a number of years with the publication of Nashe’s rejoinder Haue vvith you to Saffron–vvalden (1596) and a response by the barber-surgeon of Trinity College, Cambridge, Richard Lichfield, The Trimming of Thomas Nashe (1597), but both these works were principally in prose.

The 1590s also saw a growing interest in classical verse satire, with poets like Thomas Lodge, Joseph Hall, Everard Guilpin, and John Marston writing and publishing their own imitations of Horace and Juvenal in English. Some of their efforts were, in part, libellous, including Marston’s lampoon of Hall under the pseudonym Grillus in his Metamorphosis of Pigmalions Image (1598).19 In revenge, Hall allegedly had a satiric epigram against Marston pasted into every copy of the Metamorphosis sold at Cambridge. Marston retorted with a spirited attack on him in the expanded 1599 edition of his The Scovrge of Villanie, introducing Hall as ‘that stinking Scauenger/Which from his dunghill hee bedaubed on/The latter page of old Pigmalion’.20 He ridiculed Hall’s libellous epigram, even reprinting it, so that he could mock it line by line.21 While passages of verse libel can be found scattered elsewhere among the works of the 1590s satirists, these rarely match the quality of the Hall–Marston exchange, often being too vague to make identification of any victims possible and effectively lost amidst the surrounding text of general complaint and moralizing.

Harvey, Nashe, the classical satirists, and others all libelled each other with impunity for years, until the ‘bishops’ ban’ of June 1599. John Whitgift, Archbishop of Canterbury, and Richard Bancroft, Bishop of London, ordered the Stationers’ Company to have ‘all NASSHES bookes and Doctor HARVYES bookes’, as well as Hall, Guilpin, and Marston’s satires, ‘taken wheresoeuer they maye be found and that none of theire bookes bee euer printed hereafter’.22 These works were to be burned publicly. The ban proved temporary, however, prompted by the government’s need to regulate the press more closely, itself a product of growing faction at court between Essex and his rivals. Satires, epigrams, and other proscribed genres were all being printed again within a year.23 Despite their popularity, though, printed verse libels lack the creativity in form and subject matter found in ones that circulated in manuscript alone, probably because they were more easily prey to censorship.24

EARLY TUDOR VERSE LIBEL IN MANUSCRIPT

The volume of verse libels in manuscript increased over the course of the sixteenth century, particularly during Elizabeth’s reign. This was due in part to greater literacy and affordability of paper, but mainly to the popularity (indeed, the eventual ubiquitousness) of the genre. At least a hundred examples are extant today, but many more must have seen private circulation and scribal publication. Among the earliest instances are three poems about the extortionist John Baptist de Grimaldis, transcribed excerpts from Skelton’s Why Come Ye Not to Court, and, contained in the London mercer John Colyns’s commonplace book (BL, Harley MS 2252), several more attacks on Wolsey, including the 282-line poem ‘Thomas! Thomas! all hayle! Sythe/of yngland the Rule, & Souerente/of ynglond thow haste had’. Other early Tudor verse libels were written against Henry VII’s servant Sir Richard Empson, and a Fleming called Daniel.25

Two of the most ambitious verse libels date to the reigns of Edward VI and Mary I. Both survive in unique manuscript copies, and both are hostile to the Catholic Church. ‘In an euenynge laet forthe as I walkyde by the bysshop[es] palace of wynchester’ was completed by William Palmer in summer 1547, but only part of his text survives today. Despite this, at 5,400 lines, it is by far the longest verse libel in manuscript written during the sixteenth century, describing in great detail how the ‘wyly’ Stephen Gardiner, Bishop of Winchester, allured Henry VIII back to Catholicism and how he persecuted evangelicals mercilessly.26 It takes a form, rough tetrameter quatrains rhyming abab, seen again and again in other examples of the libel genre. The second mid-Tudor example, ‘Placebo’, was written in Skeltonics by an anonymous clerk of the Court of Chancery in the dying days of Mary’s reign and circulated among the evangelical gentry. Modelled, like Avale’s later Commemoration of Bastarde Edmonde Boner, on Skelton’s Philip Sparrow, the 453-line poem parodies the vesper service for the dead, using it to ridicule prominent members of the government, among them the new Bishop of Winchester, John White, who laments the impending death of ‘Our noble Queene Marye’.27

ELIZABETHAN VERSE LIBEL IN MANUSCRIPT

As with print, Elizabeth’s reign witnessed an exponential increase in the production and circulation of verse libel in manuscript. At least eighty-five examples are extant today. These poems were preoccupied by certain themes, most notably the dissolute lifestyle enjoyed at the universities and the Inns of Court, the failings of the church, and the corruption of the court, or they were motivated by very personal, local vendettas.

Oxford and Cambridge universities, because of their public role in English intellectual life and because of their large populations of well-educated boys and youths experiencing their first taste of freedom from the constraints of family and school life, were obvious places for the creation and dissemination of verse libel. Remarkably, however, none of the three extant university libels engages in any meaningful way with the foremost issue of the day at either Oxford or Cambridge, religious controversy. These poems are in fact preoccupied with a subject dear to the hearts of male adolescents then as now: sex, mocking the improper relationships between college fellows and students and the townsfolk. Thus Thomas Buckley’s Oxford libel of about 1568 gleefully recounts at length ‘the trickes in towne’, among them how ‘Pope Joane hath playd a pritty cast,/The Clarke hath popt her belly full’.28 Here the marginal note helpfully explains that the subjects under attack are ‘Joane Pope a mayde/that Dr Squier/kept to read under him’. In this case, the male protagonist is probably Adam Squire, Fellow of Balliol College from 1560 and its Master from 1571 to 1580. And so the poem goes on for sixty-six stanzas, singling out named individuals for censure and ridicule, often in explicit detail. These victims include Edward, Lord Russell, the wife of the president of Magdalene College Joan Humphrey, the Master of University College Thomas Kay (Caius), and James Dodwell of Catte Street, one of the town bailiffs.

Not surprisingly Oxford and Cambridge took libel seriously. Gabriel Argall and Rowland Owen wrote a libel of their own university, Cambridge, ‘I am a post in haste with speede’, in direct imitation of Buckley’s poem; and both men were expelled for their efforts in 1574. Here the most prominent victim was the Master of Trinity College and vice-chancellor of the university, John Whitgift,29 who sat in judgement on them in his court. A local man, Jeremiah Kyd, ‘keping the lewde companye of the authors therof[,]‌ dyd not onlie procure a copye of [the libel] to [him] selfe/& learnd the interpretacon & meanyng of every part/and so publyshed mowche of yt w[i]th [his] owne mowth/but also did gyve owt certeyn copies’.30 Here, we see exactly how a libel could be spread abroad, and Kyd came in for punishment as a result, just like the authors of the poem Argall and Owen. Buckley too fell foul of Oxford. A Fellow of All Souls College, he was bound over in July 1568 for the sum of £200 to appear before the Chancellor’s court ‘to awnswere to suche thinges as he shalbe chardged with’, presumably authorship of the libel attributed to him.31. Similarly, the epigrammatist Thomas Bastard was deprived of his fellowship at New College, Oxford, in 1592 or later for writing a second Oxford libel, ‘Fy Bretheren Schollers, fy, for shame’ (Anon., c.1591), albeit he was innocent in this case. His notoriety was such, however, that several copies of the work circulating at the time already referred to it as ‘Bastard’s Libell of Oxeford’.32

While largely absent from the university libels, religion was nonetheless a favourite topic of the genre. Many voices are heard in these religiously motivated poems: for example, Catholic and puritan opposition to the 1559 settlement, criticism of the ineffectual prosecution of recusancy, and criticism of the Anjou marriage negotiations (1579–81).33 These libels are often political too, reflecting the close relationship between secular and ecclesiastical government in the sixteenth century. For example Black Hambleton, the purported author of ‘Righte gracyouse Lord and noble Pere’ (1589), complains to John Piers, Archbishop of York, about recusancy within of the wapentake of Allerton in the North Riding of Yorkshire.34 He names many transgressors, including prominent gentry like Roger Meynell of North Kilvington and his brother Richard Meynell of Kirkby Ravensworth, charging them with sins like adultery and usury or with such moral failures as drunkenness, gambling, and pleasure-seeking. Black Hambleton’s principal aim, though, is to demand that the Church of England enforce the 1559 Act of Uniformity (1 Elizabeth I c. 2) and make everybody conform to the same Protestant religion. Otherwise, Catholicism will spread, threatening both Church and state:

Thus Chryste his spouse, trewe English hartes,

Who seall wyth faithfull oares,

Are toste, and toyld, by popish partes [parties, factions],

By Romysh knaves and hoares.35

Here verse libel serves a greater didactic purpose, the reformation of religion and, through it, the preservation of the commonweal, ‘that saved be the sheepe’.36 Conversely, the parson of Enborne in Berkshire, Robert Brooks, is condemned by his Catholic parishioners solely on the grounds that he is in communion with the Church of England.37 One copy of the libel against him, ‘Now Master parson for your well come home’, describes how in 1601 or 1602 ‘sondry papists … entred into ye church of Enbourne … & rent & scattered ye service booke & tare [the] churche bible & register booke[,]‌ & directed these vers[es] to [him,] leauing them behind them’.38 Their protest was intended to force Brooks to ‘Register good Catholicks and register no moe’, in other words, to make Enborne a recusant parish just like many of the ones in Allertonshire were.39

Perhaps unsurprisingly, libels were written against courtiers. These poems include a mock-epitaph, ‘Here lies interred to make wormes meate’, to Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, who died in September 1588.40 This work proved so popular in fact that it was recycled in order to celebrate Salisbury’s death in 1612, leading several scholars to conclude that it was first penned on that occasion.41 This is perhaps understandable, considering the poem’s textual history and the fact that the Salisbury version survives today in more than a dozen copies, making it one of the most common examples of the genre. It does, however, mean that the perception of Salisbury here is much more of a stereotype, and that any interpretation put on it must (to some extent) read too much into the evidence. We might also want to rethink our understanding of periodization by recognizing that the verse libel was not a uniquely Stuart phenomenon. As we have seen, at least 185 such poems survive from Elizabeth’s reign.

The majority of Elizabethan court libels were generated by the politics of Leicester’s stepson Essex during the 1590s. The Essex faction and its enemies traded these poetic insults against each other from as early as 1590, when another royal favourite Sir Walter Ralegh composed a second commendatory poem for the first part of Edmund Spenser’s Faerie Queene. Essex took offence, interpreting certain lines, ‘the prayse of meaner wits this worke like profit brings,/As doth the Cuckoes song delight when Philumena sings’, to be about him.42 Echoing Ralegh’s imagery in his answer poem ‘Muses no more but Marses be your names’, Essex retorted ‘But fowle befale that cursed cuckowe’s throate,/That so hath crost sweete Philomela’s note’.43 The Essex faction was also responsible for some of the verse libel circulating against Ralegh from the mid-1590s, particularly in response to his general social satire, ‘The Lie’, which had caused a sensation when it first entered manuscript circulation. Two of these poems, ‘Courts scorne, states disgracing’ and ‘Go, echo of the mind’, are attributed to Essex, while one of his clients, Richard Latewar, wrote a heavy-handed stanza-by-stanza rebuttal to Ralegh’s poem.44

After Ralegh’s disgrace in spring 1592, Essex found himself increasingly pitted against the Cecil faction when he attempted to dominate the government’s ‘inner ring’ and to monopolize crown favour. The Principal Secretary, Sir Robert Cecil, enjoyed a ‘solid phalanx’ of support against him among the Privy Council, however, particularly as Essex’s statements and behaviour became more erratic and extreme as the decade wore on.45 Essex felt aggrieved at what he saw was his exclusion from power. In response, his servant, the former Jesuit Thomas Wright, wrote some extremely defamatory (almost treasonous) emblems in November 1595. These attacked everybody from Cecil and his father, the corrupt William Cecil, first Lord Burghley, to Ralegh. Even Elizabeth herself fell victim, described in one draft emblem as ‘the careful Queen ^wenche^’.46 Unsurprisingly, Wright’s emblems remained within the Essex circle, never permitted to circulate in manuscript.

Essex’s own disgrace after his unauthorized return from Ireland—where he had been sent to put down rebellion—in September 1599, elicited a cluster of poetic defences of his conduct, some of which were libellous. His enemies were portrayed in these works as a jealous court party who sought to rob a national hero of both honour and royal favour. Robert Cecil was, unsurprisingly, the principal target, but others likes Ralegh and Charles Howard, first Earl of Nottingham came in for their share of abuse as well in verses that circulated widely in manuscript, particularly ‘Admire, all weaknes’ of 1599.47 The government response to this propaganda campaign was muted. A single epigram penned after the failed Essex Revolt of February 1601 mocks its leaders, but is pretty bloodless.48

For similar reasons to the universities, the Inns of Court were fertile ground for the production and circulation of verse libel. Everard Guilpin of Gray’s Inn and John Marston of the Middle Temple saw their verse satires printed in the 1590s, for example. Conflict between a company of actors and some gentlemen of the Inns apparently led to the composition in 1580 of ‘The Fyeld a Fart durty, a Gybbet crosse corded’, an anonymous sarcastic attack on the players written from the gentlemen’s point of view and circulated in manuscript.49 Another anonymous poem, ‘How happens it of purpose or by chaunce’ (1594–95), targets the young inner barristers, who were studying the law but had not yet been called to the bar.50 Henry Byng, admitted in April 1592, is typical of the victims:

What is the cause that maketh Binge so great?

Is it because his prating maketh sport,

Or for his father keepes a baudy court?

The gold that he by whores and knaves doth spend,

Will bring his greatnes to a pocky end. (ll. 28–32)

The father in question was Thomas Byng, Master of Clare College, Cambridge, and Regius professor of civil law.

A significant proportion of verse libel was written against ordinary men and women, some of it probably intended for limited circulation only.51 For example, Robert Commander vented his resentment against Hugh Shadwell in a poem dating to 1574/5, whose readership appears to have been restricted to the household of their Master, the Lord President of the Council in the Marches of Wales Sir Henry Sidney. Sidney had been frustrated in his efforts to have Shadwell removed from his service, and may have turned to his chaplain, Commander, to ‘dispraise’ this ‘Carpet knight’, this ‘cancred Carle’ in verse instead.52 Either Shadwell or a supporter wrote a witty refutation.53 Different motives seem to explain the popularity of those personal libels that did circulate widely in manuscript. ‘I know not how it comes to passe’, written against the Surveyor-General to the Navy Edward Baeshe at some time between 1573 and 1583, was among the most popular and enduring of all Elizabethan poems never to see print.54 At least seven copies and one fragment are extant today, and it is alluded to in the work of Brian Melbancke, Thomas Nashe, and Robert Greene. The poem’s success derives from the imaginative and witty way in which it defames Baeshe, and this explains its longevity in manuscript circulation, with one copy55 dating to about fifty years after it was penned.

Five manuscript verse libels lampoon the 1595 marriage between Richard Fletcher, Bishop of London, and the recently-widowed Lady Mary Baker (all attributed to the Middle Templar John Davies). Fletcher had known Baker since the 1570s, but the queen disapproved of the match, and suspended him briefly from office when it went ahead without her consent. He is identified explicitly in several poems; obliquely as Tarquin in others.56 Poem 13 describes, crudely but humorously, how his ‘Lucrece’ is ‘Bishopped’, setting the tone for all five verses against the couple. The May–September marriage between the Attorney General Edward Coke and Lady Elizabeth Hatton in 1598 inspired eleven manuscript verse libels (again attributed to Davies); and a verse satire, ‘Mistress Saturnia scorning long to brook’.57 These circulated widely in manuscript, gleefully contrasting the respective status and temperament of the newlyweds, while saying that the bride is already pregnant with another man’s child. Coke’s name is punned on in several of the poems, in order to imply his menial and disreputable background. Both the Fletcher and Coke libels say that the marriages originate in lust and describe them in salacious terms. Coke, for example, is pictured in his bedchamber, regarding his wife’s pregnant state, ‘Which swelling up, doth bring his swelling downe’.58 Like the Baeshe libel, many of these poems were still circulating in the 1620s and 1630s, testament to their enduring popularity.

JACOBEAN VERSE LIBEL

Verse libel was even more pervasive in early Stuart England. About 350 poems survive in manuscript alone, written before the outbreak of the civil war. Tudor libel exercised a marked influence. For example, many of the same literary genres were adopted, among them the mock-epitaph, which became in the early years of the seventeenth century the most popular form of all.59 Several Elizabethan libels were even recycled, among them (as we saw) an epitaph originally celebrating Leicester’s death in 1588, adapted for Salisbury’s in 1612. The second stanza of Buckley’s Oxford libel was transformed into an epitaph on Charles Blount, Earl of Devonshire, in 1606, casting aspersions on his recent illegal marriage to his mistress, Penelope, Lady Rich.60

The most significant early seventeenth-century development in verse libel was the greatly expanded range of people singled out by for attack. Jacobean libels circulating in manuscript engaged with political figures and issues as intensely as their printed Scottish counterparts had during the civil war years 1567 to 1573. Ralegh was a safe target after he had been arrested for alleged involvement in the Main Plot in 1603, for example, enduring at least six verse libels.61 But the widespread libelling of courtiers and royal favourites during James I’s reign is unprecedented in English literary history. Salisbury’s death in 1612 unleashed an extraordinary number of libels, many of them mock-epitaphs.62 The Overbury scandal of 1613 to 1616 saw nearly forty such verses circulating. The principal victims were the king’s favourite Robert Carr, Earl of Somerset, and his wife Frances, who were suspected of Sir Thomas Overbury’s murder, but they were not alone, with criticism levelled at many figures at court.63 A number of poems even humiliate James himself (albeit implicitly), such as ‘Come all you farmers out of the countrey’,64 which satirizes his government’s decision in 1603 to make certain gentry compound for their knighthood at the coronation by paying a fee. Many of these men, ‘Carter, Plowmen, Hedgers’, were unwilling to pay for such a privilege, while commentators like Sir Thomas Tresham of Rushton in Northamptonshire were appalled by the inflation of honours taking place. Attacks on more minor public figures persisted, of course, and on private individuals too. Such defamation could be prosecuted in Star Chamber. Here Coke—a libel victim himself—had redefined its legal understanding in his 1605 report ‘De libellis famosis’, given in the aftermath of the trial of the puritan Lewis Pickering. Pickering had been arrested in March 1604 for writing and appending a verse libel, ‘The Lamentation of Dickie for the Death of Jockie’,65 to Whitgift’s funeral hearse. Coke argued that whether or not the libel was truthful was irrelevant: the damage it did to the victim’s reputation (even their posthumous reputation) was enough to find the accused guilty. More often, though, libel was tried in local church and in civic courts. Such efforts at censorship made little difference. The volume, scope, and social impact of verse libel continued to grow throughout the seventeenth century.

VERSE LIBEL AND SCRIBAL PUBLICATION

Despite the threat of prosecution, verse libel was pervasive in scribal culture, as attested by the multiple surviving copies in variant texts of many of these poems. And for what are essentially highly occasional works, these poems are also noteworthy for their ongoing appeal. The two Oxford libels, for example, denigrate the sexual immorality of university members and townsfolk in the late 1560s and early 1590s respectively, yet half of the substantial copies of both works date from the 1620s or later. Excerpted stanzas from them also occur in a number of manuscript miscellanies compiled in the 1620s and 1630s. Their sexual innuendo, couched in an irreverent, riddling style, perhaps largely explains their enduring appeal. Similarly, of the seven substantial manuscript copies of the Baeshe libel, two or three date from the 1620s, some forty years after its composition. The poem circulated in manuscript for so long because of its imaginative, lively vilification of a Crown servant, whose identity by James I and Charles I’s reigns had become irrelevant.

The presence of libel texts in miscellanies compiled by collectors at court, the universities, and elsewhere is testament to an appeal that goes beyond the occasional, personal nature of the works themselves. It also challenges scholarship that sees the appetite for such verse libel as ‘mostly metropolitan’, ‘originat[ing] in the tavern world of pamphlets, epigrams and satire’.66 Copies of the first Oxford libel appear, for example, in two miscellanies compiled in the second half of the 1580s by students at St John’s College, Cambridge.67 Baeshe’s libel is also preserved in the first of these miscellanies (at fols 66r–72r). The Cambridge graduate John Harington the younger included both poems in his own anthology.68

Perhaps the most striking thing about verse libels is the diversity of scribal contexts in which they circulated. Despite being taboo works, they were not restricted to closed ‘coterie’ networks as defined by Harold Love.69 The Enborne libel, for example, was not limited to a Catholic coterie: it was widely read among Protestants, appearing even in the puritan Gilbert Freville’s commonplace book;70 while two Church of England ministers, John Rhodes and John Spicer, both printed texts of the poem independently (and under license) in 1606 and 1611 respectively.

We saw how Commander’s libel survives in only one manuscript, which might suggest a limited readership. However, not all libels that are extant in unique copies failed to circulate, for the high loss rate of manuscripts leaves open the possibility that these poems were disseminated widely. Only two copies of the Cambridge libel remain today, for instance, yet it was still well enough known to be referred to in about 1600, in Act 1 Scene 3 of The Retvrne from Pernassvs, as the ‘Chronicle of Cambrige Cuckolds’. One character assures another that ‘this libel … has much [sal]t and pepper in the nose: it will sell sheerely vnderhand, when al these bookes of exhortations and Catechismes, lie moulding on thy shopbourd’.71 For the joke to work, the Cambridge libel must have still been well known thirty years after it was written. In other words, it must have been available widely enough to enter and remain within the literary consciousness. By calculating the survival rate for printed lute books, Chris Goodwin has estimated that that for manuscript lute books was only one in 600.72 The preservation rate for verse libels, particularly those circulating on single sheets or bifolia, as many did, was almost certainly even lower. And perhaps only one in 600 copies of the most popular works are extant. The implication of this, again, is that verse libel was everywhere.

Anonymity is a hallmark of the verse libel in scribal culture, with only a handful of authors who can be named with any confidence. And it was this anonymity, alongside its unsanctioned and transgressive nature, its ‘indeterminate’ quality, that made libel so potentially dangerous. It undermined deference and authority; it raised the nascent threat from the hydra-headed monster popularity. This, more than anything, provoked a sometimes hysterical overreaction from the government to it.73 However, rumour and seditious speech were well-known agents of popular politics, unrest, and even rebellion, which makes the official stance taken against libel more understandable perhaps.74 Even so, while the best-known Elizabethan libel, Leicester’s Commonwealth (1584), was overtly political, and the posting of many others was obliquely so, the majority of verse libels were not. Instead, they were brazenly vindictive and satiric, their targets often surprisingly modest. What makes them so fascinating for a modern readership is their blend of topicality and timelessness, of intense personal and social concerns, of historical and literary interest.
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CHAPTER 28

GENDER, WRITING TECHNOLOGIES, AND EARLY MODERN EPISTOLARY COMMUNICATIONS

JAMES DAYBELL

THE age of Shakespeare witnessed the extension of letter-writing skills to an increasing range of social groups, including, importantly for this chapter, women, who seized pen and paper for privy and powerful communications. Fundamentally sixteenth- and seventeenth-century women’s letters were far from simply ‘private’, elite, and non-political texts.1 The letter as a cultural form encompassed a complex range of material practices and writing technologies connected to the composition, folding, sealing, delivery, reading, and afterlife of correspondence. There existed, as Alan Stewart has argued, a ‘grammar of letters’, in other words ‘a vocabulary and a set of images that originate in the material practices of letter-writing culture of early modern England’, upon which Shakespeare drew in his representation of letter acts in his plays.2 The writing, delivery, and reading of letters was a complex, multi-agent process, involving secretaries, amanuenses, scribes, readers, and bearers. In real life as in many Shakespeare plays illiterate or semi-literate servants came into contact with epistolary culture: they dictated correspondence to scribes, delivered letters, and received missives that a literate neighbour might read to them. Letters were therefore among the most common media through which illiterate people came into contact with the written word, as well as perhaps the most basic tool by which those who had acquired literacy used it for practical purposes. Prior to the evolution of a regularized postal system, the delivery of letters was often ad hoc, letters consigned to ‘trusted’ bearers or personal servants, neighbours, carriers, and even chance travellers.3 Letters were a familiar aspect of life even for many people who could not read them, and Shakespeare’s plays were literally soaked with references to them. Indeed, an estimated 111 letters appear in the course of the plays; thirty-one are read out in performance, and letters feature in all but five plays in the first folio.4

Although the majority of early modern letters were written by men, women also frequently composed and received them. Shakespeare depicts women across the social spectrum composing, reading, or delivering letters, from Lady Macbeth and Goneril to Jaquenetta, the illiterate country wench in Loves Labour’s Lost who asks Sir Nathaniel to read a letter for her.5 An understanding of both early modern epistolary culture, and women’s involvement in it, is thus fundamental to interpreting Shakespearean drama and the social and cultural practices embedded in it. This chapter focuses on the writing technologies connected with early modern women’s letter-writing, from the acquisition of basic literacy and skills of penmanship and letter-writing (related as they are to the gendered nature of sixteenth- and seventeenth-century education), through models, templates, and printed epistolographies, the mechanics of composition, and personal and collaborative forms of authorship, to the material practices of letter-writing, archiving, the scribal circulation of letter texts, and forms of secret writing. Delineating the contours of women’s letter-writing reveals a broad spectrum of practices and literacies as women interacted with epistolary cultures on different levels. They were engaged in many of the letter-writing activities traditionally associated with male letter-writers, though only a select few female letter-writers participated in the Latinate world of the Republic of Letters.6 Women did write letters, mastered several different hands, demonstrated an understanding of the linguistic and material rhetoric of manuscript letters, maintained extensive correspondence networks that could be deployed for ‘political’ purposes, showed facility with ciphers and secret writing, were involved in news networks and the ‘scribal circulation’ of letters, and were active in the preservation of correspondence and the maintaining of letter-books. Conversely, even the illiterate had some access to letter-writing, through dictation to scribes (and having letters read to them), but the ability to write and read one’s own letters conferred both practical advantages and social prestige. Women thus fit ‘accumulatively’ into the traditional narratives of men’s letter-writing—men’s history with women tacked on—but nevertheless there are also important gendered differences between men’s and women’s letter-writing. Handwriting (especially italic) could be gendered; the female epistolary voice was one that could be scripted, employed by women and male secretaries for calculated effect; likewise gendered rhetorical strategies that played on female weakness or women’s social roles were common in letters of petition; and in secret correspondence, the semblance of writing as a woman allowed letters to travel without suspicion.7

LITERACY, WRITING TECHNOLOGIES, AND THE EPISTOLARY ARTS

Letter-writing required a hierarchy of skills, starting with the basic ability to write and proceeding through mastery of epistolary formulas, the study of literary models such as the letters of Cicero and Seneca, a knowledge of how to package the letter in terms of spatial conventions of the manuscript page and other material attributes, and finally a mastery of ciphers. These skills were acquired through formal tuition, within the household by tutors and governesses, and at schools and universities, as well as informally through book-learning and first-hand contact with the form.8 Broadly speaking, letter-writing was something that boys most often learned at school and university, but that girls normally acquired (if at all) in the home. At the most fundamental level, letter-writing obviously required basic literacy. Studies of universal literacy rates based on the sampling of signatures (despite their methodological limitations) have conclusively shown that while female literacy rates increased over the course of the early modern period, they remained significantly lower than men’s; those able to write tended to be from the upper ranks of society, members of the aristocracy, or the wives and daughters of the clergy, merchants, and professional groups. This relative disparity in gendered literacy rates was a function of various factors, including parental attitudes, and girls’ more limited access to formal writing tuition.9 The school that Sir William Borlase founded in Great Marlow in 1624, for example, made provision for teaching twenty-four boys to ‘write, read and cast accounts in writing’; girls, however, were to be taught to ‘knit, spin and make bone lace’.10 This exclusion from formal centres of learning may explain why women’s letters exhibit many features associated with the spoken as opposed to the written word—colloquialisms, non-standard forms, and erratic or phonetic spellings—although we do witness greater female orthographic regularity by the end of the sixteenth century.11 Opportunities for formal tuition in writing did exist for women; in the first half of the seventeenth century, Anne Higginson recommended to Lady Ferrers a school for girls in Windsor that taught ‘reading, writing, danceing’ and ‘musicke’.12 The reconstruction of female educational experiences, however, is much more difficult than for boys, since girls were excluded from the male environments of grammar schools, universities, and the Inns of Court, institutions that preserved records of pedagogy and curricula.13

Girls were most often taught to write within the household, sometimes by writing masters, their brothers’ tutors, or governesses, as well as by more informal means. John Davies, the writing master, poet, and fellow tutor with Peter Bales to Prince Henry, numbered several women among his pupils, including Elizabeth Cary, Elizabeth Dutton, Anne Tracy, and Elizabeth Baskerville.14 Women were among the target audience for writing manuals and copybooks, as Jonathan Goldberg has argued.15 John de Beau Chesney dedicated his manual La Clef de L’Escriture (London, 1593) to Ladies Mary, Elizabeth and Alathea Talbot.16 There is also evidence that women actually learnt to write using such manuals: the daughters of Thomas and Henry Percy, earls of Northumberland, used a sixteenth-century French copybook given to the family by James, Earl of Bothwell in the 1550s.17 A Bodleian copy of Beau Chesne and Baildon’s A Booke Containing Divers Sortes of Hands was once owned by Theophila Hackett.18 Practice signatures, scrawlings, and doodles inscribed in the margins and on flyleaves and pastedowns of printed books further evidences informal female literacy acquisition during this period, and household volumes as an important site of education.19 Wendy Wall has emphasized the way in which ‘alphabetic literacy’ was a ‘domestic art’, connected to household tasks of culinary preparation and needlework, which required women to write as well as read.20 Furthermore, the scribal evidence of letters themselves (more than 10,000 letters by women survive for the period to 1640) indicates that letter-writing was a functional skill possessed by significant numbers of women among the social elites.21 Letter-writing was intimately connected to the household broadly defined, and familial roles increasingly required women to equip themselves with epistolary literacy in order to fulfil better their roles as mothers, wives, and mistresses. The ability to write letters enabled them to conduct intimate and personal relationships, enhance kinship and patronage networks, issue orders to servants, facilitate household and estate management, and to promote family interests in legal, political, and business spheres. From the second half of the sixteenth century, italic became the hand favoured for women, so much so that in Twelfth Night (1602) Malvolio could assume that the writer of a letter in a ‘sweet Romane hand’ (in other words italic) was female (3.4.28–9). Some women, however, could write secretary and several examples exist of women capable of writing in different hands for distinct purposes.22 Frances Burgh wrote several types of italic: a formal almost copper plate hand, and a free-flowing more informal hand.23 Arbella Stuart used two separate hands: an informal or free italic hand for her familiar letters and the rough drafts of her court letters, and an elegant formal italic hand for the presentation copies of her court letters.24 This ability to write a number of hands was a sign of a high level of literacy, which generated significant meaning for the reader.

Once children had acquired the basic skills of writing, the teaching of letter-writing for boys formed a central part of the grammar school curriculum. Epistolary training was useful in many ways, since letter-writing exercises could incorporate various lessons, including Latin and English grammar, orthography, punctuation, rhetoric (structures, topics, thinking about an audience and amplification) and composition. Letter-writing also had more practical worldly uses, in that boys could practise writing in different social situations, and the social conventions of the letter itself taught behavioural and hierarchical codes.25 Set texts are outlined in grammar school statutes, giving instructions for the syllabus, and included Cicero’s Letters, Horace’s Epistles, and Erasmus’s letter-writing manual De conscribendis epistolis (1522).26 While the survival of correspondence indicates that letter-writing was for many women a quotidian activity, much harder to establish is how they acquired letter-writing skills. Although excluded from institutions of learning, sixteenth-century girls were clearly tutored to write letters. A small number of girls (royal or court women, and the daughters of humanists) received a classical education along the lines of their male counterparts, in which learning to compose letters played an integral part.27 Grace Mildmay records the way in which in the 1560s her governess made her practise the writing of letters to various individuals: ‘and when she did see me idly disposed, she would set me to cipher with my pen … and sometimes set me to write a supposed letter to this or that body concerning such and such things’.28 At the turn of the seventeenth century, Elizabeth Cary honed her letter-writing skills at an early age by translating Senecan epistles; while the sixteen-year-old Rachel Fane (1620–80) in her notebooks practised French translation of ‘epistles choisen out of’ Seneca as well as ‘an epistle of Isocrates’.29 Several examples of practise letters by girls survive from the period, including three beautifully written and highly ornate letters that Katherine Oxinden sent home to her mother in the early seventeenth century, which reveal her use of faint pencil lines to guide carefully the formation of lower- and upper-case letters, and ascenders, and descenders.30 This manner of ruling lines often with use of a ruling pen (or dry quill) was widely recommended by writing masters, including John Brinsley and Peter Bales, in order to promote straight and regular writing.31 Parental pressure and enthusiasm was likewise a spur for girls to practise and acquire epistolary skills. Robert Sidney regularly praised his daughter Mary from about the age of nine for her letters.32 It was commonplace for upper-class girls to have been encouraged to write letters: an eight-year-old Anne Clifford penned an ornate letter to her father; and Lady Mary Talbot wrote dutifully to her parents.33

While the teaching of letter-writing (utilizing Latin treatises) was a central part of grammar school education for boys during the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, the period also saw the proliferation of a range of vernacular manuals that spanned the classroom and household. These letter-writing manuals in English catered for a wider audience, providing instruction and epistolary models for the unlearned, the socially aspiring and for women.34 Later sixteenth-century authors such as William Fulwood, Abraham Fleming, and Angel Day closely followed the rhetorical principles of humanists such as Erasmus, but the seventeenth century witnessed a series of generic and stylistic developments, with the rise of the ‘secretary’, a form for the unschooled emphasizing utility and a plain epistolary style; the genre of ‘newly discovered’ letters; manuals geared to mercantile and legal letters; and guides catering for female letter-writers. Female epistolary forms were not new, but can be traced back to antiquity, and model letters geared towards a female audience are extant from the late medieval period.35 In the early fourteenth century letter-writing guides in French provided models of letters by women, with rules and instructions given in Latin.36 Furthermore, Christine de Pizan’s The Treasure of the City of Ladies included ‘an example of the sort of letter the wise lady may send to her mistress’.37 During the sixteenth century too early English letter-writing manuals by William Fulwood, Angel Day, and Nicholas Breton all furnished exemplary materials for use by women.38 The 1595 edition of Day’s English Secretorie outlined ‘a letter remuneratory from a Gentlewoman of good sort to a nobleman her kinsman’, and ‘a letter gratulatorie from a wife to her husband’.39 Fulwood’s The Enemie of Idlenesse presents a wider range of family letters from a wife, a sister, a mother, and a daughter, as well as an epistle from a Lady to her lover.40 Clearly women employed different styles and formulae depending on social roles and type of letter. Such examples also suggest that letter-writing skills were a feature of an informal female curriculum outside of male-dominated educational institutions. From the mid-seventeenth century onwards, several letter-writing manuals were published in English aimed at a specifically female audience, including Jacques Du Bosque’s The Secretary of Ladies (1638), translated from the French, as well as Henry Care’s The Female Secretary (1671) and Hannah Wolley’s The Gentlewoman’s Companion (1673), and a series of model letters were included in A Supplement to The Queen-Like Closet (1674).41 Samuel Sheppard’s expansion of Thomas Gainsford’s The Secretaries Studie had partly been occasioned by the desire to cater for women: ‘wherein ladies, gentlemen, and all that are ambitious to write and speak elegantly and elaborately’.42 Female ownership of letter-writing manuals can be glimpsed at through library lists and probate inventories. The inventory of Alice Edwards, the widow of David Edwards, Fellow of Corpus Christi, Cambridge, drawn up on 18 July 1546 included ‘Erasmus de constrybendis epistolis’.43 A British Library copy of Nicholas Breton’s Poste With a Packet of Mad Letters, Newly Imprinted [c.1650] (BL 10920.d.9) contains the ownership mark of Frances Wolfreston.44 In addition, the Countess of Bridgewater’s library contained several epistolary works, including Day’s ‘The English Secretary (1607)’, and in French ‘D’Ossats letters (1627)’, and ‘Le Secretaire des Secretaries (1610)’.45 For most women, however, it is likely that knowledge of epistolary protocols and conventions derived from contact with the form. How far women’s letters were scripted by Renaissance epistolographies beyond conventional opening and closural phraseologies is dependent on the form and function of the letter. What might be described as familiar, everyday correspondence tended to be rather protean and unstructured, unfettered by the restrictions of genre. Recent work on women’s letters of petition and recommendation on the other hand has shown that these forms of letters most closely adhere to the formalities of Renaissance letters outlined in epistolographies in terms of structure and argument, where failure to do so would occasion a social faux pas.46 Gemma Allen has highlighted the use of sententiae in letters of counsel from the highly educated Cooke sisters.47

Letter-writing became for many an increasingly personal activity during the early modern period. As literacy levels rose an expanding range of social groups, including women and men lower down the social scale, seized opportunities to write letters, and broadening numbers of social situations demanded that letters be personally written.48 Yet throughout the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries a significant proportion of correspondence was scribally produced, distanced from personal writing technologies. Letters were dictated to amanuenses; written from notes by secretaries; styled on form letters, templates, or exemplars; passed to family members and friends for comments and amendments; they were drafted and reworked by legal counsel and government officials. The inability to write did not preclude women from engaging in correspondence, since women (as well as men) communicated through the auspices of an amanuensis, secretary, scribe, or professional scrivener, distanced from personal writing technologies, and the incumbent privacy this allowed. Secretaries were ordinarily employed for formal and business letters by women able to write in their own hands, irrespective of levels of literacy, with literate women often signing the letters themselves and appending autograph postscripts as a way of achieving control over their correspondence and imparting a more personal feel to the missive, in the same way that did kings and highranking men. Women employed a range of individuals for letter-writing tasks, family and servants, and passed business letters to officials for advice in drafting, much as one might nowadays seek professional legal or accounting advice. Within larger aristocratic households secretaries were a common feature, and occasionally these individuals can be named and identified, but normally such figures prove frustratingly anonymous. The household of Anne Clifford and the Earl of Dorset contained a secretary, Mr Edwards, who is listed in the Catalogue of the Knole Household (1613–24) along with a scrivener, one Edward Lane.49 John Donne acted as secretary for Sir Robert and Lady Anne Drury between 1611 and 1612, while John Holles from 1617 advised and drafted letters for among others Elizabeth, Lady Hatton, the estranged wife of Sir Edward Coke.50 During the early modern period, the role of a secretary was ordinarily assumed by men, in contrast to modern day practice. However, several examples survive of women acting in secretarial capacities.51 Elizabeth Dallison, for example, informed her cousin Sir Henry Oxinden, ‘I am my mothers scribe’.52 Palaeographical analysis of a body correspondence for particular individuals suggests that personal secretaries were not always the norm, but rather that many employed various amanuenses over a period of time in their letter-writing. Indeed, Alison Wiggins has identified at least twenty-one different hands across the seventy-six letters sent from Bess of Hardwick; and the five scribal letters that Joan Thynne sent to her son Thomas between 1607 and 1611 were in four different hands.53 The role of multiple scribes across large corpora of correspondence is an area that requires significant further study. Nonetheless, the current state of research undercuts the notion of single, identifiable secretaries associated with a given letter-writer. It suggests within larger households there were a range of people who might be used for writing. This may have been accentuated in the case of married women, who were less likely to have access to their own personal secretaries within the household.

THE MATERIAL ARTS OF COMMUNICATION

Recent studies of the Renaissance letter have emphasized the degree to which correspondence communicated not just through textual and rhetorical forms, but also through material features which conveyed significant meaning to the early modern letter-reader.54 Handwriting, layout of the manuscript page, deployment of blank space, placement and performance of signature, the size and type of paper used, forms of folding and seals all conveyed social and cultural meaning, and part of being able to write letters during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries meant being familiar with the intricacies of the materiality of manuscript missives. Early modern letter-writing was governed by a series of protocols or social codes that related to the physical form of the letter, extending from the type of script appropriate for different types of letter to the colour of wax demanded by different occasions, black signifying periods of mourning. Analysis of the material features of women’s letters illustrates quite clearly that women were very conversant with extra-textual elements of letter-writing, and nowhere is this more obvious than in the use of significant blank space on the manuscript page.55 Letter-writing manuals of the time delineated clear rules for the placing of subscriptions or signatures, modes of address and salutations, and superscriptions or addresses on the outer leaves of letters. Space was closely linked to social status, simultaneously a marker of deference and a signifier of standing and wealth, depending upon precisely how it was utilized. The significance of space is made explicit in William Fulwood’s letter-writing manual Enimie of Idlenesse (1568), which outlines rules for the positioning and wording of the subscription in a letter:

which must be doone according to the estate of the writer, and the qualitie of the person to whom wee write: For to our superiors wee must write at the right side in the neither end of the paper, saying: By your most humble and obedient sonne, or seruaunt, &c. Or, yours to commaund, &c. And to our equals we must write towards the middest of the paper, saying: By your faithfull friend for euer, &c. Or, yours assured, &c. To our inferiours wee may write on high at the left hand, saying: By yours, &c.56

Similar prescriptions are outlined in Angel Day’s English Secretorie, as well as in later epistolographies including Philip Massinger’s 1654 edition of The Secretary in Fashion, a translation of Jean-Puget de La Serre’s Le Secretaire à la mode (Paris, 1640) and Antoine de Courtin’s The Rules of Civility.57 The prevalence of theoretical discussions on the physical organization of text on the page indicates a well-established set of rules governing the decorum of epistolary manuscript space, and the ‘semiotic function’ of space in correspondence to register social differences. Spacing was used by women in interesting ways, sometimes for persuasive effect in order to bolster their abject position. Thus, in 1627 the widow Barbara Godsalve approached her kinsman Roger Townshend, baronet, for assistance in the redemption of her land on which she currently dwelled. The letter was addressed ‘Worthy Sir’ in her own handwriting, with a vertical space and marginal indentation, with the signature placed in the bottom right-hand corner of the page, perhaps a visible signal of her inferior social position and dependence upon his favour.58 In a petitionary letter to Charles I for financial assistance—a response to her husband’s wrathful behaviour after her conversion to Catholicism—Elizabeth Cary deferentially closed by placing her signature in the right-hand bottom corner of the page, ‘an appropriately humble “honorary margin”’. In so doing, Lady Falkland respectfully registered her loyalty towards the monarch, buttressing the heartfelt claims that she was experiencing ‘extreame wants’: ‘I am heere, in an estate’, she informed Charles, ‘so miserable, as to sterue, is one of my least feares: because if I shoulde do so, and not bee guilty in it, of mine owne destruction, it were the end of my afflictions’.59 Here, the spatial rhetorics of deference went hand in hand with gendered strategies that played on female humility and subordination. Conversely, the absence of space between text and subscription and the leaving of a blank space below the signature was a way of signifying one’s superior social status and authority. Thus, Mary, Countess of Pembroke in a brief letter to John Thynne, which extended to no more than a few lines, asserted her superior status by leaving no honorific gap before her signature and utilizing an entire sheet of paper.60 At a time when paper was a relatively expensive commodity, conspicuous consumption of this sort was a reflection of social status.

The arts of epistolary communications also extended to techniques of secrecy and the need to keep matters consigned to paper private. Letter-writers dispensed with scribal assistance on occasions of great delicacy; letters were folded and sealed for authentication and security, consigned to trustworthy bearers; and readers were urged to burn or destroy sensitive epistles after reading. Moreover, throughout the period cryptographic techniques were employed to encrypt messages contained in correspondence through the use of ciphers and codes.61 Cryptography certainly appears to have been an elite form for much of the period, with cipher-systems as Margaret Ferguson explains regarded by some ‘Renaissance men of letters’, ‘as a second-order mode of literacy, like Latin, which had for centuries served as a social as well as an epistemological marker distinguishing elite literate men’. She argues further that,

As vernacular literacy spread in the early modern period, as scripts became standardized and easier to read through the technology of print, and as even women and some lower-class men were able to pick up some Latin, the men of letters who served as diplomats, letter-writers, and spies for the monarchs of Europe grew increasingly interested in a ‘Renaissance’ of the ancient art of ciphers.62

While ciphers were most commonly used in diplomatic, military, and religious contexts, over the course of the period secret modes of letter-writing were also adopted by broader social groups usually unidentified with these kinds of higher literacy skills, including women. The learned Anne Bacon (1528–1610) used a weak cipher of a kind in letters to her son Anthony by transliterating into Greek and Latin, and possibly Hebrew characters critical comments about Whitgift, the Countess of Warwick, and rumours of Essex’s sexual affair with one of the queen’s maids of honour, a practice of encoding employed by the Edwardian humanist and diplomat Richard Morison in letters to William Cecil in the early 1550s.63 Lady Penelope Rich was intimately involvement in her brother the Earl of Essex’s overtures to James VI, Elizabeth’s eventual successor, in 1589, and secretly corresponded with the Scottish king through the auspices of Richard Douglas (nephew of the Scottish ambassador to England, Archibald Douglas) and Jean Hotman, a former secretary of the Earl of Leicester, who acted as an emissary. The weekly letters written in secret code—Lady Rich using the name ‘Ryalta’—were on Essex’s behalf and addressed to Douglas to be passed onto James VI, who ‘commended much the fineness of her wit, the invention and well writing’.64 The dowager Countess of Northumberland was in regular contact with the Catholic exile William Cotton during the mid-1570s; her letters which dealt with events in France, Spain, and the Netherlands were at least partly written in cipher, with symbols used to disguise the identities of people and places, and were considered important enough for the English state to intercept and attempt to decipher them.65 Mary Phelippes, wife of the master cryptographer Thomas Phelippes, took over some of her husband’s correspondence after his imprisonment in the wake of the Gunpowder Plot for his continued correspondence with the fugitive Catholic Hugh Owens.66

Women also played a role in clandestine networks for the transmission of letters, especially in the case of recusants and Catholic exiles, who were instrumental in conveying clandestine letters throughout Europe, connecting priests operating in England with Rome and providing channels of communication for English recusants.67 John Gerard mentions in his autobiography receiving daily news letters from Elizabeth Vaux.68 Another well-known recusant, her sister-in-law, Anne Vaux, daughter of William Vaux, third Baron Vaux of Harrowden, established a line of communication with Henry Garnett, arranging for letters to be passed to him through his gaoler during his imprisonment in the Tower in the aftermath of the Gunpowder Plot.69 During the Civil War great efforts were made by women to conceal information dispatched by letter. Women often addressed family letters of import, since a female hand was less likely to arouse suspicion.70 The parliamentarian gentlewoman Brilliana Harley in correspondence with her son Edward used a technique first devised by the Italian physician, mathematician, and astrologer Girolamo Cardano (1501–76), whereby a message conveyed within what appeared to be an ordinary piece of writing could only be understood by pinning to it another sheet with holes cut into it which revealed the relevant letters and words. Her fear of interception was expressed in a missive of 17 November 1638, in which she warned her son ‘when you rwite by the carrier, rwite nothing but what you may see, for many times the letters miscarry’. In another letter she cryptically referred to the form of concealment ‘I haue toold you if you remember of a paper that some statemen make use of, when they would not haue knowne what they riwit of. Rwite me worde wheather you vnderstand what I meane’, before offering instructions in a later letter, ‘You must pin that end of the paper, that has the cors made in incke, vpon the littel cros on the end of this letter; when you would write to me, make vse of it, and giue the other to your sister Brill’. This was a technique she employed in several letters to Edward dating from 1642 and 1643.71 The women described here employed ciphers and codes to protect political and state secrets.72 Lower down the social scale, Mary Deane while imprisoned in Bridewell for adultery communicated with her lover in 1600 in a secret cipher she had learned from her mother. Unable to crack her code, the Bridewell authorities arranged for her to be whipped and deported to Scotland.73 Secret writing here was employed for clandestine amorous purposes.

NETWORKS, SCRIBAL CIRCULATION OF WOMEN’S LETTERS, AND ARCHIVES

Letter-writing directly documents a crucial way by which women fostered networks. Operating through family and other social contacts, female letter-writers often lubricated socio-political relations through a range of secondary patronage activities related to sociability. The early seventeenth-century Warwickshire gentlewoman Lady Anne Newdigate took great care in cultivating court contacts by correspondence, an activity that she rather than her husband undertook.74 Women were also involved in the circulation of news, as gatherers, readers, purveyors, and writers of manuscript and printed news. They were the recipients of newsletters: Jane Dormer, Duchess of Feria received lengthy newsletters from George Chamberlain and Sir Francis Englefield; Alice Stanley heard of ‘court news’ from her nephew Sir Robert Spencer; Elizabeth Ralegh thanked Robert Cecil for his packet of letters which brought her news of the fire at Durham house.75 Husbands frequently included news of events in London and the court in dispatches to wives.76 Thus, John Thynne reported to his wife Joan the Earl of Essex’s revolt in 1601.77 The letters women wrote themselves frequently contained news of family, household, and locality, as well as items of ‘national’ interest. For example, Margaret Hill wrote regularly from London to her cousin Richard Carnsew in the West Country, keeping him informed of events in the capital, and in one of her letters she enclosed a newsbook and a copy of the Earl of Essex’s funeral sermon.78 The kind of news supplied was thus partly a function of place, and whether women travelled. When husbands were up in London, wives frequently kept them informed of goings-on at home in the provinces, which was also related to traditional female roles of household and estate management during periods of spousal absence. The Wiltshire gentlewoman Joan Thynne, for example, sent her husband John frequent digests of news of family, household, and locality.79 Residence in London or at court, however, meant that a woman could supply country relatives with city news. Margaret Clifford’s court correspondence to her husband brims with gossip and rumour as well as descriptions of events of national and international importance.80

In some cases, women appear to have acted almost as intelligencers, garnering news for diverse purposes. Elizabeth, Countess of Shrewsbury, was at the centre of a dense news and intelligence network, receiving regular dispatches from court commentators, members of Elizabeth I’s privy chamber and correspondents throughout Europe. News was vital to the countess during the period that she and her husband were keepers of Mary, Queen of Scots.81 Letters of this nature show that women were among the early writers of letters that mixed news and rumour with accounts of family and friends, a form that developed into the professional newsletters of the early seventeenth century. Moreover, those women in close attendance on Queen Elizabeth in the privy chamber had access to the intimate secrets of the inner sanctum of royal power. Acting as brokers of news and information such women were central to the political and patronage system, their favour actively sought. Lady Elizabeth Wolley acted as a court commentator for her father and brother when they were based in Surrey.82 Mary, Lady Scudamore (née Shelton), who served as a chamberer of the privy chamber also acted as a useful conduit for two-way communication between the monarch and the nobility, with news proving a useful lubricant. In 1592, for example, she wrote to her friends the Earl and Countess of Shrewsbury, informing them that the queen had been ‘highly contented’ with their letter and ‘humble duties’, passing on the monarch’s plans to venture on a progress during the next year, and her intention to the visit the Shrewsburys en route.83 During the period 1568 to 1585, Bess of Hardwick received a series of letters from her half-sister Elizabeth Wingfield, the wife of Anthony Wingfield, one of the queen’s gentleman ushers, and herself Mother of the Maids. In one letter, Lady Wingfield wrote that the queen in conversation had stated, ‘I assure you there ys no lady yn this land that I beter loue’; another letter told of how the queen ‘toulde my lord of Lester and my lord chamberlen that you had geven her such garments thys yere as she neuer had any so well lyked her and sayd that good nobell copell they show in all things what loue they bere me’; and during Bess’s turbulent separation from the Earl of Shrewsbury, Elizabeth Wingfield kept her informed of efforts to move the queen on her behalf, ‘your good frende my lady cheke had longe talke with her majesty latly of my lordships harde dealinge and the quene gaue many good wordes what she woulde do for your ladyship’.84 Royal favour and intimacy of this sort, as David Starkey has shown, had important symbolic resonance.85 The kinds of news that court women wrote about was often highly specialized; these were intimate first-hand accounts from the privy chamber, rather than the generalized rumour that reverberated around the corridors and halls of court, and that characterizes the letters of their male correspondents. Whereas other letters and other forms of news may have circulated more widely, the news conveyed by court women was highly privileged and in some cases confidential.86

Copies of letters by women circulated scribally (beyond the addressee) and were copied into early modern manuscript miscellanies. The Oxford University manuscript miscellany, Bodleian, University MS 152 includes Elizabeth’s letter to Lady Norreys (fols 1–2) as well as ‘The Lady Alice Countesse of Derbie to Queene Anne, immediately after the death of Queen Elizabeth’ (fols 96–7). In addition to Essex texts and letters from Ben Jonson and George Chapman, the seventeenth-century letter-book, Folger MS V.a.321, includes numerous epistolary exemplars from women, including Mary Cavendish, Mary Lady Wingfield, Marie Wither, Dorothy Moryson, and possibly Elizabeth Brooke. Whether this indicates a distinct interest in women’s letters in particular is unclear; the letters appear to have been collected because of the social status of writers and recipients and the political or historical significance of the letter-writer. One particular letter by Lady Penelope Rich to Queen Elizabeth had a quite extraordinary and complex history of scribal circulation over a number of decades.87 Written in the aftermath of the Earl of Essex’s disgrace in 1599, the letter interceded with Queen Elizabeth on her brother’s behalf, castigating his enemies and imploring Elizabeth not to let her power be ‘eclipsed’ by those who would ‘abuse’ it. The letter came in the wake of a series of epistolary solicitations for royal clemency which flowed from Penelope Rich’s pen, a performance of sisterly duty. Moreover, Lady Rich’s letter survives in over thirty variant manuscript versions, representing one of the most widely scribally disseminated Elizabethan texts, rivalling Leicester’s commonwealth and Philip Sidney’s A letter to Queen Elizabeth. Lady Rich’s letter circulated along with other manuscript Essex materials at different times among local reading communities, generating meaning within different contexts. It was copied for discussion by privy councillors; read by Essex supporters; and later consumed by those interested in salacious political intrigue. Lady Rich’s letter, which angered the queen, thus had a textual afterlife, becoming the subject of court gossip and discussion at Essex’s later trial. It was also published in print along with Essex’s Apology (1600), which perhaps hastened or confirmed its place within ‘scribal networks’, as it moved through a series of phases that extended from authorially controlled dissemination, through stages of private unrestricted copying, to professional scribal production and a later phase of print publication.88 The sophistication of this text and its scribal status—there is no extant autograph copy of the ‘original letter—raises important issues about the very nature of letters, and the complex ways in which they were circulated and read. Clearly here a seemingly ‘private’ woman’s letter was in actual fact highly ‘public’ written for political, even propagandist purposes.

Early modern letters clearly had complex afterlives, beyond composition, delivery, and reception. Preserved and archived for record and later retrieval, they could achieve wider readership through scribal circulation, in ways unintended at the moment of initial inception. Women clearly preserved incoming letters, which explains the survival of so much marital correspondence.89 Sir William More’s wife had ‘a borded capcas’ or small trunk for holding letters in her closet, and Lady Jane Bacon bound her incoming correspondence in bundles, which she labelled in her own hand.90 Women also compiled their own collections in letter-books and commonplace books. Lady Margaret Hoby recorded in her diary ‘after dinner I Coppied out a letter which Mr Hoby had wretten to the Busshopp of Limbricke [Limerick] touching his agreement to peace’.91 Several seventeenth-century examples survive, including Lady Anne Southwell’s commonplace book which includes two copies of letters written by her, one to her friend Cecily MacWilliams, another addressed to Henry Carey, viscount Falkland.92 However, the nature of surviving letter-books compiled by women is different from those compiled by men, which survive in far greater numbers and are ordinarily associated with office and trade. Anne Clifford commissioned a volume of her mother’s letters, which contained chiefly her correspondence to privy councillors and others during her suit for her daughter’s lands. This was drawn up as part of her efforts to memorialize her Clifford family.93 Several letter-books survive associated with Mary Evelyn, wife of the diarist John Evelyn. The first is an autograph notebook of thirty-seven folios (with an additional four blank pages) consisting of tipped-in copies of Mary Evelyn’s outgoing correspondence to family and friends dating from the late 1660s and early 1670s.94 Fragments of a further autograph letter-book also survive as a single gathering of eight leaves containing transcripts of ten letters (most addressed to her cousin Sir Samuel Tuke), which is accompanied by a bifolium with copies of another two letters. The keeping of a letter-book, perhaps imitating her husband, performed various functions, not least of which was the scribal publication of a series of stylized and model letters for emulation, and representative of her mastery of the letter as a literary form and vehicle of intellectual exchange.95 A further two letter-books of Mary Evelyn’s correspondence were compiled by her great-granddaughter, another Mary Evelyn—perhaps as an educational exercise. The first survives as fragments and contains fifteen of Mary Evelyn’s letters; the second is also incomplete and appears to have been transcribed partly from Mary Evelyn’s own autograph copies on ‘August the 10, 1730’, as indicated in the inside cover.96 Thus, by the eighteenth-century women such as Mary Evelyn’s great-granddaughter, but also including Esther Masham and Lady Sarah Cowper, compiled letter-books as an authorized form of family history.97 Cassandra Willoughby kept a small quarto volume entitled ‘An Account of the Willughby’s of Wollaton, taken out of the Pedigree, old letters and old Books of Account in my Brother Sir Thomas Willoughby’s study, Dec., A.D. 1702’, into which she transcribed family letters, many of the originals of which are no longer extant, alongside details of generations of the Willoughbys tracing back to the reign of Edward I.98

CONCLUSION

Early modern letter-writing engaged a series of writing technologies, both personal and collaborative, that stemmed from the materials and tools associated with composition, through letter-writing manuals and models, to mechanisms of circulation, reception, and archiving. Women’s letter-writing activities during this period reflect a broad spectrum of practices and literacies as women interacted with epistolary cultures on different levels. At the far extreme were individuals who wrote several hands, corresponded in foreign languages (including Latin), were schooled in epistolary rhetoric, could employ cipher and codes, and were involved in news and intelligence networks and the scribal circulation of letters. Women such as Lady Penelope Rich or Anne Lady Bacon demonstrated a sophisticated understanding and mastery of the cultural practices of the art of letter-writing. While at the other end of the spectrum were women unable to write, who nonetheless were engaged in an epistolary culture, through the auspices of a clerk or scrivener. Furthermore, the early modern letter was a complex mode of communication, which generated meaning through textual and material features, as manuscript practices intersected with oral and visual elements. Above all, women were not excluded from cultures of correspondence, but were immersed within networks in which gender could play a significant role. Gendered pleading strategies were deployed by female letter-writers soliciting on behalf of family; supposedly feminine letters could carry secret information without arousing suspicion; close female body servants of the monarch had access to highly sensitive details from the privy chamber, which could be conveyed for political favour.
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CHAPTER 29

THE SHAMINGS OF FALSTAFF

BRIAN WEISER

Go fetch me a quart of sack; put a toast in’t. Have I lived to be carried in a basket like a barrow of butcher’s offal, and to be thrown in the Thames? Well, if I be served such another trick, I’ll have my brains ta’en out, and buttered, and give them to a dog for a new year’s gift. The rogues slighted me into the river. …and you know by my size that I have a kind of alacrity in sinking; if the bottom were as deep as hell, I should down. I had been drowned, but that the shore was shelvy and shallow,—a death that I abhor; for the water swells a man and what a thing should I have been when I had been swelled! I should have been a mountain of mummy. (Merry Wives of Windsor 3.5.4–17)

So Falstaff recounts his first humiliation at the hands of the merry wives of Windsor. Falstaff had aimed at seducing Mistresses Ford and Page in order to cozen them out of a fortune but is comically unsuccessful. Three separate times Falstaff tries to clandestinely meet Mistress Ford and, each time, Mistresses Ford and Page play pranks on their ardent and clueless suitor. Critics have seen a connection between Falstaff’s humiliations and contemporary shaming rituals normally reserved for unruly women. Jeanne Roberts, in a footnote, mentions that the last shaming is reminiscent of a skimmington.1 Anne Parten, focusing on the public nature of the last shaming of Falstaff, expands on this idea, claiming ‘the community’s laughter at him expresses their rejection of this state of affairs and their scorn for the individual who has allowed it to come to pass’.2 Parten also hints that the other subjections of Falstaff are reminiscent of shaming rituals but their private nature disqualifies them as skimmingtons. Similarly Soji Iwasaki, C. Gallenka, Ina Habermann, and Natasha Korda see the shamings as types of charivari.3 None of these scholars, however, has recognized that Mistresses Ford and Page employed three distinct types of shaming rituals. Falstaff first undergoes a cucking, then suffers through a skimmington, and lastly places horns on his own head. Analysing these three forms of ritual shaming will provide a richer understanding of how Shakespeare’s most English comedy relates to its surrounding social and political environment.

THE CUCKING STOOL: A LEGAL FORM OF SHAMING

Cucking stools,4 seesaw-like devices employed to dunk offenders in water, have a long history. The Domesday Book records that authorities in Chester punished brewers and brewsters by the cathedra stercoris, literally a dropping stool. Linguists and historians have debated the origin of the word ‘cucking’. The earliest cognate form—a ‘cokestole’ used to punish alewives—occurred in medieval Scotland. J. W. Spargo argued that ‘cucking’ has its roots in the word ‘balance’ (as in scale) and that the device originally punished merchants who dealt with false weights and measures; those who tampered with their balance would be punished by being put into a large-scale replica.5 For instance, Henry III’s ‘Assize of Bread and Ale’ orders, ‘if a Baker prove faulty many times and will not be amended then he shall suffer corporal punishment, that is, the pillory. … Likewise, a female brewer shall undergo the trebuchet or castigatory if she be found faulty many times and will not be amended.’6 The above Assize and similar evidence led Judith Bennet to argue that cucking was a punishment aimed primarily at female brewers or brewsters, as they were known.7 Although Bennet does not mention it, the symbolism of such a punishment resonates: brewers who served foul beer got dunked in foul water. By the sixteenth century, cucking stools were no longer officially used for punishing merchants and brewers, but unruly crowds would occasionally throw a deceitful merchant into a river, lake, or ocean. In 1588, the English troops at Ostend threw victualers in the harbour.8

By the late sixteenth century, cucking stools were used almost exclusively to punish scolds, women who continuously berated their neighbours.9 As Spargo argues, scolding was not a minor offence, but rather a crime that could lead to civil unrest. In a 1486 decree the town of Hereford declared,

With respect to female scolds that inasmuch as many evils arose in the city through such-like persons, viz striving, striking of blows, slandering, disturbing quiet by night, very frequently setting neighbors against another, gainsaying bailiffs and officers and others and cursing them to their faces, and often breaking the peace of our lord the king by raising hue and cry and disturbing the quiet of the city, therefore whenever they shall be taken and convicted let them have their judgment without making any settlement. And there they shall stand bare-footed, with their hair streaming down from their heads, for a given time at the pleasure of our lord the king’s bailiff, so that they may be seen by all those passing along the street.10

Likewise the seventeenth-century legal scholar William Sheppard described a scold as:

a troublesome and angry woman who by her brawling and wrangling amongst her neighbors doth break the publick peace and beget, cherish and increase publick discord. And for this she is to be presented and punished in a leet, by being put in the cucking stoole or ducking stoole, or tumbrel, an engine appointed for that purpose which is in the fashion of a chair and herein she is to sit and to be let down in the water over head and ears three or four times, so that no part of her be above the water, diving to ducking down though against her will as ducks to under the water.11

How the punishment transformed from one designed for brewers to scolds is a matter of conjecture. Judith Bennet claimed that either ‘the punishment of cucking stool originally designed to punish brewers, was then extended to women guilty of other offences (such as scolding or whoring)’ since so many brewers were women. ‘Or perhaps cucking-stools were always associated more with women than men and were extended particularly to brewing (and male brewers as well as brewsters) because of the extensive presence of women in this particular trade.’12 Spargo has a more subtle and speculative suggestion. Looking at sermons of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries he noticed a common motif of the unruly tongue as incendiary. For instance, the 1616 sermon of Thomas Adams, The Taming of the Tongue, argued, ‘It hath fired and shall be fired, with such fire as is not to be quenched.’ Faced with the problem of scolds, ruling elites decided to use the device that was already present to dunk shifty brewers, for what better way to douse a fire than submerging it in water.13

Whatever the reason for this transformation, cucking stools became part of the regular arsenal of punishment devices, along with stocks and gallows, deemed necessary for every leet court. Orders to build cucking stools riddle local records.14 In Calne in 1675 the view of the hundred ordered the Lord of Calne to build a stool or face a forty-shilling fine.15 In 1684 the view raised the fine to thirty pounds, but by 1687 Calne still lacked a cucking stool.16 The Lord of Calne and others in all probability did not refrain from building the stools out of sympathy for scolds. The expense of the cucking stool may have deterred its construction. In 1572 the construction of a cucking stool cost 22 shillings, and the price rose in the seventeenth century.17 Being wooden devices placed near water particularly susceptible to rot and decay, cucking stools needed constant upkeep and repair, a fact that must have further deterred the lords of manors.

Reluctance to build stools also reflected the fact that convictions for scolding were much more common in some jurisdictions than others. The assize sessions of Middlesex sentenced 311 criminals from 1614 to 1615. The punishments included one hundred hanged, fifty-seven who pleaded benefit of clergy, seven set in the stocks, thirty-four sent to Bridewell, and only one scold—Priscilla, the wife of Thomas Cerciller of Ely Rents in Holborn, who was cucked in the Fleet River.18 Local courts such as leet courts, town courts, and church courts saw more scolding cases than county sessions. Martin Ingram discovered that incidents of scolding indictments varied substantially from place to place. The manorial court of Gillingham indicted only six scolds from 1620 to 1640, but the Westminster court of burgesses punished fifty-two scolds in a six-year period, and Nottingham sent forty to the stool from 1612 to 1614.19

Unfortunately, cucking’s commonness obviated the need for contemporary English men and women to describe it. One German traveller, Philip Junius, Duke of Pomerania, saw the device in Rochester, but he did not see an actual cucking. He probably misunderstood its purpose, thinking it a means to reconcile husband and wife, claiming that the bad wife, ‘when she is well drenched and well shamed, … returns home to her husband, who after the custom of the county gives her comfort by getting her dried with warm clothes especially in winter time’.20

Perhaps the best description of an actual cucking comes from a broadside ballad, ‘The Cucking of a Scold’, published in London in 1616. It tells of a seventeen-year-old newly married scold who continually pestered her neighbours over the slightest matter: ‘This little Devill with her unquiet tongue … molested old and yong’. But her reign of terror came to end when she ‘Made a greater brawle against the constable that did but pisse against her wall’. The scold called the constable a ‘beastly knave’, and a ‘filthy lacke’. She further ‘… sait that every Cuckold now/Against her wall must pisse’, implying that the constable was a cuckold. The constables first clapped her in a cage, but this did not deter the scold who ‘night and day … sent/Such brawling from her drist. Tht neigbour in the towne/Could take one houres rest’. Faced with such a brazen scold, the constable had no choice but to send her to the cucking stool. The scold, stripped to her smock, was rolled in a wheelbarrow with cows’ tongues tied around her neck. A hundred archers, a hundred slingers, a hundred and five armed men, and curiously forty parrots accompanied her on her shameful journey. The constable placed the scold in the cucking stool and dunked her six times until she appeared like a drowned rat. But such actions did not curb the scold who continued to knave the constable. A dozen more times he dunked her to no avail. Finally after the seventeenth ducking, the scold said, ‘ill no more do so’. Such a punishment, claimed the ballad, worked to a tee: ‘For all her life she never began to durst to scold’.

The ballad obviously exaggerates for comedic effect. A flock of parrots and an army of four hundred did not accompany scolds to the stool and the standard number of dunkings was three. But the fictional account reveals some interesting aspects about the punishment of scolds. A woman had to garner a reputation for continual and constantly annoying her neighbours before she was brought to the stool, which was a legal, official, and very public punishment.

SKIMMINGTONS AND RIDING THE COWL-STAFF: A FOLK JUSTICE FORM OF SHAMING

Unlike the cucking stool where indictments entered the public record, skimmingtons and riding the cowl-staff—shaming rituals that targeted wives who beat their husbands—were quasi-legal occurrences of folk justice.21 An elaborate ritual designed in part to shame meek husbands into taking charge of their termagant wives, skimmingtons generally began with rough music. Once the clash of pots and pans brought a significant audience, a ritual re-enactment of the beating would occur. A male neighbour dressed in women’s clothes administered a beating to another neighbour, who often rode a horse backwards. Unfortunately, due to the quasi-legal nature of skimmingtons, they only enter the historical record when a diarist or correspondent deemed them worthy of mention, when they descended into violence, revealed criminal activity, or when the target of the skimmington came from the upper echelons of society.22

The 1626 skimmington that took place in Marden probably drew the attention of the justices of the peace because the termagant wife not only beat her husband but threatened to murder him. In 1626, William Merreideth and a crowd of others, having witnessed Thomas Moxham’s scratched up face, processed ‘in a disorderly manor … through the town of Marden with Guns, Drums, Colerakes, oven-luggs [probably long sticks used for ovens] and staves, setting upon a Horseback two young fellows, one of them arrayed and clothed in women’s apparel’. When they reached Thomas Moxham’s door they made a stand, said there was skymmington (the term was used for both the ritual action and a husband who was beaten by his wife), beat the drums, and shot their guns in a ‘scoffing and disorderly manner’. Thomas Moxham’s brother William had incited this skimmington, because Thomas’s wife had ‘given out that she would shortly make an end of him … and of a daughter of his which he had by a former wife’.23

Since skimmingtons only entered into the historical record when more than husband-beating was at stake, we have no idea how common they were and few if any records of ‘normal’ skimmingtons. In fact when the word ‘skimmington’ appears in the primary sources, it usually refers to someone using skimmington imagery to legitimate public protest or take the law into their own hands. An example of such appropriation is the 1631 anti-enclosure movements led by an individual known as both Captain Skimmington and Lady Skimmington in the Forest of Dean.24

The oft-cited ‘skimmington’ of Quemerford illustrates the difference between a typical skimmington, such as the one in Marden, and rituals that appropriate skimmington imagery for other purposes.25 According to the deposition of Thomas Mills, a young fellow named Croppe came from Calne to Quemerford accompanied by twelve or so others claiming that they had come for a skimmington dwelling in Quemerford. Ralph Wellsteed replied there was no skimmington, and the women of the town set upon the drummer and cut his drum to pieces. A few hours later another drummer came with three or four hundred armed men and ‘a man riding upon a horse, having a white night cap upon his head, two shining horns hanging on his ears, and a counterfeit beard upon his chin made of deer’s tail, a smock upon the top of his garments, and he rode upon a red horse with a pair of pots under them and in them some quantity of brewing grains which he used to cast upon the press of people rushing upon thick as he passed’. The crowd from Calne then approached the house of Agnes and Thomas Wells. They threw stones and broke into the Wells’s abode. Then the Calne mob climbed the stairs to Agnes’s bedchamber:

She offering to escape from them by climbing a pair of stairs to go up into an upper room, William Wellwin plucked her down by the heels, being half up the stairs and then he and the rest took her up by the arms and legs, and had her out through the hall into the entry, where being a wet hole, they threw her down into it and trod upon her and buried her filthily with dirt and did beat her black and blue in many places with an intend … to have her set up behind him to carry her to Calne and there wash her in the cucking stool and if she would not be still and sit quietly then to stuff her mouth with grains.26

Clearly this attack was not a typical skimmington. Normally the participation of the community, as symbolized by the near neighbour being the central focus of the rituals, demonstrated both the accuracy of the accusation and the community’s approbation. In this case, however, the Wells’s neighbours stood by the accused couple, at least until they faced an armed mob. Their neighbours later testified on their behalf. The other curious aspect, which I have not seen in any other incident, is the desire to throw Agnes into the cucking stool. This was the punishment for scolds, not husband-beaters. Most likely, inter-village rivalry combined with a desire to punish Agnes for being a scold (which the people of Calne could not legally do since she was outside their jurisdiction) prompted the appropriation of skimmington imagery that implied the ability and responsibility of a neighbouring community to take matters into its own hands, where the law provided no remedy.27

A literary source may give us our best, if highly exaggerated view, of what actually occurred during a skimmington. Samuel Butler’s Hudibras recounts that Hudibras and his sidekick Ralpho were on the verge of coming to blows over a religious dispute, when the banging of kettles and drums announced the arrival of a skimmington. Amidst a cavalcade, one rider waved a smock, one waved a petticoat, and a third threw grains into the crowd. At the centre of the cavalcade rode a warrior and an Amazon who sat backwards on her horse ‘bum to bum and face to tail’. The male warrior carried a spindle and distaff with which he twisted yarn into thread. Whenever he slacked from the work the Amazon chastised him. Upon closer examination Ralpho and Hudibras realize that the Amazon warrior was a man dressed in women’s clothing, ‘A proud Virago both maid and a don/like Nero’s Sporus or Pope Joan’. In Butler’s portrayal of the ritual, the skimmington graphically demonstrates the early modern discomfort with blurring gender roles;28 the discomfort of wives acting like husbands—using physical force to maintain dominance in a marriage—was echoed by the discomfort of transvestism.

The custom of the near neighbour of a beaten husband riding on a cowl-staff or backwards on a horse is a slightly more common occurrence in the historical record. Henry Machyn recorded in his diary that on 9 March 1562, ‘Trestam, a cook with in Westmoreland Place … rode upon a colle-stayffe with a basket of grains before him, because that one of his neighbour’s wife, broke her husband head, and cast grains on the people’. The next year Machyn recorded, ‘the 22nd day of February was Shrove Monday, at Charing Cross there was a man carried of four men and afore him a bagpipe playing, a shawm [woodwind instrument] and a drum playing and twenty links burning about him, because his next neighbour’s wife did beat her husband; therefore it is ordered that the next neighbour shall ride about the place’. Perhaps the most interesting piece of evidence is the frieze carving of a riding at Montacute House. The first frame depicts a neighbour discovering a wife beating her husband with a shoe. The husband’s degradation is multiplied by the fact that he is engaged in wifely duties: caring for a loom and baby. The next frame depicts the neighbour riding upon a cowl-staff, carried by two men and accompanied by nine villagers.29

Like the Western custom, many recorded instances of what at first glance appear to be ridings actually involve the use of riding imagery for other purposes. Several historians have referred in passing to the 1602 riding that occurred in Waterbeach. A group of disgruntled parishioners including the chief constable John Bankes met at Mark Charlton’s house where four of them donned clerical robes. Robert Bankes junior led the procession, ‘playing lustily on the drums, being a brewers kilderkin to put beer in,30 whereas they all and divers others of their disordered company had taken out much’. The focus of the procession was John Knocke ‘the lord and captain of the disordered company riding and triumphing upon a greate cowlestaffe borne upon mens shoulders’. Knocke claimed that he was participating in a riding, ‘that there is a custome in this town, that if a woman beat her husband, the next neighbour toward the church must ride a cowlstaff and that Mary Payne, wife vicar of Waterbeach did beat her husband and that they did horse him against his will’.31

Yet upon further investigation the riding seems to have had more to do with the relationship between the vicar and the parishioners than between the vicar and his wife. The participants in the riding had all borne the brunt of the vicars’ attempt to create more decorum in church and home, and all had faced prior charges at the Ely Diocesan Court. The drummer had been presented for ‘peering in the church window at sermon time and would not come in’; John Knocke for drinking in his house in the time of divine service on the Sabbath and the constable, John Bankes, ‘upon a common fame of incontinently living together with Susan Charleton the wife of Mark Charleton’.32 The fed-up parishioners used the symbols of a riding to humiliate a minister too intent—in their view—on disciplining them.

While it is disappointing to find few occurrences of actual ridings and skimmingtons, the fact that protesters employed skimmington symbolism for a variety of polemical purposes suggests that it was common cant among English villagers. This assumption is backed up by the fact that such imagery proliferates early modern literature.33

PLACING OF HORNS: A SURREPTITIOUS FORM OF SHAMING

Unlike the other three rituals, placing horns on the home or property of a cuckold had no legal basis and was done surreptitiously. Suspected cuckolds would find horns on their church pews, gates, and doors. One unfortunate cuckold woke up to find his flock of geese wearing horns.34 The use of horns also occasioned great merriment. One of the more bizarre celebrations in early modern England occurred on St Luke’s day (18 October), when a crowd would assemble at Cuckold’s point (near Deptford) and process through Deptford, Greenwich, and Charlton with a variety of horns on their heads. The popular tradition claimed that the ritual originated when King John decided to take a break from hunting, entered a cottage, and then proceeded to seduce the mistress. The husband returned to discover his wife cavorting with another man. In a rage he threatened to kill his wife’s lover. John, to save his life, revealed his royal identity and promised the outraged husband gold, land, and the right to hold a fair once a year. To commemorate the event vendors sold products made of horn and ‘a riotous mob. … infamous for rudeness and indecency’, would march through the town and its environs.35

Connections between cuckolds and horns occur so often in literary sources that it would be futile to catalogue them all. As Samuel Johnson said of Shakespeare, ‘There is no image which our author appears so fond of as that of a cuckold’s horns. Scarcely a light character is introduced that does not endeavour to produce merriment by some allusion to horned husbands’.36 A fascination with horns was not Shakespeare’s peculiar predilection; it was a common motif in early modern literature. Literary critics have argued that everything from the rise of companionate marriage, to the Protestant Reformation, to a crisis of patriarchy brought upon by a rise in the economic independence of women can help explain the ubiquity of horns.37

ECONOMIC INDEPENDENCE AND UNRULY WOMEN

David Underdown’s ‘The Taming of the Scold’, sets forth a seminal argument about the prevalence of shaming rituals. Based on literary evidence obtained from The Taming of the Shrew, John Taylor’s The Women’s Sharp Revenge, and a myriad of other texts, Underdown posits that a crisis of the patriarchal order permeated English society from 1580 until 1640. At the heart of this crisis was a sentiment that overly independent and unruly women threatened male authority. John Taylor’s Crabtree Lectures, for example, contain twenty-five harangues that shrews delivered to their husbands highlighting their spouses’ deceitful business practices, drunkenness, and inability to satisfy them sexually. In one of the Lectures, a Farrier’s wife berates her husband for having ‘more diseases upon thee than any Jade that comes to be drencht at thy Forge’. Her neighbour, a Glazier’s wife, has to intervene to prevent the Farrier’s wife from ‘disgracing her husband’ ‘in the open streets’. The Glazier’s wife unsuccessfully tries to convince the Farrier’s wife to behave herself by reciting the following rhyme:

Ill fares the hapless family that shows

A Cock that’s silent, and a Hen that crows

I know not which live more unnatural lives,

Obedient Husbands, or commanding wives.38

Underdown argues that such sentiment was not simply a literary phenomenon; the spread of capitalist market relations prompted an actual crisis because—for a short period of time—some women in some places gained a degree of economic independence. In urban milieus, women had an increased exposure to the marketplace, while in pastoral areas, women who made and marketed butter and cheese benefited from the increase in demand for such goods since they had some control over the money they made by selling dairy products. Underdown posits that such economic independence may have made those in authority uneasy and they reacted against a perceived diminution in patriarchal authority by increasingly engaging in shaming rituals aimed to control unruly women.

Underdown finds a significant increase in cuckings, skimmingtons, and ridings in pastoral and urban areas as opposed to the agrarian regions, suggesting a connection between economic conditions and anxiety about gender relations. But the most telling piece of evidence that he has is the very name skimmington, which derives from the large wooden spoon used to skim milk. Of course, the use of the word skimmington may simply come from the fact that the oversized spoon had the same cultural meaning as the rolling pin did in the 1950s: a large wooden instrument at hand, it was the perfect device with which to beat a husband. But, as Underdown argues, it may also hint at the origins of the ritual: a fear of women gaining some independence through controlling the income from dairy farming that in turn threatened to overturn the patriarchal system, most tellingly when a wife beat her husband.

Underdown’s thesis has received criticism since he published it in 1985. Neil Davie has argued that Underdown’s division of agricultural land in England into either pastoral or arable (cheese or chalk in early modern terms) is too facile since England’s terrain was much more varied. More tellingly Martin Ingram has argued that Underdown’s characterization of a crisis in gender relations is based on impressionistic evidence, which does not hold up when analysed statistically. Ingram claims that while Underdown stated that the manor of Gillingham was ‘regularly ducking scolds in the 1620s and 30s’ the manor records contain only five presentments. Ingram further argues that most presentments came not from elite authorities but from the social equals of the scolds.39

Despite such caveats, Underdown’s essential idea that women’s economic independence bred fear of unruliness has a great deal of merit, even if his claim that tensions over gender relations escalated significantly after 1580 is difficult to prove. The dynamic he discusses may have begun many years earlier. One of the more curious elements of the skimmingtons and ridings is the throwing of brewing grains at the assembled crowds. To my knowledge no scholar had ever tried to explain the existence of brewing grains at these rituals. Yet the presence of brewing grains or at least some reference to brewing is present in the majority of skimmingtons and ridings.40 Considering that the skimmington probably originated prior to 1500, when most brewers were women, the throwing of brewing grains seems to send a specific message: women should not use the economic independence gained from brewing to assert their authority at home.

Evidence suggests that the turn of the seventeenth century did see a rise in the economic independence of women. Natasha Korda emphasizes how a marked increase in material possessions in households and the symbolic value of such possessions as a sign of social status necessitated a shift in the role of women from producers to guardians of household stuff and that ‘the housewife’s role as keeper could become threatening to patriarchal authority; for her exertion of ‘effort to retain’ the object in her ‘possession or control’—if not to ‘withhold or conceal it’—could easily be used to keep goods from rather than for her husband’. Korda also argues that while legally women may have fallen under the rules of coverture, in practice they often had control of household wealth.41

Other scholars have noted how this period witnessed a great concern over women behaving badly. Claire McEachern finds ‘a marked and metonymic spike’ in the use of horn imagery around the turn of the seventeenth century.42 Even Ingram’s argument, though qualifying Underdown’s hyperbolistic use of the words ‘crisis’ and ‘epidemic’ demonstrates that cucking was not rare. For instance Nottingham Borough had 15 presentments from 1601 to 1603. Ingram agrees that during this period convicted scolds were much more likely to be cucked, a public shaming ritual, while in prior years they were more likely to be fined.43 Although terming these phenomena a ‘crisis’ of patriarchal authority may be extreme, there seems to have been widespread concern that women’s economic independence could lead to unruliness, and such concern was exemplified by the literature of the time which is replete with examples of unruly women.

THE SHAMINGS OF FALSTAFF

Although Underdown used Taming of the Shrew as literary evidence of an increased fear of scolds and other unruly women, Merry Wives of Windsor employs shaming rituals and tropes about economically independent and unruly women much more directly than the story of Petruccio and Katherine.44 But Merry Wives also undercuts the perception that female control of economic resources leads to disobedience and adultery. Characters relay misogynistic sentiments, mimic the shaming rituals, and suggest connections between economic independence and unruliness, but Shakespeare’s plot falsifies conventional stereotypes.

Falstaff juxtaposes assertions of the wives’ attraction to him with descriptions of the wealth they controlled. ‘Briefly I do mean to make love to Ford’s wife’, Falstaff declares, ‘I spy entertainment in her, she discourses, she carves, she gives the leer of invitation. I can construe the action of her familiar style, and the hardest voice of her behaviour, to be Englished rightly is, I am Sir John Falstaff’s’. And the knight then states, ‘Now the report goes, she has the rule of her husband’s purse, she has a legion of angels’ (1.3.40–5, 49–50). In reference to Mistress Page, Falstaff revels, ‘O She did so course o’er my exteriors, with such a greedy intention, that the appetite of her eye did seem to scorch me up like a burning glass … ’ and then immediately adds, ‘She bears the purse too: she is a region in Guiana all gold and bounty’ (1.3.62–6). Since Falstaff’s main objective is to gain money, such hyperboles of wealth make sense and his overestimation of his own charms is simply funny, but his words also show that he thinks that the wives’ control of wealth makes them sexually rapacious and hence easy prey.

Falstaff’s convictions of the power of his charms are a fabrication of his imagination and when the wives discover he sent two identical letters to woo them, Mistresses Page and Ford plot their revenge. It is the form of that revenge that is most interesting for our purposes. At first, the wives lure Falstaff to the Ford’s house and then, when Master Ford approaches, convince Falstaff to hide in a laundry basket—or a buck basket as it is called in the play—that gets emptied into the Thames. Pamela Brown has noted that this punishment is reminiscent of stories in medieval tales about Vergil, an elderly necromancer, who unsuccessfully woos a very closely guarded young maiden. Playing a prank on Vergil, the maiden’s servant agrees to hide Vergil in a basket during the day and then, when night falls, pull up the basket to the maiden’s window. But the servant only pulls Vergil up half way to the window, leaving him hanging in the basket. When morning comes he is the object of ridicule.45

Shakespeare places an interesting twist on this theme by removing the aspect of public ridicule (the only reason anyone besides the wives knows about Falstaff’s near drowning is his own monologue) and adding the humiliation of being thrown in the Thames. This echo is particularly resonant because in some regions of England the cucking stool was termed a bucking stool.

Falstaff is put off, but then is encouraged by both the wives and Master Ford in disguise (who wants to catch his wife in the act), to meet the wives once again. When an angry Master Ford turns up, Falstaff disguises himself, quite inadequately, as the old woman of Brainford. But Ford despises the old woman, thinks her a witch, and when he finds the disguised Falstaff, proceeds to beat him, thus unwittingly acting out the central scene of a skimmington. If as Claire McEachern argues, the humour of the cuckold’s ‘plight lies in the fact that he is excluded: we know more than he does about something he should know more than we do, his most intimate domestic affairs’, then Ford’s ignorance of his wife’s honesty, his jealousy, not his laxity, places him in a similar comedic position.46 Finally, Mistress Ford, in concert with her husband and most of the village, entices Falstaff to come to Windsor Park dressed as Herne the Hunter replete with horns, where he is burnt by the children of Windsor dressed as elves.

Previous scholars have considered all three shamings of Falstaff charivaris, because Shakespeare mixed and matched from shaming rituals, as his contemporaries sometimes did as well. Shakespeare himself mentions a cowl-staff in the first instance of shaming when Falstaff is thrown in the river (3.3.140), an instrument more often associated with ridings than dunkings. Such elision, no doubt, derived from the fact that many believed that scolds often became husband-beaters and husband-beaters often committed adultery.47 Nevertheless it is important to reiterate that ducking, skimmington and ridings, and giving of horns are three independent and separate shaming rituals aimed respectively at scolds, husband-beaters, and cuckolds. John Taylor’s Crabtree Lectures makes a direct connection between the word ‘skimmington’ and husband-beating. In this collection of rants from scolds the section titled ‘A Skimmington and her Husband’ focuses on the wife’s threats to beat her drunken husband with a ladle.

Come Sirrah, you are a Drunkard, and spend all your money

And when you come home you call me your honey.

But all shall not serve thee, for have at thy pate,

My Ladle of the Crab-tree, shall teach thee to cogge and to prate.48

Similarly, the 1632 tract Pinder of Wakefield testifies a distinction between the shaming rituals of cucking and ridings when it narrates that ‘George a Greene invented a new engine … the cucking stoole, which is used to this day for all scolds: and ever after this all women feared to anger their husbands, it kept all such women in awe ever after, and to this day is the same orders observed throughout England, that whosoever beats her husband to the next neighbour to the church must ride; as also the cucking stool is appointed for scolds’.49

In short, Shakespeare turns the conventional view of independent, unruly, and sexually aggressive women50 on its head. By making Falstaff and Ford the brunt of the very shaming rituals used in society to put down unruly women, the play suggests that it was the unbridled appetite of dissolute men and the inexplicable jealousy of husbands that caused the crisis of order. While wives could be both merrie and honest, overly suspicious husbands, or at least overly large knights, could not.

AN UNRULY AND UNCHASTE COURT

Shakespeare’s satire may also have been intended as a comment on the greatest example of an independent woman in all England, who presided over a large household—the royal court—that had its own share of sexual scandals in the 1590s. Merry Wives may have originated as a Garter Masque in which the fairy queen, Elizabeth’s alter ego, presides over Falstaff’s last shaming.51 It has long been thought that Merry Wives was written quickly at the express command of Queen Elizabeth, who wished to see Falstaff in love. Although the only evidence we have comes from a hundred years after the fact, we have four independent sources testifying to the veracity of the story, which gives it more credence.52 If we accept the myth as containing some validity, then, Shakespeare, as opposed to following the queen’s commands to the letter and tickling her funny bone by presenting a besotted Falstaff acting like the ensorcelled Titiana in Midsummer’s Night, adapted the theme of his previously composed Garter Masque to create a play that may have been intended to exonerate Elizabeth’s political, marital, and economic independence from blame for the spate of sexual scandals that riddled the court in the 1590s.

As Paul Hammer argues, Elizabeth was ‘only too well aware that contemporary criticism of female rule played heavily upon the alleged propensity of women to fleshly weakness and its consequences for the state … and Elizabeth made a conscious effort to preserve her own reputation and to promote her court as a place of virtue rather than of “filthy abominations”’.53 For Elizabeth, controlling the sexual behaviour of her courtiers, or at least seeking to establish an appropriate sense of decorum and punishing those who transgressed, was a means of distancing herself from the negative stereotypes of female rule and of proving that she was as princely and authoritative a sovereign as any king.

But Elizabeth seemed to be failing to do just that. In the 1590s courtiers and maids of honour were getting married behind her back and without her permission. In 1590 Essex secretly married Sir Philip Sidney’s widow. In 1592 Sir Walter Ralegh secretly married, and kept it a secret until his wife Elizabeth Throckmorton showed signs of pregnancy. When Bridget Manners, a maid of honour since 1589, secretly married Roger Tyrwhit in 1594 she feigned measles as an excuse to leave the court. When the queen found out, she imprisoned Tyrwhit and placed Bridget under house arrest. One of the most scandalous marriages was that of Thomas Thynne and Maria Audley, a maid of honour or maid of the privy chamber, also in 1594. Not only did this marriage occur without the consent of the queen, but the couple were both sixteen and Thomas also married without the consent or knowledge of his parents. To add salt to the wound, the Thynnes and Audleys were the Capulets and Monatgues of Wiltshire, whose ‘enmity was, “as all the country knows”, famous at the court and throughout the county’.54 The secret came out late in 1595 and Maria was exiled from court. Elizabeth, it seemed, had lost control of her maids of honour, the women directly under her supervision.55

Besides the secret marriages, a myriad of squalid affairs rocked the court. The Earl of Essex alone took part in a number of sexual scandals. In 1595, Essex had impregnated Elizabeth Southwell. In 1596 rumours abounded that Essex was having an affair with Elizabeth Stanley, Countess of Derby. In a scene remarkably similar to Ford’s reaction on hearing Pistol, rumours of the affair reached the Earl of Derby on 9 August 1597 in three separate letters causing him to erupt into ‘suche a storm as is wonderfull’.56 Derby’s servants held him back from immediately storming the court for redress. When Derby arrived at Greenwich a few days later he not only failed to receive satisfaction, but was forced by his wife’s powerful relatives to sign a declaration witnessed by Burghley, Robert Cecil, and Lord Admiral Howard that he had no proof of his wife’s ‘dishonesty of her body’ and that he would challenge anyone who questioned his wife’s virtue to a duel to the death.57 And that is just the tip of an iceberg of sexual scandals.

Some, no doubt, looked at the aging queen and blamed such transgressions on the fact that her own political and economic independence, combined with a lack of manly vigour, encouraged women at court to exert their sexual independence. But Merry Wives might repudiate such accusations by showing the unruly knight imagining lust and impropriety where it really doesn’t exist, while the merry wives exerted control and restored order.
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CHAPTER 30

CUCKOLD’S HAVEN

Gender and Inversion in Popular Culture

SUSAN D. AMUSSEN

IN a famous cover for a pamphlet called The World Turned Upside Down, published in 1647, fish fly through the air, a mouse chases a cat and a rabbit a dog, the cart pulls the horse, and a man is walking on his hands.1 The idea of a world turned upside down, an inverted familial, social, or political order, was a commonplace for late medieval and early modern European women and men. It could be a hopeful aspiration or festive play: let’s turn the world upside down to obtain political or religious freedom, economic or social levelling, gender equality, or simply to have fun by parodying official hierarchies and values, as in carnival. Alternatively, it could carry negative connotations: our world has been turned upside down by evil forces that are destroying the natural order ordained by God in family, Church, and state, and we must turn it right side up to restore the proper moral universe.2 In early modern popular culture—both in the literary culture of plays and jestbooks and the popular practices of cultural life—the world turned upside down was a common trope.

One thing is missing, however, from that familiar image: a woman. The only human is a man, and inversion is imagined in relation to species in the animal kingdom, not the social order. Yet practices and evidence of inversion in the early modern period almost always invoke gender. Women, and the gender order more generally, were the targets of both humour and social practices related to inversion. As scolds, women refused their proper role of silence. As witches, they refused proper obedience to God, and through loyalty to the Devil, turned the world upside down. Families too were the object of concern, particularly households where wives were seen to rule their husbands—though this may not have been entirely the husband’s fault. Cross-dressing, embedded in theatre, was a regular part of festive culture. A pamphlet controversy in the first decades of the seventeenth century focused on whether women were, by nature, corrupt or virtuous; The Bachelor’s Banquet, a collection of humorous tales designed to convince young men not to marry, asserted that wives would inevitably either waste all their husbands’ goods, or else rule the roost and satisfy their insatiable lust with a lover.3 As this last suggests, the gendered nature of inversion involved not just women, but men. In this chapter I will use the cuckold, the man whose wife is unfaithful, to explore connections between gender and inversion in early modern popular culture. The cuckold enables us to explore what is particular about inversion in the period. He also reminds us that the social challenge of inversion was as much the result of the failure of superiors to govern properly as the misbehaviour of women and other subordinates.

Popular culture includes two somewhat different things. Most often—and most accessibly—it refers to the cultural products of the early modern period, plays, pamphlets, broadsides, or woodcuts that were intended for a wide audience. These provide the most accessible record of popular culture. But popular culture also encompasses how people express their values in day-to-day interactions, from popular and religious rituals, festivities, and customs, to local oral traditions of proverbs, histories, and jokes; these are, like performances, usually ephemeral. In both senses, popular culture in the early modern period is a shared culture involving values and practices legible across class and regional boundaries, even when rooted in particular settings.4

Cuckolds are ubiquitous in both dimensions of early modern popular culture. They (and the horns they wear) were figures of fun in plays and objects of jests; they were also targets of charivari, insults, and verse libels. For all their familiarity, however, they have been the subject of little historical attention. Placing the cuckold in early modern popular culture requires attention to the obsession with the world turned upside down. Cuckolds were failed patriarchs, men who did not successfully manage their roles as husbands and fathers. The figure of the cuckold depends on the assumption that men control their wives. A man is a cuckold because of what his wife does, so it is a part of his social identity over which he has only partial control. Given that men’s control of their wives was perforce uncertain, the laughter produced by cuckold jokes is uneasy.

What is surprising about cuckolds from the twenty-first century point of view is that it was not the wife who has betrayed her marriage vows who was the primary target of condemnation, but her husband. While wives could be (and were) insulted as whores, it is the husband who wore horns, and who suffered social humiliation.5 Our surprise points to the historical specificity of the cuckold. This focus on the husband reflects early modern assumptions about order, which centred on a hierarchical universe, ruled by God. On earth, monarchs ruled kingdoms, husbands and fathers households; the household was, in the famous words of William Gouge, ‘a little commonwealth’, the kingdom in miniature.6 But while hierarchy was assumed, the realities were more complicated. After all, the husband or father who ruled his household and helped govern his local community was subordinate to the monarch and other social superiors, and the wife, while subordinate to her husband, actively managed the household, engaged in the market, exercised authority over children and servants, and policed the behaviour of other women.7 Household manuals regularly reminded husbands to work with their wives, as their authority was shared rather than absolute. Order in the household could fail because unruly women refused subordination, or because failed patriarchs did not effectively manage and control their households, or support their wives in doing so. These are, of course, flip sides of a coin: a woman could only be unruly if her husband, father, or master failed to control her.8 While other cultural practices—like the ducking of scolds—focused on unruly women, attention to cuckolds was concerned with men.9

The state was, like the family, defined less by the absolute exercise of power than by negotiation and reciprocity. The English state depended on the cooperation of unpaid officials in counties, towns, and villages for the enforcement of law and the collection of taxes; the Crown’s power was always mediated. While the need for local magistrates and constables to enforce royal policy constrained the Crown’s choices, the Crown also had to respond to complaints of officials who overstepped their authority: just as a husband’s status depended on the behaviour of his wife, the Crown’s position depended on the behaviour of its local representatives. If the authority of the Crown was secure in the abstract, royal government was not, as the conflicts between Crown and parliament, and the Civil War of the 1640s, made abundantly clear.10

The analogy between family and state meant that both unruly wives and failed patriarchs had political implications. While hierarchies are always contested and unstable, the conditions of the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries placed particular stress on both families and the state. The family was under stress through the rapid demographic growth from 1541 to 1641, when the population of England almost doubled. The consequences of population expansion were far reaching, including inflation and high unemployment and under-employment. The number of landless labourers, as well as vagrants and the poor, increased dramatically. The poor challenged local government, both because of their need for support, and because their lack of property weakened the stability of communities.11 The political dimensions of inversion in the state were a constant if shifting concern in England from Queen Elizabeth’s accession to the Civil War. Under Elizabeth, the presence of a woman as queen complicated easy parallels between family and state: her authority could not be challenged, but it turned the gender order upside down. There were parliamentary efforts to ensure her marriage, her advisors tried to control her meddling in affairs, and after her death, there were expressions of relief. While the Stuart kings resolved the explicit gender problems, neither James VI and I nor Charles I were model patriarchs, as James was thought to give too much power to favourites, and Charles to his wife.12

These social and political challenges intersected with individual ones. In addition to the practical challenges to order presented by women’s roles in household economies, household order was tenuous because theology and science both defined women as inherently disorderly, unable to control their tongues and their bodies. Theologically, this was explained by Eve’s disobedience to God. Humoral theory defined women’s bodies as cold and wet; as a result, they were passive, unstable and unreliable, prone to disease and disorder. These characteristics made it difficult for husbands to control wives, and made cuckolds common, not rare. In theory, a responsible man would control his wife; but women’s nature made men’s success fragile.13

This combination of ideas of order, household and political challenges, and women’s nature explains the importance of the cuckold in early modern popular culture. The husband’s expected task was almost impossible. An unfaithful wife may have committed a moral offense, but her husband had committed a social and political one. Thus Thomas Whythorne, writing in the 1570s, wrote that the ‘notoriowz cookkold’ was barred from some employments ‘of estimasion’ in the commonwealth, including serving on juries and inquests; and he suggested an early modern version of ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’, saying that men should not try to know too much about their wives’ activities—‘it iz not good for a man to bee tow kiuriowz, and to serve tow naroly, to know the trewth of hiz wyvz folly that way’—so they could avoid being not only a cuckold but a wittol. If they suspected adultery, and it was not publically known, Whythorne advised men to ‘perswad her and to kownsell her to a better lyf’.14

If the anxiety about the cuckold depended on ideas of women’s nature, the political significance of cuckolds depended on the role of men as governors of households; if order failed in the household, might it fail in the state? In the absence of good government, what would happen? Surely it would not be good! In the words of Ulysses, in Shakespeare’s Troilus and Cressida, ‘Take but degree away, untune that string,/And, hark, what discord follows.’15 Ulysses is explaining Greek failure: this is an observation, not a prediction. Similar results would also shape families. If the figure of the cuckold was the subject of jest, the cuckold encountered in real life was a sign of things gone wrong.

While the figure of the cuckold has existed in most cultures, early modern culture seems to have been particularly obsessed with it; the use of horns as a symbol of the cuckold was common only from the late medieval period to the late seventeenth century. What is it about the cuckold and the early modern period that is particular? Existing literary scholarship has focused on the role of displacement in horn humour. There have been multiple ideas about what anxiety is being displaced—about salvation, uppity women, or economic relations.16 Each of these emphasizes the unease present in laughter about cuckolds, even as they are seen as inevitable. Yet cuckolds were not just the butt of jokes; they were the targets of shaming and ridicule with significant consequences. The humour and shame are mutually constitutive, rather than separate phenomena. Cuckolds in early modern England are situated in a wide social conversation, shaped by and shaping popular culture.

One of the landmarks of late sixteenth-century London was Cuckold’s Haven, or Cuckold’s Point, a little east of the City on the Surrey shore. There, a pole topped with horns signified the ubiquity if not the inevitability of the cuckold; a fair at nearby Charlton, held on St Luke’s day (18 October), called ‘Horn Fair’ was held until 1872: this undoubtedly played on the symbol of St Luke, the ox. Henry Machyn noted a ‘grett May-polle’ set up there by butchers and fishermen, ‘fulle of hornes’ in May 1562; it was accompanied by a feast including two firkins of sturgeon, conger eels, flounder, and copious amounts of wine, as well as presumably ribald laughter. Cuckold’s Haven is the focus of jokes in numerous plays. By 1623, however, John Taylor, the Water Poet, lamented that the site had recently decayed,

That of that Ancient place remained nought.

No monumentall memorable Horne.

Or Tree, or Poste, which hath those Trophees born,

Was left, whereby Posteritie may know

Where their forefathers Crests did growe or show.17

Taylor is particularly surprised because all men ‘Vnto that Tree are plaintiffs or defendants … some Cuckolds, some Cuckold-makers’. Taylor plays for some time with the assumption that to be married is to be a cuckold, and wonders whether there is, ‘of Whores, or Cuckolds any want’? Taylor’s lengthy discussion concludes with relief, praising the men of Greenwich who had ‘worthily repair’d’ the Haven.18

Taylor’s discussion of Cuckold’s Haven not only draws attention to the importance of the cuckold, but to the role of horns as his symbol. The horns appear to be based on the mythological Actaeon, who was turned into a stag after seeing the naked Diana. The valence of the story is wrong: Actaeon saw something, but the cuckold usually doesn’t; Actaeon was punished for what he does see (a naked goddess), a cuckold mocked for what he does not see. Still, references to cuckolds and Actaeon are frequent, perhaps playing off the power of women to define a man. The horn suggests that there is something we see (the horns, that one is a cuckold) that the subject himself cannot see.19 Thus one source of anxiety in cuckold jokes: if the point of horns was that you couldn’t see them, then any man could be a cuckold. Men’s vulnerability to being a cuckold, in addition to the social consequences of being one, fuelled the laughter.

Men would be considered cuckolds not only if their wives were unfaithful, but also if they expected their wives to be unfaithful. Tarltons Newes out of Purgatorie, a book of jests ‘fit for gentlemen to laugh at an houre’, by ‘Robin Goodfellow’, tells stories of various men’s afterlives. ‘A Tale of Three Cuckolds’ offers an anatomy of cuckoldry which defines three types and describes their fate. The highest ranked in purgatory was the wittol, the man who knew and accepted that his wife was unfaithful, but loved her so much that he did nothing. His emblem was a ram, with two large horns. Next was the man who trusted his wife, and was unaware of her many betrayals. His emblem was a goat, as the horns were behind, and he couldn’t see them. The final cuckold in Tarlton’s catalog was the man whose wife was beautiful and honest; because of her beauty, he did not trust her, and assumed she was unfaithful if she as much as looked at someone else. His emblem was an ass: he thought the long ears were horns, but they were just ears. This last man would not, to us, be a cuckold: his presence alerts us to the pervasive concern with women’s fidelity. A man, in this scenario, had three choices: acceptance of a wife’s infidelity, misplaced trust, or misplaced suspicion; perhaps the most difficult part of this was that because a man was judging his wife, the usual ways of measuring honesty—through ‘credit’—were not available. Each of these men is made a gentleman in purgatory, and none are punished for their faults, as their lives are thought to be punishment enough. So, we might wonder, what is there to laugh at? The story is a patriarchal fantasy, where men’s suffering at the hands of their wives in life is reversed after death: the upside-down world is righted again. This message is emphasized by the last paragraph of the tale, where the rewards of husbands in purgatory are matched to the punishments of disorderly women, with scolds being hung by their tongues.20 In life women’s misbehaviour was inevitable; after death it was controlled.

In jest a cuckold wore horns, but in practice, the horns were not entirely light-hearted: it depended whether you were the maker or the target of the joke’s ritualized abusive humour. The horn could be used on its own to identify a putative cuckold. In 1591, when parishioners at Westwick, Norfolk, decorated the church at Midsummer, George Elmer used two branches, ‘the one bowed one way, the other another way’ at the seat belonging to Joan Holmes and her husband, to create a set of horns. In Suffolk in 1619, Susan Buttifant and Grace Tubby carried ‘a cuckoe to one of the neighbours by tying of horns about the necks of their neighbors geese’. In Charminster, Dorset, in 1609, ram’s horns were hung up outside the church during a wedding, while the following year in Somerset, horns were hung outside the window of a newlywed couple. More aggressively, in the late 1580s, Richard Lamberd of Helions Bumpstead, Essex, placed horns in the chancel of the church, thus defaming the minister.21

The horns were not always left to speak for themselves: in Norwich in 1609, a man threw a pair of ox horns into a shop, saying ‘Take that for the key to your bedchamber door’.22 In the midst of a conflict over church seats and other issues in Sithney, Cornwall, the minister William Robinson brought ‘a great and huge pair of goat hornes’ and threw them against Edward Fosse’s hall window, and followed it by ‘bragging what he had done’.23 Indeed, the actual horns were not necessary for such gossip and insults. Alice Phesey of London told William Dynes that ‘thy hornes are so great that thow canst scarce get in at thine own doores, take heede thou dost not breake a hole with thy hornes through thy neighbours wall.’24 Judith Stokes of the parish of St Sepulcher in London told Anna Stanford that her husband was a cuckold, ‘and his horns are soe bigg at that I (speaking in her own person) am afraid my husband should come near him’.25 In 1637 Mary Okeham suggested that Mr. Bushwell would have to ‘make his door bigger or wider for his horns to come in’.26 In each of these cases, the insult was intensified by its vivid imagery; in addition, it was further reported, spreading the accusation around the community.

Some insults were extremely elaborate, and were reported not as insults, but as libels. In these cases, people composed elaborate poems.27 Such libels could have many themes, social and political.28 Thus, when John Gordon, gentleman, was suspected of adultery with Elizabeth, the wife of Edward Frances, gentleman, in Melbury Osmond, Dorset, the first verse of the libel read,

Francis Nedd with Acteon’s head doth square up and down his head being high he doth stye[stay] to maister all the town and Bes the bear doth swell and swear she will maister be of all the wives for hye degree and well she may I tell you trues, be maistres in London of the Stews. For pompe and pride she bears the bell, She is as proud as the devil of hell, But her husband I might be I would make her leave her venerie.

This was spread in ‘divers places in the county of Dorset’, through multiple copies which were sung and repeated.29 A libel circulated in Bremhill, Wiltshire, against Michael Robbins and his wife began, ‘Woe be to the Michael Robens that ever thou wert born, for Blanche maketh thee cuckold, and thou must wear the horn’.30 In the complaint by Roger Craye and William Swarfe against the libel directed at them, they helpfully gloss the phrase, ‘William Swarfe I am to lett you understand to warne the courts of hand, William Swarfe headman, Roger Craye headman’: it suggested by ‘unchaste and incontinent living of their wives’ they were ‘according to that odious and vulgar term, cuckolds’, and ‘were foremen and the principle of a jury of cuckolds’. Copies of the libel were sent to neighbouring villages, and it was sung at ‘taverns, alehouses, drinkings, and in other meetings’. In addition, villagers took Swarfe’s mare, cut off her tail and mane, and tied ‘a pair of great horns’ to her head, and the libel to her tail, and ‘with great laughter and derision and with great clamor shouts and outcries lead about the said mare in open and public places and ways of passage and travel to the view and sight of about a hundred persons’.31 This was an example of the English version of the European charivari, the skimmington.

The skimmington, or riding, was generally used against households that failed to live up to expectations—in the early seventeenth century, primarily those where a woman beat her husband or was unfaithful to him. While a libel moved the insult to a more public forum through its performance and written circulation, the drama of the riding was even more widely visible. The rules were apparently well known, even though relatively few are recorded. In 1615, Alice Kemp of Cawston, Norfolk, could say to Faith Docking, ‘If you beat Cuckle your husband again about the horns we will have a better riding than we had before’.32 The insult merges the two primary causes of ridings, husband-beating and cuckoldry. But it also provides a glimpse of the unrecorded aspects of life in early modern England. While Cawston is well documented, there is no other reference to a skimmington: the insult is a tantalizing glimpse of otherwise unrecorded events.

The riding sits at a crossroads between legal and popular culture: processions are central to many punishments, and the skimmington parallels punishments for sexual offences in some urban areas. The centre of the riding was a raucous procession, like the one directed at William Swarfe. Participants made great noise on their way to the house of an offending couple, usually with one person (representing the husband) riding facing backwards; the actor—ideally the next neighbour to the offending household—rode a horse or donkey, or was carried on a pole. Sometimes a second rider dressed in women’s clothing acted the role of a wife, and often the man revealed his shame by holding a distaff or other symbol of femininity. While the target of the skimmington was most often the man beaten by his wife, the ritual frequently included the use of horns, suggesting that such men were also, inevitably, cuckolds. In some cases—where there is a juridical component—those being carried on horseback were the offenders themselves.33

If the household where a woman beat or cuckolded her husband turned the world upside down, the riding replicated that disorder to turn it right side up. The ritual represents inversion both kinetically and visually. It starts with men riding backwards: the household being mocked is literally backwards. Similarly, men carrying distaffs emphasize the inversion of order in the household. The cross-dressing that frequently appears also emphasizes the upside-down nature of the household. Such rituals were common across Europe, with different targets, but in every case a procession re-enacted a disordered scene in order to restore order. While the ritual exposed the existence of alternative structures of power, it made clear that those alternatives were not desirable.34

Testimony in cases of charivari demonstrates the balance between festivity and punishment, as well as the consequences of the riding. The riding directed at Nicholas Rosyer of Wetherden, Suffolk, and his wife, responded to her beating of him, not cuckoldry. But a neighbour who testified noted that they had enacted ‘an old country ceremony used in merriment upon such accidents … whereby not onely the woman which had offended might be shunned for her misdemeanor towards her husband, but other women also … might be admonished’. Thomas Quarry, who lived ‘at the next house’, was carried around the town on a cowl-staff dressed in women’s clothing, telling ‘all wifes to take heede how they did beate their husbands’. Rosyer and his wife, needless to say, did not enjoy the ‘merriment’, and moved to the nearby village of Haughley, though his family had been established subsidy-men in Wetherden for two hundred years.35 In Quemerford, outside Calne, Wiltshire, the procession directed at Thomas Mills and his wife Agnes planned to ‘wash her in the cucking stool’ at Calne, referencing the usual punishment for scolds. But the man riding the horse had ‘two shoeing horns hanging by his ears’, suggesting that Thomas was a cuckold.36 In 1653, a crowd of people came to the house of John Day in Ditcheat, Somerset, ‘hooping and hallowing’; one man was ‘ryding upon a cowle staffe’, while another carried ‘a great payre of hornes’. They called Day ‘cuckold, and threatened to throw his wife into the Poole’: once again, the cuckolded husband is shamed, but his (allegedly) unfaithful wife is threatened with being ducked like a scold. Those who were part of this procession planned ‘to make merry with Skimmington’, and were promised a ‘barrel of beer’. Whatever pleasure the participants took in the event was not shared by John Day and his wife.37 In a very public and political example, some young men of Wells in 1607 created a number of tableaux for the May games and church ale that year based on the rumour that the constable, John Hole, was having an affair with the wife of another prominent citizen, John Yarde; one re-enacted Actaeon and Diana, while another integrated multiple elements of the skimmington ritual. Unsurprisingly, the sexual puns enabled by the names Hole and Yarde created great hilarity, and both the tableaux and the rumours were recorded in a widely circulated libel. The laughter led, however, to multiple lawsuits, and a Star Chamber punishment which made the perpetrators themselves the subjects of a judicial skimmington.38

Victims responded to libels and skimmingtons because they were remembered: for years after Robert Reede of Tiverton had a libel and horns attached to his door, people in the street would laugh and make the sign of horns when they saw him.39 One response was the defamation suit in the ecclesiastical court. While in general men used suits for defamation less than did women, these suits make clear the importance of reputation as a good patriarch. Accusations of being a cuckold were behind between 10 and 25 per cent of the defamation suits brought by men in Martin Ingram’s sample.40 More intriguingly, it was equally important not to disrupt another household: in York, James Sharpe found that about 17 per cent of defamation cases brought by men focused on accusations of committing adultery.41 It was more difficult to respond to a skimmington, but we generally know about them when there was a complaint to the local justices of the peace, or to Star Chamber.42 The usual basis for such complaints was the disorder of the procession, often described as a riot.

In spite of, or perhaps because of, the social consequences of being named a cuckold, cuckolds are widely visible in the literary culture of the period. While the discussion that follows focuses on the comic figure of the cuckold, the Jacobean theatre also shows tragic consequences. Most famously, Shakespeare’s Othello demonstrates that the man who only fears his wife’s unfaithfulness is not benign: rather than wear horns, he kills Desdemona.43 Even in comedy, the tragic potential of women’s infidelity is evident: in Much Ado About Nothing, when Leonato thinks his daughter has betrayed her future husband the night before her wedding, he asserts that ‘Death is the fairest cover for her shame’.44

In the comic mode, men joke that wearing horns is an inevitable consequence of marriage; that joke could be turned upside down, however, and men who assume married women will fall for them become the butt of jokes. The wittol might be the object of the joke, but he might also ‘win’ in the end. There was no one way to tell a cuckold joke, and turning things upside down was a central characteristic of all of them.

A persistent joke in Shakespeare’s courtships is that a husband will inevitably be cuckolded. In As You Like It, the foresters sing:

Take thou no scorn to wear the horn/It was a crest ere thou wast born/Thy father’s father wore it/And thy father bore it/The horn, the horn, the lusty horn/Is not a thing to laugh to scorn.45

Being a cuckold was the inheritance of a married man. In Much Ado, horns are the subject of jokes from both Beatrice and Benedick. In the first scene, Benedick swears not to marry, and asks that if he does, his friends should ‘pluck off the bull’s horns and set them in my forehead’; Beatrice promises she will go to heaven a maid, having met the Devil at the gates of hell, ‘like an old cuckold, with horns on his head’. When Benedick tries to court Beatrice, he laments his failure at poetry, where the only rhyme he can find for scorn, is horn, ‘a hard rhyme’. With Beatrice and Benedick’s engagement, his friends remember his earlier request, and promise they will ‘tip thy horns with gold’.46

If courtships assume that married men are all cuckolds, Shakespeare turns the joke upside down in Merry Wives of Windsor. Falstaff assumes that Mistress Ford and Mistress Page would be unfaithful—Ford’s wife ‘gives the leer of invitation’, while Page’s wife ‘gave me good eyes’. He makes the mistake of sending identical letters to the two women, so while he boasts of how he will place cuckold’s horns above the heads of Ford and Page, the women plot to humiliate him. The final joke of the play uses horns; but, as Brian Weiser shows elsewhere in this volume, it follows a ducking and a charivari. Falstaff is promised a meeting with the two women if he comes to an oak tree at night, dressed as Herne the hunter, with horns on his head: instead of making Page and Ford cuckolds, Page notes, Falstaff is ‘a knave, a cuckoldly knave’.47 The would-be adulterer is the butt of the joke, while the wives show their virtue. If Falstaff sought to turn the world of marriages upside down through adultery, Mistresses Ford and Page collaborate to maintain proper order by shaming both Falstaff and Master Ford, who mistrusts his wife. At the same time, they challenge the misogynist assumptions of much early modern humour.

As in Merry Wives, cuckoldry is often a central pivot of the plot. One of the intersecting plot lines in Thomas Middleton’s Chaste Maid in Cheapside is an extended meditation on cuckolds, wittols, and cuckold-makers, which suggests that the central marker of the cuckold is his lack of control over his wife, not her infidelity. The play sets up Allwit, whose wife is mistress to Sir Walter Whorehound, and has born him three children, as the object of scorn as a wittol. Yet Allwit sees this not as a problem, but a benefit: he is ‘clear … from the charge’ of a wife, because Sir Walter pays for all the expenses of the household; being a wittol is ‘his living’. But when Sir Walter repents, thinking he might be dying, Allwit turns him out of their house, and the couple present a united front as virtuous husband and wife: he controls his wife. In the end, it is not Allwit the wittol, but Sir Walter, the scheming adulterer, who is ruined.48

The multiple possibilities of cuckold humour are even more visible in Ben Jonson’s Volpone. There are two named women in the play, both married, and both defined in relation to their potential unfaithfulness. Lady Would-be, wife of the English traveller Sir Politique Would-be, ‘hath not yet the face to be dishonest’; Celia, wife to Corvino, one of the three men angling to be Volpone’s heir, is beautiful and desirable. She is,

         … A beauty ripe as harvest!!

whose skin is whiter than a swan all over,

Than silver, snow, or lilies! A soft lip,

Would tempt you to eternity of kissing.49

Her jealous husband keeps her ‘as warily as is your gold’, yet Volpone’s servant manages to convince him that if he allows Volpone to sleep with Celia, he will indeed be Volpone’s heir: when money is at stake, the jealous husband is willing to be a wittol. Corvino had no reason to be jealous: Celia doesn’t want anything to do with Volpone. In revenge, Volpone, his servant Mosca, and Corvino collude in accusing her of adultery with the son of one of the other men seeking to inherit Volpone’s fortune: Corvino argues that it is better to be a cuckold than a wittol, for ‘Now it is her fault’. When the elaborate set of lies is revealed, and the plots unravelled, Corvino is punished: he not only has to return his wife to her father (with triple her dowry) but—in a scene combining the emblems of Tarltons News out of Purgatorie with a charivari—he is to be rowed around Venice along the Grand Canal, ‘wearing a cap with fair long ass’s ears/Instead of horns’.50 The final procession reframes the skimmington to mock the jealous husband.

Such horn humour was not limited to drama: it is equally visible in the ballads that were sold, and sung, in early modern England. ‘Cuckold’s Haven’, playing on that London location, has a subtitle explaining its plot: ‘The marryd mans miserie, who must abide/The penaltie of being Hornifyd:/Hee unto his Neighbours doth make his case knowne, And tels them all plainly, The case is their owne’.51 When the man in another ballad insists on marrying, the woman advising him calls him ‘A Cuckold in reversion’, using legal language to underline the inevitability of female unfaithfulness; a year later, it turns out, he is indeed a cuckold, though he rejoices that horns are invisible.52 In another, where the verses alternate speakers, husband and wife compete for virtue and superiority. The dialogue may be ‘merry’, but it has an edge: the husband claims that when women give birth, they may suffer, but a wife’s gossips will ‘say, the childe is like the Dad/when he but little share int had’. If, as the husband says, ‘women will no yeeld,/in any thing to be compeld’, the wife responds by warning young women that ‘If men once have the upper hand,/theyl keepe you downe do what you can’. In joking about adultery and power, the ballad highlights the tenuous nature of men’s control over their families.53

If you ask, ‘what’s so funny about cuckolds’, Jacobean popular culture suggests the answer is, ‘everything’. It is funny that all wives are unfaithful, but it’s just as funny when they are not. The adulterer (or would-be adulterer, in the case of Falstaff) is as much a target of humour as the wittol. So why are they funny? The three major approaches to humour—relief theory, superiority theory, and incongruity theory—each illuminates aspects of the jokes.54 Jokes about the inevitability of being a cuckold are consonant with relief theory; those about the women who are really virtuous are a way for both husbands and wives to claim superiority. Incongruity is central—when Falstaff wears horns instead of putting them on someone else’s head, when Allwit triumphs over Sir Walter, and when Corvino is punished for his greed and mistrust, laughter is doubled by its upending of our expectations.

While theories of humour may help us understand the structure of cuckold jokes, their substance remains historically contingent. The jokes work because of the significance of men’s role in governing their households and the importance of female chastity. If men have to do something, yet have to depend on others to help them do it, they are anxious. The murder of an unfaithful wife, as in Othello, appears to have been rare, but it highlights the darker side of these jokes.55 While you could joke about a cuckold, being one—or being the unfaithful wife—was anything but funny.

Cuckolds, in drama or in life, posed a problem for early modern society. How could the order of the family be restored? While the process often included laughter, that laughter was not usually kind. There is nothing kind about Tarlton placing cuckolds in purgatory—except that they were spared hell. Planting a pair of horns on a church seat, or organizing a skimmington, provoked laughter among the participants, but the targets were not amused. The laughter had consequences for reputation, a critical commodity in early modern society.56 The laughter of the plays had more limited consequences, but leaned on the anxieties about female chastity.

A Google search for ‘cuckold’ today turns up pornography, not humour. This highlights the historical nature of early modern attitudes to cuckolds. The hierarchy of early modern society meant that everyone knew what things were supposed to look like: harmonious families, led by a sober father, who not only governed his own family, but helped govern the community. Real families departed from the ideal for many reasons; wives’ subordination, in particular, was a challenge because their role in the household was inconsistent with subordination. In a period of rapid social and economic change, the gaps between what happened and what people expected were themselves causes of tension. Humour was one way that tension was expressed.

With the orderly household closely tied to an orderly state, inversion in early modern England depended on ideas of gender. Inversion was a central part of early modern popular culture because it used the comic to manage the serious. Anxieties about the impossibility of order were balanced by the possibility of turning an upside down world right side up again. The cuckold is one demonstration of this process. Because the cuckold was anchored in the family, and in concrete behaviour, it was a target of popular culture in all its varieties. Female chastity was a serious business, and men could not fully control it. If success as a patriarch depended on the behaviour of one’s wife, perhaps it was impossible to be a successful patriarch. While social practices emphasized the serious consequences of being a cuckold, humour often displaced anxiety with laughter. Paying attention to the cuckold demonstrates how inversion works in early modern popular culture. As one might expect when the world is turned upside down, there is nothing direct or straightforward about it. While ballads and plays joke about cuckolds, wittols, and cuckold-makers, the cuckold himself faced both festive mockery and ritual shame.
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CHAPTER 31

‘MURDER’S CRIMSON BADGE’

Homicide in the Age of Shakespeare

K. J. KESSELRING

REPORTING on a recent court session in Carmarthen, in September of 1639, Tym Tourneur observed that the judges had condemned two men to die: one for being a ‘mountain thief’ and the other for wilfully murdering his wife. A problem then arose. ‘Neither of the sheriffs could get a hangman of the male sex’, Tourneur noted, ‘but at last procured a woman in man’s apparel which did it very artificially.’1 Here we have the very odd instance of a woman doing a job usually reserved for men, and doing so in masculine dress. Such gender-bending was not in itself unusual, but would most often have been observed on the stage, with boys playing the parts and wearing the dress of women. When Tourneur reported that the hang(wo)man killed the men ‘very artificially’, he presumably meant ‘skilfully’, but we might be forgiven if the word also conjures up the various other connotations of art and artifice.

Tourneur’s report thus calls to mind the oft-noted similarities between the scaffolds of punishment and those of players. In the age of Shakespeare, both presented many murders to the public’s attention. Both presented fictions, of a sort: stories constructed from messy bits of reality that in turn had material effects. In both, much turned on constructions of motivation. Like the theatre, too, both the incidence and punishment of homicide underwent significant developments in this era. Murder can seem unchanging, as old as time; indeed, contemporaries sometimes prefaced accounts of killings with reference to Cain. Yet in their discussions of different types of killing, a few writers also referenced the novelty of distinctions they drew: while ‘murder’ had long been reserved for the most serious subset of homicides, writers noted that ‘at this day’ they defined it in new ways, for example, in distinguishing it from manslaughter and other killings.2 (And, interestingly, they often included ‘homicide done by justice’ in their categorizations of the many ways in which one person could kill another, though among those homicides they considered justifiable.) The incidence of homicide changes from one time and place to another; so, too, do the distinctions drawn by law between one killing and another. How people sorted individual killers into the law’s categories proved contested and changeable, as well. To be sure, whatever the varying attempts to comprehend and contextualize a killing, one fact remained unchanged: a person lay dead. Even though Tourneur’s hangman was a woman, or even if the killer she executed had killed his wife inadvertently rather than intentionally, one effect of their actions stayed the same: an individual’s life ended violently and prematurely. Yet, those encountering the basic, brutal fact of death deal with it ‘very artificially’ and in ways that change over time. Homicide has a history.

Murder’s meanings are never static, but they proved particularly changeable in the age of Shakespeare. Pointing to the law’s fictional elements is by no means novel, but may yet help us recognize how very unstable and problematic the category of ‘murder’ proved to be in the late Elizabethan and early Stuart years. The decades of Shakespeare’s career roughly correspond to what seems to have been a spike in the incidence and prosecution of homicide, within an otherwise declining trajectory of fatal interpersonal violence. These years also saw refinements to legal definitions of murder and manslaughter, definitions that had very real consequences as those men found guilty only of the lesser charge of manslaughter could try to avail themselves of the legal fiction of ‘benefit of clergy’ to evade the noose.3 They witnessed, too, a profusion of printed discussions of homicide, most notably in the cheap ‘true relation’ murder pamphlets, which helped make murder more a matter of public interest. The pages that follow provide an overview of what is known of the pattern of homicide and its punishment in these years, highlighting along the way novelties, changes, and moments of artifice in what can sometimes seem a story as old as time. This can, at minimum, serve to enrich our understanding of the context in which the murderous content of early modern drama was composed and consumed. Identifying the influences that shaped to what or to whom ‘murder’s crimson badge’ applied can also afford some insight into the broader political and cultural trends of the age.

INCIDENCE

In 1981, T. R. Gurr compiled estimated homicide rates from a number of local studies of crime to produce a graph that showed an unmistakable downward trend over a span of centuries. While precise numbers cannot be had, homicide rates in the thirteenth century seemed about twice as high as those in sixteenth- and seventeenth-century England, with rates of about 20 killings per 100,000 people per year dropping to fewer than 10 per 100,000 per year, which rates in turn proved significantly higher than those of the eighteenth century and beyond.4 More recently, Manuel Eisner has fleshed out Gurr’s homicide graph with the results of more detailed quantitative studies and confirmed the general picture of a dramatic decline in homicide rates. He locates the beginning of the long slide in the mid-sixteenth century, though noting that the lack of late fifteenth and early sixteenth-century assize records leaves the contours of the decline poorly delineated.5

Yet, while the big picture is one of decline, studies of those criminal court records that do begin to survive from the reign of Elizabeth forward suggest a brief but notable interruption of this downward trend, most marked from the 1580s to 1620s. With due caveats about imperfect record survival and imprecision in population estimates, James Cockburn’s work on Kentish records suggests a homicide rate of fewer than 4:100,000 for the 1560s and 1570s, with an increase to 6:100,000 dating from the 1580s, and no lasting tendency to decline until the 1680s.6 James Sharpe’s work on Cheshire records indicates a significant increase in indictments for all sorts of felonies, including homicide, from the 1580s, peaking in the 1620s, and declining thereafter.7 Work on the Home Circuit counties in general also indicates an increase in the prosecution (and thus most likely the incidence) of homicide from the 1580s to 1620s.8

Executions generally followed suit, though at much higher rates: Essex, for example, saw about six criminal homicides and an average of twenty-six executions a year between 1597 and 1603.9 Cheshire, which saw its highest numbers of indictments for homicide in the 1620s, with roughly 110 charges laid in those years, also witnessed its highest numbers and proportions of offenders executed in the same decade, with 166 people hanged for felonies of all sorts, 22 per cent of the total number accused.10 In Middlesex, James Cordy Jeaffreson’s research found an annual average of 70.4 people hanged in each of the ten years after 1609—a ‘penal death rate’ that becomes all the more striking when we realize that an average of only 10.3 people were charged with murder and manslaughter in each of those same years.11 Most of the condemned suffered for crimes against property, not homicide. In early Stuart Middlesex, as elsewhere in these years, one stood a better chance of dying a violent death at the hands of the authorities than at those of common killers. Moreover, as Philip Jenkins has noted, evidence suggests that the English ‘might have hanged more people between 1580 and 1630 than in all subsequent decades up to the virtual abolition of capital punishment in 1967’.12

When Lawrence Stone tried to extrapolate from estimated homicide rates to discuss levels and perceptions of violence more generally, he provoked a spirited debate that ended with many historians of early modern England feeling more comfortable discussing the culturally specific meanings of violence rather than levels or rates.13 Certainly, the invaluable work of Susan Amussen and others should leave us leery of seeing homicide rates as a measure of experiences or perceptions of violence.14 But for present purposes, we might well remind ourselves that the incidence of interpersonal homicide did fall over the early modern period, and that the late sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries—roughly, the ‘age of Shakespeare’—seem to have witnessed an interruption in that decline, with an increase in both instances of homicidal violence coming before the courts and from the courts.

Moreover, while insufficient records remain to allow precise calculations of homicide rates, enough survive to serve as a sample of the larger, deadlier whole and thus to give insight into the particular kinds of killings most commonly tried at law. A set of records from the reign of Elizabeth provides information on 1,158 people identified by indictment or inquest juries as victims of homicide and the 1,235 people initially named as their killers.15 True, trial juries later decided that some of these supposed victims died of natural causes, and we can be confident that even more did so, too. Of the people initially identified as killers, trial juries later deemed a good number not guilty, and we might well think others not guilty either. Of the 847 cases in this dataset for which verdicts survive, for example, juries found 62 per cent of the accused guilty of murder or manslaughter, but found 6 per cent guilty only of excusable forms of homicide (such as misadventure or self-defence), and acquitted 32 per cent. Moreover, some modern commentators prefer not to include infanticidal mothers in counts of killers; and presumably no modern commentators would agree that those people thought to have killed by means of witchcraft actually did so. Their early modern contemporaries, though, most certainly did deem such people killers and killed them in turn. As such, both are included here. Reasons for caution in how one uses these numbers certainly exist, but as an indication of the business that came before the courts, they can be revealing.

Of these 1,158 people identified as victims, 28 per cent (325) were female. Twelve per cent (138) were infants; a further 10.5 per cent (122) were identified as children. The majority of the victims, then, were adult men, as were most of the killers: of the 1,235 supposed killers, the sex of twelve is unknown, 31 per cent (385) were women and 68 per cent (838) were men.

For only 338 of the victims can a relationship with their killers be firmly identified. Of these, 221 sets of purported victims and killers shared familial or household bonds. If we can assume that familial and master–servant relationships are noted in the indictments or inquests when they existed, this would suggest that only 19 per cent of these homicides counted as ‘domestic’, happening between people linked by bonds of blood, marriage, or service. This contrasts quite markedly with the proportion of domestic homicides today, and also with what one might expect based on a reading of the lurid murder pamphlets of the era with their focus on domestic dangers.16

As shown in Table 31.1, this set of domestic killings includes accusations against ten women for killing their husbands and twenty-one men for killing their wives. Of the widows, juries acquitted and convicted in equal numbers. Of the widowers, verdicts for five are unknown, four were acquitted, one was found guilty only of manslaughter and allowed to go free, and eleven were convicted of murder.17 While more men than women killed their spouses in this sample, then, juries proved at least as likely to find the one as the other guilty. Most of these deaths seemed sad, simple domestic tragedies, coming in the midst of quarrels or beatings of a common sort. Joan Saxton, for example, died after her husband threw a chamber pot at her during an argument; Gervase Crooche died when his wife fought back during a beating with a knife she grabbed from the dinner table.18 Relatively few seem to have been premeditated. Only three spouses in this sample were described as dying as a result of the sort of planning by adulterous partners so prevalent in the print and plays of the age: Robert Stacy and his new wife Agnes were accused, but later acquitted, of having poisoned his first wife.19 Petronella and Thomas Hayward, however, went to their deaths for having fed both of their previous spouses ratsbane.20 Parents proved more dangerous than partners. Some 139 infants and children were said to have died at their parents’ hands, the vast majority newborns killed by their mothers; only nine men were indicted for killing their own infants. Of the 121 parents charged with killing infants for whom verdicts are known, 40 per cent (forty-eight) were acquitted, but 60 per cent (seventy-three) were found guilty, even if many later managed to escape by means of remands. In contrast, these records note no parents as having been killed by their offspring. Besides these killings of spouses and children, twenty more cases seem to have been familial killings, with the victim and killer related by either blood or marriage.



Table 31.1 Domestic Killings
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Another thirty-one killings happened between masters and servants. In these records, only two servants were accused of killing their masters. One of those servants, moreover, while indicted for manslaughter, was described as having slain his master in self-defence during a brutal beating.21 In contrast, some twenty-nine masters or mistresses killed their servants. Here, on both sides, women were disproportionately represented, with twenty of the victims and eighteen of the killers being female. Agnes Gaynesford seems to have imposed a sadistic reign of terror on a series of servants, literally rubbing salt in the wounds she caused, before killing one young woman.22 The court records portray most mistresses as having killed in more casual moments of violence that infused 
the relationship of dependency and power. Young Brian Perrett’s mistress, for example, found the boy asleep in the field she had sent him to weed. Purportedly intending only to chastise the boy, she struck him on the head with the weed-hook: he died a week later.23 People who killed their own servants were quite likely to be found not guilty or to escape punishment by other means: while the outcome for five of the people accused of killing their servants is unknown, at least eight evaded sentence of death by pleading pardons or benefit of clergy and juries acquitted sixteen, sometimes clothing the real killers in such fictitious identities as ‘John Death’, ‘William Nemo’, or ‘John in le Wind’.24



Table 31.2 Means of Causing Death



	Weapon/Means
	Number
	Percentage




	Witchcraft
	238
	20.6



	Knife or dagger
	181
	15.6



	Sword or rapier
	176
	15.2



	Staff or cudgel
	143
	12.3



	Unarmed beating
	93
	8.0



	Agricultural or work tool
	82
	7.1



	Strangling or suffocating
	54
	4.7



	Firearm
	43
	3.7



	Poison
	31
	2.7



	Drowning
	24
	2.1



	Burning
	8
	0.7



	Other
	49
	4.2



	Unknown
	36
	3.1



	Total
	1,158     
	100  



	








Returning to the larger set of 1,158 people identified in these Elizabethan records as victims of homicide to examine how these killings were said to have happened also offers a few surprises, even while confirming some standard impressions of the age. As seen in Table 31.2, relatively few people died from gunshot wounds, and of the forty-three who did, at least thirty were involved in hunting mishaps or accidents with loaded guns left sitting around for the curious to handle. Indeed, the first clearly intentional use of a handgun to kill someone, in this set of records, happened in 1591.25 While guns were fairly new, poison was ages old but not used much more frequently to kill. The relatively small number of those thought to have died from poison is surprising, given the level of fear this form of killing often inspired.26 Only twenty-eight individuals—ten men and eighteen women—were charged with this crime; moreover, twelve of them were acquitted and two immediately remanded because of the judge’s doubts about the evidence.

Witchcraft, in contrast, was suspected in a good many deaths, with indictments that alleged murders committed in this manner beginning to appear, unsurprisingly, shortly after the passage of the 1563 Witchcraft Act. This set of records identified 238 victims of such killing, sixty-nine of whom were infants or children and 138 female. Witchcraft, more so than poison, seemed the favoured explanation of Elizabethan observers for sudden, mysterious fatalities. Less surprising, though, is the sex of the accused. Here, as with the killing of infants and servants and poisoning, women dominated among the supposed offenders, with only nine men appearing among the 157 people accused of this particularly insidious method of killing. Among those deemed guilty, at least a few confessed to having killed their victims with witchcraft. The belief that some people might kill in this manner was widely held, it seems, but not blindly so: more than half of the total—53 per cent (83/157)—were acquitted of the homicide, though some were nonetheless found guilty of using witchcraft to other, less deadly ends and thus subjected to other, less deadly forms of punishment than hanging.

Yet killings by men far outnumbered those by women; those outside the home outnumbered those within; killings with weapons more mundane than guns, poison, and witchcraft dominated. While some people killed in the course of burglaries or highway robberies, most did so in routine encounters. The majority of victims died from injuries inflicted by instruments commonly available, such as the knives and staffs so many people would have carried with them or the work tools readily at hand, which suggests the continued deadliness of casual, easy anger in these years. Pitchforks, scythes, and hedging bills claimed many lives. The joiner who stabbed his co-worker with a wood chisel while the two argued over a bedpost they were carving was not unusual among these killers.27 So, too, did blacksmith William Belche die in all too common a manner, when stabbed with a dagger during a disputed card game.28

Something somewhat new in the expression and perception of male anger did emerge in these decades, however: the duel. Imported from the Continent in the late 1500s, the concept of the duel as a contest between gentlemen to assuage insults and injuries to one’s honour would prove a challenge to the authorities—and a source of dramatic material for the stage. While some later historians thought the duel contributed to declining levels of deadly violence by codifying and regularizing the expression of anger, a good many contemporaries feared otherwise.29

Despite heated condemnations of the practice over the early 1600s, however, duelling never became a specific legal offence; as such, indictments do not specify whether observers deemed a particular instance of deadly combat a ‘duel’. We can nonetheless, rather arbitrarily and anachronistically, try to identify some killings in our records as the products of duels: by a generous count, some fifty-six of the 1158 victims in this set of records—just under 5 per cent of the whole—might be considered the victims of duels, with two such victims in the 1560s, five in the 1570s, seventeen in the 1580s, twenty-seven in the 1590s, and already a good handful in the first few years of the 1600s before Elizabeth’s reign came to an end. But what do we include in such a tally? Only gentlemen fighting with rapiers, themselves a fairly new weapon in these years? Or men of other social ranks, too, if in a pre-arranged fight to avenge an affront? We might feel safe in including the encounter between gentlemen John Tench and John Overs after one accused the other of having deserted his colours in battle. The two arranged to meet in St George’s Fields, where Tench ran Overs through the chest with a rapier.30 So, too, might we include the fight between gentleman Neville Godden and yeoman William Lamparde: While drinking together in an inn, the former teased the latter about his jerkin. The two left the inn, found a field and fought with rapiers. There, Lamparde killed the jokester.31 Though the record gives no details of preceding events, we might also feel justified in including in this set the earliest such record in this sample, the 1564 killing of Edmund Jakes by a rapier thrust from Marinus Beltram, a resident of East Greenwich known as ‘Morett of Verona’.32 But what of such conflicts as that between two labourers who quarrelled in the highway: One challenged the other, reportedly saying ‘Thou villain, if thou darest, meet me at the town’s end’. They later met at a private spot and engaged in a duel of sorts, but with cudgels.33 Given the status of the men and the weapons used, most contemporaries would probably not have described this as a duel, a supposition strengthened by the fact that this was one of only three fatalities in this ‘duel-like’ list of 56 cases that manifestly resulted in a sentence of death.


LAW

Clearly, the frequency of some types of killings compared to others changed over time. Guns would come to be feared more than witchcraft or rapiers, and killings outside the home would diminish in number to leave domestic slayings responsible for a greater proportion of victims. A variety of factors, themselves subject to change, shaped the incidence of homicide, including gendered and household structures of power, codes of honour, the availability of weapons and drink, the general legitimacy of some uses of violence to chastise, and more besides. So, too, did a variety of factors shape decisions about which killings warranted ‘murder’s crimson badge’.34

Duels posed a special challenge to jurors, jurists, and others when they tried to distinguish between killings more and less foul, between slayings that merited no mercy and those that, while neither formally ‘excusable’ nor ‘justified’, might not warrant death in turn. A coroner’s jury trying to determine what to do with John Peerse for a killing in 1599 exemplified the confusion: Peerse and his victim, both sailors, quarrelled and fell to blows in their Rye lodging house early one afternoon. That evening they met to fight with rapiers; Peerse came out the victor. The inquest verdict neatly avoided drawing a conclusion: ‘whether this be murder or manslaughter we refer it to the law and as it shalbe adjudged, so we find’. Ultimately, another jury indicted Peerse for murder but the third and final jury decided upon manslaughter. Peerse pleaded his clergy, was branded, entered a bond for his future good behaviour and then went free.35

Jurists exhibited little more clarity on the matter. Richard Crompton’s manual for justices of the peace suggested how lightly drawn the line might be: ‘Two men fall out suddenly in the town, and by agreement take the field nearby, and there one kills the other, this is murder, for there was precedent malice … But if they fight a combat suddenly without malice precedent, and paused a little in the combat, and then they took the field, and one killed the other, this is manslaughter, because everything was done in a continuing fury’.36 Sir Edward Coke would later insist that deaths from duels epitomized premeditated, malicious slayings and as such had to be seen as murders.37 But fights recognized as duels, in all their messy variety, exploited differences over how passion, premeditation, and provocation might clothe some killings differently than others.

Definitions of what counted as murder changed subtly but significantly in these years. The killings deemed most heinous—those of masters by subordinates (including husbands by wives)—had long since been marked out as acts of petty treason. Other distinctions would emerge. Early in the sixteenth century, statutes and other legal documents had formally recognized what lay jurors had already seen as a difference between more and less serious forms of homicide by identifying the first as murder and the second as manslaughter. T.A. Green has observed that jurors had long, in practice, treated some killings as more excusable than others, but had had to do so by crafting narratives that allowed a verdict of self-defence, with its guaranteed pardon, or else a simple acquittal.38 Efforts to trace a formal distinction between types of homicide often point to a statute of 1390, which had noted that pardons for murder of ‘malice prepensed’ must specify the offence as such and by implication had allowed other killings to be pardoned under general terms.39 Malice and premeditation had replaced an earlier emphasis on secrecy as the defining elements of ‘murder’, and in turn a distinction developed between murder and simple homicide.40 Only in the early 1500s, though, did the distinction between murder and manslaughter emerge more clearly and consistently, and then again in attempts to distinguish those for which hanging could be readily avoided by pardons, benefit of clergy, and other such forms of mitigation.41 The distinguishing feature seemed initially to be suddenness or evidence of prior planning, and then between killings in ‘hot’ or ‘cold blood’. The appearances of ‘chaunce medley’ and ‘chaude melle’ as synonyms for manslaughter again highlight that both suddenness and ‘hotness’ of the blood served to mark some killings as less serious than others.42 Both murder and manslaughter remained capital crimes, but punishment for the unplanned, hot-blooded act of manslaughter could more easily be avoided, at least for those men who could read sufficiently to claim their clergy (a privilege not available to women—fictions only extended so far). As William Lambarde explained, the distinction between murder and manslaughter took into account ‘the infirmity of man’s nature’, specifically the quick temper and ready violence associated with ‘manhood’.43 As Linda Pollock notes elsewhere in this volume, early modern writers understood the passions to have both corporeal and cognitive aspects, insisting that the humoral, hydraulic pressures could be controlled. Mastery of those passions marked an ideal man, to be sure, but jurists and jurors saw the difficulty in doing so as reason to mitigate charges of murder.

From the 1550s cases that tested the distinction between the two forms of killing began to appear in the law reports.44 Further refinements developed. On the one side, ‘murder’ broadened on the back of the legal fictions of ‘constructive’, ‘transferred,’ or ‘implied’ malice. Someone who killed inadvertently in the course of some other criminal act could be treated as a murderer, with the malice implied by law, for example. Someone who unintentionally killed one person when trying to kill another obviously exhibited no ‘malice prepensed’ against the victim, but judges opined that the malice, in effect, transferred. Judges similarly allowed that especially brutal, though not evidently premeditated, killings could be deemed murder. The killing of officers of the law in the course of their duties, too, was taken to imply malice, however sudden or unplanned the attack may have been.45 Most such expansion happened through judicial construction, but the so-called ‘Statute of Stabbing’ of 1604 sought to do the same as well. More properly titled ‘An Acte to take away the Benefit of Clergy from some kinde of Manslaughter’, it stipulated that anyone who fatally stabbed a person who had not drawn a weapon or previously struck the offender would be denied clergy and thus suffer death as in cases of wilful murder, ‘although no malice be proved’.46

On the other side, provocation began to supplement ‘hotbloodedness’ as a marker of manslaughter. A key decision came in 1600, after a widow contested a trial jury’s verdict of manslaughter in her husband’s death. True, the victim had made rude and mocking gestures to the man who then killed him, but judges decided that these insults should not be considered sufficient provocation to mitigate a charge of murder. Thereafter, as J. H. Baker has noted, the nature of the provocation came to matter more so than the heat of the blood, for judges at least.47 Very quickly judges made a number of clarifications, setting out the ‘modern doctrine of provocation’ that has only recently been challenged for its gendered and outmoded medical bases.48 In brief, judges outlined four key provocations that could serve to reduce murder to manslaughter: seeing a friend or family member attacked (from two cases in 1612); grossly insulting though not dangerous physical assaults such as tweaks of the nose or boxes on the ear (from a number of early seventeenth-century cases); seeing an English person unlawfully deprived of his or her liberty (from a 1666 case); and finally seeing a man committing adultery with one’s wife (from a 1671 case). Offering a deadly response to any of these affronts to one’s honour, as it was understood by ‘men of honour’, could not legally be excused; but while it merited punishment, such a killing did not necessarily merit death. Moreover, honour and anger had room yet: alongside such killings upon provocation, notions of ‘chaunce medly’ manslaughter continued to allow mitigation for some hot-blooded killings in two-sided, even-handed fights.49 Certainly, whatever jurists thought of the matter, jurors continued to lessen the charge for those who killed in fights they deemed ‘fair’.

Unease over whether and when passion might prove exculpatory is exploited in a number of Shakespeare’s theatrical slayings, whether Othello’s strangling of Desdemona or Hamlet’s slaughter of Polonius and Laertes. Shakespeare’s characters trouble the distinctions between one kind of killing and another, not least Suffolk in threatening deadly vengeance against anyone who ‘slanders’ him with the murder of Duke Humphrey in Henry VI, Pt. 2. In such ways the plays speak to contemporary concerns. Indeed, besides the difficulties in deciding what marked some killings as more serious than others, some people disliked drawing any such distinctions at all. The puritans who left England for Massachusetts initially denied such differences.50 Civil War–era law reformers and lawyers criticized them, too. Justice Richard Aske of the Upper Bench even opined in 1655 that ‘it was the Popish power’ that introduced the distinction, insisting that ‘by the law of God I find no difference between hot blood and cold blood as we do now distinguish’.51 Echoes of such condemnations can be found earlier, too, not least in Sir Francis Bacon’s invectives against duelling. Bacon seemed grudgingly willing to tolerate ‘the privilege of passion’ that allowed a ‘subtle distinction between the will enflamed and the will advised, between manslaughter in heat and murder upon prepensed malice’. It was a novelty, but perhaps one ‘not unfit for a choleric and warlike nation’, as ‘a man in fury is not himself’. But to allow such distinctions to extend to duellists and those who did have a ‘forethought purpose’ had no support in laws divine or human, he insisted. It was naught but ‘a monstrous child of this later age’.52

REPORTING

Another thing new about murder in these years was its reporting to the public in print. A number of killers acquired not just the metaphorical crimson badge but also an inky ensign of their deeds. John Bellamy has traced the murder pamphlet’s origins to the profusion of publications about the death of ‘Protestant martyr’ Richard Hunne at the hands of episcopal officers in 1514. As the century progressed, chroniclers came to include in their works ever lengthier narrations of noteworthy murders. From the 1570s the genre of the murder pamphlet took shape, and from the first decade of the 1600s took off. Works that sought to impose narratives on events and guide interpretations of their significance offered a mix of sensationalism, moralizing, and more.53

In Todd Butler’s words, print became useful as a ‘judicial technology’.54 Randall Martin depicts the pamphlets as a form of ‘preknowledge’ that shaped readers’ responses to subsequent events.55 Indeed, he and others have noted that phrases from such texts later found their way into depositions, with words and ideas circulating from court room to quarto and back again. Malcolm Gaskill has examined the ways in which the pamphlets provided assurances that God’s providence would unmask murderers if human efforts failed.56 These ‘true relations’ insisted that murder could indeed speak ‘with most miraculous organ’: children who had never spoken suddenly named the offender, bodies bled afresh in the presence of a suspect, drops of blood indelibly marked killers. Murder offended God so deeply that heaven itself would direct the hue and cry.

Some scholars have noted how these pamphlets singled out particular objects of fear. Murderous wives and mothers figured disproportionately in these texts. As Frances Dolan has observed, in their focus on domestic dangers, these pamphlets often located the threat to social order ‘in the least powerful and privileged, in those most likely to be the victims rather than the perpetrators of violence’.57 Others sought to brand not just an individual with a mark of infamy but to use that murderer to mark a larger group of which he formed part: The Parricide Papist, or Cut-Throate Catholicke offers one example of the works that asked, essentially, ‘how can the tree be good that beareth such Gomorrah fruit’.58 As Peter Lake has noted, puritans proved at least as popular as papists among pamphleteers on a moralizing mission.59 Murder pamphlets served to reiterate lessons on obedience and conformity of all sorts.

Indeed, it was not just the marginalized or the sectarian that one needed to fear: murder might well be more common among the uncivilized or unsanctified, but was not the preserve of some criminal ‘other’. All had within them the same blood as Cain. The same passions and humours that made murderers of some existed in all people. A surprising number of these pamphlets warned their readers not about the dangers posed by others, but about the dangers within themselves. As Arthur Golding cautioned in his 1573 pamphlet on the murder of George Saunders: ‘Behold, we be all made of the same mold, printed with the same stamp, and endued with the same nature that the offenders are. We be the imps of the old Adam, and the venom of sin which he received from the old serpent is shed into us all … Such as the root is, such are the branches.’60 Another offered this moral to his tale: ‘It therefore behooveth every one to have a special care what actions we commit, not seeking to murder those that have in some sort offended us, but to leave, as we ought, the revenge of all wrongs unto the Lord.’61 The invocations of providential discoveries offered not just reassurance that murders by others would be discovered, but also warnings that the readers themselves ought not to kill. Narrating the case of a woman who killed her spouse with her lover’s assistance, one author asked that ‘the Lord give all men grace by their example to shun the hateful sin of murder, for be it kept never so close and one never so secret, yet at length the Lord will bring it out’.62 True, some warned readers to take heed of these stories to ensure their own spiritual fitness should they die suddenly at others’ hands; murder certainly showed that ‘they that see the sun rise, are not sure to see it fall’.63 Some urged people to be kinder to their servants or spouses lest they turn to violence. But the object of a good many warnings was to dissuade the readers themselves from the sin of murder. One earnestly listed twenty-two ‘pregnant inducements to deter men from murder or manslaughter’.64 Others, too, offered ‘remedies against murder’ that looked inward rather than out. As Joy Wiltenburg has suggested, such texts not only sought to harness horror at private slayings to legitimize public executions, but also called upon personal introspection in the interests of public order.65

These pamphlets helped in a variety of ways to make murder more fully ‘public’—both in the sense of ‘not secret’ and in the sense of being a shared, common concern. Some authors explicitly professed a desire to serve the public good as their reason for writing. One maintained that persons of authority who had a ‘love of the weal publique’ had urged him to publish.66 Another compared himself to a sentinel or night watchman, observing that ‘the Common good and preservation of my Country’s welfare, incites me unto this officious service’.67 One is reminded of Thomas Heywood’s Apology for Actors, which claimed for the stage, too, a role in revealing individual murders and reiterating the wrongs they did to the public more generally.68 Indeed, contemporaries encountered murder in an increasing number of genres and media, from sermons and jury charges, to medical tracts on the passions, to printed law reports and more besides. Increasingly one sees a rhetoric of murder offending not just victim, king, and God, but also a ‘public’ more broadly defined. Lancelot Andrewes’s lengthy exposition of the sixth commandment explained its scope as ‘the public good’, describing murder as a ‘sin also against the commonwealth’, for example.69 King James and others inveighing against the perils of duelling depicted its private vengeance as a particular affront to ‘public Justice’.70 Codes of religious discipline and secular civility vied against the values that infused bloodfeud in a language that subordinated private to public. As Alastair Bellany and Thomas Cogswell have shown, murder attained a public salience in popular political culture over the early Stuart years, as discussions of slayings real and imagined, done even by the highest in the land, infused a nascent public sphere.71 Murder became political—tied up with res publica—in ways it had not been before.

Murder pamphlets claimed to offer ‘true reports’; in their own way, so too did the jurists and jurors who issued their ‘veredicta’ both in the abstract and in particular cases. Like Tourneur’s unnamed hang(wo)man, though, they also performed their functions ‘very artificially’, in every sense of the word. Examining the ways in which they affixed ‘murder’s crimson badge’ reminds us that murder, while in some senses as old as the act that earned Cain his own mark of infamy, took on new aspects in the age of Shakespeare.
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CHAPTER 32

THINKING WITH POISON

ALASTAIR BELLANY

‘MURDER … MOST FOUL, STRANGE AND UNNATURAL’

ON 17 March 1542, Margaret Davy (or Davies), an unmarried serving-woman, was executed at Smithfield in London. Unusually, she was neither hanged nor burned: instead, she was boiled to death. Her crime was murder by poison.1

The peculiarly horrific manner of Margaret Davy’s death was mandated by a statute, passed eleven years earlier, which declared that ‘every wylfull murder … done by meane or waye of poysonynyng shalbe reputed demed and juged in the lawe to be highe treson’. Those convicted of the offence would be denied benefit of clergy, would forfeit their property to the Crown, and would be ‘commytted to execucion of deth by boylynge’. All wilful murder, the statute explained, should be ‘detested and abhorred’. But poisoning belonged to a peculiar class of especially abhorrent homicides. In part, this was because the crime was, thanks to God, ‘in this Realme hitherto … most rare and seldome commytted’—it was foreign, un-English. But poisoning was also intrinsically wicked, a secretive, disguised killer, whose defenceless victims were struck down without warning. It was thus all too easy a crime for the weak and marginal to commit against their superiors. ‘No person’, the statute insisted, ‘can lyve in suertye out of daunger of death by that meane’ unless a vigorous, deterrent law was put in place.

The particular incident that prompted the legislation threw the crime’s horror into sharper relief. Richard Roose, a cook in the household of John Fisher, Bishop of Rochester, had mixed an unidentified poison into a jar of ‘yeste or barme’ used to make the gruel served to the bishop’s household. Seventeen household servants fell ill, and one, a gentleman, died. But the casualties were not confined to the household. The poor flocked to the bishop’s Lambeth palace for charity and were often fed with leftovers from his table—many of them ‘were in lyke wyse infected’ by the poisoned gruel and a poor widow succumbed.

The Roose case starkly revealed the poisoner’s unnerving power to subvert the order and betray the intimacies that bound household and community together. The elite household, with its hierarchy of officers and servants, was a microcosm of the wider socio-political order; and Roose had exposed the ease with which one of the lowest members of that hierarchy could wound those above and around him. The sharing of food, the very act of ritualized commensality that tightened the bonds of an ordered household, became the vehicle for its subversion and dissolution. The intimacy of domestic service provided the cover for a social inferior to betray his betters. And an act of charity meant to serve God and the poor was transformed by this betrayal into an irreligious rite of secret violence. The dissimulation that characterized the assault—poison disguised as food, the assassin a safe distance from the scene of his crime, the servant playing the killer—also unnerved. It was no coincidence that the poisoning statute instructed legal officers to pursue ‘suche traitorous … murders’ in the same way they pursued ‘the counterfaytynge of Coyne’.2

Henry VIII himself had initiated the legislation, and the statute presented the revisions to the law as an emanation of royal virtue—the king’s love for order, his concern for ‘mannes lyfe’, and the ‘blessed disposicion’ that abhorred ‘such abhomynable offences’. The Roose case was also an opportunity to secure and project a harder kind of royal power. Roose’s conviction by attainder by-passed common law procedure and the poisoning statute closed loopholes for convicted felons while dramatically expanding the definition of treason.3 But other political considerations were also at work. Some observers suspected that the poisoning itself had been a political act, a deadly gambit in the game of courtly intrigue. Bishop Fisher opposed Henry’s ongoing attempts to annul his marriage to Catherine of Aragon and to challenge the institutional authority of the Roman Catholic Church in England. Unsurprisingly, the events in Fisher’s household immediately became the focus of ideologically and politically charged rumour. Religious conservatives and their allies assumed that Fisher, who ‘had always publicly advocated the Queen’s cause’, had been the real target of the poisoning. The imperial ambassador Chapuys, Catherine’s close ally, thought Fisher’s escape providential, for ‘God no doubt considers’ him ‘very useful and necessary in this world’. And Chapuys was convinced that Roose had been tricked into adding certain ‘powders’ to the gruel. Though he did not know for certain who had manipulated the cook, Chapuys had his suspicions: ‘Whatever [the king’s] demonstrations of sorrow’, the ambassador opined, ‘he will not be able to avert suspicion from falling, if not on himself, for he is too noble-minded to have resource to such means, at least on the Lady and her father’.4 The Lady was Anne Boleyn: although not the province of the ‘noble-minded’, poisoning was a crime perfectly suited to an upstart courtier or an ambitious whore.

Edward VI repealed Henry VIII’s poisoning statute along with the rest of his father’s treason legislation, and a March 1563 bill to revive the act appears to have gone nowhere.5 But the statute was not forgotten. During the later sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, English obsession with the horrors and dangers of poison continued, if anything, to grow. Although there is patchy statistical evidence of a slight increase in the frequency of criminal and suicidal poisonings in the later sixteenth century, this growing horror did not depend on any real increase in the crime.6 Poison fascinated Shakespeare’s contemporaries, and proved such a wonderful dramatic resource for Shakespeare and his fellow playwrights, because it was, to use the old ethnographic nostrum, ‘good to think with’. Poisoning resonated or intersected with other transgressions: stories of poisoners were thus nearly always about more than just poison. Talk about poison crystalized profound (and growing) contemporary anxieties about order and identity, purity and pollution, class and gender, self and other, the domestic and the foreign, politics and religion, appearance and reality, the natural and the supernatural, the knowable and the occult.

Thinking with poison allowed contemporaries to ponder the vulnerability of order. Poison unnerved because it breached boundaries and subverted hierarchies; it exemplified the threat to a fragile social, gender, and political order and to porous personal, national, and religious identities. It was a weapon of the weak—of women and lower-class men—against the strong; dishonourable, feminized, and base, it threatened hierarchical and patriarchal norms and structures. In a culture fascinated by the deceptiveness of outward appearances and the role of pretence in the violation of the social, gender, and political order, poison—that quintessentially disguised weapon—was easily associated with the broader problem of transgressive dissimulation. And the ease with which a poisoner could turn intimacy into an opportunity for murder raised concerns about personal interdependence and betrayal in a world where even the most asymmetrical hierarchical relationships required intimate contact between servant and master.

Thinking with poison also crystallized anxiety about religious and national identity during a period in which Protestantism and Englishness were becoming more closely connected. Routinely classed as religiously and culturally other, as ‘foreign’—especially Italianate—and ‘popish’, poisoning allowed contemporaries to think about the threats to the godly Protestant realm from outsiders and from their ideological allies within. Polemical poison narratives thus provided contemporaries with a way to draw boundaries and to stigmatize ‘papists’ and ‘foreigners’ alike. This process of boundary-protection and stigmatization was extended inwards by the long-standing cultural and structural associations between poison and witchcraft, which not only allowed polemicists to link the false Church of Rome to the Devil, but also made poison discourse an increasingly useful way to explore the growing threat posed by demonic power to English souls and bodies. And, as English travellers and readers encountered new worlds and exotic cultures, the deadly poisons and poison lore of non-Europeans raised novel anxieties about the capacity of supposedly subordinate racial and ethnic barbarous others to inflict harm on colonists and merchants alike.

Poison was also highly politicized. For contemporaries familiar with classical Roman history, and increasingly concerned with that history’s application to the present, the central role of poisoning in the corrupt politics of imperial Rome turned Elizabethan and Jacobean courtly poison cases into troubling opportunities to ponder monarchy’s decay into tyranny. At the end of a century in which power had become increasingly concentrated in the royal court, the association of poisoning with courtly intrigue and Machiavellian dissimulation made the crime particularly significant; anxieties about how power and favour were obtained at court, particularly by men or women from outside traditional elites, made stories of poisonous favourites especially resonant.

Thinking about poison also raised troubling epistemological questions. In a late humanist culture where new and old modes of knowledge were in tension, the ability to know anything for certain was under considerable intellectual pressure. Poisoning became a troubling test case of the knowable. How could one tell the difference between a medicinal drug and a deadly poison, between an honest apothecary and a wicked murderer, between a physician and a killer? How could one differentiate between the strange symptoms of a natural illness, and the occult workings of a malicious poison? How could one diagnose the marks a subtle poison left on and inside a dead body? Could medical expertise provide forensic knowledge to unmask a cunning poisoning? Could new forms of knowledge expose and contain the dangers that poison posed?7

The rest of this chapter explores some of the ways in which thinking with poison articulated and engaged these broader anxieties, and examines how contemporaries exploited for polemical and political ends what Silje Normand calls ‘poison’s power of stigmatization’.8 The chapter covers three overlapping sets of issues. First, I discuss the function of poison discourse in religious propaganda, in particular the representation of poisoning as a quintessentially popish crime. Second, I look at the image of the courtier as poisoner, and at the emergence of a stubborn stereotype of the ambitious court favourite as a skilled practitioner of the art. Finally, I examine some of the conundrums of poison-knowledge, focusing on three intersecting themes: the medical and natural philosophical discourses that offered to classify and explain poison; the early modern forensics of poison, the theory and practice of medical ‘proof’ in criminal prosecutions of the crime; and the fear of poisoning as an ‘art’ that, either through cunning or demonic assistance, operated outside the laws of nature. My hope is to sketch some of the cultural context for the dramas of political corruption and deception that Shakespeare wove around his great poisoners—Hamlet’s usurping uncle Claudius, or Cymbeline’s murderous queen; a cultural context that suggests just why it was that Shakespeare, like Marlowe, Jonson, and a host of lesser dramatists, found poison so useful to think with.

POPERY, POISON, AND THE PROTESTANT MONARCHY

Connections between poison and popery were established very quickly in English Protestant discourse. John Bale’s late Henrician play Kynge Johan presented the medieval king as a proto-Protestant defender of royal supremacy over the English church. Bale’s John battles against papal jurisdiction, rescues his people from the clergy’s material oppression, wars against superstition, and encourages the preaching of the Gospel—all divinely mandated duties for a king whose power ‘is of God immedyatlye’. The good king is destroyed, however, by a wicked popish plot, murdered by a monk with the ‘poyson of a toade’. Bale names the monk ‘Dissimulation’, drawing attention to the central role deception plays in the crime of poisoning and in popery more generally. The poisoner operates by manipulating appearances—he looks to be ‘some relygous man’, whom John mistook for ‘A lovynge persone’, and he deceives John into drinking the poison by praising it as ‘good and … holsome’ and swallowing part of it himself. As John succumbs, his honest advisor ‘England’ tells him he has been ‘betrayed cowardlye’ with ‘A false Judas kysse’.

Bale uses John’s poisoning to develop a series of polemical attacks on ‘popery’. ‘England’ lambasts the papalist clergy as ‘cruell’, as ‘disguised bloud-souppers’, and as ‘Unmercyfull murtherers’, and the monk’s murderous scheming exemplifies the falsity of core Catholic rituals and beliefs. The poisoner confides his plan to his confessor, ‘Sedition’, and is granted proactive absolution and masses for his soul; although he flees the scene in agony, the killer is assured of his salvation and confident he ‘shall be a saynt’.

But Bale also uses poison figuratively: poisoning is not only what papists do, poison is what popery is. The pope and his priests, ‘trayterouse’ and ‘pernicyous Antichristes’, were ‘poyseners of all landes’; the pope’s servants were ‘venym wormes … adders, whelpes and snakes’. This figurative, stigmatizing language allowed Bale to portray popery as poison, a seductive surface concealing a false and deadly core. The same language also allowed him to draw another boundary, between mainstream reformism and ‘radical’ sectarians like the Anabaptists, who ‘poysoneth’ scripture with ‘their subtle allegoryes’.9 Implicitly, such figurative religious critique also played on stereotypes of the good pastor as physician of the soul; the popish cleric, like the perverse physician, offers mortal poison in the guise of wholesome cordials.

King John’s murder reappeared to similar effect in John Foxe’s Actes and Monuments. Like Bale, Foxe presented John’s reign as a pitched battle between royal and papal power, with the Pope branded as ‘author of rebellion and disobedience of subiectes towards their prince’. Though Foxe noted that chroniclers gave varying accounts of John’s death, with many attributing it to natural causes, Foxe concluded that John was ‘poysoned by the Monke’ Simon of Swinstead. Foxe cited one chronicler who alleged John ‘was poysoned with a dyshe of peares’, deceived by the monk’s dissembling claim that they were ‘the best that he did ever tast’. But Foxe preferred the story that the poison was toad venom—acquired by pricking the toad and pressing it to ‘vomit all the poyson that was wythin hym’—introduced into a cup of wine. Again, deception was required: the monk persuades John to drink with ‘a smiling and flattering countenance’, insisting ‘ye never dronke a better before’. Sharing wine was a ritualized action that would normally bind two men together in friendship—indeed, the king pledges his companion as he drinks. But the hidden poison perverts the outward gestures of amity.10

Popery and poison remained fixed together in the English Protestant imagination. Polemical attacks on the papacy, for instance, suggested that poison had become a permanent weapon in the papal armoury. Lurid stories of the Borgia pope Alexander VI, in particular, helped link the papal court with the crime. Alexander was the ‘poysoned Pope’ who murdered his enemies and prisoners, only to die accidentally, and providentially by his own hand, when the ‘wrong bottle’ was served to him at dinner—an accident sensationally dramatized early in the seventeenth century by Barnabe Barnes’ poison-soaked Divills Charter.11

But the perceived connections among popery, poison, regicide, and treason were most vividly exposed and exploited during the discovery and prosecution of two alleged late Elizabethan popish poison plots against the queen. In early June 1594, Rodirego Lopez, Elizabeth’s Portuguese physician, was executed for scheming to poison her at Philip II’s behest.12 How he planned to do this is not clear—the most obvious means would have been to capitalize on the next royal illness by administering the queen poison instead of medicine, with Lopez thus playing the much-feared role of the physician who exploits his expert knowledge and intimate access to murderous effect.13 According to the official version of events, the Lopez plot was so complex and subtle that only divine intervention could explain its discovery—divine intervention that singled out Elizabeth as a favourite of the Almighty, ‘declaring to the world that [God] will indeed preserve that instrument which he hath magnified’.14 The plot’s disruption was thus inscribed into the sequence of providential deliverances that formed one of the core legitimating scripts of the English Protestant monarchy.

Similar rhetorical legitimation followed the November 1598 execution of Edward Squire for attempting to poison Elizabeth and her favourite, the second Earl of Essex. The prosecution alleged that a Jesuit—playing the same corrupt role in the confessional as his predecessor in John’s reign—had instructed Squire to apply poison to the pommel of Elizabeth’s saddle and to Essex’s shipboard chair. The case immediately became grist for confessional propaganda. The speeches at Squire’s trial and execution, a sermon at Paul’s Cross, and an officially sponsored pamphlet all framed the poison plot as an example of Jesuitical popish evil and depicted Elizabeth’s survival as a miraculous providential deliverance, God ‘speaking by these signes to all her disloyall Subiects and ambitious enemies, That as he hath done great things by her, past ordinarie discourse of reason, so he hath done, and will doe as great things for her, beyond the course of his ordinarie providence’.15

The fact that these popish or popish-sponsored assassins planned to use poison allowed for important polemical elaborations. Arguing that Lopez had been working for Philip of Spain, the crown’s propagandists marvelled that a supposedly honourable prince had abandoned ‘warlike, Princely, Manlike and Christian’ forms of conflict for ‘secret murder, hatefull to God and man’; poisoning was ‘the most condemned, barbarous, and ferine act that can be imagined’.16 Francis Bacon’s report on Lopez cleverly played on the cultural resonances of the crime: Lopez was a cunning master of ‘subtlety and secrecy’, of ‘shift and evasion’, a ‘Proteus of a disguised and transformed treason’, who operated in a secret theatre of bag men and couriers, ciphered and coded letters, double agents and shifting loyalties. Like all poisoners, Lopez wore a mask, and his national and religious identities were slippery. He was ‘of nation a Portuguese’ but worked for the Spanish king, and though ‘he conformed himself to the rites of Christian religion’ he was ‘suspected to be in sect secretly a Jew’. This slipperiness made him an apt participant in the secret theatre of espionage and poisoning, where he planned to use his intimate access to the queen as cover for his betrayal. William Camden’s account of the case put particular emphasis on Lopez’s foreignness and Jewishness and on the dangers posed by the alien physician’s intimate access to his patient’s body, claiming that ‘outlandish Physicians may by Bribes and Corruption be easily induced to become Poisoners and Traitours’.17

George Carleton’s reflections on the Lopez case, included in his lengthy early Stuart catalogue of divine deliverances of ‘our Princes and Church’ from the papists’ ‘horrible practises’, made poisoning the very essence of the Roman Church’s Antichristian nature. Who could blame the Spanish for resorting to such ‘unkingly … unmanly’ practices, Carleton asked, when they remained under Rome’s demonic tutelage? ‘This practice of poysoning is one of those sinnes which the Popes have brought into their Church’, where it has ‘beene most commonly most ungraciously practised’ by the occupants of St Peter’s throne, Carleton wrote. But the papacy not only practised poisoning; it also preached it: as the Jesuit Mariana had contended, ‘a Prince which they call an Heretike, may bee taken away by poyson’. The poison-popery connection revealed the falsity of papal religion, for ‘this practise of poisoning … was one of the sinnes of the Canaanites … and reckoned among the sinnes of the Antichristian Synagogue’.18

THE POISONOUS COURT FAVOURITE

Catholic propagandists also deployed poison’s powerful resonances to stigmatize their confessional rivals. The 1584 prose libel known as Leicester’s Commonwealth offered a self-defined ‘moderate’ Catholic case on the disputed succession and the politics of religious toleration; but these interventions paled beside the book’s riveting portrait of the atheistic, ambitious, Machiavellian, and tyrannical court favourite, Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester. The libel offered a sophisticated account of the pathologies of court favouritism, articulating broader anxieties about how favour and power were acquired and exercised in a personal monarchy.19 Much of the libel’s thinking about favouritism revolved around Leicester’s identity as a poisoner. The tally of Leicester’s victims was astonishing: posterity would scarcely believe ‘how many he hath dispatched’, for Leicester had more blood on his hands than ‘ever had private man in our country before’. The body count included a French cardinal, the first Earl of Essex, Lord Sheffield, the Earl of Sussex, Lady Lennox, Alice Draycott, and Sir Nicholas Throgmorton. Others had been targeted, but had escaped—for now.20

But it was the quality of Leicester’s murder weapon not the quantity of his victims that mattered most. The libel embellished its image of the favourite by drawing on poison’s cultural resonances to amplify Leicester’s transgressive monstrosity. It deployed the connection between poison and religious unorthodoxy by linking Leicester’s murders to his atheism. ‘This art and exercise of poisoning’, the libel asserted, ‘is much more perfect with my Lord than praying, and he seemeth to take more pleasure therein’. His poisonings also connected Leicester to the ‘foreign’, the religiously ‘alien’, and the sexually transgressive. He killed Essex with ‘an Italian recipe’ prepared by a surgeon, ‘Julio the Italian’, who was ‘newly come to my Lord from Italy’ and who along with ‘Lopez the Jew’ was employed by the earl ‘for poisoning and for the art of destroying children in women’s bellies’. These foreign technicians allowed Leicester to develop a particularly subtle ‘art of poisoning’: Lord Sheffield was killed with an ‘artificial catarrh that stopped his breath’, while others fell victim to delayed-action poisons designed by the ‘cunning and skill of the artificer’ to mimic regular illnesses—such is the ‘excellency of the Italian art’. In some cases, this ‘art’ was linked to demonic witchcraft: Leicester routinely used conjuring, figuring, and sorcery, and he murdered by ‘poisoning, charming, enchanting, conjuring, and the like’.21

The image of Leicester the poisoner also reinforced the libel’s diagnosis of the nature and danger of court favouritism. Leicester used his reputation as a poisoner as a mode of political intimidation and ‘holdeth all his foes … in fear thereof’. He also used poison to protect his position, quietly removing those around him who knew too much. But politically more interesting were the underlying reasons for Leicester’s poisoning: his ambition and his appetite. Ambition was the favourite’s cardinal sin, understood by the libeller as a restless desire to transcend a supposedly fixed natural station. Leicester had an ‘outrageous ambition and desire of reign’, and developed an ‘art of aspiring’ to secure his political ends. He ensnared the besotted queen in ‘nets and chains and invisible bands’, controlled access to the monarch and to royal patronage, and dominated the institutions of central and local government. But his ultimate goal was the crown. He was already a ‘subject without subjection’, but he wanted ‘supreme sovereignty’. This insatiable desire for power was ‘the very quality of ambition’, for ‘it never stayeth, but passeth from degree to degree, and the more it obtaineth the more it coveteth’. Ambition violated social order. The libellers figured Leicester as a ‘mean’ peer of ‘base lineage’ who resented the ‘ancient nobility’ and who, without inherited blood or virtue, had ‘neither honor nor honesty’ of his own. Such an upstart could only rise through crime, and poison was his ideal weapon, for poisoning was the dishonourable, cowardly act of the base. Leicester might have been ‘bold and violent’ in cases where he ‘feareth no resistance (as all cowardly natures are by kind)’, but ‘where any difficulty or danger appeareth’, he resorted not to open violence like the duel, ‘as a knight should have done’, but to ‘art, subtilty, treason, and treachery’—to poison.22

Leicester also used poison to satisfy his ‘unruly and raging lust’. His appetite for sexual conquest, like his lust for power, was unchecked; ‘when he desireth any woman’s favor’, the libeler declared, ‘then what person soever standeth in his way hath the luck to die quickly’. This image of the sexually lustful poisoner was potent shorthand for Leicester’s tyranny, for in contemporary political culture, the tyrant was a man of unchecked will and appetite. Like Nero, Heliogabalus, and the Tarquins, Leicester’s lust knew no restraint; his unchecked will violated all order, and the world was subjected to his oppressive command. But Leicester was not only a tyrant; he was also a Machiavel, ‘subtile, fine, and fox-like’, a ‘cunning practitioner in the art of dissimulation’. Poison was the weapon he used to satisfy his tyrannical lusts and the perfect manifestation of his Machiavellian ‘sleight’. The image of the favourite as poisoner thus allowed the libeller to think through much broader questions about the health of the commonweal. But it also expressed potential anxieties about the monarch herself, for there was always a risk that the ‘sins of the favourite’ would be ‘returned and revenged upon the favorer’.23

By the 1590s, contemporary disillusionment with court politics, Machiavellian dissimulation, and upstart favourites began to feed more systematically on the powerful classical parallels that Leicester’s Commonwealth had drawn on in passing. In England, as in other parts of Europe, political malcontents found chilling—or enlightening—mirror images of their own age in the pages of Tacitus’ hard-boiled histories of imperial Rome.24 Tacitus offered early modern readers resonant depictions of poisonous favourites and of pervasive political poisoning in times of tyranny and moral decline. Men of virtue, emblems of Rome’s lost freedoms and values, became victims of the poisoners’ art: Germanicus was destroyed, perhaps with Tiberius’ connivance, by ‘sorceries and poison’; Drusus was murdered by the ‘daring wickedness’ of the ambitious and sexually corrupt favourite Sejanus, with a cunning ‘poison the gradual working of which might be mistaken for a natural disorder’. Poisoning reached into the heart of the imperial order—the emperor Claudius was poisoned by his wife Agrippina to secure the throne for her son, Nero; and Britannicus was killed on Nero’s orders by Agrippina’s favoured poison artist, Locusta.25 By linking these Roman poison stories to contemporary politics, dissidents could use alleged court poisonings to diagnose, in potentially more radical, even republican ways, the political ailments that plagued the late Elizabethan and early Stuart age.26 As in Hamlet, where Claudius’ cowardly crime served both his sexual appetite and his political ambition, poison could expose and exemplify what was rotten in the early modern monarchical state.

KNOWING POISON

But what did contemporaries know about the nature and operation of poison? And did they think they could use that knowledge to protect themselves from poisoners or to diagnose and prove a poisoning? By Shakespeare’s day, the humanistic recovery of ancient knowledge meant that medical writers and natural philosophers had a great deal to say about poisons—what substances were poisonous, how poisons worked, how poison could be identified and perhaps treated. Much of this knowledge was inherited, taken on authority; but, increasingly, experience and experiment mattered too.27 Although systematic experimental inquiry into poisons and antidotes did not emerge until the later seventeenth century, a significant amount of sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century poison knowledge came from observation and experiment, sometimes conducted on condemned criminals, sometimes on animals.28 Classical and medieval knowledge of poison was also challenged and expanded by reports of terrifyingly exotic ‘new’ poisons encountered by European travellers to the Americas, Africa, and Asia.29

Ambroise Paré’s treatise on poison, published in French in the 1570s, Latin in 1582 and English in 1634, encapsulated the state of orthodox medical understanding at the turn of the seventeenth century.30 Paré explicitly grounded his work on ‘the opinion of the Ancients’ but he included experimental observations and modern anecdotes that illustrated, and sometimes challenged, ancient teachings. One of Paré’s goals was to classify the different types of poison and to differentiate between their operations. While most poisons functioned by turning the body’s own substance into venom—a process vividly described by the ghost in Hamlet—they did not do so in the same way. Classificatory distinctions had to be made on several levels: between natural poisons of ‘living creatures, plants and mineralls’ and poisons created ‘by an artificiall malignity in distilling, subliming and diversly mixing of poysonous and fuming things’; between poisons that worked by their ‘manifest and elementary qualities’ (excessive heat, cold, dryness, moisture) and those which worked by an ‘occult and specifick property’; among poisons which targeted different major organs; and among different modes of getting poison into the body. Classification allowed for identification and thus partially helped contain poison’s threat. But it could also amplify poison’s horror by acknowledging the sheer variety of toxic substances and by putting into words the poison victim’s subjective somatic experience. Paré classifed the poison of the toad, for instance, as a ‘cursed venom’ that caused its victims to ‘turn yellow, swell over all their bodies’ and to suffer ‘difficultie of breathing, a Vertigo, convulsion, sowning [swooning]’ before death. These ‘horrid symptoms’, he argued, were ‘inherent in the poyson of toads’, in both its ‘elementary’ coldness and moistness and, more importantly, in its ‘occult property which is apt to putrefie the humors’. Paré classified the common mineral poison mercury sublimate as hot and corrosive, and wrote that ‘the devouring and fierie furie of the poyson’ would rend or eat ‘into the guts and stomake, as if they were seared with an hot iron’. The various types of arsenic were of ‘a most hot and dry nature’, inducing ‘thirst and heat over all the body’, and causing a ‘great colliquation of all the humours’.31

Paré and other medical writers intended their expertise to be used for the prevention and prosecution of criminal and political poisoning. Paré knew how easy it was for poisoners to target their victims, for poisoners were ‘so thoroughly prepared for deceit and mischief, that they will deceive even the most wary and quick-sighted’, and even the harshest-tasting poison could be hidden in strongly seasoned food. Louis Guyon justified his work on the ‘some-what odious’ subject of poison—perhaps the first such extended discussion to be translated into English—as a service to kings and magistrates perpetually under threat from the ambitious men around them.32 Unsurprisingly then, many medical commentators were preoccupied by the problems of protection and remedy, problems that required confronting a rich but unreliable folklore of poison detection, immunity, and antidote. Foxe’s retelling of the story of King John and the poisoned pears, for instance, repeated the chronicler’s claim that ‘pretious stones about the Kyng began to swete’ in the presence of the envenomed fruit. Guyon recounted similar stories of telltale precious gems, of golden dishes infused with antidotes, of rings containing ‘toad-stones’ that would burn in the presence of poison, of engraved sigils that would preserve a man from poisoning. Many medical writers attempted to sort through these claims and test them against the logic of nature’s laws and the evidence of experiment. Both Guyon and Paré were sceptics. Guyon refused to credit the stories he reported without ‘some great and notable experiment’.33 And Paré reported his own experimental tests on the bezoar stone—supposed to be ‘of most certaine efficacie … against all manner of poysons’—which proved that it was useless as a remedy for mercury sublimate poisoning. He also refuted popular lore about the toad-stone and was equally sceptical about claims that powdered unicorn’s horn worked as a preservative against ‘poyson and all contagion’. Even if the unicorn existed, Paré argued, no horn, by the very nature of the substance, could be operative against poison. Yet he was aware that many continued to put their faith in the preservative, recalling that a French royal physician ‘often used to say, that hee would very willingly take away that custome of dipping a piece of Unicorns horn in the Kings cup, but that he knew that opinion to be so deeply ingrafted in the minds of men, that he feared, that it would scarce be impugned by reason’.34

Instead of myth and fantasy, Paré claimed to offer a poison therapeutics based on what was known of the nature and operation of specific toxins. Substances that worked through an excessive ‘manifest quality’ were counteracted by drugs of the opposite quality—thus in the case of toad venom, ‘hot and attenuating Antidotes’ would counteract the poison’s cold and moist ‘elementary qualities’. Poisons that worked by ‘occult’ qualities, however, needed more specific ‘antidotes’. Paré also recommended that physicians deploy a range of purges—vomits, clysters, sweats, and cauterization—to remove poison from the body, matching the mode and site of purgation to the type of poison and its point of entry. Certain substances worked as both prophylactics and antidotes. Both Paré and Guyon enthusiastically endorsed the wide utility of the complex compound medicines ‘treacle or mithridate’. Effective antidotes had to be able to resist poison ‘in their whole substance’; treacle worked because it was compounded of ‘medicines which are hot, cold, moist and drie: whence it is, that it retunds and withstands all poisons, chiefly such as consist of a simple nature, such as these which come from venemous creatures, plants and mineralls; and which are not prepared by the detestable art of empoisoners’. Guyon thought a prince could protect himself from poison by dosing himself with ‘Treacle, or Mithridatum’ two or three days each month. But Paré rejected a priori any claims about universal antidotes—treacle and mithridate worked in many cases, he thought, but by no means all.35

For all its confident tone, the medical literature contained areas of tension and confusion. Writers disagreed, for instance, about whether all poisons worked through occult means, or only some of them. The literature also had to acknowledge the blurred lines that distinguished the medicinal from the poisonous drug. Many potentially toxic substances, from mercury to hellebore, from the purgative spurge to the aphrodisiac cantharides (Spanish fly), if prepared and ‘given by art’—that is, under the supervision of a learned physician—could be medicinal.36 This slippage between medicine and poison reinforced, rather than allayed, anxieties about the ease with which the physician or apothecary might betray his trust and poison patients while pretending to treat them. In practical terms, as Patrick Wallis argues, the confusion between medicine and poison required the seventeenth-century apothecary’s shop to evolve a set of visual strategies for presenting its wares that would allay the consumer’s anxieties about the safety of the substances on sale.37

Paré hoped his treatise would have forensic utility, teaching surgeons, in particular, how to ‘know by certaine signes and notes such as are poysoned or hurt by poysonous meanes, and so make report thereof to the Judges, or to such as it may concerne’. Contemporary physicians identified a number of telltale signs of poisoning. A sudden onset of a full range of symptoms was suspicious since natural distempers tended to develop incrementally. Visible and other easily perceptible symptoms could also provide forensic clues. Sweats were one sign, thought Daniel Sennert, as were ‘swollen tongue, black and inflamed lips, swollen belly, and body often, with spots’. Early modern writers could also invoke Galen’s confident judgement that victims might ‘be known to be poysoned’ if their ‘body be blew or blackish, or of divers colours, or stink’.38

Although physicians tried to distinguish among the different symptoms triggered by different poisons, others tended to rely on a smaller repertoire of visible bodily signs that suggested poisoning in general rather than a specific poison. Marked distortion of the body seemed especially compelling, particularly swelling, blistering, and discoloration, which seemed to literally embody the monstrousness of poison. Both Bale and Foxe cited swelling as a chief symptom in the poisoning of King John, while Leicester’s Commonwealth noted that one of the earl’s supposed victims had ‘swollen unto a monstrous bigness and deformity’. Bodily swelling also seems to have prompted suspicion in more mundane criminal cases. In 1577, Richard Bate, an assistant to a Chester barber-surgeon, was investigated for causing the death of a local serving girl, who, after taking various medicines to cure her persistent headaches, began to exhibit troubling symptoms—she became ‘very sick’, spoke wildly, and then began to ‘swell in her brest … & all the other partes of her body’. This ‘continued swelling’ persisted until she died.39 The prosecutors of Sir Thomas Overbury’s murderers in 1615 made much of the strange blisters visible on the poisoned knight’s body, just as the ghost of Hamlet’s father bemoaned the ‘vile and loathsome crust’ that blistered, ‘lazar-like’, his ‘smooth body’, after the mysterious ‘juice of cursed hebona’ was poured into his ear.40

Outward signs could compel, but some contemporary physicians thought that the ‘best way to make’ poisoning ‘manifest’, was, as Daniel Sennert wrote, ‘to open the body, and have an expert and wise Physitian’ inspect it. Medical treatises often described how particular poisons worked on the body’s interior. Paré, for instance, noted the corruscating effects of mercury sublimate on the stomach and intestines; when he opened up the body of a condemned felon dosed with sublimate, Paré ‘found the botome of his stomacke blacke and dry, as if it had been burnt with a Cautery; whereby I understood he had sublimate given him’.41 This awareness that poisons left distinguishing marks on the body’s organs provided an intellectual rationale for forensic autopsy. By the end of the sixteenth century, the English were apparently familiar with a rough and unsystematic version of the practice. As early as the 1530s, autopsy evidence fuelled conservative rumours that Anne Boleyn had poisoned Catherine of Aragon. When Catherine fell ill in the winter of 1535/6, Chapuys ‘asked her physician several times if there was any suspicion of poison’. The doctor said he feared there were grounds to believe so, but proof was hard to find, for whatever substance was at work was ‘a slow and subtle’ one that left, unlike a ‘simple and pure’ poison, no easily observable surface traces. But the doctor thought a post-mortem dissection might find the truth—‘on opening her, indications will be seen’. On the evening of her death, Catherine was opened, ostensibly to allow for embalming. Chapuys found the conduct of the procedure suspicious as no medical professionals were in attendance, but a ‘compagnon’ present during the embalming who had some experience opening bodies, told Catherine’s confessor what he had seen. He had

found the body and all the internal organs as sound as possible except the heart, which was quite black and hideous, and even after he had washed it three times it did not change color. He divided it through the middle and found the interior of the same color … and also some black round thing which clung closely to the outside.

Chapuys and his informants read these signs as confirmation of their suspicions. The absence of pathological marks on the queen’s ‘internal organs’ pointed to an outside agent, rather than a natural distemper, as the cause of death. That agent had left its traces—the permanent discoloration, the monstrous distortion, the ‘black round thing’—on Catherine’s heart. Catherine’s physician thought the proof of poison was ‘evident’, although he added that even ‘if that had not been disclosed the things were sufficiently clear from the report and circumstances of the illness’.42

Similar interpretive habits came into play in a late sixteenth-century case originating in a very different social sphere. On 19 June 1594, Thomas Robinson (or Robson), a sailor from Rye, was hanged for poisoning his wife, Bridget, in a case so shocking that a London publisher reworked it into a cheap, moralizing pamphlet. The poisoning was a stunning example of the corruption of domestic intimacy, for Robson was said to have murdered his wife with a mixture of arsenic and glass administered vaginally during sex. Bodily evidence, external and internal, helped establish how Bridget died. She had become ill and, significantly, ‘her bodie began to swell more and more’. The swelling was enough to convince local physicians that poison was at work, and they treated her accordingly, but despite their efforts, Bridget eventually died. Confused at their inability to save her, the physicians asked for a post-mortem inspection. The doctors ‘caused her to bee ripped’, noted the pamphlet, as if this were a commonplace procedure; and they found ‘in everie vaine both glasse and Ratsbane’, not the marks left by the operation of the poison, but the poison itself. But they also found clues that the poison had not been administered in a typical fashion, for the ratsbane was present only in her veins, where it would not have been found if she had taken it ‘in meate or drinke’.43

Medical knowledge of poison and forensic arguments about proof could also play a role in political and confessional polemic. The regime’s exploitation of the Squire case in 1598 elicited a Jesuit response that mocked the alleged poison plot as a ‘Tragical Fiction’.44 The Jesuits attempted to expose this fiction with forensic arguments, drawing on various kinds of expert medical knowledge to debunk central elements of the prosecution’s case. The experts invoked were the learned physicians and apothecaries of Rome, whose skill, reading, and experience had taught them that no ‘such poyson can be found in this world, or made by art’ to work in the fashion that Squire’s prosecutors had claimed. It was clear that Squire’s poison was not to be directly ingested, so how was it supposed to have worked? Poison might enter a victim’s body in a number of ways, by ingestion or through ‘one of the senses of seeing, smelling, or touching’, but poison smeared on a saddle or a chair was highly unlikely to do so. The only remotely credible accounts of poison by sight, the experts thought, were ancient accounts of the basilisk; and even if one believed the legend (and many did not), it was clear that ‘no humane art can reach to imitate this secret of nature’, and that ‘no dead or cold poyson made by any art can infect this way’. It was possible to poison by smell, the experts conceded, but large amounts of a very strong poison would be required to ‘infect the very ayer that entereth into us’, and such a poison would be easily detectable by its aroma. This left physical contact as the only remaining route of attack. Here the evidence of ‘authority’ clashed with the evidence of ‘experience’, for despite Galen’s claims about the power of the ‘spittle of a mad dogge’ to infect on touch, the Roman doctors alleged there was ‘no certayne experience’ of this or any other form of contact poisoning. Yet even if one conceded that it was possible to poison by touch, such a method would surely require contact between the poison and ‘the bare flesh’, and contact prolonged enough, and at the right temperature, to allow penetration to occur. ‘If there be any thing interiected between the poyson and the flesh’, the doctors argued, whether gloves or clothes, then ‘by al probabilitie, it could do no hurt at all’. There were natural poisons—the plague venom, for instance, or the numbing poison of the torpedo fish—that could infect easily through material, but these worked by ‘secret only of nature, not imitable by any arte of man’. Since Elizabeth wore gloves to ride and Essex clothes to eat, it was implausible that any poison could have infected them. And even if ‘any such poyson could be made to worke such strange effects’ through the victim’s clothing, how could Squire have handled it without poisoning himself?45

Bacon’s official account of the case, published while the Jesuit pamphlet was still in press, offered a far less systematic set of proofs and relied comparatively little on medical discourses. But Bacon did deploy certain forensic arguments, noting how Squire’s confessor had instructed him how to apply the poison, and to carry it in a double bladder while wearing a ‘thicke glove for the safegard of his hand’. Bacon also described the unusual form and potency of the poison. Its thick texture prevented it from dripping off the surface to which it was applied, while its composition allowed it to retain its toxicity when exposed to the air. And Bacon used medical discourse to exaggerate the magnitude of God’s intervention to protect ‘his Handmaid’ Elizabeth from ‘so actuall & mortall a danger’. He claimed that the climatic and physiological conditions were ripe for a contact poison to work its powers: the queen was at exercise; it was July, ‘in the heate of the yeere’; and thus the body’s ‘poores and veines were openest to receive any maligne vapor or tincture’.46

A direct response to the Jesuits’ expert defence came from William Clark, a Catholic opponent of the Society, who insisted that ‘any Physician of iudgement’ would know that a contact poison could be made to work through a glove or ‘single garment’, even through shoe leather, but could yet be carried by the poisoner in a container through which the poison could not penetrate:


Doth not Aqua fortis eate into yron, & not into lead, brasse, or other mettals?

… Why then may there not a confection be made, which will infect one way, though not another? … [M]‌ight not Squires poyson taynt her Maiesties saddle, and so her hand, and yet himselfe have remayned safe.47



Clearly, confessional politics distorted expert claims about the operations of poison; but those politics were in turn inflected by medical and other forms of learned discourse. The tensions within those discourses—between the evidence of authority and experience, between what was possible in nature and what art could produce—allowed polemicists plentiful scope for speculation. In the Squire case, the polemics revolved around claims about poisoning by scent, sight, and contact that the medical literature had itself debated at length without ever reaching consensus.48

POISON ARTISTS AND WITCHES

But Shakespeare’s contemporaries were also aware that poisons and poisoners might operate outside nature’s laws. The poison artist was a common early modern cultural fantasy, a skilled manipulator of toxic substances who could devise ever more cunning ways to enhance the crime’s most disturbing features. Such figures—Dr Cornelius at the court of Cymbeline, Dr Julio in John Webster’s White Devil, the friar in Romeo and Juliet, or the painter who ‘can temper poison with his oil’ in Arden of Faversham—were especially appealing to the dramatists.49 The fantasy poison artist could devise toxins that might penetrate by sight and touch, that could turn everyday objects—pictures, books, clothes, cosmetics, tennis racquets—into deadly weapons that could pervert innocuous activities into deadly acts, while deceiving even the canniest observer. The physicians were sceptical of many elements of this fantasy. Many rejected the idea—centrally important in Arden, for instance—of poisoning by sight. But they were especially critical of another part of the fantasy, one we have seen at play in Leicester’s Commonwealth: the idea that poisons could be timed to kill at a specific moment after ingestion. From an orthodox medical standpoint, this claim conflicted with the natural law that a poison’s effects on the body would inevitably vary according to the intended victim’s individual complexion and temperament, natural heat, physiological make-up, and ‘resistance’ to poison. The pace at which a poison worked was, in the end, out of the poisoner’s control. But many contemporaries believed that it was possible, as Sir Edward Coke put it in 1615, to ‘poyson in what distance or space of tyme’ the poisoner pleased, ‘in 1 month or 2 or 3 or more as they liste’. And they could cite both classical natural philosophy (Theophrastus, in particular) and celebrated cases from Roman history to support their belief.50 Sometimes, as in Leicester’s Commonwealth, this type of poisoning could be attributed to Mediterranean cunning.51 Rumours claimed that the ‘slow poison which would leave no trace’ and which had killed Catherine of Aragon, had been procured from an Italian supplier.52 Others, however, attributed such artistry to demonic witchcraft. As late as the Restoration, William Ramesey, although thoroughly sceptical about poisons that could kill at prearranged times or penetrate gloves and clothes, acknowledged that while ‘such Mischiefs’ cannot ‘be done by naturall means’, they might be performed by ‘the Subtilty, Craft, and Malice of the Devill, and his Imps, Witches, Conjurers, and the like’. Such skilled poisoners, Coke also noted, had their cunning from ‘the devill’.53

The association between poison and witchcraft was of very long standing. Latin used the same words for witch and poisoner, witchcraft and poisoning, and Roman law had blurred the two offences. The witch-poisoner also featured prominently in the classical literary tradition. The ‘midnight weeds’ collected in Hamlet’s play-within-the-play had a ‘natural magic and dire property’ but were gathered with a witch’s curse, with ‘Hecate’s ban thrice blasted, thrice infected’.54 The poison/witchcraft nexus was also used to heighten anti-popish polemic. George Carleton’s account of the Lopez case fused the Catholic use of poisoning with the use of sorcery, allowing Carleton to portray the Roman Church as literally demonic and to identify popery with the inverted religion of Satanic witchcraft. It is ‘generally observed’, Carleton claimed, ‘that Poysoning, Witchcraft, and Sorcerie are commonly reckoned sinnes of one kind’. Drawing attention to the linguistic slippage between the categories, he claimed that the ‘Sorceries’ attributed to the Canaanites in Deuteronomy and to the legions of Antichrist in Revelation should be understood to connote poisoning. Poisoning, he argued, is a ‘kind of Sorcerie and Witch-craft, or Necromancie’ and belongs alongside the other sins—idolatry, fornication, theft—that make the ‘present Church of Rome’ the exact replica of Revelation’s synagogue of Antichrist.55

CODA: POISON POLITICS AND THE ENGLISH REVOLUTION

William Shakespeare died in April 1616; a few weeks later, the Earl and Countess of Somerset stood trial in Westminster Hall for their roles in commissioning the murder by poison of the courtier Sir Thomas Overbury. The Overbury affair sparked a massive political scandal, and at its heart lay a poisoning that exposed the moral rottenness of the Jacobean court. As prosecutors and anxious contemporaries struggled to make sense of the murder, they constructed poison-centred stories of courtly ambition and intimacy betrayed; of tyrannical, wilful cruelty; of upstart, lowborn men and dissolute women, bucking against their appropriate stations; of cunning men and witches; and of popish plot. Some linked Overbury’s murder to unresolved suspicions about the death, in 1612, of James I’s eldest son, Henry, whose sudden, much-lamented demise was widely attributed to poisoning. Even though Henry’s body was opened after death, and reports of the autopsy were widely circulated to forestall such rumours, suspicions that the militantly Protestant prince had met an early death at the hand of a cunning popish poisoner persisted for decades. Elizabeth I had derived authority from her status as the intended victim of popish poison plotters; by the mid-1620s, the Stuarts risked being tarred rather than legitimated by the crime. In the mid and late 1620s, disaffected doctors, parliament-men, and libellers accused the Duke of Buckingham, the favourite of both James I and Charles I, of poisoning several rival courtiers and even James himself. These narratives of early Stuart court poison contributed to the long-term crisis of legitimacy that made the mid-century revolutionary conflicts possible. In 1648–49, at the climax of those conflicts, claims that Charles I had connived in his father’s poisoning would be used to justify regicide. In 1649, thinking with poison helped make a revolution.56
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CHAPTER 33

CRIMINAL LONDON

Fear and Danger in Shakespeare’s City

PAUL GRIFFITHS

‘SKULKINGE’ Thomas Tosser, Lad Drew, Cornelius Pig, Edward Sneeze, George Careless, Aquilla Raven, and Innocent Lee: names fit for the stage, but these people lived long ago and are still with us in records. Other shady people with names out of a dramatist’s dramatis personae walked the same streets: Originall Welch who beat a constable black and blue; vagrant Ellen Nutter who we last see being ‘removed’ to Newgate in 1610; Philadelphia Paris; and Diggery Priest (‘brownist’). Others who ended up behind bars maybe gazed heavenwards like Frances Heaven, Paradise Dinnock, Repentance Hopkins, or Pentecost Perkins, names suited to the satirical snipers who wrote city comedy.

London’s biggest stage was its streets, home to endless comedy, crime, colour, double-dealing, and tragedy. The capital’s bustling streets more colourful than a peacock’s tail in these giddy times were treasure-troves of information and inspiration for playwrights along with more traceable borrowings from contemporary and classical chronicles, drama, and verse. The world was truly a stage. All Shakespeare or anyone else with an inkling of a play in his head needed to do was to walk around the city with eyes and ears cocked. There was plenty of raw material on the streets: a girl leading an ape across Jonson’s Bartholomew Fair; ‘notable vagrant’ Bartholomew Symons creeping under stalls ‘counterfeiting as yf he were givinge up the ghost’; a homeless man saying he was Queen Mary’s son in 1607; and ‘a playne dunsticall country fellowe’ under the spell of ‘fabulous dreames’ whose job he thought was to ‘provosie of matters of state’.1

Streets could get nasty with ‘filthie gybes and tauntes’ flying through the air. ‘Whores’, ‘lewde’ Guy Ayre shouted at ‘maydens’ ‘goeinge by him in the streats’ in 1609.2 London was full of crushing inequalities sometimes too hard to swallow, caught beautifully by Robert Griffen in 1598 as he tried to pull down a whipping post and ‘cursed magistrats for executing laws touching the acte of parliament for punishing of roges’ (Poor Tom mentions this Act in King Lear 3.4.134).3 There were scuffles when vagrants snapped at officers: one ‘railed’ against the Lord Chief Justice; another called a marshal ‘dogkiller’; while ‘a creple’ whacked a warder with his crutch in 1609 and would have ‘beaten out his braines’ if good Samaritans had not dived in to help.4

Lush wealth and real need existed side by side, fuelling tensions simmering below the surface that could snap the nervy taut strings of a London day. Have-nots put deep disparities into words, ‘abuseing people of good fame’, like Alice Baskerfield who ‘in hir drinck will raile against honest men of good sorte’ judges said in 1605; William Duffett who ‘extraordinarilie abused Sir Thomas Middleton [a civic figure par excellence] in the streate’ in 1608; and ‘lewde vagrant’ Winifred Knight who ‘rayled on honest men’ and ‘threatened to burne theire houses’.5

SHAKESPEARE’S CITY

This was Shakespeare’s city for a quarter of a century (c.1588–1612); a walled city with little green space, few broad boulevards, and a maze of higgledy-piggledy streets with jam-packed alleys and courts forking-off at strange angles. A single bridge straddled the river with a chain of boats connecting riverbanks. The waterfront was a jagged row of porous quays where troublemakers slipped into London on the sly. And this was a city where crime was part and parcel of hum-drum life as elemental as food and drink. Crime is my subject and this chapter is divided into two uneven halves: the first while not stepping into Shakespeare’s shoes does try to create conceivable impressions of what this observant dramatist might have seen around him in his London days; the second digs more deeply into criminal London—using government and judicial records from the time when we believe that Shakespeare was there—to look at both the nature of crime (and other troubles) so colossal governors said that it threatened to topple their city and ideas of crime in the minds of magistrates and imaginative literature.

Shakespeare plumped for a tricky time to live there as swift change altered London forever. He lived through the stormy 1590s of rock-bottom wages, sky-high inflation, and empty granaries that led to food ‘tumults’ for the only time in early modern London (a factor in food riot scenes in Coriolanus?). But this difficult decade was just one stage in a population boom that saw numbers soar in the London area: 80,000 in 1540, 200,000 in 1600, and not far off 400,000 forty years later. People were the difference. Governors grumbled about ‘overpeopling’ in 1580, ‘an overflow of people’ in 1608, and noted nervously that ‘the city groweth dayly more populous’ in 1609. These people spilled into dark alleys beyond the eye of magistrates where they were crammed into one of the countless dingy tenements that were being subdivided into ever smaller spaces. London ‘thou are so thronged with multitudes of people that they go in and out at thy gates by hundreds and thousands’, Thomas Jackson cooed (also in 1609).6

Deaths outnumbered births and London would have shrunk if not for 6,000 migrants who arrived each year hoping to strike it lucky. Some did, many did not. We see people at sea longing for home huddling together for warmth, drifters with only light fingers to keep hunger at bay, inmates packed like sardines in clammy rooms. Growth was the challenge: more poor, traffic, slums, sprawl, density, and crime. Magistrates felt that crime outstripped the solution, ‘advys[ing]’ the Crown ‘that the multitude’ did ‘soe overgrowe that theare [is] feare and perill of theyre governance’. Shakespeare’s city was restless, unsteady, and edgy. ‘You see how full it is of sinne?’ George Webbe asked at Paul’s Cross in 1609. London was Sodom, Adam Hill said with sorrow in 1595.7

The metropolis spilled over its walls and soon more people lived outside the gates. Pressure was greater in the old city where ninety-five houses squeezed into one acre in crowded parishes; fifteen each acre was average in ribbon developments,8 but most migrants headed for the necklace of suburbs that were ‘darke dennes for adulterers, murderers, and every mischief worker’, Henry Chettle said in 1592; ‘daily experience … confirmes this for truth’. ‘Why do you suffer stews and brothel-houses to live at your elbowes?’ John Lawrence asked London’s leaders. Speaking in Parliament in 1601, Sir Stephen Soame, a City big-wig with long experience under his belt, called London’s edges a ‘very sink of sin, the nurcery of naughty and lewde people, the harbour of rogues, theeves and beggars, and maintainers of idle persons’.9 Shakespeare was never far from these edges. We know of four places where he lived: Shoreditch, Bishopgate, Southwark, and Cripplegate, each near the walls or perched liminal-like on the river. He had a real feel for twilight zones where we expect to see slaughterhouses, bawdy-houses, playhouses, and gallows. His orbits criss-crossed spots linked automatically to fear and danger.

Although he did not live in up-market areas even when he was the talk of the town, Shakespeare did need to juggle two living places. The theatre was not far from his front door in what was probably his first London home in Shoreditch, an area with an ancient pedigree as a red-light quarter. He moved a little south in the mid-1590s to Bishopgate, a handy halfway point between the bridge to the bankside and Shoreditch. The range of crime brought to Bridewell from these parts—Bishopgate turns up more often—gives us a sense of Shakespeare’s urban environment: sex, nightwalking, ‘lewde lyfe’, vagrancy, illegitimacy, lodging pregnant women and inmates, leaving children on doorsteps, runaway apprentices, ballad singers, trading punches, theft, pawning stolen goods, rowdy alehouses; a special sessions was set in summer 1599 to deal with ‘all the bawdes and lewd women’ sent to Bridewell from Bishopgate in recent days.10

Not an untypical cross-section of London at law but there were better places to live; perhaps Shakespeare preferred to live in less lustrous spots with low rents where life could be dicey. He was on the South Bank near the Clink Prison in the late-1590s as the Globe rose from the ground. Not long after he crossed the Thames to his last London home in Silver Street in the north-west near the road home to his wife. He was now living a short walk away from the heavy pulse of vice in built-up Middlesex and nearby Turnmill (Turnbull) Street—well known to Falstaff (2 Henry IV4, 3.2.285)—was a synonym for ‘whore’ or ‘bawdry’.

Shakespeare might have walked up ‘Codpiece Row’, ‘Thieveing Lane’, ‘Scolding Alley’, or ‘Whore Alley’, and he twice lived near a Love Lane (Alley)—named for illicit sex—in Shoreditch and Cripplegate. People needed mental maps to get around and warn them to be on guard in crime hot-spots. Thieves and vagrants flocked anywhere with a crowd like markets, churches, the Exchange, or fairs. ‘Greate trouppes’ of cutpurses squeezed into the Old Bailey yard in 1609, picking purses as people followed the twists and turns of trials.11 We do not know if Shakespeare saw a Tyburn hanging, another thief-magnet, but his playhouse-world was a danger zone. Aldermen warned that ‘great numbers’ of ‘harlots, cutpurses, cuseners, [and] pilferers’ flocked to playhouses in 1593. Cutpurses worked stealthily through crowds who stayed for ‘jigges, rymes, and daunces’ after a play ended at the Fortune playhouse in 1612—the same stage where one year before Moll Cutpurse in man’s clothing with a sword at her side closed a play (possibly The Roaring Girl) with a jig.12

People lived under the shadow of crime in Shakespeare’s city. We cannot follow him but we know the routes he took to get to theatres. His compass pointed south and west from Silver Street and he traipsed through winding streets to get to the riverside or down to Fleet Street after the King’s Men moved to the Blackfriars Theatre in 1608 or to reach the Strand when going to the royal court. Blackfriars ‘publique playhouse’ quickly picked up a name for crime, traffic-jams, injuries, and tiffs.13 Bridewell was on the Blackfriars riverside and the constant shuffle of wrongdoers in and out of prison paired this area and crime like coal and smog. Shakespeare would have known Fleet Street like the back of his hand and more vagrants were rounded up on this key east/west artery than any other street (one-fifth of Bridewell suspects were picked up there). There was a lot to see on this humming street: a vagrant said that he had ‘come to see the sights in Fleet Streete’ in 1610.14 Nearly every crime under the sun was committed on a street that was a mirror of urban growth: abandoning children, night-walking, alehouses open long after curfew, bickering, selling phony goods, mugging, begging, ‘bawdry’, cozening, picking pockets, cutting purses.

A touch under 40 per cent of Bridewell inmates committed their crimes in the sprawling west-ward Farringdon Without in 1604–58 with Fleet Street slicing through its southern half.15 The next ward in this black pecking order was next-door Farringdon Within (15 per cent) that also bordered on vice-hive built-up Middlesex. Shakespeare crossed this ward walking west through Newgate Market. London lurched from one day to the next and so it is doubly surprising that Shakespeare’s city rarely crops up in his pages (directly at any rate). There was in fact a tendency to base plays—especially comedies—there towards 1600 with settings and buildings audiences walked past day after day, although Shakespeare—and Marlowe—rarely followed suit except when exactness was needed in a history play.16 But whether on horseback or foot or in a boat the bard’s senses tingled as he absorbed London’s multiple panoramas. His text cities are somewhere else for the most part but this seasoned observer of humanity could not have walked through London’s mass and mess without taking notice.

Imagine the impact of this London stew on Midland-born Shakespeare! People headed there from all parts with accents so strange they may as well have come from the Caspian Sea. We know the starting points of 658 vagrants in 1598–1610 and not a single county is missing but numbers fall as distance from London grows: 188 (28.57 per cent) travelled from counties ringing London; eighty-three lived in a shire county (12.61 per cent); sixty-five trooped west from East Anglia (9.88 per cent) and sixty-two trekked east from the ‘West Contrie’ (9.42 per cent), seven more than the midland contingent; and fifty-seven took to the road from the ‘North Contrey’. Shakespeare might also have bumped into Scottish (twelve), Welsh (twenty-eight), or Irish (thirty-eight) vagrants. Cornish, Norfolk, Dorset, Wiltshire, or Geordie accents drowned out a cockney chorus now and then, and Shakespeare would have heard familiar Warwickshire twangs (fellow dramatist Michael Drayton was from his county). ‘Vagrant cutpurse’ Richard Waffold was nicknamed ‘Warwickshere’ by his friends. Vagrants and others hailed from there, as well as Elizabeth Evans, daughter of a ‘Stratford on Haven’ cutler, who called herself ‘sometime Dudley sometime Carewe’ and said she had been in London ‘three or foure yeares’ in 1598’, ‘liv[ing] with losse’ of her ‘bodye with divers persons diverse tymes’.17

All ports pulsate with voices from faraway places. Greeks, Armenians, Bohemians, Transylvanians, Spaniards, Italians, Portuguese, and Hungarians appear in London records. Shakespeare’s last landlord was a French Huguenot and he first lived in north-east London, home to Huguenot refugees much like the Farringdon wards he knew so well. Africans also milled around not yet in large numbers but embodiments of foreignness just the same (even though the Crown ordered that ‘blackamores’ ‘should be sent forth of the land’ in 1596). ‘Blackamores’ were born and buried in London and given hand-outs if down-on-luck; one parish gave a helping hand to a ‘blackamore child’ found on a doorstep, another covered the costs of a shroud for Mary Blackamore. A number of Africans ended up on the wrong side of the law: vagrant ‘niger’ Margaret Copp (1603), ‘negar’ Mary Dane (1600), ‘incorrigible’ ‘Abell a blackamore’ (1609), ‘John a Blackamore’ caught lurking in Fleet Street (1610), single and pregnant ‘negroe’ Marey (1606), and others.18 A man with an idea for a play in his head did not need to set sail on a ship to come across foreign cultures.

The Thames loomed large in Shakespeare’s life. He must have crossed it thousands of times by bridge or boat. The river was a weak spot, lined with landing places that could not be covered all at once. Quays, wharfs, and narrow lanes leading to Thames Street were troublesome locations, along with markets and busy junctions. The riverside was a buzzing hive of activity with bargemen, lighter-men, and watermen loading and unloading boats and touting for trade, people waiting to be rowed to the other side, haggling shoppers, and merchants brushing shoulders with fishwives. A sack-lined quay lured thieves stealing meal more than anything else, another sign of dire need in hard times, neatly epitomized when aptly named vagrant Joanne Freeze swiped a handful of meal at Queenhithe in 1600 or when starving vagrants scrambled for fish scraps at Billingsgate.19

Fishwives streamed out of Billingsgate each day with fish to sell up and down streets driving fishmongers and magistrates furious who tried to put caps on their numbers. Fishwives were depicted in legislation and literature as foul-mouthed, loose-tongued, uppity, and ‘lewd’. In one of his pen-portraits Donald Lupton wrote tartly that heavy drinking ‘fishe-women’ trawled for trade on ‘Turnebull Street’ and ‘when they hath done their faire’, he said, ‘they meet in mirth, singing, dancing’, and ‘scolding’.20 Enough fishwives got into trouble to make stereotypes stick: selling fish without license; keeping ‘wenches’ to sell fish; forestalling markets; and others caught in bawdy houses, wandering streets aimlessly, giving birth to illegitimate children, living ‘lewdly’ without evident means, or in agony riddled with the ‘foule disease’.21

Shakespeare walked along the river and streets ‘infested’ with ‘loose’ women in magistrates’ minds.22 Fishwives, tripewives, applewomen, herbwomen, oysterwenches, and yarnwives ‘cryinge work’ hog records blocking streets, hanging around markets, hampering trade, selling tawdry goods, and polluting the atmosphere in innumerable ways. These were crowded streets where danger lingered like an unwelcome guest: 400 ‘lawfull’ ‘carres’ zipped around London’s square mile in 1600 (with special ‘marks’ on their side to help spot ‘foreign carts’); and magistrates grumbled that carmen caused ‘dayly hurt’ in 1610.23

Like any acclimatized migrant Shakespeare grasped the art of dodging traffic and the trip across the Thames was not always smooth sailing even on windless days. On top of daily dramas on wharfs and quays the bridge was a trouble-spot and guards were doubled at either end if trouble was in the air. Like anywhere else with shops thieves hung around the bridge and unlucky shoppers felt for their purse only to find that it was no longer there. Edmund Dye was ‘taken on the bridge’ in 1605 ‘cuttinge thinges from behind horsemen that passe that waie’.24

Waterside traffic was busy and like anyone else Shakespeare sailed an arm’s length or so away from a motley crew of crooks, rootless people with no right to be in London, and the sick or needy. Bridewell beadles escorted dozens of ‘deseased’ inmates across the river each year to St Thomas’s Hospital: ‘lame and sickeley’ prisoners, others with a ‘sore legg’, ‘sore hedd’, ‘scalled head’, broken hand or arm, ‘a white scawle’, ‘falling sicknesse’, someone who was ‘diseased in his leggs’, nine sick Spaniards in a single trip, a woman with a ‘filthy and diseased body’, and many more who were sent to a ‘sweatward’ to get rid of the ‘pox’, ‘fowle disease’, or ‘filthie disease’.

Bridewell’s walking wounded might have been an eye-sore but river workers matched them at times. River workers everywhere had rough-cut reputations and watermen who took Shakespeare across the river were said to be heavy-drinking and rough and gruff, not least with customers falling short of a just fee. Numbers of watermen may have trebled in the two decades before 1600 to somewhere in the area of 3,000.25 A quarter of workers in Shakespeare’s Southwark home parish made a living on the river. And when we turn to legal records we see watermen, bargemen, and lightermen falling in trouble for sex, vagrancy, blaspheming, stealing, drinking, walking late, ‘keeping evil rule’, a waterman who ‘abused’ ‘gentlemen’ when alcohol flowed, and a lighterman’s apprentice picked up vagrant near the bridge in 1609 whose master said he was ‘a comon drunckard, whoremaster, dycer and carder’ and so careless that he had ‘splitt divers of his lighters’.26

Fear and danger were never comfortably distant in Shakespeare’s city and a hum-drum day could turn into a sudden nightmare. There were particular geographies (mental maps) of crime but no corner of the city was immune from anxieties about ‘infeccon’ that might trouble minds if a few scruffy vagrants popped into view on a narrow street. Shakespeare was no saint and he too must have felt on edge if his path was blocked by unsavoury characters who were up to no good. His stomping grounds down by the river or in and around Fleet Street made crime one of life’s issues much like any other adopted Londoner.

CRIMINAL LONDON

Shakespeare lived for a quarter of a century in London when sweeping growth and the torrent of troubles it unleashed on an unprecedented scale stimulated anxieites and imaginative reactions that were not limited to the stage. Magistrates depicted vagrants in very vivid language as locust flocks or rabble-rousing troops infecting the city with showers of germs, filth, stench, and crime’s ubiquitous dark shadow. New language and labels were now needed to describe a city that changed so suddenly, never more inventive than in the labels defining crime spawned by perceptions of growth. It’s hardly surprising that thinking about crime changed in keeping with the altered metropolis. In the first place explanations were now shaped by shifting environments: aldermen grieved for their city in 1610, saying that ‘offences dayly more and more abound by reason that the city groweth dayly more populous’, and there is no better expression of a link between speedy growth and pervasive crime than this red alert.27 Growth can also be read in emerging concentrations on crimes directly related to sprawl: vagrancy above all, along with giving room and board to inmates, having no ‘good accompt of living’, or tricks used by drifters to scratch a living like begging or theft.28 ‘Respectable’ residents feared that the city harboured a Trojan horse in the form of a criminal underworld pieced together in rogue literatures that was the mirror opposite of what magistrates thought of longingly as a settled world of citizens.

Unsurprisingly, rogue literature reached its first zenith in the heady 1590s. The roots of English rogue writing go back a few decades—the first milestone was Thomas Harman’s Caveat for Common Cursetors, Vulgarly Called Vagabonds (1566)—but the pace of publication quickened towards 1600 with Shakespeare’s peers in the driving seat: Robert Greene penned half a dozen ‘cony-catching’ pieces in the early 1590s, Thomas Dekker pitched in with a dozen ‘underworld’ works in the next decade when the number of plays covering prostitution was also on the rise,29 and there was more besides at a time when crime-waves real or perceived were London’s most intrusive cancer.

Rogue writing built an underworld with fine-graded ranks, roles, and rules, a foreign yet present world of mobility, promiscuity, and cant vocabulary. Shakespeare never slipped into this murky basement on the page or stage, although tinker vagrant Christopher Sly is a key figure in The Taming of the Shrew, cutpurse Autolycus prowls through The Winter’s Tale speaking cant—‘prig’, ‘drab’, ‘doxy’ (‘To have an open ear, a quick eye, and a nimble hand, is necessary for a cutpurse’ 4.4.792/794), and bawds and prostitutes—Nan Quickly, Mistress Overdo, Doll Tearsheet, Pompey Burn—ply for trade in Henry IV (both parts), Measure for Measure, and Pericles, a play he wrote with George Wilkins, who ran a bawdy house on the corner of Turnmill Street.

In reality this regimented underworld did not exist except in writing meant to titillate and sell, although there were smatterings of cant in court records: ‘runagate’ (‘Kintchin Co’ in cant); thieves swiped things with hooks (‘hooker’); beggars acted deaf and dumb to con passers-by (‘dummerer’) or claimed to be shipwrecked sailors (‘a fresh-water mariner’); nips (pickpockets) ghosted through markets; and in Bridewell records alone we meet ‘hookers’, ‘filchers’, ‘foists’, ‘picklockes’, ‘nynners’, ‘nippers’, ‘pickers’, and ‘lifters’. And cozeners had scores of tricks up their sleeves that could have come straight out of rogue textbooks. Colliers sold three-quarter full sacks; con-artists swindled country bumpkins with loaded dice; Owen Price alias Feates alias Cutts was caught ‘usinge cozenage at cards’ in 1605; while ‘old cozening woman’ Joanne Elliott duped ‘maidservants [into] believing she can tell them theire sickness and bringe things loste home againe’, picking up sixteen-pence for each piece of help. Other cozeners fooled victims with ‘counterfeite pommander chaines’, ‘copper chaynes insted of silver’, ‘counterfeit chaines of gould’, ‘hard waxe made counterfeite’, ‘counterfeit rings and wares’, and ‘false tokens’: Thomas Bradley went bold as brass into goldsmiths shops with ‘counterfeit rings’ in 1605 and put them on top of gold rings which he slipped into his pocket.30

We often think of crime at this time as underworld shenanigans or a felon swinging on the gallows, when in fact London’s criminals were for the most part hard-up chancers hoping for a better day when they would no longer need to beg, steal, or borrow. The majority of those listed in the sorry columns in court records were lonely, down-on-luck, sick, trying to keep one day away from slipping into the urban abyss. Some had had enough of a hard city and caved in: Bristol-born Anne Bush had been in London for eleven weeks in summer 1602 always sick and ‘could not gett herselfe a service’ and all she wanted now was to go back home.31

Far from being threatening, vagrants were often in deep fear and danger. Hardly healthy, many stumbled through streets. They were not skilled thieves or cardsharps and their London was a gallery of suffering: ‘a poore sicklie vagrant’, a ‘criple’, ‘a poore olde and blinde man’, ‘a fransy woman’, a vagrant ‘somewhat crazed in his witts’, ‘a poore foolish boy’, a deaf and dumb straggler, a wanderer with ‘an imperfection in his heade’, a poor ‘lame west contrie fellowe’, and others laid low by ‘falinge sicknes’, the ‘kings evill’, a ‘scalled head’, or ‘small poxe’.32 Hard-up parishes took steps to stop vagrant ‘big bellied woman’ crossing into their patch with the result that women with nowhere to call home gave birth in awful places: streets, doorsteps, markets, porches, ‘privyes’, or ‘under the lord maiors wall’. ‘A woman whose name was not knowne’ was ‘browght a bedd in the cage neare Whytechaple barres’ in Christmas 1595.33

And sick or not there were scores of dazed vagrants lost in London and not equipped to cope. John Barell was called ‘a broken man’ in 1598. ‘Ye shaking woman’ appears once in St Botolph-without-Bishopgate’s accounts and disappears for good. Bartholomew Need got money to tide him over from one parish.34 Other vagrants were naked, ‘poore’, ‘impotent’, ‘innocent’, ‘fatherlesse and motherlesse’, ‘little’, ‘feeble’, old, ‘very ould’, ‘simple’, ‘verie simple’, and ‘an honest poore soule’. Katherine Norton who was taken by the watch ‘at Smithfield Penns’ in 1605 explained that ‘she was stript of all hir clothes [just outside London] and being in that povertie she knewe not where to lodge’, and ‘poore vagrant boy’ Rowland Madson made the trip from Lincolnshire with his uncle who died not long after they reached London.35

Others told a similar stock story of arriving in London with someone who dumped them in a place so strange it could have been on the other side of the world: one girl was brought to London by her mother who stole away leaving her alone with nobody to turn to.36 Carriers were key cogs in trade and traffic with one at least in each town going to and from London, staying in one inn where travellers could buy a trip home or hire a horse (it cost Shakespeare five shillings to ride home to his wife in 1600 passing Tyburn on the way). Vagrants arrived with carriers and were left to fend for themselves (families paid for one-way-tickets in some cases). ‘A boye taken in the streets’ in 1605 was dropped off by the Coventry carrier; vagrant Dorothy Cocks said that she came to London with a Shropshire carrier five weeks ago and spent the first night with him at The Three Cups in Bread Street but was ‘turned out of dores’ once he headed back north; while William Frank, the Bridgnorth (Shropshire) carrier who roomed at The Swan With Three Necks landed in trouble several times for dropping off vagrants.37 Stranded in London, some raw new-arrivals fell into the hands of streetwise bawds or other metropolitan vultures. Katherine Fuller took ‘countrie wenches from the carriers’ and put them to work in her ‘notorious bawdie house’ in Clerkenwell dressed in ‘gentlemens apparell’, a familiar story in this risky city.38

The lion’s share of theft was low key, committed on the spur of the moment by one or two people trying to scrape by. Like Thomas White most helped themselves to ‘small triffles’ like cheap linen, cloaks, hats, cheese, bread, pots, a pig, a wheel, a few pennies, boots, and shoes. Joan Hellicker ended up in Bridewell in 1603 ‘for stealinge milke from the cowe in Islinngton Fields’.39 They stole to keep warm and to get food in the main. Yet both magistrates and moralists painted thieves and vagrants as first and foremost a tribe with one aim, to topple London. Rogue writing mentions ‘bands’, ‘companies’, ‘corporations’, ‘sects’, and ‘fraternities’ of thieves and vagrants.40 A Parliamentary Act imagined ‘cutpurses or pick-purses’ as a trade guild, a ‘brotherhood or fraternity of an art or mystery’. Legislation and labels drew portraits of criminal riff-raff as an ‘art’, ‘crew’, ‘trade’, ‘profession’, ‘facultie’, ‘confederacy’, or ‘company’, backed up by people said to be an ‘agent’, ‘supporter’, ‘confederate’, ‘helper’, ‘accomplice’, ‘companion’, ‘friend’, and ‘accessory’.41

Vagrants appear in large batches at one time in court records, not as a result of a single swoop but rather the harvest of synchronized crackdowns on vagrants across London: 131 ended up in Bridewell in a matter of days in February 1598; sixty filled the court on a single day in October 1601; 113 appeared in just three days in May 1604; while seventy-two men and fifty women were picked up ‘wandering and begging’ in a five-day sweep in January 1600.42 These vagrants were not organized in armies or replica worlds as some said; most were struggling to get by. So why would governors risk grouping them in unlikely ‘trades’ or ‘faculties’? One reason might be to keep people and police on their toes in tense times. Another is the likelihood that alarming images of crime could be reason enough to bring in new reforms and measures. One more might be that the image was in fact believable: anyone could see that there were more vagrants on the streets and there were thieves and others who appeared to make a living from crime and criminal networks, nothing like the elaborate rogue-text hierarchies but collective crime all the same.

We can follow habitual offenders through records for long stretches of time. We first meet Frances Richardson in August 1604 when she was found traipsing ‘vagrantlie’ on streets and next see her three months later caught ‘nightwalking’ and set free ‘upon her earnest entreaty for pardon and faithful promise of amendment’. Hollow words as she was picked up drunk a week later and stays in records until they run dry (Bridewell records are lost for seven years 1610–17). Now called a ‘comon guest’, Richardson was allowed to go home ‘unponnished’ in August 1606 but was found drunk again near Smithfield a few months later. She was ‘suspected to have laide a childe’ in a Holborn street in April 1607, and asked where she lived replied in ‘a nightmans howse at the upper end of Whitecrosse Street’ for four nights—she hopped from one place to the next. She said one month later that ‘Mr Isacks son’ was her husband and walked free four days later. Richardson was picked up vagrant three times over the next two months—she ‘byte a watchman through the thumb’. ‘Vagrant’ Richardson was caught red-handed trying to break into a house by the Canning Street watch in February 1608 and we learn that her home was nearly 150 miles away in Worcestershire. She never left London, however, as a week later she was picked up vagrant again and given another pass to go back to the midlands, but as night follows day she ignored the authorities and was hauled off the streets five times in the next four months (usually after dark). A constable caught her in bed in with one Leake in his house in November with his wife ‘betweene them in feare of her lyfe [she said later] and callinge murther’: Richardson admitted that ‘she hath bene a lighte woman but not with him, and said that she slipped into the house ‘for feare of the watch’. ‘Oulde gest’ Richardson was found vagrant at the end of the same month. Nothing changed in the new year when a Dowgate constable found her ‘fayning herselfe to be madde’ in February 1609 and she was sent to St Bartholomew’s Hospital for a cure for her ‘pox’. Two more vagrancy arrests followed in early summer, and in August ‘masterless’ Richardson was brought to Bridewell ‘havinge counterfeyted herself frensie’ and she again ‘craved favor’ from the governors for a pass ‘promisinge to be gone where she was borne and that she will no more trouble this house’. Bridewell’s bench should have known better—she had fooled the court with sham pledges before—and sure enough Richardson was picked up vagrant six weeks later by the same Dowgate constable who brought her to court half a year earlier. ‘Ould guest’ Richardson was caught vagrant in Paternoster Row in January 1610, and we see her for the last time in Bridewell courtbooks two months later when—worryingly for her—she did not have to appear in court ‘because she is sicke’.43

Sex, syphilis, walking ‘loosely’, theft, late night high jinks, pretence, reoffending: Richardson epitomized City anxieties in a single life. She was one of a crop of roving women with significant stints in records who together with concerns about badly behaved ‘masterless’ women led to sharper fears about women’s roles in Shakespeare’s city. Colchester-born ‘ould guest’ Thomasine Moore appears thirteen times in three years: vagrant eight times, night-walking three times, and she was laid low with ‘the pox’ for a long while. ‘Ould guest’ Frances Styles appears twenty-two times in little more than two years: vagrant nineteen times, night-walking three times, and accused of illegitimacy once. We also see ‘ould guest’ Elizabeth Tutts (‘wench’) twenty-two times in nearly three years: vagrancy nineteen times, night-walking two times, and she was once brought to court on ‘suspicion of felony’.

The common thread is restless movement in a world without male mooring. Another is camaraderie in this mobile milieu; these long-stay vagrant women mixed with each other and got arrested together. Frances Styles was rounded up seven times with Elizabeth Tutts and three times with habitual vagrant and thief Elizabeth Bromley; Elizabeth Tutts was picked up five times with Bromley, once with Frances Richardson, two times each with long-term recidivists Ellen Nutter and Margaret Harding, once with night-walking vagrant Agnes Clark (who was also arrested twice with Thomasine Moore), and lastly the seven times when she fell into the hands of the law with Styles—Shakespeare must surely have walked past at least one of these ‘straggling’ women one day in his long London life.

Spiralling fears about ‘loose’ women like Richardson were sharpened by beliefs that there were organized subterranean female networks, for which there is some evidence. Widow Dorothy Bell from Seacoal Lane landed in deep water in 1601 ‘for harboringe many younge wenches in her house’. There were five girls there when she was taken into custody: a girl from Buckinghamshire hoping to get a service; another who had been ‘out of service’ for three weeks; Sara Mullins who said that ‘Goodwife Bell hathe helpe[d]‌ her to 3 services’ and Jane Blackwell who said that Bell ‘helped her to 4’; and Joanne Norton who once gave Bell a shilling for placing her with a cook near Temple Bar.44 The real fear here was women living together in reverse images of how things should have been. ‘Vagrant’ and ‘lewd’ Katherine Jones and Helen Smyth were ‘taken in Whore Alley in Moorfields’ in 1598 living ‘out of service’ with Mistress Brooke.45

Hardly surprisingly domestic work (and authority) and mothering loom large in conceptions of female offending and alternative networks that helped women without work or ‘with child’. Katherine Harris landed in court in 1600 ‘for keeping whores and lewde women in childbedd and suffering men to come and lye with them before they were churched’; Elizabeth Marshal ‘alias Burde’ living by ‘Smithfield pens’ also lodged ‘lewd women … brought to bedd in her house’, and the ‘children made away’, magistrates noted; while Margaret Abbey paid ‘xxxs for a chamber for her lying in’. Other pregnant spinsters gave birth for a fee at a goldsmith’s house in Fleet Lane, a porter’s house ‘at Bull Crosse nere Turnbull Streat’ (‘wher she laye iiii nights’), and a baker’s house near Leadenhall Market.46 These women rarely stayed longer than a handful of days and brokers had ties to particular houses linking needy pregnant women with willing hosts. Simon Vassey from Wapping took ‘lewde women’ ‘great with childe’ to Joanne Pinckerney’s house in 1610 and ‘contract[ed] with her for their aboade’—he was always ‘presente at the birthe’, the court noted in evident puzzlement.47

Abandoning children was another female-focused offence felt to be on the rise that had structural underpinnings. Women left children under stalls, on the bridge, in churchyards and alleys, often in baskets and blankets where they would be found quickly, on doorsteps of the well-to-do like Lady Ramsey, a deputy, a goldsmith, merchant, mayor, Bridewell governor, or next to a conduit or the Exchange or at Christ’s Hospital. Go-betweens like Barbara Webb ‘counsalled lewde women to leave their bastards in the citty and to go theire wayes’. Lambeth based Alice Elstone left ‘a younge sucklinge child’ on Paul’s Wharf in 1609 and the court heard that ‘she tould poore women that for xs she coulde helpe them awaye with a child that should be kepte better then they could keep yt by men of good ability’ (she also lodged ‘women with childe’). Ten years earlier Elizabeth Butler admitted that ‘through the perswacon of Johann Loader [a midwife who was with her when she gave birth]’ she left her child on a Birchin Lane stall, a ‘place of more resort of people’. At first Loder urged her ‘to lye’ the child ‘at the Three Cranes in the Vintry’, but Butler said no because that parish ‘had bine good to her’, and looking back at her child Loder snapped ‘foole yt will be kept better then thou art able to keep yt’.48 Governors fumed about women ‘more unnaturall’ than ‘brute beasts’ who snapped the strings of a natural bond. But most did so with aching regret and hopes that their child might have a better life. Marie Dennysdale was spotted on a street near the Exchange in 1607 with a ‘younge childe suckeinge on her brest’ which she left ‘in the straite’ but turning back and looking down at her child she was overheard saying: ‘Alas poore childe thou hast a hard harted mother that would leave thee thus’.49

Subterranean networks were made more menacing because governors believed that there were vagrant or thieving lifestyles. Typical were Marie Downes who was locked up in 1608 ‘for leadinge a vagrant loose lyfe’ without ‘excuse’ and Frances Tindall who lived ‘a vagrant lyfe’ in the same year and will ‘not tarrye with any master or mistriss’. Two ‘comon vagraunts and comon pilferers in shoppes’—Margery Greene and Agnes White—who had just left Newgate in June 1599 admitted that they had ‘used pilfering theis vii yeares’. Anne Scott was called ‘a continuall begger’ in 1600. Elizabeth Silliard owned up that she ‘liveth by shifting and cozeninge in 1601. John Gurnett who lived forty miles away in Henley-on-Thames has been ‘here 40 times’ Bridewell’s bench moaned in 1602. John Watkins was ‘famous for his villanyes’ and Henry Clitherowe a ‘famous and infamous cheater and cozener’ in 1603. While Elizabeth Evans said that she had lived ‘with th’use of’ her ‘bodye’ for ‘three or foure years’ in 1598.50

People made livings in urban basements and they got help, trade, and shelter in places that were well known in criminal circles. Cutpurses and pickpockets had red-letter days scooping princely sums in one fell swoop: William Bull was ‘thought to be a cutpurse’ in 1599 ‘for that he hath allwayes good store of money sometymes xs and xxs and sometymes xxxs’. And prostitutes working in higher-end brothels could pick up hefty fees: thirty shillings, twenty-two shillings (‘severall tymes’), twenty shillings (bawds often pocketed a high half), although a shilling or two was closer to the norm and deep down in lower levels along streets ‘lewde queane’ and ‘notorious whore’ and ‘old guest’ Elizabeth Crump said she ‘wilbe naughte with anyone for iid’ in 1609.51

Prostitution was one forbidden sphere that was organized in its upper echelons with communication lines zigzagging across London linking bawdy-houses, bawds, pimps, prostitutes, and clients.52 Knowledge was key in these crime-belts: who to turn to, where to go, what to do. Cutpurse Ellis Bassett said in 1598 that he spent nights ‘at the Greene Dragon in the upper end of Southworke where divers other cutpurses do lye’, naming a few, including ‘Pudding’.53 Knowledge and know-how were prized possessions along with contacts. ‘Comon bawd’ Elizabeth Johnson was said to be ‘a suer’ for cutpurses; ‘nipper’ Nicholas Pulman was a ‘comen converser with cutpurses’; Bristol-born cutpurse Richard Poddle said that Goodwife Brown living along Blackman Street who he called ‘mother’ was ‘the receiver of all the stolen goods he gets’ and ‘a greate supporter of cutpurses’; while ‘bailers’ showed up in court to file bail to try to free thieves.54 Like cozeners, cutpurses and pickpockets had tricks up their sleeves, jostling crowds, hanging around markets (Margaret Workington was called ‘a pickepockett useinge the markett’) or Exchange (‘Younge cutpurse Christopher James was ‘taken [there] in the nighte with vis or viis aboute him’), or picking the right second to swoop with a deft hand/cut. ‘Comon cutpurse’ Edward Turner ‘pulled out the pynne of a coache wheele’ on Cheapside in 1609 ‘to cause the wheele to goe to drawe a companie together to worke his purpose’.55

Imagine the talk in ‘The Greene Dragon’ or anywhere where cutpurses and pickpockets met up: boasts, toasts, joshing, trading tips, building bonds that might only last until the next arrest but bonds nonetheless. Making up names was a required talent in ‘The Greene Dragon’ and on the stage where a choice name was a tool of the dramatist’s trade. Outside on the cutpurses’ stage on streets aliases and nicknames were marks of mutuality, structure, and evasion. ‘Wicked’ Scounderbagg was ‘a comon cutpurse’; vagrant Katherine Thomas was called ‘nip’; Little Tom was ‘a cutpurse, a pickpockett, a hooker [and] a creeper in at windowes’; while ‘notorious whore’ Elizabeth Walker ‘alias Isabell Godwyn alias Ippes alias Besse Cappes’ was said to be ‘acquainted with most cutpurses about London’ in 1600.56

Names could never be trusted in the worlds of thieves and vagrants but as with playwrights they were dreamed up for a purpose. We meet Queenhithe meal-stealer Claribubbe and his friend Six-a-clock, Taffety Meg who was spotted ‘daunceing at The Swann Tavern with caveleers’, vagrant Pinnace, thief Whistling James, Little James, Proudfoot, Barefoot, and a woman whose gang-name was Nightwalker.57 Names crop up again and again: vagrant Mad Bess, Fair Bess, bawd Blinking Bess, and Black Bess who belonged to Laslett’s ‘bastardy prone sub-society’. Black was a common underground epithet perhaps signifying wicked intent and slinking shadows: Black Will, prostitute Black Kate, and vagrant thief Black Jack.58 Other second names spring from place and ethnicity like the thief London Stone, prostitute Country Nan, Country Ann, Margaret Todd ‘alias Irishe’, Irish Moll, Irish Nell, or Welsh Harry.59 Nicknames were also cutting comments on authority and upright London: The Lady of Christ’s Hospital, vagrant Whittington College, while Richard Hall was called Worshipful by his gang. One basement woman with standing was called ‘The Old Madam’; while Whippet, I imagine, acknowledged lightning speed or a nifty hand.60

DAILY DRAMA

Proudfoot, Barefoot, and Whippet all have the feel of the stage about them, coined with the same way with words (and irony or humour) that we might expect from a quick-witted playwright. Sometimes the worlds of crime and the worlds of the dramatist were not very far apart. They regularly overlapped on the page, stage, and street. There were victims (probably most notably Marlowe) and some of our Elizabethan and Jacobean literary heroes fell on the wrong side of the law; a few of them ended up in prison like the debtor Dekker who spent many long days behind bars.

Shakespeare made a large impact on his adopted city and it must have had heavyweight impacts on him moulding his acute sense of what it was like to live in a jam-packed fast-moving city where life was a daily drama. Heady growth and its unwelcome offspring like the greater scope and scale of crime would have touched each day of Shakespeare’s London life whether walking along the vagrant highway Fleet Street or hearing the latest bit of tittle-tattle about who lost what in a robbery. Growth, however, was not inevitably bad: trade boomed, ships filled the Thames, dapper merchants strutted through London with the confidence that wealth brings, lush new houses in the west in the main symbolized old and new opportunities, there was actual bragging about populousness for a long while until its adverse aftermath finally sunk in. These positive consequences of growth were satirized, eulogized, and criticized often tongue-in-cheek in the drama of the day. London was on the way in a hurry to becoming Europe’s flagship but at a heavy cost leaving the down-and-out and dispossessed behind, a distance never more felt than in the ignition decades when Shakespeare lived in London and finished all his plays.

He lived there in times of fear and danger when even the cream of the crop sitting in the Guildhall were sometimes lost for words trying to understand their city: Common Council complained in 1603 that ‘lewd and ydle persons’ had committed a string of ‘divers outrages’ who ‘cannot well be described but by viewe and sight of them’.61 Shakespeare’s city: criminal, liminal, dangerous, exhilarating, glitzy, poverty-stricken, so many conflicting things at once, always puzzling and troubling, but never dull or uninspiring. A playwright’s delight and a great time to observe, absorb, and put pen to paper!
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CHAPTER 34

FAMILIES AND HOUSEHOLDS IN EARLY MODERN LONDON, C.1550–1640

VANESSA HARDING

INTRODUCTION

IN October 1585, Isaac Kendall, a young man in his mid-twenties, lay sick at the house of his former master and present employer, Cornelius Nealman, a free denizen and stationer, in the inner-city parish of St Mildred Bread Street. From the depositions made in a lawsuit over the young man’s will, we learn that he lay in an upstairs chamber over the kitchen, looked after by a succession of older women neighbours, while downstairs the business of family life went on. The rector of the parish and members of Kendall’s family came to see him and were conducted upstairs to his bedside. On the evening of the night Kendall died, the family sat at supper at a table in the kitchen, and afterwards around the fire, parents, children, and neighbours who had dropped in to see how Kendall was doing. This glimpse of neighbourly sociability reveals something of the material culture and domestic practices of a middling London household in the later sixteenth century. The Nealmans occupied a house with several rooms used for distinct functions, though informal family life focused on the kitchen. Sickness, nursing care, and death took place in the home. Family and household membership, while not fully delineated, are indicated: the household group included employees as well as the nuclear family, and the relationship between former apprentice and master was, in this case, warmer than that between Kendall and his siblings. The household was not an isolated unit, but enmeshed in a web of neighbourly and parish relationships.1

But this narrative also reminds us that domestic culture and material life are shaped by many factors: household size and composition, location in space and time, and the obvious variables of occupation and economic status. The population of sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century London was growing rapidly and the size and shape of the metropolis were changing; settlement density increased, property values rose, and houses were built, rebuilt, and altered to meet new needs and new patterns of living. Economic change was also dramatic, as overseas trade extended, new industries developed alongside traditional ones, and the range of services provided for and by Londoners expanded. Patterns of work changed too, as the guilds’ control of economic activity weakened, and casual employment and wage labour increased, and probably employment outside the home. Standards of living were under stress as prices rose far faster than wages, and the 1590s saw widespread hardship and some unrest in the capital. But at the same time many individuals profited from the expansion of overseas and inland trade, and some of this wealth trickled down: London became a centre for new consumer goods, services, information, and entertainment.2

Family and household, at the centre of London society, were undoubtedly affected by the social and economic transformations of the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries, but they also resisted change. Patterns of living and household composition probably became more diverse, but the cycle of family formation and reproduction continued and the institution remained recognizably the same. Individual families and households inevitably change over time, expanding with new members, replacing or closing ranks after departing ones, accommodating the changing age and roles of individuals; they can adjust to external change as well.

It is telling too that ‘family’ and ‘household’ are somewhat ambiguous terms in early modern usage, resisting hard and fast definition. The statistician John Graunt, discussing the demography of London in 1662, supposed that ‘there were about eight Persons in a Family, one with another, viz. the Man, and his Wife, three Children, and three Servants, or Lodgers’.3 He thus blurs the (modern) distinctions between the conjugal family of parents and children, the larger household which includes dependents such as servants and apprentices as well, and the looser group, or ‘houseful’, which includes lodgers and possibly other independent individuals who happen to live in the same house.4 This essay will explore family and household, in their changing and overlapping configurations, in London between around 1550 and 1640, beginning with the role of migration in shaping London’s population and continuing with the formation of family and household and their setting in a wider neighbourhood.

MIGRATION AND LONDON’S POPULATION

London’s population in the sixteenth to mid-seventeenth centuries comprised a mixture of London-born and migrants, with the latter including both recent and long-settled immigrants, coming from provincial agricultural backgrounds, market towns, and continental towns and cities. Probably a majority of the adult population had been born outside London, though they may have had connections in the capital that helped them to settle there, while mechanisms such as apprenticeship, service, and guild membership helped to integrate and assimilate at least some of the new arrivals and teach them how to live in the metropolis. Citizens’ children may have had some advantages, but migrant origin was no bar to success in the city. Except for some of the alien immigrants, membership of the Church of England and subjection to its rules and practices was universal.

While there can be no such thing as a ‘typical’ London family or household, the Nealmans and their neighbours amply illustrate the diverse origins and subsequent integration of middling Londoners, as well as mobility within the city. Cornelius Nealman came to England from Holland around 1568, and obtained letters of denization in 1571. He became free of the Stationers’ Company, probably by redemption (purchase), though his actual trade was that of bookbinder. By 1571 he had married an English wife, and attended the English church, not the Dutch. To begin with they lived in the parish of St Mary Magdalen Old Fish Street but by 1582 had moved the short distance to St Mildred Bread Street.5 They had at least two young children at home in 1585.6 Isaac Kendall probably became Nealman’s apprentice in the mid to late 1570s, if his term (conventionally for seven or more years) ended at Michaelmas 1585. For that period he would have lived with the family, except for possible trips on his master’s business, and he clearly stayed on after his apprenticeship ended as a resident journeyman or servant to his master.7 Kendall’s birthplace is not known, but he had both a brother and a sister living in London, or at least within a convenient distance, as they came to see him on his deathbed.

The Nealmans’ neighbour, John Marchant, aged 34, another stationer, one of those who had called in to see how Kendall was doing, had known Nealman for twelve years, probably through the Stationers’ Company, as he had only been a neighbour in Bread Street for two years. As a younger man he had lived in Blackfriars, but his wife Jane, aged 26, had lived in St Mildred’s parish since birth. Jane’s mother Emma Tompson, one of the women nursing Isaac Kendall, said she had lived in the parish for forty years or more; Goodwife Arret, the other nurse and neighbour, had lived there for twenty years and more, and had known Nealman for four years. The scrivener who drew up Kendall’s will in February 1584 lived in the nearby parish of St Margaret Moses in Friday Street. He had been born in Yorkshire and apprenticed to a London scrivener, becoming a freeman of the company in 1565. At the time of making the will he was probably in his late forties, and had two apprentices, his own son, aged nineteen, and another aged twenty-two who had been born in Hertfordshire.

The bigger demographic picture within which the Nealmans and their neighbours fit is that of large-scale, long-distance migration to London from the English provinces and from the nearby European continent. Migration was the key to early modern London’s rapid growth, the principal factor accounting for the capital’s expansion from some 80,000 inhabitants in the mid-sixteenth century to around 200,000 by 1600 and perhaps 350,000–400,000 by the middle of the seventeenth. England’s population as a whole was increasing, and both push and pull factors brought thousands of people to London every year.8

The migration of young men to take up apprenticeships in the city is the best-documented of these streams: analysis of the city’s freedom registers for 1551–53 suggests an average of 640 annual admissions to the freedom, of whom four-fifths had been born outside London. These new freemen were the survivors of a much larger cohort of apprentice migrants—perhaps as many as a thousand a year—of whom the remainder must have died or otherwise failed to complete their apprenticeships. Some may have returned to the provinces, but others no doubt remained in London to swell the ranks of the unfree population.9

The connections and contacts that enabled country boys to find masters in London are not usually traceable, but many must have benefited from the mobility of an earlier generation. Francis Langley, the theatrical entrepreneur, and his brother Thomas were born in rural Lincolnshire, but following their father’s death in 1556 they were taken to London by their uncle, an earlier migrant and by now a successful goldsmith. When they reached their mid-teens, they were apprenticed to well-to-do masters, a draper and a haberdasher respectively.10 Undoubtedly family resources were useful in obtaining a good place and in helping a young man on his way, but opportunity was not restricted to those who started from the gentry. While a significant number of the 140 men who held office as alderman between 1600 and 1624 were the sons of gentlemen or citizens, more than half appear to have been sons of provincial tradesmen, yeomen, or husbandmen.11

A large and increasing number of migrants to London, however, fell outside the traditional pattern of recruitment into apprenticeship. These included men seeking work but not apprenticeship; women; poor vagrants; refugees from the Continent; and temporary visitors, including the gentry and nobility. Migrant men could evidently find work in and around the city without having to undertake formal apprenticeship, though their options and opportunities may have been limited. As London expanded, numbers of non-citizen workers increased considerably, settling in the suburbs rather than within the city itself where economic regulation was most effective. A City proposal of 1610 complained of this phenomenon, but it was effectively impossible to limit or control such activity.12 The growth of the service sector, and the appearance of new trades and industries with different work practices, including more wage-earning and casualization, rendered traditional apprenticeship and guild membership unnecessary for many. The development of London theatre from the 1570s, for example, drew on traditional skills fostered by apprenticeship such as construction and decoration, but also called for distinctive talents and a new kind of entrepreneurship. Likewise, men with skills gained in practice outside London migrated thither for better employment opportunities. The growth of London’s economy attracted provincial tradesmen from as early as 1580: ‘Retaylers and Artificers, at the least of such thinges as pertayne to the backe or belly, do leaue the Countrie townes, where there is no vent, and do flie to London, where they be sure to finde ready and quicke market’.13

From the late Middle Ages, the Inns of Court, situated between the city and Westminster, served as both a training-ground for would-be lawyers and government servants and a finishing-school for gentlemen. Admission registers support a picture of a dramatic rise after 1550. Between 1590 and 1639, over 10,000 young men entered the Inns, more than 90 per cent of them coming from outside London.14 Most were short-term residents, but their collective presence had an important impact on London, and some remained to pursue careers there. Other opportunities included lesser legal and clerical employment, as the national and civic bureaucracies expanded and the need for literate services for business increased: Buckinghamshire-born Richard Smyth, son of an Anglican clergyman, came to London in the early years of the seventeenth century, found a place on the City’s legal staff thanks to a kinsman, and made a profitable career there.15 Clergy also headed for London in search of employment, after as well as before the Reformation.16 Most of the city incumbents in Elizabeth’s reign were London-born, perhaps because most of the city livings were in the patronage of Londoners or London institutions, but there were many other openings, as parochial curates, stipendiary or occasional lecturers, and sermonizers.17 Of the 412 lecturers in late sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century London whose place of origin Paul Seaver has been able to identify, over three-quarters were born outside London.18

Women migrants to London are usually harder to trace: they did not often obtain apprenticeships, and an individual’s entry to metropolitan society is not usually recorded. The huge demand for domestic servants in later seventeenth-century London was much less apparent before 1600. Not only was London much smaller, but the still-widespread family economy of household/workshop production limited the need for hired female labour.19 The growth of male apprentice numbers in the sixteenth century may also have kept down employment opportunities for women. But long-distance female migration for service in London was sufficiently common for the tale of Long Meg of Westminster, printed in 1582, to be plausible. Meg, supposedly born in Lancashire in the reign of Henry VIII, came to London at the age of eighteen, along with ‘some other lasses’, brought by Meg’s neighbour, a wagoner. Following a disagreement over the fare, Meg belaboured the carrier and his man, who then agreed to get all the girls ‘good mistresses’ or ‘good places’.20 By the end of the sixteenth century, it seems clear that more women were coming to London. The individual stories of 600 women born outside London but marrying there by licence between 1599 and 1619 reveal that most of them had migrated, like apprentices, in their late teens, though some were older. One-third of them were in domestic service, and most of the rest were working in some way, even if not for regular wages. At least a third had kin in London, though not all were living with them.21

The regional origins of these new Londoners varied. Apprentices were likely to have come the furthest, with a third of the migrants travelling between eighty and 150 miles, and a third more than 150 miles, principally from the Midlands and North of England.22 Young men entering the Inns of Court between 1590 and 1639 came predominantly from the Home Counties, the West Country, and East Anglia.23 The London lecturers came in almost equal numbers from near, middle, and distant counties.24 Two-fifths of the country-born deponents in the Commissary Court of London between 1565 and 1644 had been born in the Home Counties and Midlands, but many had come from much further afield, including one-fifth from the North of England.25 Welsh migration increased after the Acts of 1536 and 1543, and included apprentice migrants and young men for the Inns of Court;26 Scottish migration increased considerably after 1603, when Scots ceased to be aliens.27 The end of the sixteenth century also saw more Irish-English migration, more often of a subsistence kind, of people displaced by war and the policies of the English government. In 1606 the Privy Council noted that ‘these parts about London and elsewhere are exceedingly pestered with a great multitude of beggars of that country [Ireland] being most of them peasants and wives and children’.28

In addition to migrants from the English provinces and from other parts of the British Isles, significant flows came from continental Europe. These migrants were usually labelled as ‘aliens’ or ‘strangers’, though the implications of these terms for parentage, place of birth, religion, and even domicile are not unambiguous. There were at least 1,500 aliens in London in 1541, many of them long-term residents,29 but the next years saw a much more dramatic scale of migration, as French- and Dutch-speaking Protestants fled political and economic upheaval and the beginnings of religious persecution.30 In 1567/8 there were over 4,000 aliens in the city and Southwark, and 2,500 in Westminster and the surrounding parishes and liberties. The majority were Netherlanders, at least a third of whom had arrived in the last year.31 At over 5,400 in 1593, the alien-born comprised 2 to 3 per cent of the capital’s total population.32

Unlike most English provincial migrants, these immigrants often came as family groups rather than young single people. Of urban origin, they often had skills and some resources to help them make a living in London straight away, if they were allowed to. Cornelius Nealman was the only stationer among sixty-eight Netherlandish-born aliens in Castle Baynard Ward in 1571, but there were also a printer, a surgeon, a clockmaker, and a number of skilled textile workers.33 Despite the timing of the migrations, only about half the new migrants claimed religion as the reason for moving. Though the majority of those resident in the city belonged to the Dutch and French churches, many others, like Nealman, attended their local Anglican parish church.34

New migrants were assimilated into the London population in a number of ways. As already noted, many had kin in London already, who must have eased the newcomers’ entry into London society and offered some sense of connection and continuity.

Apprenticeship explicitly aimed at the creation of new citizens and reproduction of the skills and social character of the citizenry, disciplining and socializing young men and (it was hoped) imbuing them with an appreciation of city custom and loyalty to company, ward, and civic community. The master’s patronage was important in promoting a former apprentice’s career, and helped to establish him in the city company to which both belonged. Apprentices spent seven years or so living with the master and his family, and expected to be treated as junior but equal; they could effectively become surrogate sons and heirs of their masters, and sometimes married into the master’s family. Isaac Kendall’s decision to leave his goods to his master rather than his siblings may have originated with a family quarrel, but examples of legacies from masters to apprentices and vice versa were very common.35

Service also, while less formal, combined training and domestication, and like apprenticeship could create enduring relationships of emotional warmth and practical patronage. Employers seem sometimes to have vetted or approved servants’ marriages, taking a parental interest.36 Small legacies and gifts of clothing are not uncommon, but a number of testators made significant bequests to their female servants, enhancing their chances of marriage or helping them to set up a household.37 The increasing prevalence of female domestic service also helped to link families and households within the city, as young women moved from one household to another or became wives with maidservants of their own.

For aliens, their compatriots and co-religionists, and especially the well-organized French and Dutch churches, supplied a network of contacts, support, and sometimes employment: many came as servants or journeymen and served with alien masters before establishing themselves.38 The technical skills in textiles, metalwork, printing, brewing, and fine art production that many brought with them meant they were both valued and resented as members of London society. Some changed their status by seeking denization, a necessary step to obtaining London citizenship and company membership (several companies welcomed or at least accepted alien-born members), while marriage into the English-born community was not uncommon. Other aliens, however, remained less assimilated, particularly those who clustered in the city’s liberties and suburbs where the companies’ control of economic activity was weaker.39

Poorer migrants, however, and those who failed to gain entry to London’s networks of households, parish communities, and companies, led a more precarious existence, relying on casual employment opportunities and probably temporary accommodation. Tudor governments tried to stem the tide of migration, and successive legislation targeted vagrants and vagabonds, alternately threatening physical punishment, enslavement, deportation, or a forced return home.40 The numbers of vagrancy cases in London’s Bridewell rose from sixty-nine a year in 1560–61 to 815 in 1624–25. Not all these ‘vagrants’ were in fact migrants: about a quarter of those dealt with in the 1560s came from London, and by the 1630s nearly half did. These people did not necessarily come to London as vagrants: it was their experience in the metropolis that brought about the condition of ‘vagrancy’.41 The immigrant poor merged with the mobile poor circulating within an expanding metropolis.

MAKING THE LONDON FAMILY

Most migrants sought to establish themselves in life, most directly by finding employment or securing the prospect of making a satisfactory living, but also by marrying, forming a household, and thus assuming full adult status. Early modern society was deeply invested in the institution of marriage, promoting it as a universal aim while controlling it in practice. In the sixteenth century the church increasingly took over the marriage process, insisting on church solemnization and limiting the viability of traditional marriage practices; both the community and church court officers helped to police the boundaries of legal marriage and marital behaviour.42 Social sanction was also important, with family and friends helping in the choice of a partner and supplying the essential resources. The wealthy merchant William Holles left £100 to his granddaughter in 1541, provided she married with the consent of his executors, whom he did ‘hertelye desire and requyre to provide an honest man of good name and fame and good substaunce’ as her husband, promising further chattels and household stuff to see her well married.43

In London as elsewhere, it was normal for a couple to marry only when they could afford to establish a separate and economically viable household.44 Many social practices helped to ensure or facilitate this. Accurate assessment of a potential partner’s assets was important at any social level, while agreement with his or her family or friends over how they would be settled played an important part in the negotiations of the better-off. Would-be independent craftsmen and traders needed premises and stock, and city companies could help members with loans and preferential lease agreements. Some security of employment would be complemented by savings, inheritance, endowments, or gifts on marriage; as noted above, employers as well as families could enhance a dependent’s eligibility with bequests of money or goods. Citizens’ children were guaranteed a share of their father’s estate, while a few charities existed to distribute modest portions to support poor maids’ marriages.45

The expectation of economic autonomy for a new couple pushed age at marriage for most partners into the mid-twenties. The prohibition on marrying while an apprentice meant that young men aiming for citizenship were unlikely to be able to marry before then. Several city companies complained to the Mayor in 1556 that too many apprentices were getting their freedom too young to be competent craftsmen, and setting up shop before they could really afford to do so. The result was an Act of Common Council, setting twenty-four as the minimum age for freedom by apprenticeship or redemption.46 Even so, some years working as a journeyman were normal before marriage was possible. Men who became citizens in the early 1550s took on average 3.2 more years to become householders, and a quarter of the cohort took six or more years to do so.47 The high proportion of males in the population may also have raised their average age at marriage.

By the early seventeenth century, if not sooner, two distinct marriage patterns had emerged among London’s middling and upper groups. Men of the merchant and professional class married comparatively late, as a result of the long apprenticeship and training that they undertook. First-time bridegrooms were usually in their late twenties or older, but they married younger women, aged perhaps twenty or twenty-one. Where the groom was a labourer or tradesman, couples tended to be closer in age, and in their mid-twenties when they first married: both men and women needed several years of earning before they could afford to marry, but men of this class reached their peak earning potential sooner than merchants and did not need to wait to build up a business before marrying. Broadly speaking, London-born women—perhaps still under the control of family or friends—married earlier than women who had migrated to London.48

Finding a partner was a complex process, in which friends, family, masters, and employers might take a role. For the most part, we can only guess how two people met and moved towards marriage, though the litigation over failed marriage plans documents a variety of possibilities.49 London may have been a particularly complicated context for the making of marriage: a wider range of choice, but less reliable information, and perhaps higher expectations of profit or advantage. Loreen Giese has shown how uncertain the ‘way to marriage’ could be for early modern Londoners: how many false starts, how many misunderstandings, how important it was to secure the right partner on the right terms and avoid an indissoluble commitment to the wrong one.50 But as David Cressy notes, ‘the infinite variety of social interaction concealed a remarkably robust framework of expectations. From contact to contract, from good liking to final agreement, most couples passed through a recognizable series of steps’.51 Following the calling of banns, the wedding itself most often took place in the bride’s parish, often on a Sunday in the presence of the parish congregation, indicating community interest and oversight. However, a small but growing minority of couples in the early seventeenth century sought the greater privacy of marriage by licence, which often meant they married outside the parish of residence of either. Private and clandestine marriage locations such as the Fleet and certain parishes with special status were increasingly popular by the 1640s, and boomed after the Restoration.52

CHANGING FAMILIES OVER TIME

London families evolved over time, with births and deaths and changing economic circumstances. Interestingly, London couples were slower to start families than might have been expected. In a group of city parishes analysed in detail by Roger Finlay, the mean period between marriage and the birth of the first child was 16–17 months, when the national average was close to 10 months. One factor contributing to this was that rates of bridal pregnancy were slightly lower than the national average.53 Once they had begun, however, London wives commonly bore children at fairly short intervals. In wealthier city-centre parishes the mean interval between births was only 21–25 months; in poorer suburban parishes it was 30–31 months, closer to the national average. It seems likely that these very short birth intervals could only have been achieved if the mothers did not breastfeed their own babies. Wet nursing appears to have been practised in sixteenth-century London, though probably not widespread across social classes, and to have become more popular in the seventeenth, but even as it attracted more sustained criticism.54

Londoners often sent their infants to nurse in country parishes in Essex and Hertfordshire,55 but they also placed them elsewhere in the city, where perhaps closer parental oversight might compensate for the town air. Daniel Waldoe of All Hallows Bread Street in the centre of the city sent his child to nurse in Chancery Lane in 1596; Richard Smyth of St Olave Old Jewry had one or both of his twin sons nursed in the neighbouring parish of St Michael Cornhill in 1628.56 Nehemiah Wallington’s children, on the other hand, were only put to nurse when their mother could not feed them herself, or when, in Samuel’s case, he failed completely to thrive with his mother.57 The parish of St Helen Bishopsgate recorded the burials of several nurse-children in the early seventeenth century, three of them from Richard Atkinson’s house, suggesting that he or his wife was taking in a succession of children. Their parents, who included a serving man and a labourer, may have put them to nurse to free the mother for earning.58

The total number of children born to a long marriage could be very high. Many parish registers record the births of five, six, seven, or more children to a single couple; a few women are known to have borne ten or more children. In practice, infant and child mortality reduced actual family size: baptisms were interspersed with deaths, and the names of deceased children were given to later-born siblings.59 Although data for mortality across the city are not available until the mid-seventeenth century, when infants made up one-third of the dead, individual parish registers from the sixteenth and early seventeenth centuries suggest that similar levels prevailed then.60 Nehemiah Wallington (b. 1598) was the tenth of thirteen children born to John Wallington, twelve by his first wife and one by his third; when the adult Nehemiah recorded the names and birthdates of his siblings, however, he omitted their godparents’ names ‘because I thinke it not so matirriall for they be all most dead’. Of his own five children, only one lived to adulthood.61 Barely half the children born in early modern London survived to age fifteen.62

Family size was also limited by the possibility that one parent would die prematurely, leaving the survivor to support and bring up the children. Adults died in every decade of life, from a variety of causes: 17 per cent of deaths in the parish of St Botolph Aldgate between 1583 and 1599 were of adults aged between thirty and fifty, principally due to consumption, ague (influenza), flux, and childbed.63 Apart from cutting short the reproductive potential of that marriage, the death of a mother in or soon after childbirth made the survival of her new-born baby, and any other children, much more doubtful;64 the loss of a breadwinning father imperilled the family’s economic viability.

Remarriage, and the re-formation of a family group, was common. Some 26 per cent of grooms and 35 per cent of brides in Elliott’s early seventeenth-century sample of marriages by licence had been married before; in Stepney at the same period, 45 per cent of all marriages were remarriages for one or both parties.65 London citizens’ widows were unusually well-protected by the custom of London, which gave them one-third of the couple’s movables for life (half if there were no children), as well as the right to remain in the marital home for life. The widow of a well-off citizen might have little financial motive to remarry, but she was herself an attractive marriage proposition, for both older and younger men; the stereotype of a former apprentice marrying his master’s widow had some foundation in reality.66 Dorothy Robotom, widow of a London draper, married her late husband’s former apprentice Robert Rowe (probably several years her junior) in 1546, a year after Robotom’s death, when she was already pregnant with his child; she married for a third time, to another young draper, six weeks after Rowe’s death in 1547.67 Husbands often foresaw that their widows might remarry; some in effect wished them well, while others sought to ensure that their wealth should not fall into another man’s hands, strictly limiting the assets that a widow could keep if she remarried, or seeking to protect their children’s inheritance.68 Widowers and the widows of citizen craftsmen had the best prospects of remarriage, while poorer and older widows were more likely to remain single; widows’ remarriage also seems to have declined over the seventeenth century.69

Either party might bring children to the second marriage, creating a complex blend of relationships. Dorothy Robotom brought six children from her first marriage to her second, and probably five children from the first marriage and one from the second to her third marriage. Nehemiah Wallington’s father had several children living when he remarried, and his second and third wives, both widows, each had two children already. One of these step-brothers became a close friend of young Nehemiah’s, and in later life he refers to his second stepmother as ‘my Mother’.70 It was indeed common to use simple terms like mother, brother, and sister for step- and half-relations and in-laws, perhaps implying a similar emotional relationship, but at least indicating the roles individuals were expected to occupy.

On the other hand, it was not very common for households to include adults of two generations,71 though certainly cases are known, as for instance the family of John Stow the chronicler, where John’s widowed mother lived with another son, Thomas, and his wife, the cause of much domestic and familial friction.72 Widows of independent means might head households, though predictably they were in the minority. Thirty-one of forty households in the parish of St Mary Colechurch in 1574 were headed by a married couple, two by women, and seven by unmarried men, who probably included some widowers. The women householders were both titled ‘Mrs’; one was responsible for four other communicants, the other only for herself and her manservant, though either might have had under-age children.73 In St Helen Bishopsgate in 1578, ten of seventy-two householders were women, at least nine of them, including the redoubtable Lady Anne Gresham, widows.74 In the citywide tithe survey of 1638, the proportion of widow householders varied across space and time, with more being found in poorer and peripheral parishes such as All Hallows Staining inside the city wall, where 27 of 165 households (16 per cent) were headed by widows, most of them in houses valued at £3 a year or less.75

Graunt’s proposed ‘family’ of two parents and three children, then, presents a misleadingly simple picture of the London family. Even as a snapshot, it overestimates the size of the average family: at the end of the seventeenth century, when census-type data allows analysis of family and household, a third or more of households contained no children, and the mean number of living children per couple or single parent was less than two. Of course some couples had three or more children, and those with fewer may have borne and lost them, but at the census moment (and therefore at any other single moment) average family size was comparatively small. The same survey indicates a large number of single-parent families, more commonly as lodging families within larger households.76 While many things had changed in London by 1695, ongoing research suggests that the patterns revealed then were long established, and it seems likely that average family size in 1600 was similarly small. Large families like those of Dorothy Robotom or John Wallington existed, but were exceptional.

FAMILIES AND HOUSEHOLDS

However, London households were not composed solely of related family members. The young Nehemiah Wallington’s ‘articles for my family for the reforming of our lives’ were signed by himself, his wife, one apprentice, two male servants, and one maidservant.77 Graunt assumed that his London ‘family’ included three ‘Servants, or Lodgers’.78 Apprentices and servants accounted for a significant proportion of the population overall and, together with lodgers, for much of the difference in size between London households. The statistician Gregory King estimated mean household size, including non-family members, for London in the 1660s as ranging from ‘almost 4¾’ to ‘almost 6’ persons.79

Not all freemen took apprentices, but probably the majority did, starting a few years after they themselves had become free, and possibly continuing through their working life. Wealthier or more senior companymen might take more than one at a time, though three seems to have been the normal maximum. Son-to-father apprenticeships were comparatively rare (only five of the 179 London-born entrants to the freedom of 1551–53 had been apprenticed to their own fathers), though it may have been more common in some trades than others.80 Apprenticeship within the wider family was more likely, as with Thomas Gresham, apprenticed to his uncle the mercer (Sir) Richard Gresham,81 but most apprentices must have been unrelated to their masters, and often far distant from their own birth families. Apprentices were long-term residents of the household, junior in status but potentially the social and economic equals—or betters—of their master. The master was expected to treat his apprentice well, providing him with adequate food, clothing, and accommodation as well as teaching him his trade; complaints of being treated poorly or assigned menial tasks were taken seriously.82

The term ‘servant’, when applied to males, is an elastic category. Sometimes the word clearly means a domestic or menial employee, not a potential equal or heir like an apprentice, but sometimes it is used of apprentices themselves and especially of journeymen and junior employees. When William Walle willed in 1542 that James ‘my servant’ be made free, and three servants more be enrolled, he must be alluding to apprentices, though he also had a servant Harry Gosse to whom he owed wages.83 Isaac Kendall, recently freed from his apprenticeship, was referred to both as Nealman’s servant and as a journeyman.84 Some trades like brewing entailed the employment of increasing numbers of ‘servants’, in this case wage-earning employees who might themselves be householders or married,85 but many male servants and most journeymen lived with their employer and formed part of his household as an economically interdependent and collaborative group.

The relationship might be reinforced by trust and affection, exemplified in post-mortem bequests, or develop into a business partnership. In 1557 Thomas Hunt, skinner, left £20 to each of his three ‘servants’, John Turner, Roger Evans, and Michael Crowther, including forgiving Turner the money he had lost in ‘bad bargains’ made on Hunt’s behalf; he also left the three servants the use at interest of £200 until the designated legatees were of age. Hunt also left £10 to Thomas Fisher, apprentice, to be paid when he had served seven years of his term. Hunt’s widow Anne, who was generously provided for, clearly took on the apprentice and maintained some relationship with the servants even when they were no longer in her employ. In her will of 1561 she left £20 to John Turner of London, skinner, ‘my late servaunte’, and £10 to Michael Crowther, ‘my late servaunte’, as well as £10 to Thomas Fisher ‘my apprentis’.86 James Huishe, a mercer, divided his Cheapside property on his death in 1590, leaving the residential premises to his wife, as long as she remained unmarried. The shop, two adjacent warehouses, and counting-houses were to be let for seven years to William Bennett, Huishe’s friend, ‘servant’ and executor, and Huishe’s younger son William, trading in partnership and paying £10 a year to the widow.87

Many households included women servants, probably mostly younger women, London-born as well as migrant. They undertook a variety of domestic tasks, assisting the householder’s wife or perhaps freeing her for productive labour in his business, to which they too might contribute.88 They were subordinate members of the household, subject to the paternalistic authority of its head and dependent for food and shelter. Sometimes the relationship could be kind and affectionate, but sometimes much less so, one of exploitation, including sexual exploitation. Living at close quarters with the family, women servants were exposed to advances they may not have welcomed, but were also in a position to observe and report on domestic relationships and misdemeanours, as many church court cases demonstrate.89

Female domestic service was of its nature often transient and temporary; for many it was a life-stage, to be succeeded by marriage, but it could also alternate with visits home, and unlike apprenticeship was rarely expected to last over a fixed term of years. Londoners acknowledged this in their wills, leaving small bequests to individuals, if they should still be in service at the time of the testator’s death. Alderman Sir Thomas Bennett (d. 1626) left a generous £25 ‘to Bridget my maid which hath dwelt long with me’, but still qualified it ‘if she be living with me at the time of my death’; other servants, unnamed, were left £5.90 Richard Smyth, city law officer, employed at least six maidservants over a period of twenty-seven years or more, and kept in touch with several of them after their service ended.91

Lodgers are even harder to characterize. They could be male or female, single, married, with or without children, of higher, equal, or lower social status than the householder.92 The relationship could range from that of paying guest eating with the family to independent sub-tenant of a furnished room or rooms within the house. There were already commercial lodging-houses, and there is a sense in which the short-term tenants of whole houses were also lodgers, not settled parishioners and ratepayers. Rising house- and property-values meant that many could not afford independent accommodation, and also offered those who had space to spare, such as widows, an opportunity to make a living from it.93 Lodging patterns were shaped by supply as well as demand; it seems likely that families took in lodgers when that was the best use of the space available to them, a decision affected by the family’s life-cycle, as numbers swelled and shrank, and its changing economy.

Lodgers blur the boundaries of the household, and also highlight the complicated relationship between family, household, and the premises they occupied. A Star Chamber inquiry into divided houses in 1637 (effectively a survey of lodgers and inmates) yielded a mass of evidence for the subdivision of houses and the conversion of sheds, stables, and outbuildings into living accommodation.94 Local as well as national authorities were concerned about overcrowding and health, but particularly about the influx of poor people, with or without claims to poor relief, and the threat to order as the bonds of household weakened. City-centre parishes listed few lodgers, and were quick to assure the inquiry that there was no danger that they would be chargeable to the parish, but lodging was both more common and more of a problem in the poorer outer suburbs, where it seems to have shaded into an underworld of disorderly lodging-houses harbouring ‘idle’ or ‘suspected’ people.95

CONCLUSION: NEIGHBOURS, NEIGHBOURHOOD, AND THE WIDER LONDON FAMILY

However closely we study the individual family or household and its internal relationships, we need to acknowledge its permeable boundaries and take account of its external relationships. The account of Isaac Kendall’s deathbed given at the beginning of this essay was only possible because the Nealman’s household was integrated into a community of neighbours, on whose depositions the court relied. These depositions also illustrate the range of neighbourly relationships and the circulation of information. Goodwife Arret ‘being a near neighbour unto Cornelius Nealman and his wife did at the request of him and his wife often look unto Isaack Kendall the testator in the time of his sickness’. John Marchant ‘understanding that Isaac Kendall was sick by reason that [Marchant’s] mother in law named Emma Tompson did keep him in his sickness went to him the said testator to see how he did’; Jane Marchant, his wife, ‘came to the house of Mr Cornelius Nealman at about 9 o’clock at night to see how the said testator and her mother being the said testator’s keeper, did’. Emma Tompson testified to the ‘common voice’ of the parish ‘that Mr Cornelius is a free denizen and that the testator had been his prentice and was out of his years at Michaelmas last’. John and Jane Marchant went home ‘and the next morning they heard say that the said testator was dead’.96 The other deponents in the case, the scrivener who wrote the will, his apprentices, and the parish minister, made their contribution to the case, but it was the neighbours whose testimony illuminates Nealman’s household and locates it in the community.

Neighbours were important witnesses to good character and to misdemeanour, as well as to matters of fact and common report. Cases heard before the church courts, whether they concerned sexual transgression, slander, testamentary dispute, or ecclesiastical censure, illuminate the extent of interest in and knowledge of neighbours’ affairs.97 Londoners lived part of their domestic lives on the streets, or at least the front step, but there were few guarantees of privacy anywhere. London houses were closely packed, often subdivided in ad hoc ways, and structurally porous: neighbours overlooked each other’s yards and premises, overheard conversations, and observed interactions through cracks and loopholes.98 Proximity caused problems too, in disputes over shared amenities such as wells and privies, or the disposal of household waste.99 Witness depositions in a dispute between the parish vestry of All Hallows Honey Lane and the Mercers’ Company over the ownership of the cellar under the church in 1553 reveal knowledge of neighbours, their households, and their activities stretching back more than fifty years.100

And many Londoners, London-born or not, had relatives living in the city, expanding the notion of ‘family’ and its range of interactions and tracing connections across the metropolis. Family members did not need to live in the same household to play a part in one another’s lives. Nehemiah Wallington as a young married man lived near to his father, with whom he had frequent contact; he saw something of his brother and sisters, and consulted his stepmother when his wife Grace had a difficult pregnancy.101 Richard Smyth from Buckinghamshire married the daughter of a Stepney merchant, and acquired a range of London-based in-laws, but one brother also migrated to London, and they maintained a close and lifelong relationship. Richard’s writings document a much larger group of family contacts in London, not all within the same social milieu, and their constant recirculation from country to city and back over the generations.102

While it is possible broadly to characterize families and households in early modern London, therefore, their changing composition and their indefinite boundaries make it impossible to form too strict a definition. The means, medians, and averages of the demographer need to be complemented by the detail of real lives lived over time, drawing on all possible sources, from the life-writings of people like John Stow, Richard Smyth, and Nehemiah Wallington, to the wills, parish documents, and court depositions in which otherwise unremembered Londoners speak—and perhaps also by the lively imaginative literature of London, especially the city plays of Shakespeare’s contemporaries.103
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CHAPTER 35

THEATRE, CHURCH, AND NEIGHBOURHOOD IN THE EARLY MODERN BLACKFRIARS

CHRISTOPHER HIGHLEY

IN the introduction to his London guidebook, the writer Donald Lupton imagined the metropolis as a grotesque female body: gluttonous, constantly pregnant, always ‘enlarg[ing] her bounds’ and containing within her ‘so many little worlds’.1 The ‘little worlds’ that structured the lives of early modern Londoners took many forms, including the families and trades to which they belonged, the neighbourhoods, parishes, and streets they moved in, and the alehouses, churches, and theatres they frequented. In this chapter, the ‘little world’ I examine is the Blackfriars liberty—a corner of London perhaps best known in this period, somewhat incongruously, for its puritan residents and its indoor playhouses.2 Like Roze Hentschell’s chapter on St Paul’s and its environs, my study takes an approach to the history of early modern London that examines an urban micro-culture in order to thicken our understanding of the diverse social, economic, and cultural relations across the metropolis. In particular, my focus on religious life and theatrical activity in the Blackfriars injects into recent discussions of early modern anti-theatrical prejudice and church-theatre relations generally an attention to topographical specificity and local contingency that is too often missing.3

Nestled in the south-west corner of the walled City, the five-acre site of the Blackfriars had once been an ecclesiastical liberty, home to ‘the largest, wealthiest, and most politically significant of the London friaries’. At the Reformation, the crown sold off this real estate to lay owners, but residents of the area retained certain privileges that relieved them of various civic taxes and responsibilities, and for the most part allowed them to run their own affairs independent of the Lord Mayor and the guilds.4 The liberty’s prime location—close to the Inns of Court and the Strand, and with easy river access to Westminster and Surrey—attracted many aristocrats who converted parts of the old monastery into town homes. But the area was far from being an exclusive gated-community as some have claimed, and dwelling alongside the well-off were artisans and skilled alien craftsmen drawn by the area’s peculiar protections, as well as the city’s ubiquitous poor who huddled in the Blackfriars’ alleys and tenements.5

The area covered by the Blackfriars liberty was also known as the parish of St Anne Blackfriars. From early in the Reformation, St Anne was known for its godly congregation and puritan ministers. Stephen Egerton was parish lecturer from 1586 until c.1607, assuming at his appointment ‘the mantle of John Field [d. 1588] as leader of the non-conformist cause’ in London.6 A constant thorn in the side of the ecclesiastical authorities, Egerton was repeatedly in trouble for not wearing the surplice, ignoring the prayer book ceremonies, and otherwise failing to conform. Egerton’s successor, William Gouge, could be similarly resistant to the provisions of the Act of Uniformity, refusing to enforce kneeling at communion, for example, and stirring trouble by welcoming non-parishioners to his services.7 Indeed, as powerful and charismatic preachers, both Gouge and Egerton attracted ‘sermon-gadders’, who came from across the capital as well as from further afield. Whenever the godly Lady Margaret Hoby visited London from her estate in Yorkshire, for example, she made a point of attending Egerton’s sermons. At his funeral, Gouge was praised for the ‘great … confluence of hearers which in former times not only from all parts of this famous City, but of many parts of England, frequented his lectures at Blackfriars’.8

Given the Blackfriars’ association with the hotter sort of Protestants, it seems an unlikely place for theatre to take root, let alone prosper. Yet from 1576 when Richard Farrant rented rooms in part of the old friary, ostensibly as a rehearsal space for the boy choristers of the queen’s chapel, playing was part of the neighbourhood’s identity.9 Farrant was no doubt attracted to the Blackfriars location because it was conveniently inside the City, yet not under City control. His theatre was a modest affair, giving infrequent performances to a small audience. It closed in 1584, but playing returned to the neighbourhood in 1600, when Henry Evans and his Children of the Chapel Royal leased a different part of the friary from James Burbage, who in 1596 had converted ‘seven great upper rooms’ into a theatre.10

Burbage had planned to install his own company of Chamberlain’s Men in the new theatre in 1596, but was prevented when Stephen Egerton and thirty-one other Blackfriars residents successfully petitioned the Privy Council. In 1608, Burbage’s heirs finally retrieved their lease on the Blackfriars property after King James had ejected the boy company for staging offensive plays.11 This time the Burbages were unopposed by the neighbours, and their company, now the King’s Men, used the indoor Blackfriars as their alternative winter home to the Globe. In 1619, however, after some nineteen years of playing in the precinct, William Gouge renewed local opposition to the theatre in a petition that was followed by others in 1625–26, 1631, 1633, and 1641.12 We know that no formal complaints were lodged against the playhouse during these nineteen years because the 1619 petition invokes the 1596 version as its immediate precursor. What interests me is why the Blackfriars playhouse met with no organized opposition between 1596 and 1619, despite the presence in the community of so many of the godly, those ‘sober, scurvy, precise neighbours’, as Dol Common calls them in Jonson’s The Alchemist, who supposedly harboured an instinctive distrust of theatre.13 If, as recent critics have argued, Stephen Egerton had such a ‘sternly voiced disapproval of playgoing’, and William Gouge delivered ‘pulpit dehortations’ against the theatre, why did they not make more concerted efforts to shut it down?14 I will argue that answering these questions requires a more nuanced account of the vexed relationship between playhouse and pulpit in early modern London, one attuned to specific neighbourhood conditions and to the different anxieties, desires, and priorities of local residents.

II

At first sight, the 1596 petition seems to be the work of the Blackfriars puritans. Along with Egerton’s name, indeed at the top of the list, is Lady Elizabeth Russell—aunt of Robert Cecil and a great friend of London’s godly ministers. Yet it is unclear whether the other petitioners shared the religious zeal of Egerton and Russell. The only other familiar names are those of George Carey, Lord Hunsdon, and Richard Field, Shakespeare’s fellow Stratfordian and printer of his narrative poems. Neither were especially known as earnest Protestants. In 1589, Field married his master’s widow, the French-born Jacqueline Vautrollier, thus joining one of the many influential immigrant or stranger families living in the Blackfriars. I have established that at least seven of the other 1596 petitioners were also strangers, including the prominent physician, William De Lavine (Delaune), who fled France after the St Bartholomew Day massacre in 1572. The others are the goldsmiths, Harmon Buckholt (Gelderland) and John Le Mere (French); the felt-maker, Robert Baheire (place of origin unknown); the bookseller, Ascanio De Renialmire (Venetian); the linen-draper, John Edwards (Dutch); and Andrew Lyons (occupation and place of origin unknown).15

Many of these men were active in London’s Protestant stranger churches. Delaune, for example, was an ordained minister and elder in London’s French Huguenot church. Although they owed their primary religious allegiance to their stranger churches rather than St Anne’s, men like Delaune were in many ways the ideological allies of English ministers like Egerton and Gouge who favoured further reformation.16 The French Huguenot church to the north-east of Blackfriars on Threadneedle Street adhered to a strict Calvinist theology; its elders were chosen by election, not appointed by bishops; and its discipline extended to all aspects of the communicants’ lives.17 The consistory’s disciplinary proceedings reveal church members being punished for social and religious transgressions like infidelity, swearing, and haunting alehouses. If they nowhere mention attendance at plays, it may be because none of London’s Huguenots succumbed to this temptation (or were ever caught), but shared their church’s deep distrust of the stage.18

Despite the prominence of the names of the Blackfriars godly and their like-minded stranger neighbours on the petition, it eschews religious and biblically inspired objections to playing for pragmatic arguments based on concerns about social order and public health. The petitioners fear that Burbage’s proposed playhouse will

grow to be a very great annoyance and trouble, not only to all the noblemen and gentlemen thereabout inhabiting but allso a generall inconvenience to all the inhabitants of the same precinct, both by reason of the great resort and gathering togeather of all manner of vagrant and lewde persons that, under cullor of resorting to the playes, will come thither and worke all manner of mischeefe, and allso to the great pestring and filling up of the same precinct, yf it should please God to send any visitation of sicknesse as heretofore hath been, for that the same precinct is allready grown very populous.

The petition concludes with the slightly disingenuous claim ‘that there hath not at any tyme heretofore been used any comon playhouse within the same precinct’.19 As we have seen, Richard Farrant’s theatre operated between 1576 and 1584, albeit in a different part of the building from the rooms later acquired by Burbage. Farrant’s earlier playing space was considerably smaller than Burbage’s, beginning life as a place where the choristers of the queen’s chapel could rehearse for court performances. By the time it closed in 1584, however, this first Blackfriars playhouse had become, if not strictly speaking a ‘common playhouse’, yet a commercial enterprise offering public performances. Sir William More, the major landowner in the precinct who had originally leased the space to Farrant, later complained that the latter had ‘pretended unto me to use the house only for the teaching of the Children of the Chapel but made it a continual house for plays’.20

The petitioners’ rewriting of the neighbourhood’s theatrical history and their emphasis on public order, rather than religious scruples, were understandable given their audience and the circumstances in which they wrote. The Privy Council would have been well aware that as recently as September 1595, London had witnessed major riots. Moreover, the apprentices and servants responsible for the ‘late stir and mutinous attempt … drew their infection from these and like places’—a reference to the bankside playhouses where the trouble-makers had congregated.21 Blackfriars residents themselves were involved in an earlier affray on bankside, when in 1592 the ‘principall actors’ had been ‘certain apprentices of the ffeltmakers gathered together out of Barmsey Street & the Blackfriers’.22

The petitioners’ anxiety about the disorder that a playhouse might bring to their neighbourhood was compounded by their recognition that, in the event of trouble, they could not rely on the City authorities for help. Blackfriars residents were themselves responsible for the upkeep and policing of their precinct, an arrangement that had its advantages as well as its drawbacks. Thus, shortly after Lady Russell put her name to the petition, she informed her nephew Robert Cecil ‘that there hath been and is needful to be a steward and a baily in the Blackfriars, to maintain the liberties of Her Majesty and to keep all things in order, which now for want of a governor are too bad out of course’.23 Even a full complement of officers could do little against the spread of plague in the neighbourhood. The petitioners’ fear of ‘sickness as heretofore hath been’ evoked the Blackfriars’ recent devastation by plague in 1593. That year witnessed 177 burials in the parish churchyard, compared to 35 the year before and 31 the year after.24 Stephen Egerton, Lady Russell, and their fellow petitioners knew all too well that theatres brought crowds and with crowds the threat of contagion.

Even though the petition lacks the familiar religious invective associated with play-haters like Philip Stubbes and Stephen Gosson, it does identify one ecclesiastical concern of the Blackfriars godly: the ‘playhouse is so near the church that the noise of the drums and trumpets will greatly disturb and hinder both the ministers and parishioners in time of divine service and sermons’. These fears were well founded, because, as Irwin Smith’s pioneering research on the Blackfriars precinct has shown, the church of St Anne was only a few hundred feet to the east of Burbage’s theatre.25 What the petitioners fail to say about their parish church, however, makes their stated anxieties seem all the more urgent. In September 1596, two months before the petition was penned, ‘when the Church was empty, and no body in it, a great part of the Roofe thereof fell downe’, presumably from dilapidation.26 Seven months later, the church was still in ruins, leading the Privy Council to exclaim that the Blackfriars parishioners ‘are scattered and forced to repaire to Dyvine service, sermons and to the Sacraments in other places, to their great grefe and offence to others, giving thereby occasion of sclander to soch as are ill affected to religion and the present government’.27

The lack of a functional church in the Blackfriars at the time of the petition gives a special poignancy to its request that the rooms acquired by Burbage ‘may be converted to some other use, and that no playhouse may be used or kept there’. What fitter ‘use’ could these rooms serve from the point of view of the godly petitioners than as a new parish church? For non-conformists like Egerton, the nature of the consecrated place of worship was far less important than it was for traditionalists. In fact, the church that had collapsed was nothing more than ‘a lodging chamber above a stair’, measuring ‘50. foot in length, and 30. foot in breadth’.28 As a sacred space, this church was even more unconventional because the room housing it was on a north–south axis, not the orthodox east–west axis of most Christian churches. Egerton (and later Gouge) were probably not bothered by this irregularity; as puritans, they disliked the ritual of turning east for the gospel and creed.29

In contrast to the cramped parish church, Burbage’s converted rooms were a spacious sixty-six by forty-six foot (including auditorium, stage, and tiring house) that, according to some estimates could hold up to 700 people on fixed benches.30 For many who signed onto the Blackfriars petition like Egerton and Lady Russell, the thought that their little church lay in ruins as a roomy new playhouse prepared to open next door must have seemed a monstrous injustice and an affront to God.

Whatever hopes Egerton and his allies may have harboured for turning Burbage’s rooms into a new parish church were quickly quashed by financial realities. Despite the presence of several wealthy individuals in the neighbourhood, ‘the inhabytaunts of that precinct’ were, according to the Privy Council, ‘for the most parte poore artificers … [and] no way able to beare so great a chardge’ as the rebuilding of their church.31 The residents themselves argued that Sir William More, the ‘lord of the scite and soyle of the late dissolved House of the Blacke Fryers’, was obliged to carry out ‘the reparacion of their church, ruined in great part’, along with the repair of ‘their watter staires and bridge verie much broken and decaied’. Sir William, on the other hand, ‘supposeth the burden to appertaine unto the inhabitants’. Eventually, Sir William had to foot the bill, possibly with the help of charitable contributions from the Lord Mayor and Livery Companies.32 As John Stow explains, the old church, or ‘lodging chamber’ as he called it, was not only repaired, but the residents ‘obtained of Sir George Moore Knight [William’s heir], so much ground as enlarged their Church with an Ile on the West, 50. foot in length and 15. foot in breadth’.33

Just as the Blackfriars parishioners succeeded in re-edifying and enlarging their church, so the petitioners prevented Burbage from opening his playhouse and installing his company of actors in 1596. Their success, however, was short-lived. James Burbage (and after his death in February 1597, his son Richard) now encumbered with an expensive property he could not use, was forced to lease the converted rooms to Henry Evans. Together with Nathaniel Giles, Master of the Children of the Chapel Royal, Evans installed a boy company that began performing in 1600–01. We might expect that the Blackfriars godly like Egerton and Russell would protest this sudden reversal, but they seem to have made no effort to block it or to intervene in 1608 when Burbage’s adult company, now the King’s Men, retrieved their lease and began performing.34 In fact, nothing more is heard from Blackfriars residents against the playhouse until the petition of 1619, by which time Gouge had replaced Egerton as preacher. On the first part of this two-part petition, Gouge’s name heads a list of nine parish officers that includes the Blackfriars churchwardens, sidesmen, collectors, scavengers, and constables. In a second part, twenty-four residents write in support of the officers’ complaints about pedestrian and coach congestion in the precinct which, they allege, disrupts local life and endangers residents.

The leading 1619 petitioners, like their 1596 counterparts, had strong godly credentials. Stephen Egerton, whose name appears near the end of the list, seems to have remained in the parish until his death in 1622. Lady Russell, the first name on the 1596 petition, had died in 1609, but her son, Sir Thomas Posthumous Hoby, now effectively took her place. In 1604–5, when Egerton was threatened with ecclesiastical suspension for alleged improprieties in the aftermath of the Essex rebellion, Hoby had intervened on the preacher’s behalf, asking Robert Cecil that ‘Mr Egerton [be allowed] to continue his ministry (which he has now enjoyed twenty two years without detection), until either in his life or doctrine he be justly tainted; or that he be duly convicted of factious or turbulent preaching against the Church government’.35 When visiting London, Hoby and his wife, the puritan diarist Lady Margart Hoby, both regularly attended the Blackfriars lectures.36

Another godly petitioner in 1619 was the Scotsman Sir James Fullerton, a gentleman of the king’s bedchamber who held the important office of groom of the stool.37 Gouge dedicated his work, A Guide to go to God, to Fullerton and his wife, Lady Bruce, Baroness of Kinloss, in 1626. Gouge praises Sir George for his ‘great experience in controversial and case divinitie, in matters of disputation and devotion’, and thanks the couple for their ‘many great kindnesses’. The other twenty-one petitioners are more difficult to identify, although Edward Curle would appear to be the room-mate (and future brother-in-law) of John Manningham of the Inns of Court.38 John Argent was described in 1626 as a neighbour of the Gouges and ‘an ancient, experienced, and skilfull Physician’.39 His sister Sarah married Paul Delaune (William’s son), whose name appears last on the 1619 petition.40

Like its precursor, the 1619 petition focused on strictly practical concerns by connecting the local playhouse with the disruption of order and religious practice in the precinct. The physical proximity of playhouse and church, as the earlier petition had feared, was causing major problems. The playhouse operated, the petitioners claimed, ‘almost every day in the winter-time (not forbearing the time of Lent) from one or two of the clock till six at night, which being the time also most usual for christenings and burials and afternoons service, we cannot have passage to the church for performance of those necessary duties, the ordinary passage for a great part of the precinct aforesaid being close by the playhouse door’.41 This time the petitioners sought relief from the Lord Mayor instead of the Privy Council because in 1608, after years of trying, the City had received from the Crown a charter of incorporation over the liberty. And yet although the Corporation of London responded to the petitions by issuing orders to close the playhouse, the king overruled them. Later petitions were similarly rebuffed.42

III

The petitions of 1596 and 1619 raise several related puzzles. First, when it became apparent in 1600 that a company of boy players would be opening for business in Burbage’s converted rooms, why did Egerton, Russell, and other godly neighbours not revive their campaign to suppress the playhouse? Why were such apparently hardened enemies of the stage, so agitated in 1596 at the idea of a playhouse, so quiescent once it opened? Lucy Munro speculates that neighbours may have been less alarmed once they realized that boys rather than adults would be performing. And R. B. Graves argues that neighbours dropped their protests once it became apparent that the ‘boy actors delayed their plays until after evening prayers’.43

But even if these explanations are correct, and even if the children only performed one day a week as some critics claim, why in 1608 when adult actors finally took over the playhouse were the neighbours not up in arms again?44 Andrew Gurr argues that by this date the adult players’ status as the King’s Men—grooms of the king’s chamber—and their reputation as the foremost company in the land invested them with an unassailable prestige. Perhaps. But I also think it is worth entertaining other possibilities about why twenty-three years elapsed following the 1596 petition, before the allegedly anti-theatrical residents of the Blackfriars lodged another complaint against the playhouse.

As soon as Evans took over the lease from Burbage he had the opportunity to calm neighbours’ anxieties about his plans. Perhaps he followed the example of Henry Carey, first Lord Hunsdon (and father of the 1596 petitioner, George Carey), who as Lord Chamberlain in October 1594 had promised the Lord Mayor that if his players were allowed to perform that winter at the Cross Keys Inn in the City (as has ‘been accustomed’), they would ‘not use any drums and trumpets at all for the calling of people together’. Hunsdon further assured the mayor that plays would take place earlier in the afternoon so as not to interfere with evensong (‘begin at two and have done between four and five’). Finally, Hunsdon promised that his players would be ‘contributories to the poor of the parish where they play, according to their abilities’.45 Because the Blackfriars accounts of parish income and expenditure no longer survive, we cannot tell if the newly arrived players there made similar offers. But in a parish with its fair share of poorer residents, the players’ contributions to poor relief, road repair, and other parochial needs may have helped soften the misgivings of opponents of theatre.46

We should not assume that the 1596 petitioners spoke for all Blackfriars residents, since the parish, although reputed godly, was a cosmopolitan mix of social and occupational groups, natives and strangers, newcomers and longer-term inhabitants. From the beginning, Blackfriars residents were probably divided about the prospect and then the presence of a playhouse in their neighbourhood. This was the case in the northern suburb of Finsbury a few years later when Philip Henslowe and Edward Alleyn began building the Fortune playhouse. One group of ‘gentlemen and inhabitants in the parish of St Giles without Cripplegate’ led by Lord Willoughby, asked the Privy Council to order construction of the playhouse to stop. Initially the Council acted on Willoughby’s request, but when another group of residents, including the local constable, warden, and overseers of the poor submitted a counter-petition, the Privy Council reversed its decision and allowed building work to continue. The counter-petitioners noted the playhouse’s likely benefit to the community: ‘the erectours of the said house are contented to give a very liberal portion of money weekly, towards the relief of our poor’, thus potentially improving conditions in an under-developed part of London beyond the walls.47

In 1831, the Shakespeare scholar and notorious fraudster John Payne Collier announced his discovery among the State Papers of a Blackfriars counter-petition composed by Burbage and his fellow sharers in support of their new playhouse. It turned out to be one of his many forgeries.48 That no authentic petition survives in support of Burbage’s playhouse, however, does not mean that some of the local residents may not have cautiously welcomed it or at least been indifferent to its presence. In fact, for every influential Blackfriars resident who endorsed the petition against the playhouse, several others did not. The most significant missing name is Sir William More—the main landowner in the liberty and the man who had sold the rooms to Burbage. Other high-status residents whose names we might expect to find on the petition include Lord Henry Seymour, Sir Edward Grevill, Sir Thomas Sherley, and Edward Bannester.49 Seymour was certainly not afraid to complain about conditions in his neighbourhood. When in 1601 his house was pestered with ‘very unwholsome savours’ from a nearby dunghill across the Fleet river near Bridewell, he quickly prevailed on the Privy Council to intervene on his behalf with the Lord Mayor.50 In 1599, when the better-off residents of the parish were assessed for tax purposes, Seymour, Grevill, Sherley, and Bannester were identified as the wealthiest (excluding nobles like Lady Russell and Lords Hunsdon and Cobham, who were not included in the subsidy roll). They were assessed at £40, £50, £50, and £30 respectively, whereas twelve individuals whose names also appear on the 1596 petition were assessed at only between £3 and £11.51 Perhaps Seymour, Grevill, Sherley, and Bannester were away from Blackfriars when the petition was drawn up, or perhaps like Cobham they felt less threatened than some of their neighbours by a local playhouse. Whatever the case, the petition did not enjoy the backing of a unified local elite.

Once the playhouse opened in 1600, its presence may have quickly provided an economic fillip to the neighbourhood, turning once-suspicious neighbours into cautious supporters. Because the Blackfriars theatre drew its audience from mostly gentry, law students, and the well-to-do, local high-end businesses like instrument-makers, jewellers, perfumers, feather-dressers, clock-makers, booksellers, and fine glass-makers stood to gain from its presence.52 Many of these trades were practised in Blackfriars by the stranger craftsmen mentioned earlier. Indeed, the liberty was an attractive place for these men to settle and set up shops because as an ‘exempt area’ it was immune from the oversight of the livery companies that regulated apprenticeship and trade elsewhere in the City.53 The survey or Return of Strangers conducted in London in 1599 shows sixty-two stranger households living in the parish. Of the seven strangers I can identify on the 1596 petition against the playhouse, five also appear on the 1599 Return: Delaune, Le Mere, Baheire, De Renialmire, and Edwards. These men are not, however, typical members of the Blackfriars stranger community, but by far its wealthiest.54 Three of the five were also denizens, a status that conferred greater security and economic privileges than ordinary strangers enjoyed.55 In other words, only the most successful of Blackfriars immigrants were willing to sign the 1619 petition. But what of the other stranger craftsmen whose names appear on the 1599 Return but not on the earlier petition, men like the expert instrument-makers John Mary and Nicholas Vallins, or the stationer John de Beauchen? As they worked to promote their businesses, might they have seen the new playhouse as more an economic opportunity than a threat?56 It may be significant that of the 1619 petitioners only Paul Delaune can be securely identified as a stranger. Perhaps the positive effects of a neighbourhood theatre on the local economy between 1600 and 1619 had persuaded other stranger craftsmen that attracting playgoers to Blackfriars was good for their livelihoods after all.

A bustling playhouse was also good news for employment in the Blackfriars and for businesses that directly served the theatre and its customers. Cleaners, carpenters, tiremen, sempsters, and gatherers were all required to run the playhouse and to maintain its infrastructure and investments. Local candle and tallow chandlers would have supplied the indoor lighting needs. Fashion items made in the neighbourhood would have figured in the apparel of both players and playgoers. Feathers were a sartorial accessory especially associated with the Blackfriars theatre. Local feather-dressers like Peter Bonneval, John Gascard, and Sebastian Bonfoy could have supplied the needs of actors as well as gallants, who delighted in flaunting their ostentatious haute couture from stools on the stage.57 In The Muses Looking Glass (c.1630), a play by Thomas Randolph, two puritan characters sell their wares inside the Blackfriars playhouse before a performance: while Mr. Bird sells feathers, Mrs. Flowerdew offers her customers pins and looking-glasses.58 An entire service economy would have surrounded the Blackfriars theatre, employing victuallers, alewives, and orange-women, as well as coachmen and the watermen who delivered playgoers to the Blackfriars water-stairs.59

The economic benefits associated with theatre in the Blackfriars may help explain the lack of opposition from some residents after 1600, but if Egerton, Gouge, and their allies were as ideologically opposed to playing as has been assumed, this hardly explains their prolonged silence. What in fact do we know about Egerton and Gouge’s views on the theatre? Between them, Egerton and Gouge wrote, edited, or had a hand in some thirty-seven publications.60 Egerton’s output included best-sellers like A Brief Method of Catechizing (with forty-four editions between 1597 and 1644) and other works of practical divinity. Yet references to the world of theatre in these works are scarce. One contains a passing comment about ‘prophane gaming and playing’, while another condemns those who spend the Sabbath ‘Curling and plotting of the hair and putting on of apparel … defiling themselves and one another by hearing and seeing things uncomely, as profane and filthy plays, and spending the rest of the day in such unfruitful and unsavory works of darkness’.61 In The Boring of the Eare (1623), a sermon devoted to proper behaviour on the Sabbath both in and out of church, Egerton asks his ‘hearers [to] consider how easily without irkesomnesse they can be present at a play, or at some other profane and idle exercise and discourse of greater length than those sermons which they doe so much distaste in respect of the tediousnesse (as they esteeme it) of them, and therefore they ought much more patiently to beare the protracting of time at the performance of such a holy dutie’.62 Egerton may dislike plays as ‘profane and idle’, but he tacitly acknowledges that members of his audience attended them. He is under no illusion that he can stop his listeners from doing so; he only asks that they avoid plays on the Sabbath and pay closer attention at sermons than at plays. References to playgoing are similarly rare in Gouge’s writings, but when he does mention plays, they are not singled out for special vitriol but lumped together with other regrettable frivolities like dancing and card-playing. Gouge, like Egerton, was a strict Sabbatarian and many of his references to playgoing stress the need to keep Sunday holy.63

Of course, Egerton and Gouge’s published sermons represent only a fraction of the hundreds of lectures they delivered from the Blackfriars pulpit over several decades. Yet the absence of contrary evidence suggests that their relatively infrequent and restrained statements on playgoing in print are representative of their views. They were never specifically identified by contemporaries as enemies of theatre and, as far as I can tell, were never the objects of ridicule on the Blackfriars or any other stage. Significantly, they did not suffer the fate of two other godly clergymen, Nicholas Fenton of the parish of St Nicholas Antholins (Watling Street, near St Paul’s) and William Symonds of the parish of St Mary Overies (Southwark). In The Puritan, a satirical play performed by Paul’s boys in 1607, these two are brought on stage in the characters of two hapless puritan servants, Nicholas Saint-Tantlings and Simon Saint Mary-Overies. A recent critic observes that The Puritan might easily have targeted ‘St Anne Blackfriars, also known for its powerful Puritan preacher’. That it chose not to is worth pondering.64

We might think of Egerton and Gouge’s reluctance to condemn playgoing in print as well as their failure to lodge further petitions against the playhouse between 1596 and 1619 as signs they were more concerned with promoting neighbourliness and sociability in their tight-knit parish than with ideological principle. A helpful parallel can be drawn here between the Blackfriars preachers and London’s ‘city authorities’, who, as Richard Dutton argues, ‘were rather less implacably opposed to the stage than their “Puritan” rhetoric sometimes suggests’.65 Egerton and Gouge’s reputation as zealous puritans has blinded us to the sorts of concessions and accommodations they must have made to avoid polarizing a community for which they felt a paternalistic responsibility. A similar dilemma confronted the preacher William Holbrooke in the parish of St Botolph’s Aldersgate, close to the Red Bull and Fortune playhouses. As Mark Bayer points out, Holbrooke was no lover of plays, but realizing that many in his congregation would succumb to the temptation of playgoing, he urged them to use the experience for spiritual edification: ‘if occasionally and unwillingly they [attend plays] then this doctrine is for direction unto them … as it appeareth in [Paul’s] epistle to the Romans that they might do evil that good might come thereof’.66 Egerton and Gouge’s rather negligible track record of opposing their neighbourhood playhouse suggests that London’s puritans did not speak in a single outraged voice against all things theatrical. Indeed, as Thomas Postlewait argues, the assumption of a univocal puritan anti-theatricality relies upon our accepting a few sermons and anti-theatrical tracts as representative of an entire religious mentality across a long time period.67 Furthermore, Mary Morrissey has discovered that ‘references [in sermons] to the theatres are rarer than modern studies of the subject suggest’, and that not all of these references are in fact negative.68

The attitudes of Egerton, Gouge, and their parishioners toward playing were also likely ameliorated once people connected with the theatre became a familiar presence, and perhaps began living and attending church in Blackfriars. Actors, managers, writers, and their fellows would no longer be seen as threatening outsiders by established residents, but as neighbours, customers, and fellow parishioners. Although evidence of theatre people settling in the Blackfriars is scarce, the fact that on 13 December 1596, James Burbage buried his daughter, Helen, in St Anne’s churchyard suggests that one of London’s leading theatrical families was already part of the community.69 The parish records reveal other theatre people living and dying in the neighbourhood. In 1605, the playhouse manager Michael Hawkins christened a daughter, but then buried her and one of her brothers the same year.70 In 1608, John Browne, ‘one of the play boys’ was buried in Blackfriars. Ben Jonson is the best-known theatre person to live in the parish: he dedicated his play Volpone ‘From my house in the Black-friars this 11 February 1607’, and in November 1611 buried his son in the parish churchyard. Theatre manager Henry Evans lived in the parish, as did actor-playwright Nathan Field.71 After 1600, even the most implacable enemies of theatre in the Blackfriars could no longer treat it as an abstract polemical target that could be easily demonized; instead, they now encountered the business of playing in real people associated with the theatre and in the lived experiences of everyday social interactions with those people.

Recent work by historians on confessional conflict and compromise in early modern communities offers an instructive context for thinking about relations on the ground in Blackfriars among residents, theatre people, and playgoers. Anthony Milton, for example, argues that although English Protestants had been taught to fear the Catholic other by a constant drip feed of ‘the “Two Churches” style of anti-Catholic polemic’, in practice Protestants mostly lived quite amicably with their Catholic neighbours. Even puritans extended ‘practical toleration’ to fellow citizens whose religious views should in theory have been anathema. In everyday exchanges, the ‘local community values [that] bound neighbors together’—values like cooperation and compromise—routinely trumped the ideological rivalries that were supposed to separate Protestants and Catholics.72

In a crowded neighbourhood with clear physical boundaries and a well-established identity like the Blackfriars, lessening tensions among potentially antagonistic individuals and groups was a priority for clergymen and other community leaders. The practical imperative of ‘getting on’ and ‘getting along’—of finding a modus vivendi—was a powerful force in suppressing ideological tensions. Indeed, the Blackfriars had a tradition of assimilating new groups and enterprises. As we have seen, the precinct was from early in the sixteenth-century a haven for religious refugees, many of whom stayed in the neighbourhood for generations.73 Unlike other parts of London, however, the Blackfriars never experienced the kinds of anti-alien riots that broke out especially at moments of economic stress in other parts of the capital. Perhaps over time the residents of Blackfriars took a similarly relaxed view of the playgoers and playhouse personnel in their midst.

And yet the anti-theatre petition of 1619 demonstrates that tolerance for playing in the Blackfriars had its limits. Rather than imagining that Gouge and his godly allies were ready to exploit any opportunity to shut the playhouse, we should think of their attitudes to theatre as more ambivalent and contingent, determined by changing circumstances both inside and outside the precinct. So what changed in 1619 after twenty-three years of apparent neighbourhood acquiescence to prompt the renewed complaint? Perhaps the liberty had reached a point at which its infrastructure of ‘narrow and crooked streets’, gates, passageways, and ‘common water stairs’ could no longer accommodate the increasing numbers of people attending the playhouse on foot, horseback, carriage, and ferry in what the petitioners described as an already over-crowded part of the City.74 Residents may also have sensed in these years that the precinct was becoming an increasingly unhealthy place to live. In the years leading up to 1619, burials in the parish were rising at an alarming rate, from fifty-seven in 1616, to sixty-seven in 1617, to eighty-eight in 1618. In these conditions of perceived crisis, Gouge and his fellow petitioners may have seen an opportunity to challenge the presence of an institution they had reluctantly tolerated for so long.75 Of course, their attempt ultimately failed, as did similar efforts in 1625–26, 1631, 1633, and 1641.76 Gouge and his parishioners continued to share their neighbourhood with the players in what must have been an uneasy coexistence. But share it they did and, as one wit recalled after parliament had closed all London’s theatress in 1642, ‘the Presbiters [i.e. godly] that once dwelt there [Blackfriars],/Prayed and thriv’d though the playhouse were so near’.77
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CHAPTER 36

THE CULTURAL GEOGRAPHY OF ST PAUL’S PRECINCT

ROZE HENTSCHELL

THE church most of us know as St Paul’s Cathedral is Christopher Wren’s masterpiece, completed in 1710, after the great fire of London destroyed the previous church in 1666.* While there had been a church located on Ludgate Hill, London’s highest point, from the seventh century, the building that early sixteenth-century Londoners called St Paul’s was a grand Norman cathedral, completed in the early fourteenth century, with a spire reaching 498 feet, taller than the top of Wren’s dome. In 1561, the spire was struck by lightning and burned down, never to be replaced.1 The church itself was massive, approximately 585 feet long and 100 feet wide across the transept; only Winchester Cathedral was larger. The nave of St Paul’s was 300 feet long and had twelve bays, a vaulted ceiling, and a triforium. A great iron screen divided the nave from the choir, which was nearly as long as the nave. The choir contained three chapels: Lady Chapel in the middle, St George’s at the north end, and St Dunstan’s at the south. The cathedral and the surrounding precinct were enclosed by a wall that had six gates. The precinct itself took up twelve and a half acres and included several other structures for official church use: residences for the dean and chapter, the chapter house, the Bishop of London’s palace, and Paul’s Cross pulpit among them. In addition, two parish churches were located in the precinct: St Gregory’s, adjacent to the south-west exterior wall of the nave, and St Faith’s, which was located inside the cathedral itself, underneath the choir and next to the Jesus Chapel. St Gregory’s was the most populous parish near Paul’s and was known for the particular occupations of the parishioners: mercers, stationers, spurriers, lawyers, and ecclesiastical dignitaries.2 St Faith’s was accessible through the exterior of the cathedral. The crypts below the choir were known as the ‘crowds’ or ‘shrouds’ and it is possibly there that the Paul’s Cross sermons were held in inclement weather.

It is no surprise that a cathedral as large and central as St Paul’s would have so many structures devoted to the functioning of the church, and Paul’s follows the architectural model, both in spatial orientation and types of religious structures, of many medieval cathedrals in western Europe. However, Paul’s precinct contained a large number of buildings for secular or semi-secular use. Among those were Stationers’ Hall, Paul’s grammar school, the publishers’ bookshops, a number of other commercial shops, several inns, ordinaries, and private residences and tenements for approximately 300 laypeople.3 These shops and tenements, some two stories tall, were built all along the churchyard walls or pressed up along the exterior wall of the cathedral between the church buttresses. In the late sixteenth century, many buildings that had at one point been used for church business were leased to shopkeepers and residents, including Stationers Hall, which previously housed St Peter’s College.

But Londoners in the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries knew that St Paul’s was much more than the sum of its parts. Rather ‘Paul’s’ was shorthand for the central London area in and around the church. It was comprised of specific locales, but had cultural meanings beyond the associations with any particular building or space. For those attending services at St Gregory’s or St Faith’s, Paul’s represented a community parish, much like the scores of others around London. For those listening to a sermon at the Cross, witnessing an execution in the yard, or observing a pageant to commemorate the new Lord Mayor, Paul’s took on significance as a site for church, royal, or civic power (and sometimes all three at once). For those who were there to cut purses or employ the services of a lawyer, Paul’s was a city centre, a busy and useful congregation of bodies where urban economies played out. For the Bishop of London, the dean, chapter, and clergy, Paul’s was London’s holy house symbolizing Anglican worship and quotidian liturgical life. For those who were at Paul’s to attend grammar school or a play or to buy books, it was a progressive site of learning and entertainment. The precinct’s great geographical area and centrality in the city, the cathedral’s physical dominance of the landscape and skyline, and the multitude of activities around which social and religious London life centred rendered it a place with which virtually all Londoners, and many strangers, would have had frequent contact. It was a neighbourhood like no other, and yet it was so integrated into London that its unique properties were a natural and important part of the city.

While several recent scholars of this period—historians and literary critics alike—have attended to various discrete spaces in and around the precinct, especially Paul’s Cross and the cathedral nave, here I discuss the ways that the spaces of the cathedral and their uses overlap and inform one another.4 In particular, I argue that the cathedral’s religious and secular space and activities must be seen as mutually constitutive rather than distinct, as when the sermons at Paul’s Cross relied on the profane behaviours of Londoners for their subjects. Further, I understand space to be much more than a neutral setting in which humans conduct their lives. Rather, I see the role of the cathedral precinct in constructing the identity of the early modern Londoner through a discussion of the effects that geographical space has on human activity and subjectivity. The architectural features of the churchyard and the cathedral guided the ways that people moved through the space in and around them. The placement of bookshops in the yard, for example, prescribed the location where individuals purchased texts while the great size and location of the pillars within the nave directed the way that people navigated that location. But these very features, which may seem to impose limits on human activity, also engendered an urban subject whose use of space afforded agency. The orientation of the bookshops allowed for the pleasure of the sociable browser, prefiguring Baudelaire’s flâneur, while the nave’s pillars provided employment possibilities for serving men who gathered at particular posts, known to employers, in hopes of finding work. St Paul’s Cathedral precinct and its architectural features, then, were crucial in shaping the multiple sensibilities—religious, civic, social, economic—of early modern Londoners.

PAUL’S CROSS AND THE ACTIVITIES OF THE CHURCHYARD

The Paul’s Cross sermons were a focal point of religious life in early modern London. Built in the mid-fifteenth century in the north-east quadrant of the churchyard, Paul’s Cross was a large wooden octagonal structure set atop stone steps, covered by a lead-lined canopy and with a surrounding wall.5 Up another small set of stairs, the pulpit itself was within the structure on one side of the octagon facing out to the churchyard, thus orienting the auditory. The preachers invited by the Bishop of London to speak at the prestigious pulpit were among the most noted in England. The audience for the sermons included the Lord Mayor and London’s aldermen and their families and the regular congregants were likely more highly educated than those at most parish churches.6 The clergymen of the cathedral were encouraged to attend the sermons; in records from the 1584 bishop’s visit, the church governance is urged to conclude morning services by 10:00 a.m. so that people could attend the sermons at the Cross.7 However, the sermons, which were preached every Sunday year-round, drew huge crowds—possibly as many as 6,000 people—and occasional auditors likely represented a cross section of London more broadly. Paul’s Cross preachers occasionally directed their sermons at the people who haunted the precinct; several sermons complain about unruly congregants and the subjects of the sermons themselves sometimes addressed the types of questionable behaviour they may have exhibited.8 As William Procter reveals in the dedication letter to the printed version of a sermon preached at Paul’s, ‘this Sermon doth particularly ayme at the place and persons, where it was delivered.’9 In a sermon published as Love’s Complaint (1609), for example, William Holbrooke claims that the city aldermen, many of whom would have been in attendance, are enticed by the young gallants of the day, who with their ‘impudent tricks’ go to ‘the Taylor or Mercer’ to swindle more ‘suites’ from them.10 These sermons often took the shape of the Jeremiad to emphasize the notion that these sins would bring ruin on London at large.11

The ecclesiastic court, which sat inside the cathedral, took advantage of the large crowds gathered at Paul’s Cross to compel individuals to perform public penance for a variety of offenses, including sexual misconduct, slander, and heresy. Those required to perform penance at Paul’s Cross usually were commanded to do so by the Court of High Commission, which dealt with particularly scandalous cases, since most offenders would normally be punished at their own parish church.12 In one case familiar to students of early modern literature, Mary Frith (known as the inspiration for Thomas Middleton and Thomas Dekker’s The Roaring Girl) was forced to do penance at Paul’s Cross as part of her punishment for wearing men’s clothing in Paul’s walk on Christmas night, 1611.13 Similar to the way in which the behaviour of the crowd could disrupt or shape the sermon’s message, Frith seems to have stolen the show. According to a letter written by John Chamberlain, ‘she wept bitterly and seemed very penitent, but it is since doubted she was maudlin drunk, being discovered to have tippled of three-quarters of sack’.14 In addition to sermons and displays of public penance, the area around the cross was used as a stage for the burning of ‘heretical’ books. In the late 1520s and early 1530s copies of Tyndale’s Bible were set ablaze at Paul’s Cross. The practice of burning books publicly at Paul’s Cross continued into the Jacobean period as well.15

While the activity at Paul’s Cross was primarily or at least nominally related to church business, or presumably sanctioned by the church, the public locale of the Cross in central London was the reason these activities were situated there. Early modern authorities, both ecclesiastical and those associated with the crown, understood that large crowds were drawn to spectacle, that Paul’s churchyard had enough other activities going on to furnish a ready-made crowd on any given day, and that the focal point of the raised pulpit was the stage upon which the action effectively could take place. In this way, architectural features and their position in space not only inform human behaviour, but also prescribe how social interactions occur. In an enormous churchyard space, Paul’s Cross pulpit served as a locus for organizing political, social, and religious activity in the public sphere. But it also seems to have served the insatiable hunger for cheap entertainment that proliferated elsewhere in the churchyard and city at large. Frith’s ‘performance’, like the spectacle of burning books, and the often fiery sermons on the ‘stage’ of Paul’s Cross was simultaneously akin to and in competition with other of London’s theatrical spaces.16

Many major city and national spectacles included Paul’s churchyard on their route, including Lord Mayor’s Day, which commemorated the newly elected City official. Paul’s also figured prominently in coronation ceremonies, as the clergy would greet the new monarch in the churchyard before he or she proceeded to Westminster the following day for the actual coronation. Towards the end of a procession filled with spectacular and expensive allegorical devices and tableaux, during her coronation procession, Elizabeth was met in the yard by a child from the grammar school who recited a Latin oration and verses,17 emphasizing the solemn function of Paul’s, but also the important role children played. As Lawrence Manley asserts, Paul’s was ‘the ceremonial heart of the metropolis’.18 The displays of civic or royal authority necessarily had to include Paul’s. It was the seat of the bishop and, for thousands of Londoners, the most obvious locus for witnessing the spectacle of power. But the churchyard was also central London’s largest open space and could accommodate thousands of people, who would be better able to witness the staged devices of these processionals. The religious and civic were not immune to the spatially practical.

Part of the churchyard was also a crowded graveyard, and a regular site for burials.19 Members of clergy and civic elite groups would have been buried in the Pardon Churchyard, or inside the cathedral. The majority of parishioners, however, were buried in the churchyard and would have been drawn from St Faith’s and St Gregory’s and from parishes nearby, some of which had no burial space of their own. In 1582, the Lord Mayor asked the Privy Council to forbid parishes with their own churchyards from burying their dead in Paul’s; the burial grounds of the churchyard had become too crowded and ‘so shallow, that scarcely any graves could be made without corpses being laid open’.20 Despite this macabre image and the unsettling notion of the burial grounds amidst the hustle and bustle of the other churchyard activities, as Vanessa Harding asserts, ‘death played a particularly significant role in early modern urban societies’.21 In the city, and particularly in Paul’s churchyard, the dead shared space with the living and the burial grounds were one among many of the churchyard locations where crowding was a fact of existence. For the dead, churchyard burial announced a belonging to a spiritual and civic community. For the living, the burial grounds must have served as a constant reminder of mortality. The spectacle of death was all around. Temporary scaffolds were erected outside the west door, one of several sites in London where one could witness a public execution. In 1606, four of those involved with the Gunpowder Plot were famously executed in the churchyard,22 reminding us of how the space around Paul’s was used for state activities and displays of power. To be sure, the burials in the churchyard—in consecrated ground—link the dead with Christian spiritual life. But being buried cost money. To afford burial within the church was a signal of social prestige and both sorts of burial certainly served as a source of church revenue.

The commercial function of burials points us to the ways that St Paul’s was an economic centre as much as a religious one. Many went to Paul’s churchyard, the most prominent site in all of England for publishers and printers to set up shop. Along the precinct walls and in the areas between the buttresses of the cathedral, permanent structures used as book shops were built. The ground floor of the building would have a fore-room with shelves and tables for displaying books. The other rooms might have been used as a residence or for storing the inventory. The book stall was a less permanent structure protruding out from the front of the shop, consisting of the side stall-boards and a sloping ‘roof’, both of which were hinged so that they could be folded against the wall at the end of the day.23 This was the space that the book buyer would encounter initially. In addition to the physical structures, the bookshops would have been known by the material that they sold. In any of the bookshops, the title pages of texts would have been used as advertisements, as extras were printed to paste up on the posts or walls of the stall or displayed on the shop’s exterior counter in plain view of the customer.24 As Thomas Campion describes in his Observations in the Art of English Poesie (1602), his book is bound for ‘Paul’s Churchyard’, ‘[w]‌ith one leafe like a riders cloke put up/To catch a Termer’.25 Ben Jonson, indignant at the thought of his book being promoted in such a vulgar fashion, referred to advertising techniques as ‘vile arts’ and expresses that only those who truly were looking for his book should buy it.26 In a prefatory poem to his Works, he urges the bookseller to let his text ‘lie upon thy stall till it be sought’ rather than advertising it with its ‘title leaf on posts or walls’.27

The browsing of posted title pages was an important activity of the Paul’s yard shopper as these texts were one of the earliest forms of print advertising. The number of shops in the churchyard would have allowed for browsing and the customer not quite sure of where to look for his or her choice in book could meander from shop to shop.28 While most booksellers were located in the same general area, there were other kinds of shops nearby as well. In The Gull’s Hornbook, a send-up of the early modern conduct manual, Thomas Dekker instructs his gallant to depart the nave, where he has been loitering, and ‘make yourself away either in some of the sempsters’ shops, the new tobacco office or amongst the booksellers where, if you cannot read, exercise your smoke and enquire who has writ against “this divine weed,” etc.’29 His instructions to leave the church after ‘four turns’ and ‘make [him]self away’ among the bookstalls suggests that, for the idle gallant, browsing for books and other items is merely an extension of loitering in the nave. The act of browsing was a special kind of consumerism unique to the urban experience, and a prevalent practice of the churchyard, as it was only in a space with a large concentration of shops that such an activity could take place. Dekker ironically addresses his text to the ‘gull’ who ‘can neither write nor read’, which would have resonated for those who believed that the browsers of Paul’s churchyard’s bookstore were less interested in buying edifying books than hearing the latest gossip.30

To be sure, there were many shoppers at Paul’s, even those purchasing books, who had limited literacy. Despite this, the space in and around Paul’s was a centre of schooling. The most learned men in the nation—the preachers from the universities who came to orate at Paul’s Cross—regularly inhabited the precinct. Moreover, boys attended St Paul’s grammar school, located in the east side of the church, which was established in the 1520s by Dean John Colet.31 The dean and chapter granted land to the Mercers’ Company, the guild that oversaw the trade in luxury cloth, to build and run a rigorous day school emphasizing humanist education (Colet was greatly influenced by his friend, Erasmus); 153 pupils, generally drawn from London’s merchant families from nearby neighbourhoods, attended free of charge.32 They were expected to be at school from 7–11 a.m. and again from 1–5 p.m. In addition to taking instruction in the school built for the purpose, the grammar school boys also had examinations (apposition) in the Bishop’s Palace and in Mercer’s Hall in Cheapside. The students were allowed to play in the churchyard on Thursday afternoons, but their antics were frowned upon. During the bishop’s official visitation of 1598, members of the clergy complained that the schoolboys regularly broke windows and pissed on the door of St Faith’s church and the nearby stones so that they could slide down. As much as it was a sacred space and a place of learning, for the boys, Paul’s yard was a playground.

In addition to the grammar school, there was the school for the ten to eleven boy choristers of the cathedral.33 Choirboys from the church had the primary role of singing in the cathedral and at church services. The choir students also sang at court and they are most famous to literary scholars as the boys who comprised The Children of St Paul’s, who performed the sophisticated plays of John Marston, Thomas Middleton, and others. Scholars have vigorously debated the space in which they performed their plays, but have determined some details: the boys performed and lived inside a building, likely the almonry, adjacent to the west wall of the Chapter House wall, and they performed to an audience drawn from the nearby Inns of Court and local merchants, visitors, and residents.34 We also know that plays staged by Paul’s boys were likely shorter than those put on at the public playhouses, as they needed to be performed between 4:00 p.m., when evening prayers concluded, and 6:00 p.m., when the precinct gates closed. While Paul’s Boys ceased performing by 1606, the choristers still fulfilled an important role in church services. Paul’s Boys presents us with a wonderful example of how secular and religious life is intertwined to such an extent that extricating them is a foolish enterprise. The boy choristers for the cathedral put on sophisticated secular plays for commercial gain in a space that was and was not affiliated with the cathedral at large, and their schedule and schooling were dictated by the rhythms of quotidian church life.

There were also a number of informally erected language instruction schools set up in the churchyard.35 French Huguenots, the most well-known of which was Claude Holyband, offered Latin and French instruction to boys and adults. Holyband appears to be quite esteemed and was employed for a time as an assistant usher at Paul’s School. Holyband’s conversation manuals, which were sold in the churchyard, offer wonderful examples of quotidian middle class life in early modern London.36 The multiple sites at which learning was taking place in the precinct reminds us that the churchyard and its buildings were occupied by children (at least 163 on any given day) who sometimes behaved badly but who were regarded as an important part of church and precinct activities. The various sorts of schools also remind us of the deeply commercial ties that education had. The language teachers in the churchyard were selling their wares no less than the booksellers or shopkeepers in the yard were. The choirboys, whose primary function was to sing during official services in the cathedral, were for many years involved in the commercial world of London theatre. And Paul’s School was run by the very guild company that oversaw the international luxury cloth trade. One of Paul’s School’s most illustrious pupils was none other than Thomas Gresham, founder of the Royal Exchange.

THE ACTIVITIES OF THE CATHEDRAL

At Paul’s, morning prayers were held each day at 5 or 6 a.m. in the Jesus Chapel, beneath the choir, while services took place each evening and on Sunday mornings in the choir itself. Sunday services were completed in time for the congregants to go outside and attend the Paul’s Cross sermons. As a parish church, St Faith’s, next to Jesus Chapel, would have also conducted regular services and daily church business for its parishioners. The cathedral was generally not used for ceremonial royal services, a distinction associated primarily with Westminster, though prior to the Reformation several kings lay in state in the cathedral, including Richard II, Henry VI, and Henry VII. Arthur, Prince of Wales, married Catherine of Aragon in Paul’s. While there were fewer services and ceremonies in the cathedral after the Reformation, and fewer spaces of the church were devoted to religious ritual, the rhythm of quotidian life was to a certain extent still devoted to church business.

Just as the activities of Paul’s Cross relied on a large number of people to participate in and witness them, so too did the various happenings inside the church. Latin for ‘ship’, the nave traditionally served to take the ‘ship’s’ passengers (the congregation) on their symbolic voyage to Christ. Originally, its enormous rectangular space allowed a large number of laypeople to gather to hear services. The aisles on either side of the nave allowed churchgoers to move through the space without disturbing the activities of the centre aisle. The aisles contained several chapels and were lined with tombs and monuments of important church figures and royals, including Ethelred the Unready and John of Gaunt. Later, distinguished men such as Christopher Hatton, Elizabeth’s Lord Chancellor; Francis Walsingham; Philip Sidney; and John Donne, Dean of Paul’s were buried there. According to Stow, Hatton was buried ‘under a most sumptuous Monument, where a merry poet writ thus: Philip and Francis have no Tombe,/For great Christopher takes all the roome’.37 One fundamental function of monuments was to demonstrate the piety of the dead individual and his or her family. Harding suggests that the continual preponderance of tombs and monuments in post-Reformation London churches may have been ‘a way of compensating for [the] loss of a physical focus for acts of pious remembrance. Monuments could still assert the ongoing importance and activity of the dead even if they no longer featured in a liturgical reactivation of memory’.38 A monument in a cathedral announced elite status and piety to the living. It also suggested a deep connection to place, in this case London’s cathedral church, which would stand into perpetuity. As with the churchyard, whose structures were pulled down to make way for new, more relevant ones, the architecture of historical memory of the dead in Paul’s was never static. The tombs and monuments in the cathedral, which had associations with a medieval Catholic past, shared space and cultural meaning with the addition of more recent occupants.

Even in pre-Reformation England, the nave of St Paul’s was always a busy and bustling place, and secular activities did take place there. But the post-Reformation era saw a profound increase in the secular use or, as many thought of it, abuse of the nave. While cathedral architecture dictated its sacred use, it did the same for its secular use as well. The monument to Sir John Beauchamp was especially famous in the early modern period. Mistakenly thought to be to be the tomb of Duke Humphrey, Henry V’s brother, it was a prime loitering spot for the gallants who used the nave as their catwalk. To ‘dine with Sir Humphrey’, became a commonplace satirical expression for those who could not afford to have supper. Rather than leaving Paul’s to dine at an ordinary, they would remain there to loiter through the afternoon. In the late sixteenth century, then, tombs and monuments, physical structures intended to commemorate the lives of great men, also became a means for the secular users of the nave to mark space, and emerged as symbols for their idle lives.

A consequence of its size, centrality, and the fact that it was London’s largest enclosed space, the nave was used for many legitimate business transactions. The font was a meeting site for the payment of money.39 The dean gave twelve scribes licenses to set up tables at the west end of the nave and practise their profession: letter-writing for London’s illiterate or the drawing up of legal documents and wills among them.40 These scribes provided support for the lawyers, who set up their offices beside the massive pillars inside the nave. William Dugdale’s Origines Juridicales tells us that ‘each lawyer and sarjeant at his pillar heard his Client’s Cause, and took notes thereof upon his knee’.41 The luxury of an office to practise one’s profession was not an option in the sixteenth century and lawyers and scribes—like the merchants at the Royal Exchange near Threadneedle Street—needed a central and known space to draw their customers. Religious and domestic men likewise sought customers in Paul’s. The interior of one door was known as the si quis door (Latin for ‘if anyone’), a place for churchmen to advertise their services and where the Bishop of London could announce vacancies for clergy.42 In addition to advertising ecclesiastical positions and services, the si quis door was used to for manservants to advertise their availability, which became a source of satire in the literature of the day. Dekker advises his would-be gallant audience to avoid glancing at ‘Si-quis Door, pasted and plastered up with servingmen’s supplications’.43 In 3.1 of Ben Jonson’s Everyman Out of his Humour, famously located in ‘The Middle Aisle of St Paul’s’, the con-man Shift posts a bill, an act which he is relieved has gone unnoticed: ‘This is rare, I have set up my bills without discovery.’44 Paul’s nave also provided a ‘servingman’s pillar’ where domestic labourers would have been hired. Dekker warns his would-be gallant to ‘take heed … as you love the reputation of your honour, that you avoid the Servingman’s Log and approach not within five fathom of that pillar’.45 The joke here is that the gallant might be mistaken for a man in search of service. In 2 Henry IV, we learn that Falstaff has ‘bought [Bardolph] in Paul’s’ and suggests that the quality of his ‘purchase’ may not be all that one would hope for.46 Men’s labours, whether related to church business, the legal profession, or domestic help, were all on display and for sale in the nave.

Goods were also for sale, as most of the south-side chapels in the nave were let by the dean; shops were open for business every day, including Sundays.47 Labourers used the interior spaces of the church for workshops and storage: carpenters rented out the vaults; trunk-makers leased the crypts; and the chapel under the east of the south aisle was rented out to a glazier. There were two sets of doors opposite each other on the north and south sides of the nave, which provided a thoroughfare for those from the south side to the north, or vice versa. Rather than going around the massive structure, men who needed to haul goods from Paul’s Warf to the shops and warehouses north of the church took advantage of this feature. Porters, butchers, water bearers, and even mules and horses cut through the church nave. Continual complaints did not seem to halt the practice. These activities suggest a profound absence of religious life in the church nave, and largely that was true. However, the business conducted in the nave was carried out with the full knowledge on the part of church officials, who authorized many of the business practices.

The seemingly profane uses of the nave get to the heart of questions about the meaning of St Paul’s church. In post-Reformation England, what does a cathedral symbolize if not the Roman church’s grandeur? How does the repurposing of architectural space uphold the religious function of the cathedral, even as it challenges it? What are the implications, both to religious identity and civic identity if the cathedral is used in a manner seemingly out of step with devout practices? No longer regularly needed for church services, the nave was adapted for other needs. Making use of available space, adapting it to one’s needs, is the hallmark of the ways humans interact with architectural spaces and features. The absence of official religious services does not necessarily mean the nave was fully detached from church business. The revenue provided to the dean from these uses suggests that secular practices became church business.

One curious, but sanctioned, financial scheme was the collection of ‘spur money’, fees assessed on any person who entered the church wearing spurs.48 Spurs, a fashionable accessory of the London gallant, who may or may not have been riding a horse, jingled distractingly in the church and disturbed the religious services. The men, who likely would buy their spurs in the shops on Creed Lane (known as ‘Spurrier’s Lane’), off the south-west corner of the churchyard, would then enter the church to show them off. The task of collecting money fell upon the boy choristers. Dekker provides evidence for this as he admonishes the walker of Paul’s to

[b]‌e sure your silver spurs clog your heels, and then the boys will swarm about you like so many white butterflies; when you in the open quire, shall draw forth a perfumed embroidered purse—the glorious sight of which will entice many countrymen from their devotion to wondering—and quoit silver into the boy’s hands, that it may be heard above the first lesson, although it be read in a voice as big as one of the great organs.49

Dekker here suggests that the paying of spur-money was a desirable spectacle, one that would allow the gallant flamboyantly and publicly to show off his wealth, if indeed he had it. The boys, dressed in white choir robes apparently abandoned their post and bombarded the offender to exact the fee. The lightness of the offense is underscored by the opportunity for counter-play, where the man from whom the spur money was demanded had the prerogative to request that the chorister sing his gamut, the full range of twelve pitches. If the boy could not do so, the spur wearer did not have to pay his fine.50 Dekker’s passage also provides us with some important details: during services the choir was ‘open’ and the laypeople in the choir were both participating in the service (the ‘countrymen’ are at ‘devotion’) and distracting those congregants by loitering. His passage informs us that church space being used for official church business was not at all cut off from the rest of the church. This is symbolized by the screen, which was a permeable barrier; light and noise could get in and out, and the screen could open and close.

The architecture of Paul’s provided money-making opportunities for some members of the church community. The bell-ringers of the cathedral would charge a penny to people who wanted to climb the steps to take in the view of London.51 Thomas Platter writes that he had ‘climbed three hundred steps to the Church roof, which was broad and covered with lead, so that one may walk there, indeed every Sunday many men and women stroll together on this roof. Up there I had a splendid view of the entire city of London, of how long and narrow it is.’52 Not all who climbed the stairs were so well behaved. There were complaints of the noise made by those who climbed the steps, who also carved their names in the stone and lead.53 Not all who climbed the stairs had two legs: there was the famous incident of showman William Banks’s horse, Morocco, ascending to the steeple and dancing on the roof. Some evidence suggests the nave was a site for prostitutes to find customers; the wives of two bell-ringers were suspected of solicitation when taking men’s money to climb the stairs. It is difficult to know if this was a widespread practice or if the women were even engaging in illicit activity. Regardless, Paul’s nave was perceived of as a site where this type of activity could occur.54

Whether or not prostitution took place at Paul’s, other criminal activity apparently thrived there, presumably because so many wealthy individuals or those who carried cash congregated there.55 It was a notorious haunt for pickpockets, cutpurses, and con-men to find victims. In the Second Part of Conny-Catching, Robert Greene’s 1592 pamphlet on the ‘art’ of theft through trickery among London’s criminals, he describes an incident that took place in the middle aisle: a wealthy country farmer was promenading up and down the nave, in imitation of the urbane gentleman’s pastime. He ‘kept his hand close in his pocket, and his purse fast in his fist like a subtil churl, that … had been forwarnd of Pauls … [I]‌t was impossible to do any good with him he was so warie’.56 Apparently, Plan B had to be put into effect: One con-man pretended to fall into a swoon, expecting that the farmer would respond with respectable country manners, while an accomplice stole his purse:

At this there gathered a great multitude of people about him, and the whilest the Foiste drewe the farmers purse and away: by that the other thought the feat was done, he began to come something to himselfe againe, and so halfe staggering, stumbled out of Paules, and went after the crue where they had appointed to meet, and their boasted of his wit and experience.57

While one should be careful in using the rogue literature as evidence for criminal activity, it is clear from Greene’s five pamphlets on the subject of the London underworld that by the early 1590s, Paul’s Walk had gained notoriety as a place of which to be wary, as indicated by the careful hand the farmer keeps on purse and pocket.58 That Paul’s was a gathering place for organized criminals, not simply a convenient spot for the isolated thief is important here. Not unlike the legitimate business practices taking place in the nave, the criminal activity of Paul’s is well known. In the Third Part of Conny-Catching, Greene describes a ‘crew of these wicked companions, being one day met together in Pauls Church (as that is a usual place of their assemblie, both to determin on their drifts, as also to speed of many a bootie)’.59 The ‘crew’ of criminals, the ‘assembly’ of outlaws needs a ‘usual’ place to meet, not only to carry out their crimes, but to plan their cons and divide their booty and—as with many business meetings of professionals—to ‘boast of their wit and experience’. Hiding in plain sight, thieves found Paul’s cathedral nave an amenable space for their business.

While the nave and other parts of the church interior were important to all facets of the London commercial scene, it was also a hub for social activity. A central interior space, easily accessible during daytime hours, and readily locatable for those who were not from London, the nave was well known throughout England as an important meeting point for (mostly) men to gather for business and pleasure. It was a key meeting spot for courtiers, who used Paul’s as a place to share the latest goings-on at court and international news. In Faults, Faults, and Nothing Else but Faults (1606), Barnabie Rich describes ‘The State Ape’ or newsmonger: ‘He useth to frequent the Exchange, and you shall meet him in the middle walke in Paules at ten of the clocke, and three of the clocke: and after the vulgar salutation of, God save you sir, the next shall be an Interrogatory, I pray sir, what newes doe you heare from Spaine?’60 Here, the newsmonger is satirized, though his twice daily appearances at Paul’s seems to be supported by the real-life world of John Chamberlain, a wealthy Londoner, whose prolific letter-writing reveals the gossip that he learned and the business to which he attended in his time in Paul’s walk.61

The use of Paul’s Walk by the gallants or would-be gallants of the period has received the lion’s share of attention by scholars interested in the secular uses of the church. These men treated Paul’s as a catwalk to display their fashion as they strolled the middle aisle with no clear purpose. Indeed, Paul’s Walk figures prominently in the imaginative literature of the day and plays including Michaelmas Term, Everyman Out of his Humor, and An Englishman for my Money have scenes set there. Satirical verse and prose of the period teems with references to the Paul’s Man, who cut a ridiculous figure.62 Paul’s walkers used the architectural features of the church—Sir Humphrey’s Tomb, the west door, and the pillars—as props for their urban dance.63 But because the gallant of Paul’s as a figure in literature has been treated extensively elsewhere, I do not do so here, primarily because the multitudinous other uses and users of Paul’s have been given relatively short shrift. It is my hope that a greater understanding of the many individuals and groups who used the space, the nave in the context of its larger activities, and the understanding of the way that it was positioned physically and symbolically in the precinct as a whole helps us to rethink the Paul’s Man as more than just an idle gallant. Rather he was a small part of a much larger urban network of users of the church.

I would like to conclude my discussion of the nave, and of Paul’s, with what is perhaps the most famous description, from Bishop John Earle’s Microcosmography, because it so beautifully evinces the varied activity that took place there.

It is the land’s epitome, or you may call it the lesser isle of Great Britain. It is more than this, the whole world’s map, which you may here discern in its perfectest motion, jostling and turning. It is a heap of stones and men, with a vast confusion of languages … It is the great exchange of all discourse, and no business whatsoever but is here stirring and afoot. It is the synod of all pates politic, jointed and laid together in most serious posture … It is the market of young lecturers, whom you may cheapen here at all rates and sizes. It is the general mint of all famous lies … All inventions are emptied here, and not a few pockets … It is the other expense of the day, after plays, tavern, and a bawdy-house; and men have still some oaths left to swear here. It is the ear’s brothel, and satisfies their lust and itch. The visitants are all men without exceptions, but the principal inhabitants and possessors are stale knights and captains out of service; men of long rapiers and breeches, which after all turn merchants here and traffic for news. Some make it a preface to their dinner … but thriftier men make it their ordinary, and board here very cheap. Of all places it is least haunted with hobgoblins, for if a ghost would walk more, he could not.64

Figured here as a geographical site—it is the ‘land’s epitome’, the ‘lesser isle of Great Britaine’, and ‘the world’s map’—Earle privileges the physical structure of St Paul’s nave, its location in space. But in his emphasis on Paul’s as a little world, he necessarily enumerates the various activities and people that occupy that space. Earle’s use of the language of financial arrangements—‘exchange’, ‘market’, ‘mint’, ‘inventions’, ‘expense’—shows how Paul’s figured so prominently in the commercial imagination of the period. Earle’s description points us to the complexities of the nave but also to Paul’s at large. St Paul’s Cathedral precinct was secular and sacred, serious and ridiculous, static and dynamic, dilapidated and renewed. It was a site of sustenance and deprivation, learnedness and stupidity, spectacle and modesty, clarity and confusion, tradition and invention. While we must discuss the many areas and activities of the precinct on their own terms, treating these activities and areas as truly separate or discrete does not do justice to the complex space of Paul’s as a whole. It was an early modern example of what Andreas Huyssen has called the ‘urban palimpsest’, with its layers of buildings removed and rebuilt, its layers of histories, and layers of meanings.65
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PART V
 
ARCHITECTURE, VISUAL CULTURE, AND MUSIC


CHAPTER 37

ART AND ARCHITECTURE IN PROVINCIAL ENGLAND

ROBERT TITTLER

UNTIL recently, one’s conception of art and architecture in the age of Shakespeare focused almost exclusively on the court circle, the London scene, or the great country houses: the Longleats and Knoles of the age. Part of this perspective had to do with a narrower and more formal definition of ‘art’ and ‘architecture’, one which was also anachronistic at the time of Shakespeare’s birth. Some of it had to do with the overwhelming size and importance of the London metropolis, and with the subsequent views of political and literary life which effectively confused London with all of England. And some had, and still has, to do with the obvious, tourist-attracting and ticket-selling imagery of London, the Tudor dynasty, National Trust properties, and the modern ‘Shakespeare industry’.

From a scholarly perspective these views have changed dramatically in the past few decades. Provincial cultural activity in all sorts of media has come more readily to the fore, sometimes brought there by social and economic as well as cultural historians. Just as we now have a much better sense of contemporary dramatic performance, including the forms in which Shakespeare himself engaged, as being a truly national, and not merely a London, phenomenon, we may now make a similar case for other cultural forms.

We have also begun to push outwards the narrow bounds of what traditional connoisseurial approaches long defined as ‘art’ and ‘architecture’. Though the assessment of buildings or paintings, for example, long rested on how closely they conformed to classical ideals, a more inclusive approach now recognizes the aesthetic value of objects and buildings which, being highly vernacular and regional in appearance, would not have made it to the textbook pages of previous generations.1 They have been treated here as what Katherine Davies has recently and very usefully termed ‘artisan art’.2

This contemporary perspective brings to light several characteristics of the era which might not have been noted in traditional summaries. Though the casually observant member of Shakespeare’s travelling entourage of players, taking in only surface appearances, could well have remained unaware of it, his own era (1564–1616) marked the decisive turning of several pages in the art and architectural history of provincial England. This chapter deals first with the aesthetic of the traditional built environment as Shakespeare will have known it, for which ‘artisan art’ remains an apt description. Then it considers the striking changes of the era in both the external and especially the internal built and material environments.

At first glance, the England which Shakespeare would have travelled through might well have belied the claim for striking changes. Provincial England still consisted of a very traditional built environment in the towns, villages, and farmsteads of the realm, interspersed only at infrequent intervals with ecclesiastical ruins and some forms of new building, mainly built upon or converted from those ruins. Apart from houses, urban buildings included town and market halls (many new-built), tenements, and shops, along with such industrial edifices as breweries, tanneries, mills, and wharves. Save for imaginative innovations in the design of some country houses, these structures will have blended seamlessly with their immediate surroundings.

The single most important determinant of the building exterior remained the raw materials most readily available for cladding and roofing in a particular area. In general, this meant daub and wattle or half-timbered construction especially in the south-east, West Midlands, and much of the North Country west and north of the Humber; various forms of stone running in a long arc from, for example Portland Bill through the Cotswolds and diagonally north-east across the map to the Humber; small but growing pockets of brick building (expanding outwards especially from East Anglia); flint (as in places like Hertfordshire, Berkshire, and Norfolk); or even wooden cladding as in the Sussex and Kentish Weald. Roofing materials were also highly localized. Thatch, tile, slate, and those composite stones known as hellingstones, all characterized particular regions. Combinations of materials were both common and extremely varied.3 Most buildings in Shakespeare’s Stratford, for example, were timber-framed, daub-and-wattle walled structures resting on stone foundations, their traditionally thatched roofs gradually being replaced with tile: a trend greatly encouraged by destructive fires of 1594 and 1595.4
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FIGURE 37.1 Holy Trinity Church, Stratford-upon-Avon.



In general, the larger and more important the building, the more likely to have been constructed of more expensive, fashionable, and durable materials, whether locally available or not. Given adequate funding, that usually meant some type of stone. While most of its buildings remained half-timbered, Stratford’s Holy Trinity Church is still clad in stone (see Figure 37.1). Like churches, civic halls were also more likely to be built or at least clad in stone, though some of the most spectacular, like that built by John Abel in Leominster, Herefordshire, remained half-timbered (see Figure 37.2).5

The larger and more important the community, the more likely to have had a larger mix of building materials and styles, and the further afield the sources of those materials. Some materials routinely travelled far from their source. The easily worked blue slates of Devon and Cornwall could be found on roofs throughout the south and all the way to London.6 The west façade of Canterbury Cathedral consists of stone brought from the quarries of Caen in Normandy.7 Robert Cecil, Earl of Salisbury, could afford to 
import stone from eight English counties, including distant Yorkshire, as well as from Normandy and Italy, for his houses in Hertfordshire and London.8 Of course, London builders could draw from the widest catchment area of materials, styles, and techniques, frequently extending beyond England.
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FIGURE 37.2 Leominster Guildhall, John Abel, c.1633–34, adopted from J. Claydon, A Collection of Ancient Timbered Edifices of England (1846).



Throughout all these built environments myriad forms of traditional artisanal craftsmanship remained ubiquitous. Though largely utilitarian, they were often highly decorative as well. Building exteriors were painted, carved, or otherwise decorated. Their form and content depended as much on local traditions of design and workmanship, or on the regional circulation of particular pattern books, as well as available materials. Thus, for example, we find the increasingly common, imaginative, and entirely vernacular incidence of pargetting in the soft daub-and-wattle façades of homes in Suffolk, Essex, and elsewhere in and around East Anglia.9 Occasional carvings, including inscriptions, in oak posts, beams, and lintels (e.g., as in the Market Harborough Grammar School, built in 1614 by the Merchant Taylors of London) were 
widespread.10 Geometric patterns in the flint cladding added authority and distinction to buildings such as Reading’s parish church of St Mary (1550–53), the gatehouse of St Osyth’s Priory in Essex, or the 1538 addition to the Norwich Guildhall (Figure 37.3).11 Intricate configurations of brickwork on chimneys, from Hampton Court on down to such modest structures as the Titchfield town hall (Figure 37.4), are also both artfully conceived and aesthetically pleasing.
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FIGURE 37.3 Norwich Guildhall, façade, 1535–38.



Though clearly ‘the aristocrat of building materials’ for walls and cladding, to use Alec Clifton-Taylor’s term,12 fewer varieties of native stone lent themselves to carving, making stone sculpture for outdoor venues other than churches somewhat less common. Indoors, of course, and especially in funeral monuments, Purbeck marble—not a true marble—or Nottingham-quarried alabaster, had long been common, along with sundry varieties of limestone which, though also far less durable, was more widely and cheaply available.
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FIGURE 37.4 Titchfield, Hampshire. Town Hall, late 16th century. Author’s photograph, taken at the Weald and Downland Open Air Museum, Singleton, Sussex.



These elements aptly characterize the built environment of the day, and of many a previous day. But the appearance of the built environment depends on more than the available materials and workmanship. It also mirrors the society which produces it: as Wolfgang Braunfels has aptly put it, ‘every architectural work can be regarded as a sign of the power, wealth, idealism, and even the misery of its builders and their contemporaries’.13 Beyond its age-old surface appearances, the art and architecture of Shakespeare’s era faced the challenges of a society which was growing more populous, mobile, enterprising, competitive, and (at least at some levels) affluent by the decade. From at least the yeomanry on up, and in urban society from the shopkeeper and journeyman, Shakespeare’s contemporaries were inspired, even driven, to improve their living conditions and acquire material goods more intensely than had perhaps ever before been the case. These keen social pressures had to do with an increasing population and subsequent inflation in the cost of food and material goods, which offered enhanced income from the sale of agricultural and manufactured items. They were also spurred by the realities of England’s fiercely competitive and fluid society.

Landholders and rentiers who could profit by the rising cost of agricultural production, or craftsmen who found expanding markets for their services or products, became well situated for upwards social mobility. That advancement itself was not measured so much by legal definitions, as pertained in sundry other contemporary European societies, but by the perception of ones’ peers. In the oft-quoted words of Shakespeare’s contemporary William Harrison, he who could ‘live without manual labour, and will bear the port, charge, and countenance of a gentleman … he shall be reputed as a gentleman ever after’.14

Acting that part included maintaining an appropriately appointed and furnished residence and possessing an appropriate range and standard of material goods, both of which offered the visible provision of personal comfort. W. G. Hoskins’s seminal essay of 1953, ‘The Rebuilding of Rural England, 1570–1640’, may have come in for some harsh criticism and revision over the years regarding its proposed duration and geographic extent. But it is difficult entirely to dismiss the defining characteristics of his model, or deny the intensity of such activity in the time of Shakespeare.15

Ironic as it may seem, the destruction of so much of England’s ecclesiastical building stock created an important opportunity for a secular building in subsequent decades. Abundant quantities of recycled materials became more readily available with the destruction, abandonment, and/or decay of former monastic buildings, with lead from the roofs and glass from the windows being the first to be taken and recycled. Many of the abbeys, monasteries, and chapels which survived this era of systematic pillage often became converted to residential or other secular use, with necessary physical adaptations very much part of that process.

Given the dramatic rise in England’s population during the second half of the sixteenth century as well as the intense social competition of the era, the age of Shakespeare saw a flood-tide of residential building and refurbishment. Some buildings were constructed from scratch; a great many were adapted from standing structures or on the site of demolitions. To cite Harrison again ‘he that hath bought any small parcel of ground … will not be quiet til he have pulled downe the old house (if anie were there standing) and set up a new one after his own devise’.16

Contemporary building activity included several common innovations. Glass windows, for example, now more frequently replaced oiled parchment or open lattices, bringing better light and insulation. Floors came more often to be tiled, slated, or otherwise paved rather than covered with rushes over bare earth. Lead came to be recycled into roofing material, eaves troughs, water spouts, and the ubiquitous grooved strips called ‘cames’ which held window panes in place.17 The repositioning of hearths in major rooms proved widespread and enormously significant. Traditionally, most houses had high, open-beamed halls, and hearths in the centre of the room to allow smoke to escape through an opening in the roof. But the widespread repositioning of hearths against walls, and the construction of chimneys which drew smoke directly outside and above the level of the roof rather than permitting it to billow about inside, constituted a basic but enormously significant improvement.18 Wooden or thatched roofs were now less liable to catch fire from flying sparks, while the high, open-beamed structure of the medieval hall lost one of its principal purposes.

Halls could now be ceiled over, creating rooms above to which new stairs gave access. Faced over with plaster, such ceilings offered new opportunities for highly decorative ornamentation. Such ornate plaster ceilings are most familiar in the great country houses of the day, or in London buildings such as the surviving ‘Prince Charles’s Room’ in the half-timbered gateway to the inns of court (17 Fleet Street) which has until very recently been open to the public. But they were also being constructed in the gentry and merchants’ houses of Shakespeare’s time in almost every corner of the realm.19

Of course provincial towns had far fewer great buildings than London. Save for the cathedral centres and other great regional hubs like Newcastle and Bristol, civic halls of one sort or another (town halls and guildhalls, market halls, and some grammar schools) were probably the most commonly built public structures of the era. Over two hundred guildhalls, in a total of 178 communities, appear to have been built, converted, or substantially rebuilt in the period c.1500–1640.20

This burgeoning of civic halls had much to do with the post-Reformation augmentation of civic authority in many towns and boroughs. Not only did the Reformation create a vacuum of civic authority into which local men stepped with petitions for legal incorporation. It also changed the visual appearance of the resultant halls. Numerous town halls had once been the hall of a religious guild or fraternity, or even a monastic building. Abingdon converted the former Chapel of St John the Baptist to serve as its Guildhall after 1563;21 Chester converted St Nicholas’s Chapel to a common hall in 1545;22 Truro converted an earlier chapel to its guildhall,23 Walsall did so with the former hall of St John’s Guild;24 Coventry converted St Mary’s Hall.25 A host of other halls which Shakespeare might well have seen or in which he may have performed followed suit. The generation following the break from Rome and monastic dissolutions, approximately 1540–70, saw the most intense period for building or acquiring and refurbishing such halls in a very long time, followed by a slightly less dynamic growth period c.1600–20.26

Externally, these buildings exhibited all the same materials one would have found in the churches or residence. Though largely utilitarian, some were also highly decorative. The colourful and intricate patterns of half-timbered design as seen especially in the West Country (see Figure 37.2), imaginative examples of brick-nogging as in, e.g., Aldeburgh or Titchfield (see Figure 37.4), and of flint-cladding in Norwich and elsewhere in East Anglia (see Figure 37.3) eloquently tell the tale.

Clocks appeared on some town and market halls primarily for the utilitarian purposes of getting apprentices and journeymen to work on time or marking the hours of the market,27 but they could also have their decorative elements. That in Truro, Cornwall, adorned the face of the 1615 town hall with the images of two black men striking the quarter hour with hammers.28 Shrewsbury’s 1591 market hall had a ‘picture of the moon howe it doth increase and decrease very artyficiall and comodius to the beholder’.29 Though the allusion remains anachronistic, Shakespeare’s Falstaff knew it in another context: ‘We rose both at an instant and fought a long hour by the Shrewsbury clock’.30

The interiors of such halls were purpose-built and decorated with a wide range of furnishings and other material objects. Painted or whitewashed walls, and wooden—usually oak—panelling, most often rendered in a linen fold design, were also most common. Civic hall interiors, like their residential counterparts, were being divided into a greater number of rooms, each with a designated purpose. Furnishings were largely and often literally meant to elevate the place and standing of the mayor and aldermen. Many came in this era to have cushioned mayors’ chairs resembling the bishops’ thrones from which they appear to have taken their inspiration. Gowned aldermen, recorders, and other such officials sat on specific seats, often in order of their precedence. In chartered boroughs heraldic devices abounded, emphasizing the authority of those who ruled from within the hall. The borough’s arms were sometimes carved and/or painted on the backs of mayoral chairs as in Totnes or Salisbury,31 for example, or placed on the wall and over his place in the centre of the council or court chamber. In Leicester a magnificently carved and painted representation of the borough arms appeared in 1637 over the fireplace in the mayor’s parlour in the 1563 guildhall.32

In addition to cathedrals and the grander civic halls great buildings were certainly to be found outside of London, though one found them in the countryside rather than in the towns. No cultural genre better exemplified the intense social and political competition of the era than the great country houses of the Elizabethan and Jacobean elite. The decades following the reign of Henry VIII saw little ecclesiastical or royal building, leaving the grand country house as the quintessential ‘great’ building type of the age. Some have considered Shakespeare’s own lifetime as the single most active age for building country houses in English history.33

Though we may think of them as parallel to their continental counterparts, the grand English country houses of this era remained distinctive in several ways. For one, Tudor and Jacobean patrons rarely employed an architect in the modern sense of the term or relied on any accurate understanding of the classical idiom. Instead, the patron himself played a much larger role in the basic layout and design, ‘surveyors’ tended to the site, and master craftsmen, especially masons, determined and supervised the rest of the construction. Rather than relying on the highly theoretical writings of contemporary and classical authorities, as would soon be the common rule, these practical-minded men relied on their working experience with local materials and methods and on their patrons’ inspirations.

Though the term ‘architect’ was occasionally employed, England remained far behind some other areas of the Continent in applying to it the more familiar connotations of a quasi-academic discipline founded on formal principles.34 That connotation, and the recognized profession for which it came to stand, began to emerge in common English use only towards the very end of Shakespeare’s life.35 But despite the absence of such quasi-academic professionals from the scene, the era saw the proliferation of 
myriad imaginative, innovative, monumental, and patently magnificent structures for which the term ‘prodigy house’—but also the epitaph of ‘creative confusion’36—remain particularly apt.
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FIGURE 37.5 Longleat House, Wiltshire, Robert Smythson, 1568–80.



Perhaps the most important designer of such edifices and certainly the best known in our time was Robert Smythson (1534/5–1614). A mason by training, and a ‘surveyor’ (to use the contemporary term) by reputation, Smythson first established his reputation through his work for Sir John Thynne at Longleat in Wiltshire, between 1568 and 1580 (see Figure 37.5). This debut allowed Smythson to become one of the most successful and sought-after builders of his time. He would go on to serve as the chief designer and project supervisor of Wollaton Hall in Nottinghamshire (1580 ff.), Worksop Manor in the same county (c.1585), Bess of Hardwick’s elaborate extravaganza at Hardwick Hall in Derbyshire (1590–97), Burton Agnes in Yorkshire (c.1601–10), and—somewhat more conjecturally—several other buildings in the Midlands and North.37

A second obvious point of English distinction lay with questions of style, and especially the tardiness with which English patrons and builders came to recognize the fashion for classical design or acquire the skills which could produce it. Early examples of classicism in some university colleges, like the 1575 Gate of Honour at Gonville and Caius College, Cambridge, appropriately invoked the classical learning on offer therein (see Figure 37.6).38 But Smythson’s residential works and others like them may have seemed brash and even arrogant displays of newfound wealth, odd and mongrel-like stylistic adventures, and visual intrusions on the centuries-old rural scene. They 
combined native English materials and styles, including the traditional English Gothic, with partially understood bits and pieces of Northern Renaissance building such as Flemish strapwork and other such novelties. They drew heavily upon widely circulated prints and pattern books, their patrons’ foreign travels, and the contributions of a few imported craftsmen. Though many of them were innovative in layout and design, and many anticipated the more complete understanding of classical principles shortly to come, these efforts proved over the longue durée something of an architectural cul-de-sac, off the main roads leading towards a full-blown, albeit somewhat Anglicized, classical idiom.
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FIGURE 37.6 Gate of Honour, Gonville and Caius College, Cambridge, c.1573–75.



That powerful influence of classical principles had been waiting in the wings since John Shute published his observations of Italian examples just at the time of Shakespeare’s birth, albeit to little immediate effect.39 So long as England remained allied with the Protestant north rather than the Italian states or Catholic Spain it was impolitic to do much with them. Until the more relaxed religious and political aura of the Jacobean years this meant drawing on classical ideas through Dutch, German, or French interpretations rather than importing them directly from their Italian source.

But neither curiosity nor social competition were long to be denied. Some few foreign master craftsmen, including the French carver Alain Maynard who worked with Smythson at Longleat, the Flemish sculptor Gerard Hollemen at Kyre Park in Worcestershire, and the Fleming Maximilian Colt who worked on several great houses, were lured across the Channel to carry out specific elements in particular homes. Others, fleeing religious persecution in their homelands, arrived as refugees and found employment where they could. Then, too, Englishmen travelled abroad. Sir Thomas Smith drew upon his observations of French Renaissance design for his Hill Hall estate in Essex.40 Robert Smythson availed himself of sundry continental inspirations, including details of particular structures from the writing of Sebastiano Serlio.41 Thomas Tresham’s Market Hall in Rothwell, Northamptonshire (1578 ff.) offered a muscular but earnest understanding of some classical elements. Perhaps even more remarkably, as corporate bodies were neither as well funded nor as subject to quite the same social pressures as gentlemen on the make, the city fathers of Exeter incorporated classical elements in the rebuilding of their guildhall in the 1590s.42 These innovative efforts stand out precisely because they were so unusual in their time, and because of their innate grandeur and success, but not because they were refined and well-understood examples of what had come widely to pertain on much of the Continent.

After James I came to the throne in 1603 English foreign policy loosened up, Catholic sympathizers became more welcome at court, and classical ideas moved more readily to centre stage. Their chief English advocate and practitioner, Inigo Jones, bought his copy of Palladio’s Quattro libri dell’ Arcitettura while in Italy in 1601, designed his first stage sets in London in 1605, and his first architectural plans apart from stage sets in 1608/9.43 Though the buildings for which he is known, and which make his career a chapter of its own in English architectural history, appeared in the decade or two after Shakespeare’s death, the directions in which he was forging ahead may already have been apparent.

Ecclesiastical buildings, mostly medieval parish churches and cathedrals, might also have appeared both unchanging to the casual traveller—but only on the exterior. While almost none were built anew in this era, the adaptation of church interiors and furnishing to the sundry and often sharp theological and ceremonial requirements of the Tudor and early Stuart Church comprise a long and complex story of its own. But as is all too familiar, the iconoclastic inclination of Elizabethan Protestantism certainly took its toll on such interiors through the years.

In the reigns of Edward VI and then Elizabeth church walls will often have been whitewashed to cover over proscribed imagery; ‘idolatrous’ statuary and commemorative brasses defaced or more completely destroyed. Rood screens, often intricately carved in wood or stone and/or painted, largely disappeared, as did the roods themselves. Baptismal fonts and even altars were moved from one place to another (sometimes, as with many stone altars, disappearing altogether) to accommodate changing ritual.

The queen’s interest in stained glass sometimes protected it from the fate of other ecclesiastical elements.44 But like church buildings themselves, much less of it was produced for churches in the period at hand. Any new glass in such settings had carefully to avoid anything which might look idolatrous or reflect the sacramental nature of traditional work. Glass-makers and painters had now more energetically to elicit lay patronage for residential work or civic patronage to enhance the authority of local institutions. When St Mary’s Hall, Coventry, underwent conversion from religious to civic use, local memory recalls that a glass portrait of the Virgin Mary came in the years just following the city’s re-incorporation to be replaced by one of that city’s semi-mythical benefactress, Lady Godiva. In the same vein, a large canvas painting of Godiva’s ride through the city streets followed in 1587.45

No observer, however casual, could have failed to notice such changes upon entering the west door or south porch of almost any church. Other traditional ecclesiastical furnishings survived by successful adaptation to new circumstances or by moving from the ecclesiastical to the domestic interior. Both wood- and stone-carving followed the path of glass-painting in this regard. Tomb sculpture, often with painted elements, changed in style and content to match the times, but the genre itself continued to flourish in its traditional ecclesiastical venues. In the work of men like Epiphamius Evesham (1570–1623), Maximilian Colt (1595–1645), Cornelius (d. 1609), and his son William Cure (d.1632), Shakespeare’s very lifetime saw the emergence of some of the most outstanding English monumental sculpture of all time.

Alongside these developments in the building and rebuilding of the age lay an equally vibrant new interest in acquiring the sundry material talismans of political legitimacy and/or social status. Besides coats of arms, these included such items as paintings (and especially portraits), tapestries, furniture, distinctive dress, pewter or silver tableware, or pets and fine horses, all of which reflected civic authority and/or personal advancement.

These years saw the attestation to family continuity by the display of genealogical tables, and the attainment of armigerous status by the display of heraldic devices, became more coveted than ever. Coats of arms appeared in great profusion on portraits, furniture, and architectural elements, and not only for private individuals. By the turn of the seventeenth century the royal arms had begun frequently to appear in churches, replacing the rood and looking down emphatically on those seated in the nave. They also appeared in town halls where they reminded onlookers that the authority of the chartered borough, and its mayor, reflected royal authority itself. Arms of both Crown and town not infrequently appeared as well in the hall’s glass windows. Their display in civic portraits, as will be noted further below, grew more common than ever before, and arguably more so than in any contemporary continental tradition.

It is in that realm of painting, both panel-painting and wall-painting, where one sees the most dramatic changes of all. Civic portraits of benefactors, mayors, and figures of historical importance emerged as a new visual form in this very era,46 but it is the ‘personal’ portrait which commands our closer attention. Few of Shakespeare’s contemporaries will have thought of portraiture as a primarily decorative, much less ‘artistic’ genre. But recent research has demonstrated portrait patronage and ownership to be much more widespread, both geographically and socially, than one had formerly assumed.47

The success of portrait ownership in abetting social advancement may be measured roughly by the proliferation of portraits themselves, but also by the resentment it elicited. When a social observer of 1598 complained that ‘every Citizens wife that wears a taffeta kirtle and a velvet hatt … must have a picture in the parlour’, he seems to have been articulating a common sentiment.48 Somewhat of an exaggeration though this may have been, it has been estimated that several thousand easel portraits had been produced in England by 1600, perhaps as many as ten thousand by 1640.49

In the early Tudor years portraits were very much the preserve of royal and aristocratic patrons. Small in size and almost always anonymously painted, they proclaimed in visual form their sitters’ legitimacy as rulers and magnates. Only in Shakespeare’s early years did great London merchants, master craftsmen, and professionals come commonly, rather than exceptionally, to have portraits done of themselves, either to be retained by the family or to be given to their company hall. Portraits proliferated steadily thereafter amongst the more sophisticated and affluent gentry, some provincial master craftsmen and merchants as well as to more London liverymen, professionals such as lawyers and judges, academics, senior to middling clergy, and the institutional entities noted above.

Portraits responded even better than most other forms of material consumption to the contemporary need for talismans of social aspiration and achievement. Their very possession suggested sophistication on the part of their owners, but they also permitted the patron to design a tableau which defined his or her loyalties, appearance, personality, and achievements more directly than any other material form. Claims to status, character, affluence, ownership, heritage, and reputation could be staked out on the panel or, with greater frequency after c.1600, the canvas, just as the patron wished to have it shown. As Lawrence Stone put it so memorably, ‘Noblemen and gentlemen wanted above all full family portraits, which take their place along with genealogical trees and sumptuous tombs as symptoms of the frenzied status-seeking and ancestor worship of the age. What patrons demanded was evidence of the sitter’s position and wealth by opulence of dress, ornament and background.’50

Not all contemporary portraits depicted the sitter or his/her family. Some affluent and more sophisticated patrons collected portrait sets which were meant to reflect their ideological, intellectual, or religious affinities. Clerics such as Archbishop Matthew Parker, for example, collected and/or commissioned portraits of previous archbishops. The Protestant reformer Christopher Hales collected those of contemporary Protestant reformers. Henry Percy, Earl of Northumberland, collected eighty-seven portraits, including a substantial selection of Greek and Roman heroes.51 And the Sackvilles of Knole were amongst several, mostly aristocratic, collectors of sets of the English kings and queens, presumably to indicate their own loyalty and service to the royal line.52

Some patrons placed prime value on achieving a true likeness of themselves or other sitters. The mid-sixteenth century music tutor and composer Thomas Whythorne had four portraits done of himself through the years so that he could record the ways in which he had aged over time, and so that his friends and children would remember what he looked like.53 But such verisimilitude was not always a prime concern of contemporary patrons and, in any event, very few native English painters had the skill to achieve it.

Questions of refinement and verisimilitude themselves allows us to see portraiture of that era as a broad continuum of skill, refinement, and sophistication. One end of that broad span remained dominated by foreign-trained painters, working from London but well schooled in the more polite and academic approaches to portraiture rooted in the classicism of the continental Renaissance. In these years such elite painters came not so much from Italy or even France as they had chiefly done prior to the break from Rome, but rather from the Low Countries or German-speaking lands from which they fled religious persecution. Following the path of, for example, Hans Holbein the younger, Lucas and Gerard Horenbout, and Levina Teerlinck to the court circle of Henry VIII, figures such as Hans Eworth, Guillem Scrots, and Flicke dominated the courtly portraiture of the mid-century. They were succeeded first by the likes of Marcus Gheeraerts the elder and younger, Cornelius Ketel, and a handful of native English painters (including Nicholas Hilliard, George Gower, William Larkin, and Rowland Lockey), and also by Jan de Critz, Isaac Oliver, and others on into the opening years of the seventeenth century.

Whether foreign-born and trained or merely influenced by long access to more sophisticated approaches, a few painters of the latter era were coming to produce subtleties of facial expression, illusions of three dimensionality, and naturalistic tonalities of colour which set them apart from nearly all their English contemporaries. A very few began more regularly to sign their works, to be coveted by the most elite patrons, and to acquire the notoriety accorded to true artists.

The far more numerous patrons who were less affluent, sophisticated, or well connected, and/or who had more limited access to London and the court circle, had to rely instead on the run of the mill of contemporary native English painters. Locally trained and established in cities and the larger towns throughout the realm, these anonymous craftsmen worked very much in the time-honoured and insular vernacular mode perpetuated by the guild-run system of apprenticeship. They had scant knowledge or understanding of the newer Renaissance-inspired styles and techniques. They often had a more limited palette of colours to work with than their London-based counterparts. They worked largely from patterns or pattern books dog-eared from constant use. Not surprisingly, many of them painted in a conventional, often regionally specific, vernacular: two dimensional, heavily outlined, unrefined in palette or workmanship, and wholly innocent of any classical elements.

Thus constrained in several ways, all but a handful of native English painters and their patrons relied instead on a well-understood vocabulary of symbolic objects surrounding or adorning the sitter to carry out their didactic intent. Piety, for example, came to be proclaimed by a variety of memento mori images—skulls, skeletons, clocks, hourglasses, and the like—or by open prayer books; affluence by rich clothing and jewellery; fecundity by the inclusion of wives, children, and even the observation of pregnancy; learning by the appearance of books; military honour by weaponry and/or armour; and family continuity and social legitimacy especially by the very frequent display of heraldic devices.54

Some such devices lingered on in English portraiture long after they had disappeared elsewhere. The appearance of other, less conventional, elements suggests the uncertainty with which unsophisticated English patrons approached the very format of the portrait form. They seem to have been asking ‘what exactly is a portrait, and what should it contain’? Thus, for example, we see small figures hovering in the air and holding explanatory 
scrolls beside the figure of John Kaye’s panel portrait of c.1567 or scrolls floating on their own in the Jesus College, Cambridge, portrait of its founder Bishop John Alcock (1598) (see Figure 37.7).55 Both images appear as refugee tropes from late Gothic manuscript illumination. Heraldic devices are frequent and rampant in portraits even of sitters, like John Kaye, whose entitlement to them were never registered in the College of Arms. Well after such imagery would have been proscribed for idolatry, couples such as Sir Edward and Lady Elizabeth Stradlinge of St Donats, Burford, Shropshire, were painted facing each other in a kneeling position as if at a prie-dieu and under a crucifix—but in this 1590 painting the crucifix has been replaced by an ornamental helmet upon a mere table (see Figure 37.8).56 Some portraits, like those of John and Dorothy Kaye of 

Woodsome, Yorkshire (c.1567), or of Christopher Hatton (c.1588–91), were made on both sides of a panel and suspended perpendicular to the wall by hooks and brackets (see Figure 37.9).57 Long inscriptions were sometimes painted onto the frame itself, making it a more integral part of the whole.
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FIGURE 37.7 Anon., ‘Bishop John Alcock’, oil on panel, c.1598. By Permission of the Master and fellows, Jesus College, Cambridge.
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FIGURE 37.8 ‘Byrd’, attrib., ‘Sir Edward and Lady Elizabeth Stradling’, oil on panel, 1590. By kind permission of the Church in Wales.
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FIGURE 37.9 Anon., ‘John and Dorothy Kaye’, oil on panel, 1567. Kirklees Museums and Galleries.
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FIGURE 37.10 Anon., ‘The Towneley Family at Prayer’, 1593, oil on panel. Towneley Hall, Burnley Borough Council.



Long biographical and explanatory texts, sometimes in verse and written on the picture plane itself, might be found for the six or seven decades up to about the 1620s. John Towneley’s family portrait, still in Towneley Hall, Burnley, offered a detailed list of John’s sufferings as an Elizabethan Catholic recusant (see Figure 37.10). Joan Frankland’s Brasenose College benefactor’s image explained the context of her endowment to that institution. John and Joan Cooke’s joint portrait done in Gloucester in the 1610s explained in some detail their benefactions to that city 
(see Figure 37.11).58 But as the conventions of portrait content and meaning became more universal through continental and courtly influence, these sundry devices were waning or had entirely disappeared by the time of Shakespeare’s demise. These and other vernacular paintings of that time were subsequently abandoned by their owners as crude embarrassments, leaving few surviving examples.
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FIGURE 37.11 Anon., ‘John and Joan Cooke’, oil on panel, 1610s. Gloucester City Museum and Art Gallery.



With the wider reception of continentally derived techniques and circulation of continental prints and drawings, some native English painters began slowly to catch up with the more refined, aesthetic creations which had been the effective monopoly of a small elite of mostly foreign-born or trained masters. With greater facility in creating the illusion of shadow or three-dimensional space, and with a more closely studied depiction of physical features and drapery and of human anatomy, the approximate time of Shakespeare’s death marked the turning of a page for England’s portraiture as well as its architecture.

Ironically, that same time marked an end as well as a beginning. Of that small handful of native-English painters who rose to prominence during Shakespeare’s life time, Rowland Lockey died in the same year of 1616 as he did. Nicholas Hilliard, William Larkin, and Robert Peake all passed on three years later. Their pride of place as court painters passed on to such foreign-born or trained painters as Jan de Critz, Daniel Mytens, and Cornelius Johnson. That transition had much to do with the influence and further emergence of well-placed, sophisticated, and affluent connoisseurs such as the Earl and Countess of Arundel, the Duke of Buckingham, queens Anne of Denmark and Henrietta Maria. Prices for paintings at this level rose rapidly. Paintings came to be coveted for the fame of the artists. In short, ‘art’ began to trump utility. As it did so, those native English craftsmen whose guild-dominated and hide-bound training tied them to tradition, either fell by the wayside as ‘house painters’ or strove to compete by adapting to the new, continentally borne, wave.

Panel portraits were not the only form of figurative art, or even of portraiture, to be found in the buildings of Shakespeare’s time. Prints and engravings, also mostly produced by Dutch and German craftsmen like Lucas van Leyden, Hendrick Goltzius, and Maarten van Heemskerch, came into much wider circulation in Shakespeare’s latter years, an innovation marked and encouraged by the establishment in 1603 of England’s first dedicated print shop by John Sudbury and George Humble.59

Though often neglected in the scholarly literature, wall paintings were much more common than panel paintings as interior decorative elements at this time. Much cheaper to produce than panel paintings, they became accessible to a much broader clientele, from the aristocracy on down even to the yeomanry. Untold thousands of a religious nature, especially in churches, were victimized by post-Reformation iconoclasm. But a great number have survived and/or been recovered, especially in homes and (curiously!) taverns, with Essex, Suffolk, Hertfordshire, Herefordshire, and Oxfordshire proving particularly well favoured.60
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FIGURE 37.12 Anon., Wall Painting at 3 Cornmarket, Oxford. By kind permission of the Oxford Preservation Trust.



Their subject matter varied as widely as their location, including both the figurative and non-figurative; secular and (as the force of iconoclasm often pushed the genre from the church to the residence) even religious. William Perrott’s inn in Shakespeare’s Stratford (more recently the White Swan Hotel), still bears a wall painting of scenes from an apocryphal book of the Bible.61 Shakespeare will also surely have known the painted rooms of the Oxford inn owned by his close friend, the vintner and inn-keeper John Davenant—now a well-protected complex of rooms camouflaged over a first-floor betting shop at 3, Cornmarket—where he is known to have stayed on trips between Stratford and London (see Figure 37.12).62

Such a highly vernacular form appears crude and unrefined to our eye, as few examples acknowledged the formal principles of ‘polite’ imagery. But as with equally vernacular genres like the woodcut or the carved misericord (Shakespeare certainly knew those in St Mary’s Stratford-upon-Avon), wall paintings were an important and nearly ubiquitous decorative form. Unfortunately, they also proved amongst the more ephemeral art forms of their time. Failing to adapt to the more fashionable and polite styles of figurative imagery, and perhaps victimized by the fashionable urge to replace bare plaster walls with panelling or tapestry, their production ceased almost entirely within a few decades of Shakespeare’s death.

In sum, it seems clear that the formal and conventional concepts of ‘art’ and ‘architecture’ do not apply particularly well to the material culture of Shakespeare’s era. For the most part it is only in his very last years when we encounter in any abundance the polite, formal, and academically theorized sorts of objects or buildings which could be so described. The most common forms and styles up to that time tended to be craft-produced, utilitarian, highly traditional, and even regionally specific. But by no means does that imply a cultural landscape which could be described as either impervious to change or drab, dull, and artless. Its traditional forms of expression may have struck the emerging courtly elite as insular and crude, but they were often inventive, energetic, skilfully produced, and highly imaginative. They also proved open to adaptation and experiment in the face of the very dramatic contemporary developments in religion, politics, and society which marked the era. The fact that the artisanal culture of this era remains less familiar to the modern reader has much more to do with traditional curatorial and connoisseurial approaches than with any void in English cultural activity.

Shakespeare’s lifetime saw transitions in the forms and styles of the visual arts which were just as significant as in the linguistic and dramatic arts whose swift and simultaneous transition he himself did so much to advance. Just as the contemporary ‘Renaissance drama’ of the era replaced the traditional mystery or miracle play as a prime form of mimetic activity, and the sonnet came to rival and supersede earlier forms of verse, so did the intrusion of continental classicism in building and the visual arts come to rival, inform, combine with, and partly supersede earlier forms. In all these cases modes of expression rooted in the continental Renaissance challenged conventional English modes, and established hybrid cultural expressions which were both classically influenced and yet still characteristically and recognizably English.
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CHAPTER 38

GARDEN DESIGN AND EXPERIENCE IN SHAKESPEARE’S ENGLAND

LUKE MORGAN

On the well-clothed boughs of this conspiracy of pine trees, against the resembled sunbeams, were perched as many sorts of shrill-breasted birds as the summer hath allowed for singing men in her silvan chapels. Who, though there were bodies without souls, and sweet resembled substances without sense, yet by the mathematical experiments of long silver pipes secretly inrinded in the entrails of the boughs whereon they sat, and undiscernable conveyed under their bellies into their small throats sloping, they whistled and freely carolled their natural field note … But so closely were all those organizing implements obscured in the corpulent trunks of the trees, that every man there present renounced conjectures of art and said it was done by enchantment.

Thomas Nashe, The Unfortunate Traveller (1594), In: An Anthology of Elizabethan Prose Fiction, ed. Paul Salzman (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1987), 271–2

BY the mid-sixteenth century, European engineers and garden designers had developed sophisticated techniques for channelling, distributing, and raising water, powering automated sculptural tableaux, and controlling climactic conditions, partly by assimilating the knowledge of ancient writers such as Hero of Alexandria and partly from their experience of the ‘makers knowledge tradition’.1 The same technology was employed in contemporary masques and theatrical events. Many designers of gardens constructed stage scenery and theatrical machines. The Medicean architect Costantino de’ Servi, for example, designed masques for the Stuart court, though these seem not to have been successful, in addition to providing a detailed plan for Prince Henry’s Italianate garden at Richmond Palace (1611).2

This relationship between garden design and the theatre has led Roy Strong to propose that The Tempest (1612) ‘suggests, with its magical island, its monsters and strange happenings, that Shakespeare might in one aspect have been thinking of late Mannerist garden marvels’.3 According to him, ‘the figures and phenomena’ of The Tempest,

are just such as could be found in the royal gardens in the years when the play was written … We seem, in fact, at times, to be wandering through a garden by [Salomon] de Caus where we are suddenly confronted by dreamlike monsters, or entering a wild grotto to be struck suddenly, at the turn of a stopcock, with surprise and wonder at moving statues and magical music, as gods and goddesses spring to life and enact an intermezzo.4

Like the ‘Vitruvian’ engineer, Prospero controls natural forces through his arts. The storm that he conjures at the beginning of The Tempest closely resembles the artificial ‘tempest’, complete with rain, wind, and thunder that the English traveller and diarist John Evelyn witnessed in the nymphaeum of the Villa Aldobrandini, Frascati, in 1644.5

In the garden, as in the theatre, these effects depended on technical competence, but the concealment of the artifice behind the illusion suggested the intervention of magic rather than science to observers (notwithstanding the fine, sometimes non-existent, line between these forms of knowledge during the period). Shakespeare’s contemporary Thomas Nashe describes how the ‘shrill-breasted birds’ of his fictitious Italian garden occupy the boughs of a ‘conspiracy of pine trees’. The word ‘conspiracy’ is deliberately chosen, for the birds were not real but ‘living sculptures’, their technical appurtenances obscured by the branches.6 Both the birds and the tree have counterparts in contemporary garden design. Salomon de Caus, who worked alongside de’ Servi at Richmond, provides detailed instructions and a 
diagram for the construction of lifelike artificial birds in his treatise Les Raisons des forces mouvantes avec diverses machines tant utilles que plaisantes (1615; 2nd rev. edn 1624) (see Figure 38.1). In the early sixteenth century, Niccolò Tribolo had installed pipes ‘secretely inrinded in the entrails of the boughs’, as Nashe puts it, in a tree of the garden of the Villa Medici, Castello, so that water would spout and trickle from the branches.7
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FIGURE 38.1 Salomon de Caus, Problem 23, Book I, Les Raisons des forces mouvantes avec diverses machines tant utiles que plaisantes (Frankfurt: Jan Norton, 1615). Dumbarton Oaks Research Library and Collections, Washington, D.C.



The illusion of sentience is so convincing in Nashe’s garden that, ‘every man there present renounced conjectures of art and said it was done by enchantment’. The enchanted garden is a leitmotif of Renaissance literature and must have informed the responses of contemporaries to real gardens in England and on the Continent.8 In his classic study of the sorceress Acrasia’s ‘Bower of Bliss’—an enchanted garden—in Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie Queene (1590, 1596), Michael Leslie emphasizes the precedent of the Italian enchantresses Alcina in Ludovico Ariosto’s Orlando furioso (1532), and Armida in Torquato Tasso’s La Gerusalemme liberata (1581).9 In all three cases, the sorceresses’ magic arts seduce, stupefy, and emasculate the hero.

The garden is revealed in these epic poems to be a false paradise, a charming but perilous illusion, which has the Circean propensity to ensnare and entrap the unwary or the weak. This is no less true of The Tempest, though in Shakespeare’s play the enchantress has become implicit. In Ted Hughes’s opinion, despite her absence, Caliban’s mother, Sycorax,

the ultimate Queen of Hell, is still everywhere, like the natural pressure of the island’s atmosphere. Prospero’s statement that she died is little more than a figure of speech: the island on which Prospero and Miranda have lodged for their twelve years, and on which all the action unfolds, is hers.10

The enchanted bowers of contemporary literature—seductive lairs of fatal temptresses—thus suggest a different idea of the Renaissance garden to the prevailing one that it was designed as a straightforward locus amoenus (pleasant place).11

Mark Thornton Burnett has argued that ‘The capacity of the artist individually to fashion “monsters” and, in so doing, to change the course of “nature”, lies at the heart of The Tempest’s theatrical aesthetic’.12 There is, in the terms of the period, something monstrous about the control that Prospero exerts over the natural elements, but Burnett’s observation also recalls a statement attributed to Shakespeare’s near contemporary, Michelangelo Buonarotti. According to Francisco da Hollanda, Michelangelo once claimed, with reference to paintings of grotteschi (grotesque imagery and ornament derived from Roman painting), that sometimes it is appropriate to ‘convert a griffin or a deer downward into a dolphin or upward into any shape he may choose, putting wings in the place of arms, and cutting away the arms if wings are better’. Such creatures, he says, ‘may seem false but can really only be called well invented or monstrous’.13 In other words, Michelangelo equates the idea of creation with that of the monstrous, as if they were interchangeable concepts.

The figure of the monster appears in many early modern discourses, besides that of art and aesthetics—from medicine and natural history to prognostication and popular entertainment. Monsters also appear in Renaissance landscape design. Consequently, the principal monster of The Tempest, Caliban, recalls not only the aesthetic disputes of the artists and their critics, the learned treatises of the physicians and scientists, and the commercial imperatives of the sideshow impresarios, but also the harpies, sphinxes, human–animal hybrids, giants, and mythical beasts that were depicted in gardens throughout Europe.

In summary, if the landscape of The Tempest alludes to that of the Mannerist garden, if the figure of Prospero resembles the early modern engineer, and if—despite Prospero—the island remains bewitched by the sorceress Sycorax, then Caliban, the enchantress’s progeny, can be interpreted as a Shakespearean version of the theme of the monster in the garden.14 After a selective survey of landscape design in Tudor and early Stuart England, this neglected dimension of Renaissance landscape design, along with that of enchantment (whether magical or technological) will be explored further.


‘DELIGHT UNTO AL SENCEZ (IF AL CAN TAKE)’: TUDOR AND STUART GARDEN DESIGN

HENRY VIII’s garden at Hampton Court Palace was laid out from the 1530s and is the first significant example of Tudor landscape design.15 A panoramic drawing of c.1555 
by Anthonis van Wyngaerde helps to elucidate its layout (see Figure 38.2).16 Additional details are provided by the building accounts and the diary entries of foreign visitors.
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FIGURE 38.2 Anthonis van Wyngaerde, Hampton Court Palace and Gardens, c.1555. Ashmolean Museum, Oxford.



Wyngaerde’s drawing depicts three distinct enclosures. The most important was the privy garden, which could be viewed from the royal apartments. It was enclosed within walls punctuated by glazed windows, which would presumably have allowed glimpses through to the other gardens.17 Within the walls, the privy garden consisted of two large beds subdivided into quarters and decorated with numerous statues. Although it is unclear from the drawing what these figures represented, Strong has convincingly associated them with the record of a payment from the Office of the King’s Works for ‘making bestes in tymber for the kynges new garden.’18

Heraldic beasts were a characteristic feature of Tudor landscape design. Several visitors from the Continent commented on them. The Spanish Duke de Najera, for example, who visited Hampton Court in 1544, described them as ‘monsters.’19 Like the ‘Dacre Beasts’ (c.1507–25) (formerly at Naworth Castle, Cumbria and, since 2000, in the collection of the Victoria and Albert Museum, London), they were brightly painted, topped by metal wind vanes, and stood five or six feet high on posts.20 The carver Edmund More was paid for making 159 of them for Hampton Court in 1533, and again in 1534 for another six.21 The heraldic meaning of the beasts was consolidated by the wooden rails painted in the Tudor colours of white and green that enclosed the beds.22

If the privy garden at Hampton Court was an elaborate emblem of the king and his queen (or queens—payments were regularly made for the alteration of the ‘beasts’ each time a new royal consort arrived),23 then it also provides an early example of the garden as an arena of scientific display. In June 1534, twenty sundials were purchased for the garden.24 The Italian visitor Horatio Busino’s diary entry of 21 September 1618 may give some sense of their appearance: ‘in the midst of a large space they raise a circular mound four feet high, placing a column in its centre for the sun dial’.25 Although obviously different in purpose, the sundials, as simple scientific instruments, foreshadow the advent of the complex hydraulic automata of late Renaissance design.

The description of Hampton Court by another traveller—the Swiss Thomas Platter, who visited England in 1599—adds an important detail to this account of Henry’s garden. Platter noticed examples of ars topiaria (topiary arts):

There were all manner of shapes, men and women, half men and half horse, sirens, serving maids with baskets, French lilies and delicate crenellations all round made from the dry twigs bound together and the aforesaid evergreen quickset shrubs, or entirely of rosemary, all true to the life, and so cleverly and amusingly interwoven, mingled and grown together, trimmed and arranged picture-wise that their equal would be difficult to find.26

Baron Waldstein, who also visited Hampton Court, confirms the presence of a ‘large number of growing plants shaped into animals … they even had sirens, centaurs, sphinxes, and other fabulous poetic creatures portrayed here in topiary work’.27

These ‘fabulous poetic creatures’ are, like the Hampton Court mount, early outliers of the Italian garden (possibly transmitted to England via Valois France), dominated as it was by the imagery of Ovid’s Metamorphoses. Their composition out of natural materials suggests a favourite theme of Renaissance landscape design: the collaboration and friendly paragone (rivalry) of art and nature in the garden. Claudio Tolomei’s enthusiastic praise of a garden grotto that he had seen in Rome is indicative of a widely held desideratum in sixteenth-century Italy: ‘Mingling art with nature, one does not know how to discern whether it is a work of the former or the latter; on the contrary, now it seems to be a natural artifice, then an artificial nature.’28

English evaluations of the relationship were not, however, always as positive. In Spenser’s typically Protestant view, for example, the capacity of art to simulate nature was potentially dangerous. Perdita’s distrust of artifice in The Winter’s Tale (1611), her refusal to allow artificially bred flowers into her garden, despite Polixenes’s argument that the artificial is merely a special category of the natural (4.4.86–103), suggests that Shakespeare would have concurred with Spenser.29

Three decades after the construction of the gardens at Hampton Court, Robert Dudley, the Earl of Leicester, laid out the first major garden of the Elizabethan era at Kenilworth Castle, Warwickshire. Kenilworth was granted to Leicester, the queen’s favourite, in 1563. He subsequently entertained Elizabeth I there in 1575. This occasion prompted Robert Langham to write the most detailed extant description of a garden from the period.30 In a letter he tells his friend Humphrey Martin that a gardener named Adrian secretly let him into the garden (which as a privy garden was not open to everyone).31 His stolen impressions are the main source of information about the design and its role in the elaborate allegorical entertainment staged by Leicester.32

The garden was laid out within the castle walls to the north as can still be seen in a plan from William Dugdale’s Antiquities of Warwickshire (1656).33 It was entered via a ‘pleazaunt Terres of a ten foot hy & a twelve brode’, which was covered with ‘fyne grass’ and decorated with ‘obelisks, sphearz, and white bearz’ (the bear and knotted or ‘ragged’ staff was Leicester’s emblem).34 As Strong points out, this is the first example of a terraced garden in England from which the knot designs below could be viewed.35 Two arbours ‘redolent by sweet trees and floourz’ were constructed at each end of the terrace.36

The ‘plot’ appeared below the level of the terrace. Langham writes that the ‘fayr alleyz’ of the garden were ‘green by grass’ and ‘sum (for chaunge) with sand.’37 These walks must have divided the site into the ‘four eeven quarterz’ that Langham mentions. A ‘square pilaster rizing pyramidically of a fifteen foote hy’, made out of porphyry and surmounted by an orb was erected at the centre of each quarter.38 These have been interpreted as obelisks, pierced, made out of wood and painted to resemble porphyry.39 (The reconstruction of the garden by English Heritage has endorsed this interpretation: see Figure 38.3
.)

Leicester’s garden was full of ‘fragrant earbs and floourz, in form, cooler and quantitee so deliciously variant: and frute Trees bedecked with their Applz, Peares and ripe Cherryz’.40 It also contained an aviary, which Langham notes was gilded and decorated with painted ‘Diamons, Emerauds, Rubyes, and Sapphyres’.41 Langham writes that the naturalism of these illusionistic jewels leads one to ‘consider how neer excellency of 
art could approach unto perfection of nature’, which again recalls the Italian concept of paragone.42
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FIGURE 38.3 The Privy Garden, Kenilworth Castle, reconstruction by English Heritage, 2009. Photograph: Luke Morgan.



At the centre of the garden was a white marble fountain comprising two atlantes holding up a globe from which fine jets of water spurted into an elevated octagonal basin below filled with fish (‘Carp, Tench, Bream … Pearch and Eel’).43 Leicester’s ragged staff was depicted at the top of the fountain above the globe and scenes from Ovid’s Metamorphoses in bas relief decorated the sides of the basin.44 According to Langham, these images were titillating enough to ‘enflame ony mynde’ and to cause one to become ‘hot in desyre’. This condition could, however, be rapidly assuaged by turning on a tap so that ‘water spurting upward with such vehemency, az they [the aroused viewers] shoold by & by be moistened from top too to’. A cold shower, no less, provided by a familiar device of Italian gardens—the so-called giochi d’acqua or trick fountains that, at the turn of a hidden lever, would drench unwitting visitors.

Despite these debts to Italy, the garden at Kenilworth seems to have retained a strongly English character. It was comparatively small in scale—a single flat expanse—and chiefly dedicated to the cultivation and display of flowers and plants. In his description, Langham emphasizes the ‘fragrancy of sweet odoourz/breathing from the plants earbs & floourz’ and the ‘tast of delicious strawberiez, cher-/ryez & oother fruitez’, which, along with the coolness of the fountain and the singing of the birds serve to delight ‘al sencez (if al can take) at ones’.45 There were no grottoes or additional water features, and little statuary besides the fountain of the atlantes at the centre.

Leslie has, however, argued that the most important feature of Kenilworth may be the fact that it ‘has found an English expositor in print in the mid-1570s. In other words … gardens were being read in this way, nearly a half-century before this kind of mannerist garden style is normally allowed to have entered England’.46 He gives the examples of Bartolomeo Taegio’s La Villa (1559) and Anton Francesco Doni’s description of the villa of Federigo Priuli near Castelfranco, to which could be added Francesco de’ Vieri’s nearly contemporary eulogy to the garden of the Villa Medici (now Demidoff) at Pratolino.47 Langham’s letter resembles these sources, which suggests both that the genre was not unknown to the Elizabethans and that England was not as isolated from the influence of continental Europe during the period as has been assumed in the past.

John, Lord Lumley’s garden at Henry VIII’s old palace of Nonsuch is probably the first fully fledged English garden in the ‘Mannerist’ style.48 Kathryn Barron has recently argued that the Grove of Diana—the important allegorical part of the garden—should be dated to the 1570s.49 Certainly, Nonsuch reverted to the Crown in 1591, meaning that the garden must have been established before that date.

Waldstein visited Nonsuch in 1599 and, as at Hampton Court, recorded his impressions. According to him: ‘There are three distinct parts: the Grove, the Woodland, and the Wilderness, with a circular deerpark nearby’.50 This division of the landscape into types again recalls design practices in Italy, as do other aspects of the garden.51 The ‘Woodland’ and ‘Wilderness’, for example, resemble the bosco (wood) at the Villa Lante, Bagnaia, which acted as a contrasting foil to the terza natura (third nature) of the ornamental garden with its water parterre or, at Nonsuch, the privy garden.52

Waldstein does not discuss the privy garden, but it is depicted in an engraving by Joducus Hondius, which was published in John Speed’s Theatre of the Empire of Great Britain (1611). Hondius’s print shows that the privy garden consisted of compartments of knots adorned with ‘plants and shrubs mingled in intricate circles as if by the needle of Semiramis’ and trees.53 Platter, who also visited Nonsuch, may have been referring to the privy garden when he observed that: ‘In the pleasure gardens are charming terraces and all kind of animals—dogs, hares, all over-grown with plants, most artfully set out, so that from a distance, one would take them for real ones.’54 It is possible that these were topiary animals not unlike those at Hampton Court.

The privy garden contained an obelisk with the Lumley arms on its pedestal to the west and a column with a prancing horse at its summit to the east.55 In the centre two more columns capped by globes and the Lumley popinjays flanked a fountain of Diana ‘from whose tender breasts flow jets of water into the ivory-coloured marble, and from there the water falls through narrow pipes into a marble basin’.56 The motif of lactation is familiar from the garden sculptures of Tuscany and Lazio. A drawing of Diana in the Lumley Inventory of 1590 strongly resembles Bartolommeo Ammannati’s figure of Ceres for the Juno Fountain (c.1556), now in the Bargello, Florence, from whose breasts jets of water spurt.

Strong has associated the figure of Diana and a marble basin adorned with a sculpted pelican mentioned in the ‘Parliamentary Survey of Nonsuch Park and House’ of 1650 (and also illustrated in the Lumley Inventory), with the iconography of Elizabeth.57 This is convincing, but Diana had other connotations. These are suggested by a second drawing of a Diana fountain in the Lumley Inventory, which was probably intended as a Fountain of Diana (or Artemis) of Ephesus.

During the sixteenth century, nature was frequently personified as Diana. Her depiction as a nude lactating woman and, in a variant visual tradition, as a woman endowed with many breasts, appears to have been invented in Naples in the 1470s.58 The most important precedent for Nonsuch, however, is the Flemish artist Gillis van den Vliete’s Goddess of Nature (1568) for the garden of the Villa d’Este, Tivoli (see Figure 38.4).59 His figure is based on the second-century Farnese Diana now in the Museo Nazionale, Naples, and reflects the antiquarian interests of the designer of the d’Este gardens, Pirro Ligorio.60 It is an image of the goddess as the multi-mammary Ephesian Diana, a conflation of classical and Near Eastern themes (the cult of Artemis originated in Asia Minor), her overflowing breasts symbols of Nature’s fertile bounty. Although the fountain design in the Lumley Inventory shows Diana without the many breasts, her lower body is covered in a sheath-like skirt ornamented with the heads of animals (including lions), in a clear reminiscence of the many images of the Goddess of Nature as Artemis/Diana produced during the period.
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FIGURE 38.4 Gillis van den Vliete, Goddess of Nature, 1568, Villa d’Este, Tivoli. Photograph: Luke Morgan.



The dedication of Nonsuch to Diana and by implication jointly to Elizabeth and Nature (or perhaps Elizabeth is Nature here), is confirmed by the garden’s most interesting feature: the Grove of Diana in the ‘Vale of Gargaphy’.61 Waldstein provides a detailed description: ‘We entered the famous Grove of Diana, where Nature is imitated with so much skill that you would dare to swear that the original Grove of the real Diana herself was hardly more delightful or of greater beauty.’ This recalls Waldstein’s earlier, approving comments about the topiary at Hampton Court and Langham’s praise of the bejewelled aviary at Kenilworth as well as, ultimately, the source of these kinds of statements in, again, Italian ideas about the collaboration and paragone of art and nature in the garden.

After passing a summer- or banqueting house with a black marble table inside and inscriptions on the outside walls, Waldstein writes that:

we were taken along the path which leads to the Fountain of Diana itself. This spring rises in a secluded glade at the foot of a little cliff. The source was from a number of pipes hidden in the rock, and from them a gentle flow of water bathed Diana and her two nymphs; Actaeon had approached; he was leaning against a nearby tree to hide himself and gazing lecherously at Diana; she, with a slight gesture of her hand towards him, was slowly changing his head to that of a stag; his three hounds were in close pursuit.62



The Ovidian subject once again recalls Italian precedents. There was, for example, a Grotto of Diana the Huntress in the d’Este garden at Tivoli. The consistent expression of a single theme in the Nonsuch landscape differentiates Lumley’s garden from Leicester’s, where the reference to Ovid is comparatively superficial, confined as it was to the reliefs ornamenting the basin of the fountain. The repetition and integration of the topos of Diana, with its political and iconographical significance and its absorption into the design of the landscape as a whole comprises a concetto (poetic concept) on the Italian model rather than a fashionable quotation or allusion.

It has been suggested that Lumley had a significant formative influence on the taste and patronage of Henry, Prince of Wales, who spent much of the early part of his life at Nonsuch.63 This experience may have encouraged Henry to lay out his own Italianate garden at Richmond, once he had been granted the palace by his father James I in September 1610. Indeed, Henry’s garden, as envisaged by de’ Servi, would not have been out of place on the Arno or the Tiber.

De’ Servi’s proposed plan, though it was never realized owing to the prince’s premature death, survives in the Archivio di Stato di Firenze (see Figure 38.5).64 It indicates that the Richmond Palace garden would have included what, in a letter, de’ Servi refers to as ‘compartments … fountains and grottoes’ (spartimenti … fontane e grotte).65 It includes variations on some of the key features of well-known Italian gardens such as those of the Villa Medici in Pratolino, and the Villa d’Este in Tivoli, as well as French parterres, though it does not recapitulate or imitate any single site.

De’ Servi included a hippodrome, for example, which recalls Francesco da Sangallo’s c.1525 design for the garden of the Villa Madama, among others.66 He also intended to construct a mount, which would have served to celebrate Henry as an enlightened patron and cultural figure. Thomas Haywood even wrote in his funeral elegy that the Muses had abandoned Parnassus altogether to take up residence with the Prince.67

Richmond’s most striking feature would have been a giant figure of Neptune overlooking a large oval pool, containing five sculptures of sea monsters. Two compartments planted with trees to evoke groves flank the pool, again recalling Italian boschi. It does not seem to have been noticed that the compartments are also suggestive of the Union Jack, the origins of which go back to 1603 when Henry’s father James I decided 
that a new flag was needed to symbolize his unification of the kingdoms of Scotland and England.
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FIGURE 38.5 Costantino de’ Servi, Proposed Plan of Richmond Palace Gardens, 1611, Archivio di Stato, Florence, Miscellanea Medicea 93, ins. 3, n. 106. Courtesy of the Ministerio per i Beni e le Attività Culturali.



The figure of Neptune is, like the hippodrome, mount and bosco, a common motif in Italian gardens. De’ Servi’s version of the theme can, in this case, be associated with a specific text—Michael Drayton’s Poly-Olbion (1610) in which Henry is likened to the god of water: ‘He like great Neptune on three seas shall rove.’ Sabine Eiche has suggested that the five sea monsters of the pool represent the enemy vanquished (by Henry as Neptune). Alternatively, they may be extrapolations of the monstrous head pressed down upon by Giambologna’s colossal personification of the Apennines (1570–80) at the Villa Medici (now Demidoff) in Pratolino (see Figure 38.6). De’ Servi’s Neptune was modelled on Giambologna’s hollow giant. In addition to his claim that it would be three times (tre volte) the size of Giambologna’s figure, he noted that it was to have contained several rooms, two grottoes, and a dovecote inside the head (dentrovi molti appartamenti per il Corpo con Una gran Columbaia nel Capo e da bbaso [sic] nella Cantina a dove soffia il Vento ci fo dua Grotte).68 The Appennino 
at Pratolino also contained grottoes, fountains, and a cranial chamber (for a small orchestra).69
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FIGURE 38.6 Giovanni da Bologna, Appennino, 1570–80, Villa Medici (now Demidoff), Pratolino. Photograph: Luke Morgan.



Clearly, however, the image of Neptune acquires, at Richmond as elsewhere, a local or regional significance and meaning through its association with a unique patron and place. It provides a good example of the flexibility and adaptability of the language of Renaissance landscape design. De’ Servi’s plan for Richmond marks the full adoption in England of the Mannerist style. It is a proposal for a complete Tuscan garden, by a Tuscan designer, but on the Thames. In one sense, therefore, it represents the logical outcome of the history of nearly one hundred years of landscape design in Shakespeare’s England, from Hampton Court to Richmond that has been sketched up to this point—from the piecemeal adoption of ideas developed in sixteenth-century Italy, to the wholesale importation of a design and a designer from that country. It now remains to develop further the two themes that were introduced at the beginning: first, the significance of the literary topos of the enchanted garden for landscape design in the Renaissance and, second, some of the implications of the representation of monsters in the gardens of the period. These themes were also, of course, of interest to Shakespeare.


‘BODIES WITHOUT SOULS’: ENCHANTMENT AND MONSTROSITY IN THE GARDEN

EitheRr forbear,

Quit presently the chapel, or resolve you

For more amazement. If you can behold it,

I’ll make the statue move indeed, descend

And take you by the hand. But then you’ll think—

Which I protest against—I am assisted

By wicked powers.

William Shakespeare, The Winter’s Tale, 5.3.85–91

From the forest of sundials at Henry VIII’s Hampton Court to the ‘many statues that seem to breathe’ at Lumley’s Nonsuch, the English Renaissance garden, like its continental counterparts, was a place of scientific experimentation and display.70 The automaton, or self-moving machine, was of particular interest to engineers and designers of the period.

In de Caus’s Les Raisons des forces mouvantes, for example, which belongs to the short-lived but briefly popular book genre of the ‘theatre of machines’, Prince Henry’s engineer demonstrates how to design and build automata of various kinds to ornament gardens. In the example mentioned at the beginning of this chapter several artificial birds are made to sing diverse tunes, not unlike Nashe’s ‘shrill-breasted birds’. De Caus also provides a design for a grotto in which Galatea, drawn by two mechanical dolphins, passes by a Cyclops, and another depicting Neptune perpetually circumnavigating a rock in the centre of a cavern. The legendary speaking statue of Memnon makes an appearance as does Orpheus, who plays music through concealed hydraulic technology.

One of the most famous automatons of the period was devised by the Dutch engineer Cornelius Drebbel and exhibited at the court of James I. According to Thomas Tymme, who described it in his Dialogue Philosophical of 1612, the machine was: ‘a memorable Modell and Patterne, representing the motion of the Heavens about the fixt earth, made by art in the imitation of nature … which instrument is perpetually in motion, without the means of steele, springs, and weights’.71 Drebbel’s perpetual motion machine supposedly entranced James I. Others, however, were sceptical of the quest for perpetual motion, even alleging heresy. In Problem 12 of Book I of Les Raisons des forces mouvantes, for instance, de Caus claims that:

There have been several men who have tried to discover a motion which they have called (without knowledge) perpetual, or without end, a thing very ill considered and ill understood, insofar as all that has a beginning is subject to have an end; and the word perpetual or without end ought to be applied to God alone, who as he had no beginning, cannot also have an end, such that it is folly and deceit in men to make themselves believe that they can make perpetual works: seeing that they themselves are mortal, and subject to an end, so also are all their works.72

De Caus may have had Drebbel’s machine in mind when he composed this passage. Drebbel’s device and the search for perpetual motion in general would have struck him as folly for two reasons: first, perpetual motion could not be empirically proven or demonstrated, and second, it was presumptuous, even blasphemous, to claim that perpetual motion was possible, given that perpetuity is the attribute of God alone. In this way de Caus introduces a moral dimension into his critique of his predecessors’ ‘theatres of machines’ (especially those of Jacques Besson and the Italian military engineer Agostino Ramelli).73 The uselessness of their machines is compounded by their heretical presumption.

De Caus’s attitude seems a characteristically Protestant one (he was a French Huguenot), and is echoed in English views of artifice in general. Spenser’s dim opinion of the implications of the ability of art to simulate nature in Acrasia’s Bower of Bliss is a case in point, as is the ‘living statue’ of Hermione who so controversially appears in the last scene of Shakespeare’s The Winter’s Tale. Unveiling the figure, Paulina is fully aware that she risks accusations of necromancy, leading Leontes to hope that ‘If this be magic, let it be an art/Lawful as eating’ (5.3.110–11).

The motion of the machine was crucial to the illusion of life. As Eugenio Battisti has observed, this mechanized naturalism has been, from antiquity to the modern era, conceived as both benign and evil.74 The latter view dominates English attitudes. According to Leontes, for example, ‘The fixture of her [Hermione’s] eye has motion in’t,/As we are mocked with art.’

To some observers, the self-moving machine implied the black arts and the figure of the magus, necromancer, or enchantress.75 Following Strong’s lead, which itself derives from the work of Frances Yates on Renaissance magic and occultism, several subsequent writers have compared Prospero with the contemporaneous engineer, who is supposed to have straddled the boundary between science and magic. According to Vaughan Hart, ‘the Vitruvian engineer became akin to the magus in his capacity to work transformations.’76 For Christy Anderson, ‘The winds and water that surround the island [of The Tempest] have been moulded and formed by Prospero, who, acting in the guise of gardener, has also transformed the wilderness and tamed the raw material of nature into pleasurable matter.’77 Amy L. Tigner, likewise, thinks that ‘What is clear is that the exact kind of control that Prospero wields on his island—storms, fireworks, appearing and disappearing banquets, and masques—was realized in Renaissance gardens by means of mechanical technology’.78 Prospero thus resembles not only Drebbel and John Dee, the learned Welsh mathematician and alchemist, but also de Caus and his predecessors, such as Tribolo, Bernardo Buontalenti, and Leonardo da Vinci. These practitioners all sought to harness natural forces and thus control nature.

The Renaissance engineer–garden designer may have been a more pragmatic figure than these modern characterizations suggest—empirical men of the workshop and the so-called ‘makers knowledge tradition’ rather than diligent students of esoteric traditions. Prospero, similarly, should perhaps be seen as ‘a figure stretched ambiguously across a gamut of extreme and unresolved possibilities, ranging from magus (or Guarinian seer) to despotic illusionist or even (on a Machiavellian interpretation) contemptible dropout’ rather than as an ideal Vitruvian man in supreme control of his world, its forces, and inhabitants.79 De Caus certainly shows no inclination towards hermeticism in any of his published works. The idea, however, of enchantment as an acknowledged element in the historical experience of gardens remains a plausible and interesting one that deserves some further exploration.

In Canto 12 of Book II of The Faerie Queene, Spenser relates how, after braving the Gulf of Greediness and the monsters that lurk in the waters around Acrasia’s island (reminiscent perhaps of the sea monsters that de’ Servi planned to install at Richmond), the hero Guyon and his companion the Palmer arrive at the Bower of Bliss.80 This is a place where ‘natures worke by art can imitate’ (II, 12, 42), but, as has been suggested, Spenser’s association of the artificial garden with the malevolent sorceress contrasts with other, more enthusiastic appraisals of the imitation of nature by art (by Tolomei, for example) in landscape design of the period.

Dispensing with the garden’s guardian, Genius, Guyon and the Palmer finally enter the Bower, in which the seasons have been arrested: no storm, frost, extreme heat, or cold ever afflicts Acrasia’s realm. This was also an ideal of contemporary garden designers and their patrons. Francis Bacon dreamt of a Ver Perpetuum, or eternal spring, and de Caus designed orangeries (including one that was constructed for James I’s daughter Elizabeth in the Hortus Palatinus at Heidelberg), in which climactic conditions could be controlled and seasonal effects ameliorated.81

The fountain at the heart of Acrasia’s bower was decorated with the ‘shapes of naked boyes,/Of which some seemd with liuely iollitee,/To fly about, playing their wanton toyes’ (II, 12, 60), which recalls the propensity of the fountain at Kenilworth to ‘enflame ony minde’ as Langham put it. The two ‘naked Damzelles’ (II, 12, 63) that Guyon encounters near the fountain suggest something similar. Certainly ‘The secret signes of kindled lust appeare’ (II, 12, 68) on Guyon’s face.82

Coming to his senses, Guyon captures Acrasia and then proceeds to destroy, with a zeal that resembles iconoclastic rage, her bower:

But all those pleasant bowres and Pallace braue,/Guyon broke downe, with rigour pittilesse;/Ne ought their goodly workmanship might saue/Them from the tempest of his wrathfulnesse,/But that their blisse he turn’d to balefulnesse:/Their grouse he feld, their gardins did deface,/Their arbers spoyle, their Cabinets suppresse,/Their banket houses burne, their buildings race,/And of the fairest late, now made the fowlest place (II, 12, 83).

The companions then leave the island, once again encountering the ‘seeming beasts’ (II, 12, 85) or monsters, which turn out to be transformed men—Acrasia’s lovers, made monstrous by their intemperate lust. At the end of Book II, Guyon reflects ‘See the mind of beastly man,/That hath so soone forgot the excellence/Of his creation, when he life began,/That now he chooseth, with vile difference,/To be a beast, and lacke intelligence’ (II, 12, 87). This might be interpreted, broadly, as an indictment of the love of fraudulent artifice that is symbolized by the Bower of Bliss; its status as a false paradise.

Leslie has compared this episode of The Faerie Queene with the real garden at Nonsuch.83 He argues that the Bower of Bliss possesses all the features of a Roman Renaissance garden—groves, privy gardens, arbours, cabinets, banqueting houses, and a palace or villa nearby. According to him, the moral choice that Guyon faces is also present in real gardens of the period in Italy (the Villa d’Este, Tivoli) and in England (Lumley’s Nonsuch): ‘As at Nonsuch, there is a challenge for the onlooker at the heart of this [Acrasia’s] garden, at the end of that physical and spiritual journey to penetrate to its mysterious center. As at Nonsuch, the visitor is asked to read the scene and apply the moral. And Guyon’s destruction of the Bower is his response’.84

One of the Latin inscriptions in the Grove of Diana at Nonsuch closely recalls Guyon’s reflection on Acrasia’s ‘beastly’ lovers:

Who so doth runne Actaeon’s race when raginge luste constraines,/Who bridleth not his wandringe eyes, nor furious minde restraines,/Is made a beaste and monstrous man, and makes him self a praye,/To be devoured by cruell dogs, whiles fancie beares the swaye;/Whiles fonde affections are inflam’d,/Whiles dotinge senses are untam’de85

Nearby there is another inscription—attributed to Actaeon himself:

It would cause resentment if a painter should choose to join a horse’s/neck or a dog’s face to a human head./Diana lays a stag’s head on my neck./I demand against the unjust one my proper flesh.86

Actaeon is thus a ‘monster’ in two senses. First, his lack of self-control, his ‘raginge luste’, degrades him from a man into a lecherous beast (reminiscent of the leering satyrs of Giambologna’s Fountain of Venus (c.1573) in the Grotta Grande of the Boboli Gardens in Florence perhaps).87 He is not unlike the monstrous men that Guyon and the Palmer encounter in The Faerie Queene, victims of a lust that transforms them into monsters. Second, Actaeon’s inability to suppress his desire turns out to be merely a figurative prelude to his punishment by Diana. His fate is to become a hybrid stag-man. The reference here is quite specific. The visitor is reminded that s/he would object to an artist who, against nature, depicted a man’s head on the body of a horse or dog. It has not been noticed that this is an allusion to the first line of Horace’s Ars Poetica:

If to a woman’s head a painter would/Set a horse-neck, and diverse feathers fold/On every limb, ta’en from a several creature,/Presenting upwards a fair female feature,/Which in some swarthy fish uncomely ends:/Admitted to the sight, although his friends,/Could you contain your laughter?88

Michelangelo’s approval of composite figures of this kind, mentioned earlier, suggests the differences of opinion that characterized Renaissance discussions of what has come to be called the grotesque.89 Giorgio Vasari, for example, Michelangelo’s principal mythologizer besides the artist himself, shared Horace’s disapproval, but referred to a well-known passage from Vitruvius’ De architectura, rather than Horace, in support.90 It is obvious that the author of the inscriptions was on the side of Horace, Vitruvius, and Vasari.

The Nonsuch inscriptions are remarkable for their erudition. Diana’s response to Actaeon in the Grove is indicative: ‘There must be humanity if Parrhasius is not to paint/nor Praxiteles carve the morals of a beast in human frame./Your inclinations are a stag’s, Actaeon./Why should there not be horns?/Prudent myself, I lament foolish affections’.91 Just as Actaeon’s lament alludes to Horace’s Ars poetica, so does Diana’s response suggest Pliny the Elder’s Natural History—the principal source of information about ancient artists such as Parrhasius and Praxiteles in Lumley’s period.

Whoever wrote these inscriptions must have had a good knowledge of classical literature, which may indicate that they should be attributed to Lumley himself. The inventory of Lumley’s library has survived (it was the largest library in England with the exception of Dee’s).92 Lumley owned six copies of the Metamorphoses, the direct source of the subject of Diana and Actaeon, depicted in the Grove; two editions of Vitruvius, which could have been consulted on the undesirability of the grotesque; three works by Horace including an Aldine edition of the Poemata omnia (1519); and Pliny’s Natural History.

Lumley also owned the first book of Spenser’s Fairie Queene. It is therefore worth reiterating that the ‘Bower of Bliss’ is the artificial creation of the sorceress Acrasia. The Grove of Diana at Nonsuch is, likewise, enchanted by Diana, who magically transforms Actaeon into a monstrous stag-man. Both are enchantresses, but the difference lies in the fact that Acrasia’s sorcery produces a seductive but false paradise that the hero must escape or, as the poem has it, destroy, whereas Diana’s magic arts serve to protect her purity (a no less valuable asset of the queen), and to preserve the sanctity of the grove.

The reference to Horace’s Ars poetica, inscribed in the Grove of Diana at Nonsuch, suggests that gardens, or at least the imagery of gardens, were being thought about during the period in relation to aesthetic concepts of the grotesque and the monstrous. Strong’s point that The Tempest recreates the ‘dreamlike monsters’ of the Mannerist garden might be recalled here. Caliban is frequently described as a ‘monster’ in the play. Encountering him for the first time, the ship-wrecked jester Trinculo is reminded of Elizabethan monster-booths: ‘Were I in England now,/as once I was, and had but this fish painted,/not a holiday fool there but would give a piece/of silver: there would this monster make a/man; any strange beast there makes a man’ (2.2.27–36).93 In contrast, to the inebriated butler Stefano, Caliban seems less like a fish than a four-legged monster.

Caliban’s ambiguous appearance exemplifies Georges Canguilhem’s classic definition of monstrosity as ‘the accidental and conditional threat of incompletion or distortion in the formation of form’.94 As Canguilhem and others have made clear, indeterminate or ‘abnormal’ physiology was a subject of significant interest to early modern physicians, natural historians, and teratologists. ‘Monsters’, a term which designated people or entities whose appearance deviated from the socially constructed norm, were regarded as terrifying portents, enjoyable lusae naturae (tricks of nature) or, in a characteristic development of the period, medical specimens that could be explicated through empirical observation and dissection.95

Ambroise Paré’s Des Monstres et prodiges (1573) is representative. Paré, who was a physician, discusses the natural and biological causes of the generation of monsters, which include accidents and illnesses contracted during pregnancy.96 But he also writes about mythological creatures such as harpies and marine monsters, drawing no firm distinction between the natural and the supernatural. In Paré’s work, the monster becomes a 
sign of nature’s copiousness and variety, albeit not without a lingering sense of the monster as portentous. Many of the monsters discussed by Paré were also represented in gardens of the period.
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FIGURE 38.7 Fountain of the Dragons, 1570s, Villa d’Este, Tivoli. Photograph: Luke Morgan.



For Paré, as for Spenser and Lumley, abnormal and hybrid bodies, such as the harpies, sphinxes, and fantastic composites depicted in Renaissance landscape design, were often fearsome.97 Fear is not, however, a response usually associated with the experience of gardens. More often than not gardens of the period are assumed to have been conceived as serene Arcadian refuges from reality; as if Petrarch’s fourteenth-century dream of a day when it would be possible to walk back into the ‘pure radiance of the past’ was finally realized in landscape design two hundred years later.98 Indeed, the idea of the locus amoenus, familiar from the works of Homer, Theocritus, Vergil, and numerous subsequent writers became a standard convention in Renaissance evocations of real and ideal gardens. It remains a key explanatory concept in modern histories of Renaissance landscape design.

Yet this notion of the garden as an idealized place apart may not be fully adequate to the task of reconstructing the experience of landscape design in Shakespeare’s period. Besides the association of gardens with enchantment and the troubling presence of monsters, there are the fearful responses to the effects and structures of the garden that visitors sometimes recorded. One example is provided by the account of an anonymous early seventeenth-century English visitor of the Fountain of the Dragons at the Villa d’Este, Tivoli, which he says belched water ‘being of so black a colour, that it resembleth an ugly smoke, fearful to behold’ (see Figure 38.7).99

Enchantment, monstrosity, and fear are, to conclude, neglected themes of Renaissance landscape design.100 They are also, as Leslie realized (though he was working from poetry to gardens, as it were, rather than vice versa), important themes of Renaissance literature. Shakespeare himself explores them at length in The Tempest. The gardens and writings of the period thus illuminate one another. More specifically, however, their comparison helps to reveal darker, less palatable themes in the former. Leonardo da Vinci’s conflicted response to a garden grotto might therefore stand in for the experience of the garden as whole during Shakespeare’s period: ‘And after having remained at the entry some time, two contrary emotions arose in me, fear and desire—fear of the threatening dark grotto, desire to see whether there were any marvellous thing within it’.101
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CHAPTER 39

ART COLLECTING AND PATRONAGE IN SHAKESPEARE’S ENGLAND

ELIZABETH GOLDRING

WHAT did it mean to be a patron or collector of art in Shakespeare’s England? The display of paintings, sculptures, and the like was not new. On the contrary, evidence for the ownership of such objects—across a surprisingly wide spectrum of society—can be found as early as the fifteenth century.* Henry IV took delivery, in 1413, of a painting from the Duke of Burgundy; while Henry VII sometimes employed ambassadors to source pictures.1 Further down the social ladder, the shopkeeper Robert Waryn was in possession of a handful of sculpture busts at his death in 1494. By the early 1530s, it was not unheard of for the most prosperous members of the ‘middling sort’, particularly those living in and around London, to own as many as half a dozen paintings or sculptures—chiefly, prior to the break with Rome, depictions of religious subjects; some, like the mercer Alexander Plymley and the goldsmith Robert Amadas, owned a dozen or more.2 But the extent to which assemblages like Waryn’s, Plymley’s, and Amadas’—or, for that matter, Henry IV’s and Henry VII’s—can be considered art collections as opposed to haphazard accumulations of objects is debatable.

The template for collecting in the modern sense of an ‘active and selective process of acquisition […] informed by a concept of fine art’ was created in Florence, by the Quattrocento Medici.3 Their example was emulated by rulers across sixteenth-century Europe, including by Henry VIII, who laid the foundations of what was to become the Royal Collection. Thus, when Shakespeare was born in 1564, notions of ‘art’ and ‘collecting’ were relatively new to England—even if the practice of acquiring and displaying visual artefacts was not. Some elite Elizabethans—such as Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, whose West Midlands base, Kenilworth Castle, was located about twelve miles from Stratford-upon-Avon—were beginning to assemble substantial art collections which embraced Medicean ideas.4 But most of the approximately 2 per cent of the population which comprised the Elizabethan aristocracy and gentry appear not to have owned much beyond a handful of (anonymously painted) portraits of family members and, perhaps, one of the queen, the collective display of which seems to have been intended, first and foremost, to proclaim dynastic and religio-political alliances.5 Yet by the time Shakespeare died in 1616, the English, particularly those of elevated birth, increasingly were coming to see the acquisition and display of sizeable collections of paintings and other works of art—their contents, in many cases, sourced from Italy or commissioned from well-known Italian artists—as means of projecting their own, and their family’s, magnificence. James I may have had comparatively little interest in painting and sculpture. But his elder son, Henry, Prince of Wales, attained an international reputation as an art collector and patron (as, in due course, would James’s second son, the future Charles I). So, too, did several leading courtiers of the age—none more so than Thomas Howard, fourteenth Earl of Arundel, who, together with his wife, Alatheia, sat to Daniel Mytens c.1618 in the picture and sculpture galleries designed by Inigo Jones for Arundel House in the Strand, their activities as patrons of the arts and collectors of objets d’art presented—both for contemporaries and for posterity—as central to their identities (see Figures 39.1 and 39.2).

A comprehensive history of art collecting and patronage in Elizabethan and early Jacobean England is beyond the scope of this chapter. Rather, the present piece seeks, first, to shed light on some of the challenges inherent in any attempt to reconstruct—at a remove of nearly 500 years—patterns of early modern art collecting and patronage and second, to trace some of the principal shifts in the aesthetic and cultural landscape of England from c.1564 to c.1616. As we shall see, Shakespeare’s England was a world in flux, in which native, vernacular objects, ideas, and vocabulary sat cheek by jowl with foreign, imported artefacts, attitudes, and terminology. Moreover, Shakespeare’s writings, and those of some of his contemporaries, both reflect and help to illuminate the complex interaction between the traditional and the novel characteristic of Elizabethan and early Jacobean visual culture—enabling us, like Hamlet, to hold a ‘mirror up to nature’ (3.2.22).

THE SURVIVING SOURCES

‘Few things’, as Roy Strong has observed, ‘are as ephemeral as a picture collection.’6 This statement applies with particular force to collections assembled in sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century England, for a significant proportion of the paintings and other works of art produced in this period have fallen victim over the intervening centuries to hazards ranging from iconoclasm to wood-worm, fire, and over-painting. Moreover, many of the buildings which housed these collections either no longer stand or have been so greatly altered that they would no longer be recognizable to their Elizabethan and early Jacobean inhabitants. Much of our knowledge about art collecting and patronage in this period must therefore be pieced together from documentary sources, including inventories, wills, financial accounts, correspondence, and literary and dramatic texts.

Often, however, the surviving written sources raise almost as many questions as they answer. For example, Shakespeare’s detailed description, in The Rape of Lucrece (written c.1593–94; first printed 1594), of ‘a piece/Of skilful painting made for Priam’s Troy’ (ll.1366–67) has led some scholars to ask if the decision to dedicate the work to Henry Wriothesley, third Earl of Southampton, might not indicate that Shakespeare was ‘seeking patronage from a nobleman who was interested in painting’.7 Although the extant visual evidence reveals Southampton to have sat for his portrait on several occasions,8 the full extent of his picture holdings is unclear. An inventory of one of Southampton’s properties, Titchfield Abbey, in Hampshire, survives from the time of his attainder in 1601 and records about twenty pictures hanging in two galleries. Unfortunately, however, it provides few details other than that some of the paintings were ‘small’, some ‘olde […] vpon Canuas’.9

Similar question marks hover over the art collecting and patronage of Southampton’s friend and fellow habitué of the London playhouses, Roger Manners, fifth Earl of Rutland.10 The earliest known reference to the patronage of Inigo Jones occurs in Rutland’s financial accounts for 1603, which record that he paid ‘Henygo Jones, a picture maker’ the considerable sum of £10 for work of an unspecified nature.11 These same documents also reveal that Rutland commissioned paintings, in the late 1590s and early 1600s, from Robert Peake the Elder, Nicholas Hilliard, as well as individuals whose names are not specified, such as the anonymous ‘picture drawer’ who, in 1609, executed ‘my Lorde’s picture’.12 But a full sense of the fifth Earl of Rutland’s activities as a patron of painters and a collector of paintings has yet to emerge. Similarly, it is unclear to what extent his patronage may have helped to launch Jones’s career at the Jacobean court.

The challenges of the surviving source material are particularly pronounced when attempting to reconstruct the habits and mores of members of the ‘middling sort’ and below, for whom both written and visual records are, in the main, less likely to survive. For example, it is generally agreed that Shakespeare and his contemporaries in the theatre world must have been exposed (if only in passing) to pictures hanging in civic spaces like guildhalls, as well as in aristocratic houses and the royal palaces, all of which served on occasion as performance spaces.13 Similarly, it is clear from a combination of documentary and pictorial sources that some actors, playwrights, and theatre entrepreneurs in late Elizabethan and Jacobean England were beginning to commission and collect paintings, particularly portraits—none more so, perhaps, than the actor Edward Alleyn, who in 1626 bequeathed to Dulwich College his personal collection of paintings (twenty-six of which—including a set of portraits depicting English monarchs and another set depicting sibyls—survive today in Dulwich Picture Gallery’s permanent collection).14 But much remains unknown—perhaps even unknowable—about the visual milieu of the likes of Shakespeare and Alleyn, and, indeed, about that of the physicians, lawyers, clergymen, merchants, scholars, and myriad others who comprised the ‘middling sort’, broadly defined.

Only in a small number of cases—all drawn from the upper reaches of the early modern social firmament—do picture collections assembled during Shakespeare’s lifetime remain more or less intact and in situ in the buildings that originally housed them (albeit surrounded, inevitably, by the acquisitions of later generations). For example, many of the one hundred or so paintings assembled by Elizabeth Talbot, Countess of Shrewsbury, at Hardwick New Hall in Derbyshire and recorded in a 1601 inventory—chiefly portraits of members of her extended family, though there was also a series depicting English monarchs—remain at Hardwick, in some cases in the spaces, including the long gallery, in which the countess herself displayed them (though their precise arrangement during her lifetime is probably irrecoverable and, in any event, may well have changed over time).15 Similarly, some of the more than ninety paintings recorded at Hatfield House, Hertfordshire in 1612 at the death of Robert Cecil, first Earl of Salisbury—a collection which incorporated portraits, as well as religious and mythological narrative paintings, landscapes, and marketplace scenes—can still be seen at the property, though not necessarily in the same rooms in which they hung in the early seventeenth century.16

TEXTS AND CONTEXTS

Most Elizabethans and early Jacobeans appear to have lacked a sophisticated or supple vocabulary of the visual arts. Certainly, the language used to describe paintings and other works of art—whether in inventories or accounts, poems or plays, public sermons or private correspondence—often seems awkward, if not opaque, to the modern eye. Paintings are variously referred to as ‘pictures’, ‘images’, ‘tables’, ‘stories’, and ‘counterfeits’—this last a reflection, perhaps, of post-Reformation unease about the capacity of painting, particularly Italianate techniques such as chiaroscuro and linear perspective, to deceive the eye.17 A triptych might be described as a ‘picture […] with 2 leaves to foulde and unfoulde’; sculpture busts as ‘portraictures […] cut in white marble’; a miniature as, to quote Hamlet (c.1600–01), a ‘picture in little’ (2.2.366).18

The word ‘painting’ carried a wide variety of meanings in sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century England. What we consider ‘art-painting’ was sometimes singled out for distinction as ‘curious’ painting—as, for example, in Richard Haydocke’s Tracte containing the artes of curious paintinge carvinge & buildinge (Oxford, 1598)—a usage which can be traced as far back as Chaucer’s Hous of Fame (c.1384).19 More often than not, however, ‘painting’, as Lucy Gent has observed, was ‘used without discrimination’ by the Elizabethans and early Jacobeans as a catch-all term which might be applied to ‘face-painting, heraldry-painting, house-painting, or art-painting (or, for that matter, word-painting)’.20 Tellingly, perhaps, the earliest recorded use of the word ‘collector’ in English—found in Thomas Bentley’s Monument of Matrones (London, 1582)—refers not to the acquisition and accumulation of objets d’art, but rather to the gathering together of disparate literary compositions. Bentley’s collector is the compiler of a book, not a connoisseur (a word which itself would not appear in English until the eighteenth century).21

Early modern England, in contrast to Italy and much of the Continent, lacked a longstanding native tradition of learned, written discourse on the visual arts. In Italy, Leon Battista Alberti had championed the painter, the architect, and the sculptor as practitioners of lofty, liberal arts rather than lowly, manual ones—and, by extension, as individuals fit for the company of the educated and well-born—as early as the first half of the fifteenth century. Such ideas were reiterated, expanded, and debated in countless Quattrocento and Cinquecento writings, ranging from Leonardo’s unfinished treatise on painting (written in manuscript c.1489–1518) to Paolo Pino’s Dialogo di pittura (Venice, 1548) and Lodovico Dolce’s Dialogo della pittura intitolato l’Aretino (Venice, 1557), the last two of which—by virtue of having been written by men of letters rather than by practising artists—reveal the extent to which Alberti’s vision of social and intellectual acceptance of painting had become, by the middle decades of the sixteenth century, a reality in Italy.22 In England, Sir Thomas Elyot’s Boke Named the Gouernour (London, 1531)—in a brief chapter somewhat misleadingly entitled ‘That it is commendable in a gentilman to paint and kerue [i.e. carve]’—had called for the well-born to learn to draw for practical purposes, such as devising machines of war. But Elyot also had been at pains to stress that a gentleman should avoid the mess of painting and sculpture, lest his sullied hands cause him to be mistaken for a ‘commune painter or keruer […] stained or embrued with sondry colours or poudered with the duste of stones that he cutteth’.23 Not until 1563—the year in which John Shute’s First and Chief Groundes of Architecture was printed in London—would a formal, English vernacular treatise on, and defence of, any of the visual arts be produced.

For many in sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century England, there was no qualitative difference between a house-painter and an art-painter; no conception that some paintings might be considered works of art and their creators more than mere craftsmen; and little sympathy for the Italian Renaissance view, debated at length in courtesy books such as Baldesar Castiglione’s Il cortegiano (Venice, 1528; published in English as The Courtyer, 1561), that courtiers and princes should learn how to paint and draw—not, as Castiglione put it, for reasons of ‘utility’, but simply because ‘a knowledge of painting is a source of very great pleasure’.24 Titian, at the height of his powers, lived in a palace where, according to Giorgio Vasari’s Le vite de’ piv eccellenti pittori, scvltori, e architettori (Florence, 1568), he was visited by ‘a great many princes, men of letters, and noblemen’.25 In sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century England, however, the situation was reversed, with the result that even the leading painters of the day eagerly sought the stamp of approval to be derived from association with those of exalted rank. Nicholas Hilliard, for example, lost no opportunity in his Arte of Limning (circulated in manuscript from c.1598)—one of the first formal treatises on, and defences of, painting written in English—to advertise the fact that Sir Philip Sidney, Sir Christopher Hatton, and Elizabeth I were amongst those who had sat to him.26

The comparatively lowly status of painting and the painter is reflected in the valuations found in inventories and in the fees commanded by even the most celebrated painters of the day. When, for example, the English estates of Matthew Stewart, fourth Earl of Lennox, were confiscated by Elizabeth I in 1565, Crown auditors drew up an inventory of the earl’s goods at Temple Newsam, near Leeds, which assigned a collective value of £5 to the nine portraits hanging in the ‘Greate Chambre’—an average of just over eleven shillings per picture.27 As is almost always the case in English inventories of this period, no attributions are provided. Indeed, to the extent that it is possible to recreate the thinking behind the sums listed in the Temple Newsam document, it would appear that the valuations were closely linked to the quantities of wood and other raw materials used. Or, as the auditors themselves noted, ‘some [of the pictures] be verie smale and worthe litle and some be bigger’.28 There appears to have been no distinction, in the eyes of these Crown officials, between the nine paintings in the great chamber and the items recorded alongside them: ‘two olde cupbordes’ (valued at 2s.), ‘two stooles & two foote stooles uncouered’ (8d.), ‘one paire of virginalles’ (26s. 8d.), and so forth.29 Presumably, there was also little difference, in the minds of the auditors, between the maker of, say, a foot stool and the maker of a picture.

The treatment of paintings in the Temple Newsam inventory is typical of Elizabethan and early Jacobean inventories. That said, the valuations found in surviving inventories should not be confused with the amounts, recorded in household accounts, which individual patrons and collectors were willing to pay to commission or purchase pictures. Although it was possible to spend as little as a shilling or two for a painting, even a commissioned one,30 the going rate for an ad vivum portrait en large by a leading, London-based court artist seems to have hovered around the £5 mark for most of Elizabeth I’s reign and into the early years of James I’s.31 Meanwhile, a small number of highly sought-after painters commanded substantially higher fees. In 1597, for example, William Segar charged Sir Thomas Egerton more than £9 for painting the queen from the life; twenty years later, William Larkin received £30 from Francis Manners, sixth Earl of Rutland, for a portrait of an unspecified subject.32 Such sums, however, pale in comparison to those that leading courtiers were willing to pay for tapestries, which—both in England and on the Continent—were the most expensive, and thus the most exclusive, form of wall decoration in this period. In the 1590s, for example, the Lord Admiral, Charles Howard, second Baron Howard of Effingham (later Earl of Nottingham), commissioned a suite of ten tapestries depicting the defeat of the Spanish Armada from the Fleming François Spiering, whom he reputedly paid more than £1,500.33

ART COLLECTORS AND PATRONS

The lowly status of the painter and other practitioners of the visual arts; the perception of paintings as objects possessing little monetary value; the absence of a native tradition of learned discourse on the visual arts: all of this, and more, was to change. Traditionally, art historians have viewed the arrival of James VI of Scotland and Anna of Denmark in 1603—together with the Anglo-Spanish Peace of 1604—as ushering in a new, more cosmopolitan era in which it was suddenly possible for Englishmen to bring continental artists to England or to travel to the Continent, especially Italy. Conventional wisdom also has it that art collecting, in its modern sense, did not exist in England prior to about 1610, when a small group of patrons and collectors at court, including Henry, Prince of Wales; Robert Cecil, first Earl of Salisbury; and Thomas Howard, fourteenth Earl of Arundel, began exchanging—and sometimes competing for—art and artists. In 1610, for example, Salisbury presented Prince Henry with Palma Giovane’s Prometheus Chained to the Rock, an image sourced two years earlier by Sir Henry Wotton, then resident ambassador in Venice, and one which seems to have whetted the prince’s—and, by extension, the early Jacobean elite’s—appetite for paintings by Venetian old masters. Indeed, Palma’s Prometheus has been called ‘one of the foundational works of English artistic taste, a touchstone that almost by itself established the market for Venetian painting in England’.34 Similarly, the Earl and Countess of Arundel’s 1613–14 journey to Italy—where, under the tutelage of Inigo Jones, they began collecting ancient sculptures and Venetian pictures—has been seen as a watershed in the history of British art (see Figures 39.1 and 39.2).

Recent findings, however, suggest that many of these aesthetic changes occurred earlier—and, thus, more gradually—than traditionally has been realized. For example, it has long been known that William Herbert, third Earl of Pembroke, and Philip Herbert, fourth Earl of Pembroke—the co-dedicatees of Shakespeare’s first folio (1623)—assembled, at Wilton House, in Wiltshire, one of the largest and most celebrated picture collections in seventeenth-century England. The Elizabethan earls of Pembroke, by contrast, have not been considered important figures in the history of British art. Yet the discovery of an inventory of Baynard’s Castle—the Pembrokes’ Thames-side mansion—has revealed William Herbert, first Earl of Pembroke, to have been in possession of nearly sixty paintings as early as 1562: chiefly portraits (including, it would appear, Hans Holbein the Younger’s much sought-after Christina of Denmark, originally painted for Henry VIII), though religious narrative paintings, a marketplace scene, and depictions of ‘seages and battell’ also featured, as did five sculptures, nine drawings, and one map of London.35 The first earl apparently continued adding to the collection at Baynard’s Castle—and, perhaps, to any holdings at Wilton—up until his death: court correspondence reveals that, in the late 1560s, he and William Cecil, the future Lord Burghley and a noted collector in his own right, joined forces to employ an agent to source ‘works of art of marble jasper’ from the Continent.36 Such findings, in turn, have lent credence to Karel van Mander’s early seventeenth-century claim—long assumed to be apocryphal—that the Roman mannerist 
Federico Zuccaro was entertained at Baynard’s Castle ‘in the company of painters and art lovers’ in 1575, during the tenure of Henry Herbert, second Earl of Pembroke.37
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FIGURE 39.1 Thomas Howard, 14th Earl of Arundel, by Daniel Mytens, c.1618. Oil on canvas, 207 × 127 cm, © National Portrait Gallery, London.



It was Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, who lured Zuccaro to England, and Leicester’s reputation—like that of the first and second earls of Pembroke—has undergone a transformation in recent years.38 Indeed, Leicester has emerged as the most innovative patron 
of painters and collector of paintings in Elizabethan England, as well as a forerunner of, and influence on, the great courtier-collectors of the next generation, including Arundel. As is clear from the survival of more than twenty inventories, Leicester assembled an astonishingly large and varied picture collection which he displayed at his three primary residences: Kenilworth Castle, Warwickshire; Wanstead Manor, Essex; and Leicester House in the Strand (which was located immediately to the east of Arundel House). Inventories compiled shortly after Leicester’s death in 1588 record some 200 paintings and other works of art, including sculptures—though there can be no doubt that the total number of pictures he amassed in the course of his life was larger. Some forty additional works of art—mainly paintings—are recorded in inventories compiled during Leicester’s lifetime but appear to have left the collection by the time of his death. Meanwhile, numerous works in other media—including miniature paintings, engravings, and drawings—are known to have been in Leicester’s possession, though they are not listed in any of the surviving inventories. Few, if indeed any, of these objets were inherited. Rather, Leicester actively collected and commissioned paintings and other works of art from the time of Elizabeth I’s accession in 1558 until his own death thirty years later.
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FIGURE 39.2 Alatheia Talbot, Countess of Arundel, by Daniel Mytens, c.1618. Oil on canvas, 207 × 127 cm, © National Portrait Gallery, London.



The majority of Leicester’s paintings—which ranged from portraits to religious and mythological narrative paintings to a variety of Netherlandish genre pictures—are either no longer extant or no longer identifiable as his. But it is clear from correspondence and other sources that Leicester’s holdings included commissions from foreign artists with a history of patronage at the highest levels on the Continent, such as Zuccaro. In addition, Leicester fostered the birth of an English vernacular discourse on the visual arts—Shute’s First and Chief Groundes is, for example, bound up with the patronage of the Dudleys—and nurtured the careers of a number of native-born painters, including Nicholas Hilliard, who executed at least four miniatures of Leicester and forged something approaching a personal friendship with the earl. Sir Philip Sidney, Leicester’s nephew and heir, played a pivotal role in the building up of this art collection, sourcing works for his uncle from the Continent and developing a reputation in his own right as a discerning patron of painters. In 1574, for example, Sidney—after debating at length whether it would be better to be painted by Veronese or Tintoretto—travelled to Venice to sit for a (now lost) portrait by Veronese which, it is now clear, subsequently hung at Leicester House.39 Indeed, this portrait—one of the first works by a Venetian Renaissance master to have entered an English picture collection—in all likelihood planted one of the seeds of the early Jacobean taste for Venetian paintings. (A portrait of Philip II by Titian had been sent to Mary Tudor in late 1553 or early 1554, and Philip himself took delivery of paintings by Titian, including at least one of the Ovidian poesie, during his marriage to Mary—though none of these is believed to have remained in England after Mary’s death.)40

Had Sidney not predeceased Leicester, he might well have inherited the bulk of his uncle’s picture holdings and, perhaps, have gone on to surpass him as both a collector of paintings and a patron of painters. Certainly, Sidney’s literary output—chiefly penned at Wilton (his sister Mary married Henry Herbert, second Earl of Pembroke, in 1577) and at Leicester House—suggests that he possessed an uncommon interest in, and knowledge of, painting and the visual arts.41 The Defence of Poesie (written c.1580), for example, treats painting and poetry as interchangeable art forms, implicitly elevating the painter to equal status with the poet (and, thus, with Sidney himself); while both the ‘Old’ and ‘New’ versions of the prose romance Arcadia (written c.1577 and c.1584, respectively) are filled with vivid descriptions of paintings—including, it would appear, Titian’s Danae, executed for Philip II—as well as with allusions to contemporary treatises on the visual arts, ranging from Alberti’s Della pittura (c.1435) to Francesco Colonna’s prose romance-cum-architectural treatise, Hypnerotomachia Poliphili (Venice, 1499) to Dr John Dee’s ‘Mathematicall Preface’ (London, 1570).42 As events transpired, however, Leicester’s picture collection was widely dispersed within a year or two of his death. Those who acquired paintings from Leicester’s estate range from the lawyer Edward Barker and the MP Alexander Neville to leading courtiers such as Sir Thomas Heneage; Robert Devereux, second Earl of Essex; and John Lumley, first Baron Lumley, the last of whom assembled one of the largest art collections at the late Elizabethan and early Jacobean courts, the contents of which are recorded in inventories of c.1590 and 1609. The earlier of the Lumley inventories merits particular comment, for it is the first such document in England systematically to have included attributions for paintings and other works of art: nearly twenty painters—chiefly northern Europeans, including Albrecht Dürer, Hans Holbein the Younger, and Anthonis Mor—are mentioned by name.43


A ‘MIRROR UP TO NATURE’

Shakespeare’s plays—even allowing for what Stephen Greenblatt has aptly termed the playwright’s ‘uncanny ability to absorb vocabulary from a wide range of pursuits’44—provide a means of registering some aspects of these gradual changes in the cultural landscape of late Elizabethan and early Jacobean England. For example, The Taming of the Shrew (c.1590–91), with its reference to hanging ‘wanton pictures’ in the ‘fairest chamber’ (Ind. 1.44–45), would seem to suggest some general awareness—long before the appearance of Henry Wotton’s The Elements of Architecture (London, 1624), the first English treatise to address ‘the disposing of pictures’—of Italian Renaissance precepts concerning the decorum of display, as codified in the writings of Alberti and others.45 So, too, would 1 Henry VI (c.1592), with its comparatively early use of ‘gallery’ (2.3.36) to connote a space devoted to the display of pictures. Although not a coinage—earlier examples include Sir Philip Sidney’s ‘Old’ Arcadia (circulated in manuscript from c.1577), which describes a ‘fair gallery’ filled with paintings, and Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester’s 1587 will, which makes reference to the ‘gallery’ he had intended to build at Kenilworth—Shakespeare’s is perhaps the first example aimed at a general audience.46

By the same token, Titus Andronicus (c.1592) contains one of the earliest recorded uses, in English, of the word ‘architect’ in something approaching the Albertian sense of an intellectual, as opposed to a manual, pursuit:

Marcus. Now is my turn to speak. Behold the child.

Of this was Tamora deliverèd,

The issue of an irreligious Moor,

Chief architect and plotter of these woes. (5.3.118–21)

As Mark Girouard has noted, ‘If, as seems likely, Shakespeare was not using “plotter” in the usual modern sense, but in a contemporary sense of “maker of plottes” (i.e. drawings), he was giving the word “architect” a sense not so far removed from Alberti’s’.47 While it may be the case that Shakespeare intended ‘plotter’ to carry both senses—a deviser of ‘plottes’, or preliminary drawings for a building, thus acting as a metaphor for an individual who plans a political strategy in advance—Girouard’s basic observation holds true: the use of ‘architect’ in this passage is not dissimilar to that found in the nascent body of English vernacular treatises on, and defences of, architecture, such as John Shute’s First and Chief Groundes and Dr John Dee’s ‘Mathematicall Preface’ to Henry Billingsley’s 1570 translation of Euclid, both of which—following Alberti—make a sharp distinction between the architect and the builder and, by extension, between the Platonic idea(l) of a building and the physical building itself. Sir Philip Sidney’s Defence of Poesie (circulated in manuscript from c.1580; first printed 1595) may also allude to such a distinction in its designation of ‘architektonikē’ as ‘the highest end of the mistress-knowledge’.48 Whatever the case, Shakespeare’s use of ‘architect’ in Titus Andronicus is perhaps the first example to be found outside the narrow genre of the formal treatise/defence—and, thus, is suggestive of the extent to which, by the final decade or so of Elizabeth’s reign, new, Italianate ideas about the status of practitioners of the visual arts were beginning to gain wider circulation.49 By no means every audience member would have recognized, much less have understood, such allusions. But Albertian overtones might not have gone unnoticed by someone like Henry Peacham—future author of ground-breaking works like The Art of Drawing (London, 1606), Graphice or the Gentleman’s Exercise (London, 1612), and The Compleat Gentleman (London, 1622)—who, whilst still at Cambridge, saw a performance of Titus Andronicus c.1594–95, probably at the Rose Theatre, and made a pen and ink drawing of a scene from it.50

Shakespeare’s varying uses of the term ‘perspective’ also shine a light on early modern English knowledge of, and attitudes towards, painting. When, in Richard II (c.1595), Bushy speaks of ‘perspectives, which, rightly gazed upon,/Show nothing but confusion; eyed awry,/Distinguish form’ (2.2.18–20), the allusion seems to be to the genre of the anamorphic picture, extant examples of which include Hans Holbein the Younger’s The Ambassadors (1533) and William Scrots’ Edward VI with a Skull (1546), the latter a painting which was, during Shakespeare’s lifetime, in the Royal Collection at Whitehall (and therefore may have been seen by him, and other players, when performing at court).51 Yet when, in the sonnets (c.1593–1603, first printed 1609), ‘perspective’ is described as ‘best Painters art’, Shakespeare appears to have in mind something nearer to the Italianate technique of linear perspective first explicated by Alberti, even if the finer points of that technique elude him. Or, as Lucy Gent has observed of this passage from Sonnet 24, Shakespeare ‘clearly knows that perspective is responsible for amazing effects—he recognizes it when he sees it—but he does not know what it entails’.52 Is it possible that Shakespeare self-consciously deployed ‘perspective’ in subtly different ways for different audiences? Certainly, the ‘W. H.’ to whom the Sonnets are dedicated—sometimes identified as Henry Wriothesley, third Earl of Southampton, sometimes as William Herbert, third Earl of Pembroke—may well have had a more nuanced conception of linear perspective, and a greater interest in and awareness of Albertian principles, than most early modern Englishmen. Indeed, if the barrister John Manningham—who saw Twelfth Night performed in Middle Temple Hall in 1602 and seems to have visited the public theatres on occasion—is at all typical of the ‘middling sort’ in early seventeenth-century England, then many members of the emerging middle classes had only the most rudimentary understanding of linear perspective. In his commonplace book, compiled whilst a student at the Middle Temple, Manningham (perhaps repeating something heard in a sermon) likens ‘painters which are skilfull in the art of perspective’ to the ‘divel’ on account of the fact that they ‘taketh pleasure, by false colours and deceitfull shaddowes, to make those things seeme farthest […] which are nerest’.53

By contrast, a broad familiarity with the paragone, the competition between the arts which formed the backbone of many continental Renaissance treatises on painting, seems to have been current in England at the turn of the seventeenth century—and not just among the elite privy to performances like the debate between the poet, the painter, and the musician staged before Elizabeth I during her 1598 summer progress.54 Certainly, the extended debate between the painter and the poet which comprises the opening scene of Timon of Athens (c.1606) assumes a general awareness of the paragone on the part of the audience. How might such knowledge have circulated in late sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century England? Word of mouth doubtless played a role, for Englishmen increasingly were travelling to the Continent, including Italy. But it is also the case that some individuals and institutions in Elizabethan and early Jacobean England were beginning to collect continental treatises on painting and the visual arts. John, Lord Lumley, Dr John Dee, and Inigo Jones, for example, are amongst those who amassed substantial private libraries that included treatises on the visual arts imported from the Continent; while the holdings of the Bodleian Library, which opened its doors to scholars in 1602, included, from the outset, foreign treatises on the visual arts, such as Antonio Possevino’s Tractatio de poësi et pictura ethica (Lyons, 1595).55 Sir Philip Sidney’s literature—which circulated in manuscript during his lifetime and in the immediate aftermath of his 1586 death before undergoing multiple printings in the 1590s and early 1600s—also must have helped to facilitate a general awareness of the conventions of the paragone, first in court circles and then amongst educated members of the ‘middling sort’. Not only does Sidney, in the Defence of Poesie, define poetry as a ‘speaking picture’, but in the sonnet sequence Astrophil and Stella, as well as in the ‘Old’ and ‘New’ Arcadias, he consistently uses ‘paint’ to mean ‘describe’ or ‘render’, repeatedly and explicitly asking the reader to visualize what is described as if it were a painting.56 Sidney also, in the ‘New’ Arcadia, depicts a competition between a painter and a poet to render a scene of battle—a passage which, for some readers, has evoked Leonardo’s treatment of the paragone in his treatise on painting.57

The Winter’s Tale (c.1609–10)—in particular, its depiction of Paulina as a collector of rare and beautiful objets, together with its name-checking of that ‘Italian master Giulio Romano’ (5.2.96)—provides yet another window into early modern English knowledge of and attitudes towards the visual arts. Shakespeare has been mocked by at least one art historian for describing Giulio as a sculptor—an error which, as Anthony Blunt waspishly noted, ‘does not greatly argue for Shakespeare’s acquaintance with the [visual] arts’.58 History does not record whether any Jacobean audience members shared Blunt’s view: the astrologer Simon Forman, for example, who saw a performance of The Winter’s Tale at the Globe in 1611 and recorded his impressions in his diary, makes no mention of this particular feature of the play. It is, of course, possible that the misidentification of the artist was intended by the playwright to demonstrate the ignorance of the speaker, the ‘third gentleman’. But whatever the case, surely the invocation of Giulio reflects—if only in a broad-brush sort of way—the growing premium placed, in late sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century England, on artisti famosi, in particular, Italian artists of the previous generation or two. Certainly, such sentiments are discernible in a variety of roughly contemporaneous texts. These include the aforementioned Lumley inventory, compiled in manuscript c.1590, which references Raphael and Titian; published works like Sir John Harington’s translation of Orlando Furioso (London, 1591), which likens Hilliard to Michelangelo, Leonardo, and Mantegna, or Francis Meres’s Palladis Tamia (London, 1598), which seeks, inter alia, to identify the contemporary English painters worthy of comparison with the greats of Antiquity; and private correspondence, such as Thomas Cecil, first Earl of Exeter’s 1609 letter to Gilbert Talbot, seventh Earl of Shrewsbury, advising him to buy sculptures by the recently deceased Giambologna, or Sir Walter Cope’s 1611 letter to Sir Dudley Carleton—newly appointed ambassador to Venice—asking him to source ‘auncient Master peeces of paintinge’ by the likes of Tintoretto and Veronese.59 Stephen Orgel has gone so far as to suggest that Shakespeare may have had in mind a specific ‘contemporary model for Paulina’: Alatheia, Countess of Arundel, who, together with her husband, was to assemble the largest and most celebrated collection of paintings and sculpture in Jacobean England, much of it imported from Italy (see Figures 39.1 and 39.2). In all probability, however, any model, or models, for Paulina cannot be pinpointed with such precision—not least because a number of women at the Jacobean court, including Queen Anna and Lucy Harington, Countess of Bedford, were noted patrons of painters and collectors of paintings. But there can be no doubt that The Winter’s Tale speaks to the general extent to which, in Orgel’s phrase, ‘the collecting instinct was starting to burgeon’ in England in the first decade or so of the seventeenth century.60

EPILOGUE

For all the ways in which Shakespeare’s plays provide glimpses of the many aesthetic and cultural changes afoot in Elizabethan and early Jacobean England, their wide range of visual references also serves as a reminder of the extent to which old and new, ‘Medieval’ and ‘Renaissance’, co-existed in sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century England—a phenomenon which was the case to varying degrees everywhere in early modern Europe.61 Indeed, many of the visual artefacts and display practices conjured by Shakespeare’s language are deeply traditional. Both Twelfth Night (c.1601) and Troilus and Cressida (c.1602), for example, make (metaphorical) reference to picture curtains, which, from the early fifteenth century, had provided protection to paintings hanging on the walls of the monarch and members of the aristocracy in England, their use gradually, over the course of the sixteenth century, trickling down to some members of the ‘middling sort’.62 Similarly, the apparent allusion, in The Merry Wives of Windsor (c.1597–98), to wall paintings—Falstaff’s chamber is described as ‘painted about with the story of the Prodigal, fresh and new’ (4.5.6–7)—is a potent reminder of the fact that, prior to the second quarter or so of the seventeenth century, the English, to quote Tessa Watt, ‘regarded every part of the interior of a room, including timber beams and supports, as an appropriate surface for painting’.63 By the same token, the myriad references in the plays to painted cloths and to painted coats of arms and heraldic devices—the former probably evoked most memorably in Love’s Labour’s Lost (c.1594–95), the latter, perhaps, in Pericles (c.1607)—also hearken back to traditional practices,64 for Englishmen had been adorning their walls with such imagery from at least the late fifteenth century.65 In addition, the numerous allusions in the plays to portraiture—from ‘Fair Portia’s counterfeit’, which Bassanio produces from a casket in Act 3, Scene 2 of The Merchant of Venice (c.1596–97) to the painting (apparently a portrait of Timon) carried onstage by the Painter at the beginning of Timon of Athens (c.1606)—speak to the fact that, though some of the leading courtier-collectors in late Elizabethan and early Jacobean England were beginning to branch out into other genres, portraiture was to remain, well into the seventeenth century, the predominant mode of figurative painting in England.

The wide range of visual allusions in Shakespeare’s plays also serves as a testament to the gulf between sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century mores and our own—and, thus, as a warning against the dangers of imposing modern aesthetic criteria and hierarchies on Shakespeare’s England. Wall paintings, as Robert Tittler observes elsewhere in this volume, are ‘often neglected in the scholarly literature’—in spite of the fact that they ‘were much more common than panel paintings as interior decorative elements at this time’ and ‘accessible to a much broader clientele, from the aristocracy on down even to the yeomanry’.66 In a similar vein, painted cloths are frequently dismissed by scholars as ‘the economy version of tapestries’,67 while heraldic painting has been described by one art historian as ‘a discipline apart [from fine-art painting], with its own colour-scale and a severe, immutable and hieratic iconography’.68 Yet such distinctions were not nearly so pronounced in early modern England. Examples of wall painting, as Watt notes, have been uncovered ‘in every size and standard of [Elizabethan and Jacobean] house still standing’.69 As for painted cloths, it is true that they could be purchased for as little as a few shillings and that they seem to have been displayed in even the humblest houses, as well as on the walls of members of the ‘middling sort’, including Shakespeare’s maternal grandparents. But some of the grandest aristocrats in sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century England—including Elizabeth Talbot, Countess of Shrewsbury; and Robert Devereux, second Earl of Essex—also hung painted cloths on their walls.70 Similarly, coats of arms, pedigrees, and the like routinely were displayed next to, and indeed interchangeably with, ‘curious’ paintings. In 1614, for example, the possessions of Henry Howard, Earl of Northampton—one of the great courtier-collectors at the early Jacobean court—included, apparently displayed side by side in the ‘Gallery’ of his lodge at Greenwich, fourteen Venetian paintings and a ten-sheet woodcut pedigree depicting the arms of all the kings and queens of England.71

What, then, did it mean to be an art collector and patron in Shakespeare’s England? In 1564, the year of Shakespeare’s birth, notions of ‘art’ and ‘collecting’ were comparatively new to England, as was the notion that a painter—or, for that matter, an architect or a sculptor—might be viewed as the practitioner of a learned liberal art rather than a lowly manual one. Some at the Elizabethan court—such as Robert Dudley, Earl of Leicester, and John Lumley, first Baron Lumley—embraced Italian Renaissance art and mores, but they were the exception rather than the rule. By 1616, the year of Shakespeare’s death, all of this, and more, was beginning to change. Not only were courtiers such as Thomas Howard, fourteenth Earl of Arundel, and Alathaeia, Countess of Arundel (see Figures 39.1 and 39.2), choosing to define themselves in terms of their activities as patrons of artists and collectors of art, but there was a growing general awareness of a wide range of aesthetic precepts imported from Renaissance Italy. The stirrings of an interest in, and attention to, the decorum of display; the emergence of a cult of artisti famosi: Shakespeare’s plays speak to these, and other, shifts in the cultural landscape of early modern England. Yet, as the plays also remind us, the embrace of continental—in particular, Italian—art and ideas about art was never a simple or straightforward substitution of one set of artefacts, attitudes, and terms for another. Old and new, traditional and modern, vernacular and foreign co-existed in England, cheek by jowl, throughout Shakespeare’s lifetime—and, indeed, long after his death.
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CHAPTER 40

GRAPHIC SATIRE AND THE PRINTED IMAGE IN SHAKESPEARE’S LONDON

HELEN PIERCE

THE inflated self-importance of Sir John Falstaff is well known. In Shakespeare’s 2 Henry IV his ‘capturing’ of the rebel knight Colville in Gaultree Forest, without blows being exchanged, results in a lofty proposal: if Falstaff’s actions are not acknowledged, he declares that he will commission ‘a particular ballad else, with mine own picture on the top on’t, Colville kissing my foot’, to commemorate the occasion (4.2.45–8). This form of self-congratulation, a new ballad to be composed and distributed, sees text and image, in the narrative verses and accompanying illustration stressing authority and submission, working together for Falstaff’s benefit and promotion.

In contrast, the words of Ben Jonson which accompany Shakespeare’s engraved likeness on the frontispiece to the first folio set up a competitive distinction between what is read and what is viewed; Shakespeare’s character cannot be encapsulated in his portrait, with Jonson famously instructing the reader to ‘look not upon his picture but his book’. Yet both the fine portrait engraving by Martin Droeshout and (presumably) a much simpler woodcut to represent Falstaff’s ‘own picture’, likely to have been printed from an existing, generic block, would serve a very similar purpose: to initially attract an audience through their visual components, and subsequently to suggest something of each subject’s status, circumstances and significances, to a far broader audience through the medium of print, than a painted portrait could.

The possibility of the printed image in sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century England engaging with a broad, and ‘popular’, rather than elite audience, was first given serious scholarly attention by the work of Tessa Watt. In Cheap Print and Popular Piety, 1550–1640, first published in 1991, Watt challenged the accepted understanding of a pervasive ‘iconophobia’ impacting on the cultural world of the post-Reformation England, adhering strictly to Calvinist tastes, and was able to trace the development of a trade in cheap illustrated print catering to the tastes of a Protestant audience.1 Following on from Watt, studies by Antony Griffiths, Sheila O’Connell, Joseph Monteyne, Helen Pierce, and Malcolm Jones have further challenged the possibility of a nation suffering from visual anorexia; their research into the development and diversity of printed images across the seventeenth century has also documented the emerging role of the engraving and the etching as artistic, didactic, and persuasive forms.2 Digital initiatives, such as the ‘British Printed Images to 1700’ project, and the online availability of major print collections such as that of the British Museum, have enabled this material to reach an audience far broader than their initial range of consumers in early modern London and beyond, thus opening up further possibilities for sustained academic study.3 In what follows, this chapter aims to consolidate this recent research through an exploration of the role of the printed, multiplied image in Shakespeare’s London, considering its treatment of themes and subject matters along political, religious, and moral lines.

Although books with woodcut illustrations had been printed in England since the 1480s, the activities of Gyles Godet during the 1560s, working from his premises in London’s Blackfriars, appear to represent the first flowering of a commercial interest in single-sheet illustrated broadsides. A Frenchman by birth, Godet became a naturalized citizen in 1551, and a member of the Stationers’ Company in 1555; his likely origins were as an apprentice to a master printer in Paris’s Rue Montorgueil, then the centre of a thriving trade in woodcuts, especially those of a religious flavour.4 In London, Godet’s Blackfriars press printed images both religious and secular in nature, from designs passed on from Parisian contacts.5 Entries made to Godet in the Stationers’ Company Registers during the 1560s give an indication of the range of subjects considered commercially viable by a successful publisher of illustrated broadsides. They include ‘The pycture of Saloman the wyse’ and ‘The Creation of the Worlde’ together with more generic, moralizing designs such as ‘The pycture of Charyte’ and ‘The Rememberaunce to Dye’, a series of portraits of present and previous monarchs, several maps, and the intriguing ‘Dyscription of the howse of an harlott.’6 Godet appears to have dealt exclusively in woodcuts for the 
pictorial components of his broadsides, and this was a decision likely to have been influenced by practical and financial matters. Woodcut images are produced using a relief printing method, in which a carved woodblock is inked and its pattern essentially stamped onto paper. The printing of text with movable type uses the same basic technique, therefore woodblock and type can be printed together using a common hand press, or screw press; this combination of image and text is found in Godet’s portrait of The Good Hows-holder (Figure 40.1). In contrast, images made using the intaglio techniques of engraving and etching, in which a design is incised into a metal plate, must be printed from that plate using a rolling press. To combine text and engraved image on a single sheet therefore requires either the use of two separate presses and processes, or the skills of an engraver able to incise reversed text legibly, and possibly in significant quantities. Furthermore, given the comparative resilience of the woodblock, able to produce far greater numbers of high-quality printed images than the copper plate, it is to be expected that the production and dissemination of the woodcut image far outweighed that of its engraved equivalents during the Elizabethan and Jacobean periods. Intaglio prints were originally understood as luxury items, as emphasized by Sir John Harington in the preface to his 1591 translation of Orlando Furioso, itself a work filled with engravings:

As for the pictures, they are all cut in brasse, and most of them by the best workmen in that kinde … As for other books that I have seene in this realme either in Latin or English, with pictures, as Livy, Gesner, Alciats emblems, a booke de Spectra in Latin, and (in our tong) the Chronicles, the booke of Martyrs, the book of hauking and hunting and M. Whitneys excellent Emblems, yet all their figures are in wood, and none in metal, and in that respect inferior to these, at least (by the old proverbe) the more cost, the more worship.7
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FIGURE 40.1 Gyles Godet, The Good Hows-holder, 1564–65, published 1607, © The Trustees of the British Museum.



Set within the moralizing or spiritually comforting broadsides sold by Godet, the woodcut offered to the consumer the visual appeal of an illustration, and to the publisher the practical and financial advantages of a single printing press. Gyles Godet’s premises in the Blackfriars, however, was very much the exception rather than the rule for the production and purchase of such aides-memoires; during Godet’s lifetime, consumers were far more likely to find illustrated broadsides being sold in London alongside books, ballads, pamphlets, proclamations, and other printed matter, especially in the bookselling environs of St Paul’s Churchyard and Paternoster Row.8

At the turn of the seventeenth century, however, engraving emerged to significantly rival, and eventually supersede the woodcut in all but the cheapest forms of print, as found in pamphlet illustrations and ephemeral broadsides. This period also saw the establishment of specialist shops in London dealing in engraved images, clustering in particular around the area of the Royal Exchange. In 1603, the map-seller John Sudbury set up an innovative partnership with his nephew George Humble; from their shop at the sign of the White Horse in Pope’s Head Alley, opposite the Royal Exchange, Sudbury and Humble expanded their map stock to include engraved portraits and illustrated histories, as they assembled John Speed’s lavish Theatre of the Empire of Greate Britaine from plates engraved in Amsterdam by Jodocus Hondius. By 1616 a rival business had been set up nearby by Compton Holland, brother of the stationer Henry Holland, at the sign of the Globe, over against the Royal Exchange. Sudbury and Humble and Compton Holland dealt directly with engravers, a novel arrangement, whereas previously those artists had worked with and for artists. As a result of this shift in working relationships, all engravers of note practising in London during the early seventeenth century had some involvement with activities at the White Horse and the Globe, which, in the words of Anthony Griffiths, ‘changed printmaking from a purely artisanal activity into a business’.9 Cultural as well as commercial changes were being introduced by these practices, which encouraged the arrival of talented artists from overseas to work beyond the often precarious confines of aristocratic patronage. Compton Holland brought Simon de Passe to the capital, a talented young Dutch artist who specialized in portraiture, producing sophisticated engravings of royal and aristocratic sitters set within novel auricular frames. De Passe’s allegiances soon switched to Sudbury and Humble, who also employed the prolific talents of Renold Elstrack, an English-born artist whose father had arrived in London from Liège during the 1550s, and Francis Delaram, who is believed to have initially undertaken training in printmaking in the Netherlands. The dominance of the English print market by engravers with strong European connections was a far from unique phenomenon within the visual arts. ‘Onely I am sory that our courtiers and great personages must seeke far and neere for some Dutchman or Italian to draw their pictures and invent their devices’ complained Henry Peacham in 1612, reflecting on a perceived lack of native artists willing or able to ply their trade with members of the Jacobean court.10 Peacham was happy, however, to direct readers of his later conduct book The Compleat Gentleman that ‘for a bold touch, varietie of posture, curious and true shaddow, imitate [Hendrik] Goltzius, his prints are commonly to be had in Popeshead alley’, where Sudbury and Humble had set up their pioneering print shop, followed by the similar businesses of Compton Holland, Thomas Jenner, and Thomas Geele, all active in the vicinity of the Royal Exchange.11 Both engravers and engraved plates from mainland Europe were finding their way to a small but developing English market, where those with money and contacts were able to acquire the ‘excellent landskips, and Dutch-works, curious cuts of Sadlier of Prage, Albertus Durer, Vrintes, &c’ praised by Robert Burton as didactic investments for contemplation and self-improvement.12

Consideration of the emerging engraved image as a luxury item raises questions of access and audiences; yet caution should be exercised when thinking about such objects as being closed off from general consumption. Information about the retail prices of illustrated printed sheets during this period is limited, and further complicated by the range of material within this category, from fine engravings imported into London from Antwerp to the sort of ephemeral ballad imagined by Sir John Falstaff. The estimated retail price of an engraving published before 1650 has been calculated to between sixpence and one shilling, depending on its complexity, with that of a ballad or broadside with one or more woodcut illustrations costing a penny or less; with the average daily wage of a London labourer in 1600 standing at about twelve pence, and the equivalent for a craftsman at eighteen pence, these rather crude calculations suggest, not surprisingly, that an imported engraving would represent a significant, and unlikely purchase for a city labourer, whereas an illustrated ballad would fall within their budget. For the artisan, the emerging market in engraved images provided the means for an achievable, if perhaps occasional, acquisition.13 The densely illustrated ‘commonplace books’ of Thomas Trevelyon provide evidence of a middling sort of citizen and consumer responding to a broad range of printed images, all available in Jacobean London. His aim in this vast project, from which at least three such manuscripts are thought to have been produced, seems to relate strongly to the satisfaction and appreciation gained from contemplating the visual, together with the didactic qualities of such art; in the written prologue to the largest, and final of his manuscripts, which dates from 1616, Trevelyon explains that he ‘tooke this laboure in hand to accomplysh my minde, to pleasure my fryndes.’14 This labour involved copying and adapting a range of compositions, characters and motifs, with their sources in portraiture, architecture, topography, calligraphy, and botanical imagery. Together with book illustrations, taken from works including Edward Topsell’s Historie of Four Footed Beastes and Jacobus Verheiden’s Praestantium Aliquot Theologorum (not published in English translation until 1637), Trevelyon also drew, quite literally, upon single-sheet engravings and woodcuts; his sources ranged from sets of the Nine Worthies and Nine Muses produced by Philip de Galle and his workshop and publishing house in Antwerp, to a woodcut interpretation of the Five Alls and the Dance of Death with English verses, Marke well the effect, purtrayed here in all …, now known in a unique, hand-coloured impression in the British Library.15 The number of untraced sources for Trevelyon’s projects, combined with the record of untraced single-sheet titles found in the Stationers’ Registers for this period, attests to the rich range of graphic imagery, printed both in London and overseas, that was available to the capital’s consumers. It would be unreasonable to suppose that Trevelyon purchased a copy of every single printed source he made use of, and conjectures must be made as to the means of display for such items in shops and on stalls. In Trevelyon’s 1608 miscellany are eight portraits of Protestant divines not taken from Verheiden’s compendious work, but which appear to have been closely based on an unknown model, also used by Magdalena and Willem de Passe in the Heroologia, a collection of engraved portraits of famous English sitters not published until 1620. Anthony Wells-Cole has speculated that ‘Trevelyon must have copied the portraits while they hung in shops in Blackfriars, the Strand and elsewhere’.16 Consideration must also be given to the presence of painted, carved, and plasterwork imagery in public buildings and spaces around London, drawing similarly on printed materials of both English and continental origins; the interior decoration of the Globe Tavern on Fleet Street, featuring ‘a chamber painted over head with a cloudy sky and some few dispersed stars and on the sides with land-scapes, hills, shepherds, and sheep’, as described in Henry Vaughan’s 1646 poem A Rhapsodie, is unlikely to have been an urban exception.17

London may have been Thomas Trevelyon’s home, and the point of access for the contents of his miscellanies, but printed images also found their way beyond the city’s limits. The Chester herald and later mayor, Randle Holme, assembled an impressive album of engravings, drawings, and occasional woodcuts of both English and northern European origins, in a project continued by his son following Holmes’s death in 1655.18 Many of the items in this album are likely to have been acquired in London, presumably during Holmes’s own sporadic visits to the capital and the College of Arms, but others may have arrived directly in the port city of Chester from continental origins. The collection includes a Simon de Passe portrait of the adventurer Captain John Smith dating from 1616, cut down from a larger composition, a full-length image of Elizabeth I at a window by the English engraver William Rogers, published in this state between c.1590 and 1603, and a double portrait of Frederick V and Elizabeth of Bohemia with Four Lions with the inscription ‘Printed at Dort [Dordrecht] by Abraham van de Sloot’. This latter composition, published to celebrate the coronation of Frederick and Elizabeth in 1619, was evidently intended to appeal to several audiences; further extant versions are accompanied by a lengthy German letterpress text praising the virtues of the newly crowned couple, while a woodcut copy of the engraving with an English translation of the German verses was also printed at Dort, by the puritan minister and publisher George Waters, presumably for export to London and beyond.19 The regular correspondence of the 1620s between the Cambridge theologian Joseph Mede and his friend Sir Martin Stuteville of Dalham in Suffolk also sheds further light on the movements of printed images in provincial England, in its discussion and dissemination of topical, newsworthy broadsheets. In February 1621, Mede notified Stuteville of a contentious engraving then circulating in London. The publication of The Double Deliverance: 1588: 1605 (Figure 40.2) with its twin episodes of providential relief from Catholic onslaught framing an image of the Pope in consultation with both the Devil and King Philip III of Spain, had incensed the Spanish Ambassador in London, count Diego de Gondomar. His complaints resulted, albeit temporarily, in the engraving’s designer, the Ipswich preacher Samuel Ward, being 
detained in the Fleet Prison. Yet despite orders being issued that the plate used to print The Double Deliverance should be ‘cut into peeces’, Mede assured his correspondent that he would be able to acquire for him an impression of the engraving. An elaborate written description was initially sent by Mede to Stuteville, before reassuring news arrived in Dalham in a further letter: ‘now since having gotten the picture itself you shall receive it by this bearer. I heare by same, that he [Ward] was released on Monday last but silenced for preaching any more at Ipswich’.20 Inventories of the stock of provincial booksellers give further indication as to the availability of illustrated ephemera outside London; the 1616 inventory of John Foster at the Minster Yard in York lists ‘12 small Mappes … 1 mapp of Yorkeshire … 13 pictures … 4 borders of Kings and others [and] 6 other pictures’ among his stock, with the contents of Roger Ward’s Shrewsbury bookshop in 1585 including ‘3 pictures in collers … 20 pictures not colored … [and] 1 picture of London’.21
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FIGURE 40.2 The Double Deliverance: 1588: 1605, designed by Samuel Ward, 1621, © The Trustees of the British Museum.



What types of prints, and, by extension, themes and subject matters, appealed to London’s visually literate consumers? According to Arthur M. Hind, the first decades of the seventeenth century, under the rule of James I, were ‘the period when [the] portrait offered by far the largest field for the engraver’s activity’.22 The portrait’s prominence was bolstered by a major publishing project overseen by Compton Holland; in 1618 he published Baziliologia, a Booke of Kings, a set of at least thirty-five engraved portraits of British rulers from William the Conqueror onwards. Printed in octavo format, each portrait carried Holland’s address, suggesting that individual portraits were sold separately, rather than as a defined set, with obvious commercial advantages for Holland himself as consumers were guided ‘to build up their own series’ of monarchical portraits from those already available, and supplement their unique collection as new images were published.23 Holland commissioned portraits for the Baziliologia, the majority historical rather than contemporary, primarily from Renold Elstrack, with further plates engraved by Francis Delaram and Simon de Passe; several years later, de Passe’s siblings Willem and Magdalena would also collaborate with Compton Holland’s brother Henry on a related set of portraits of notable English sitters, the Heroologia, published in Arnhem in 1620. The work of their father, Crispijn de Passe the Elder, was also known in England. Crispijn’s engravings of royal and aristocratic sitters, including a full-length portrait of Elizabeth I after a drawing by Isaac Oliver, initially reached London through Hans Woutneel, a Blackfriars-based bookseller originally from Antwerp, and later through Compton and Henry Holland.24 Crispijn’s imported portrait engravings were recognized in England for their quality and cost; according to Henry Peacham’s appraisal of the contemporary Netherlandish school of printmaking,

Of later times and in our age the workes of Shadan, Witrix, and my honest louing friend Crispin de Pas of Vtrecht are of most price; these cut to the life, a thing practised but of late yeares: their pieces will best instruct you in the countenance, for the naturall shadowes therof, the cast and forme of the eie, the touch of the mouth, the true fall, turning & curling of the haire, for ruffes, Armour, &c.25

Peacham’s conduct book The Compleat Gentleman addresses an ideal and specific readership of young, male members of the English gentry, and instructs them upon improving their own skills in the practice of limning, through the study of approved models. Here, Peacham’s praise is reserved for the ability of the engraver to work from the life, itself a relatively novel approach, to represent the human form with a subtle realism only just being attempted by native artists for their patrons. Ruffs and armour also 
held a more superficial visual appeal as markers of status, wealth, and authority which translated easily from the engraver’s burin to the woodblock.
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FIGURE 40.3 The Royall Line of Kings, Queenes, and Prince, from the Uniting of the Two Royall Houses, Yorke, and Lancaster, c.1613, © Society of Antiquaries of London.



The Royall Line of Kings, Queenes, and Prince, from the Uniting of the Two Royall Houses, Yorke, and Lancaster of c.1613 (see Figure 40.3) underlines the continuous nature of monarchical authority, with its woodcut portraits of rulers past, present, and indeed future, from Henry VII to Charles Stuart, in a visual format potentially accessible to a wide audience. The majority of sitters placed within this imaginary grouping are highly individualized and distinctive, with the more generic portraits showing Charles, his sister Elizabeth, and her husband Frederick; those of the Tudor monarchs, together with James I and his wife Queen Anne appear to have been adapted from existing templates, in print or paint. Related works include Gyles Godet’s earlier, lavish collection of twenty-five woodcut portraits with accompanying verses from Brute to Elizabeth I, A Brief Abstract of the Genealogie of all the Kynges of England, a forerunner of kinds to Compton Holland’s engraved Baziliologia. The 1613 wedding of Elizabeth and Frederick also provided the commercial impetus for festive souvenirs, such as An English Royall Pedigree and An Imperiall and Princely Pedegree, both single sheets combining double portraits of the newly married couple with congratulatory verses.26

A variation on the portraits of monarchs found collectively in The Royall Line, and individually in A Brief Abstract, was the set or series: prints of individual figures—historical, mythological, allegorical—which could be purchased individually or as part of thematically and artistically defined groupings. Thomas Trevelyon’s commonplace books attest to the availability of such series, with The Ages of the World, Twelve Patriarchs, Twelve Apostles, Seven Deadly Sins, Seven Muses, Nine Muses, and Nine Worthies representing just some of the sets reproduced by his hand, drawing on a range of existing print sources, many of them continental in origin. Their prevalence may be explained by their flexible nature as commercial objects, which could be purchased individually, or as part of a set at a greater cost; Randle Holme’s print collection includes a single full-length portrait of Mahomet, which Robert Tittler and Anne Thackray have associated with The Pourtraictures at Large of Nine Modem Worthies
 of the World, engraved by Robert Vaughan and sold in 1622 by Compton Holland at the Globe in Cornhill.27 Holme’s motivations for including (and preserving) Mahomet’s portrait in his album of prints are unknown, but seem to represent a different, and rather more personal approach to the appeal of visual imagery than Trevelyon’s far more encyclopaedic methods.

Beyond the ubiquitous portrait, and the set, a range of prints which might broadly be categorized as ‘moralizing’ sought to reinforce societal norms through both humorous and didactic means; in contrast to portraits of topical individuals, such images often retained their impact and purpose across a significant period of time. The impression of The Good Hows-holder shown in Figure 40.1
 bears the date of 1607, almost four decades on from Gyles Godet’s last known dates of activity. Godet originally listed this broadside of ‘A Christian exhortation of the good husholder to his chyldren’ in the Stationers’ Registers between 1565 and 1566. This suggests that the woodblock which provided 
the image was acquired by another print publisher following Godet’s death; it would later come into the hands of Thomas Warren, to whom it was entered in the Stationers’ Registers in April 1656.28 Each new owner of the woodblock could add or adapt lettering to suit in the spaces left blank by the original carver of the block, a new imprint and claim of ownership, for example, just as areas of an engraved or etched plate could be burnished down and reworked as necessary. This recycling of stock was a common practice, leading to a relatively limited number of printed images in general circulation addressing generic moralizing themes; newsworthy issues with a brief period of time in which consumers might look to purchase a printed souvenir were less likely to be addressed visually in print, unless a woodblock or copper plate could be altered appropriately to suit a relevant event or concern.
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FIGURE 40.4 Whilst Maskinge In Their Folleis All Doe Passe, attributed to Reynold Elstrack, 1607. This impression published 1671, © The Trustees of the British Museum.



While Maskinge In Their Folleis All Doe Passe (Figure 40.4) is a typical example of a moralizing broadside with an enduring commercial appeal; it is known today through an impression ‘Printed coloured and sold by John Garrett at the South entrance of the Royall Exchange in Cornhill going up the stayres’, premises from which Garrett operated a successful printselling business from about 1673 onwards.29 However, the costumes of the figures in this engraving would have appeared distinctly antiquated to Garrett’s customers; the printseller’s name and address have been added to a composition first entered into the Stationers’ Registers for one Henry Roberts in March 1607, under the title of ‘A picture of the Ridinge of the Asse’.30 Little is known of Roberts beyond his membership of the Stationers’ Company, and it must be assumed that the plate used to publish this animated image had passed several decades later, directly or otherwise, into the hands of Thomas Jenner, who began trading in London’s Cornhill in 1618, before setting up at the Royal Exchange; Garrett purchased Jenner’s stock and long-standing business following the latter’s death in 1673. Jenner listed ‘The Riding of the Asse’ in a lengthy advertisement of his stock in 1662, and after coming into Garrett’s possession the print continued to demonstrate commercial appeal. Its moral is a reassuring and familiar one: better to exhibit sober restraint and patience in waiting your turn, rather than rushing with impatience and greed at fleeting distractions. Unlike the figure of the wise Mr Justice, the stock characters of the ‘Clowne, Gull, Punke, Pandar, Foole, & Fether’ attempt to mount the poor ass simultaneously, an action which risks breaking the animal’s back. It was also an established sentiment, with the engraving, which has been attributed on stylistic grounds to Renold Elstrack, having compositional precedents in an early sixteenth-century German image known in printed and carved versions.31 It would later provide a template for The Ass Age, or the World in a Hieroglyphik, a complex lampoon on the 1707 Act of Union, its title perhaps acknowledging the strongly emblematic nature of earlier English print satires.

While Maskinge In Their Folleis All Doe Passe plays upon the omnipresent nature of human folly, and forms part of a broad corpus of illustrated broadsides on this theme available in late sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century London. The six impatient riders, who cannot anticipate the consequences of their behaviour, act in parallel with the five oblivious characters stalked by Death in Marke Well The Effect Purtrayed Here In All, another broadside still being published into the 1650s, and the participants merrily parading with skeletal performers in the woodcut broadside of The Daunce and Song of Death of c.1568, now known in a unique impression in the British Library.32 Robert Burton’s exploration of the omnipresence of folly in The Anatomy of Melancholy makes reference to another image, that of ‘a Mappe made like a Fooles head’, which can be connected to a detailed, engraved world map encased by a jester’s cap, published in Antwerp around 1590.33 No contemporary English versions of this image are known, yet Burton assumes some familiarity with it on the part of his readership, an indication of the commercial links and market in printed images arriving in London from northern European centres of consumerism.
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FIGURE 40.5 Martin Droeshout, Dr Panurgus, 1620s. This impression published 1672, © The Trustees of the British Museum.



Generic human weaknesses exposed in illustrated broadsides were often concerned with the visually interesting sins associated with luxury and excess in habits and dress. The complex sheet delineating the activities of Dr Panurgus (Figure 40.5), engraved by Martin Droeshout during the 1620s, takes its broader composition from a print of c.1600 by Matthaus Greuter published with both French and German explanatory texts.34 Droeshout’s expanded version of this continental template sees the eponymous doctor issuing a variety of graphically comic ‘cures’ to patients in his care, involving the purging and steaming of a ‘rude Rusticall’ and a ‘Gallant’ respectively, as a modish man and woman stand in the background, awaiting their own personal treatments. Once again, the appeal of a moralizing satire appears to have been broad, with the plate used to publish this engraving becoming the property of the prolific printseller Peter Stent during the 1650s, and the impression shown here being licensed for publication in 1672, now as part of the stock of John Overton.35 The female patient is described in the image’s accompanying verses as needing medical assistance in order ‘to Cure youre Sexes Maladie’, the result of her ‘manly humors [that] boil so highe’, causing her to overheat; this was a complaint based upon the accepted understanding of the Galenic theory that man’s ‘active’ nature sprung from an excess of heat within his body, with a woman’s expected submissiveness resulting from her cooler humours. By the mid-1620s, such masculine women were the focus of textual and visual satire and censure, with such overheating commonly relating to inappropriate styles of dress. The transgression of established gender roles was both highlighted and mocked through reactions to contemporary fashions, considered flamboyant and excessive, in the manner of the ‘Steelettoes girdles patches painted brests/Points powders feathers washes and ye rest’ which the female patient will be cured of in Dr Panurgus. These reactions reached a particular peak in popular and sensational publications in 1620, with the publication of the satirical Hic Mulier and Haec Vir pamphlets, and the invocation of James I in January of that year, to the Bishop of London, ordering his clergy

to inveigh vehemently and bitterly in theyre sermons against the insolencie of our women, and theyre wearing of brode brimd hats, pointed dublets, theyre haire cut short or shorne, and some stillettaes or pointards, and other such trinkets of like moment.36

In Jacobean drama, the challenges posed to a patriarchal society by subversive women frequently culminated in tragic ends for the protagonists, such as the duchess of Malfi, or Beatrice-Joanna in Middleton’s The Changeling. In pictorial terms, however, the often literal taming of the shrew takes on an altogether more comic aspect. Dr Panurgus’s prescription for his female patient, who will next take a turn in placing her fashionable head and shoulders in the furnace, is but one of a number of humorous responses to, and chastisements of, the insubordinate woman, explored in printed ephemera. As the character of the soldier states in Middleton and Rowley’s play A Courtly Masque: The Deuice Called, The World Tost At Tennis, first performed in 1620, such behaviour was eagerly seized upon by dealers in cheap print: ‘Hic Mulier, Haec Vir, Fashions, Fictions, Fellonies, Fooleries, a hundred havens has the Ballad-monger to traffique at, and new ones still daily discovered.’37

One animated ‘foolery’ is the broadside Fill Gut & Pinch Belly (Figure 40.6), another publication of 1620, in this instance printed by Edward Allde for Henry Gosson, a further dealer in sensational ephemera capitalizing on contemporary concerns over unruly women. The woodcut image presents the eponymous monsters: the bolster-like Fill Gut (who eats only good men), gorging itself upon the hordes of cuckolded husbands who would rather face their end than endure their headstrong and domineering wives, and Pinch Belly, skeletal and starving through its preference for that rarest of meals, a good woman. Customers at Gosson’s premises on London Bridge may have 
already been familiar with the iconography of this scene; ‘A picture of the fat monster and leane, the one called Bulchim, and the other Thingul, grauen by Reynold Elstrak’ was entered into the Stationers’ Registers to William Butler on 10 July 1620.38 Elstrack’s print, now known in a unique impression in the Pierpont Morgan Library in New York, has engraved precedents with German and Dutch inscriptions, including an impression published in Amsterdam by Claes Jansz. Visscher before 1612. All these sheets, however, can trace their iconography back to early sixteenth-century French woodcuts, while the tale of the equivalent Bycorne and Chichevache was penned by the fifteenth-century English poet John Lydgate, with ‘Chicheface’ previously mentioned by Chaucer in The Canterbury Tales.39 That Elstrack’s engraving in the Pierpont Morgan Library carries the later imprint of Robert Pricke, active as a printseller in London from about 1668, again confirms the longevity of such satires, often employing compositions with proven and successful European archetypes.
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FIGURE 40.6 Broadside, Fill Gut and Pinch Belly: One Being Fat With Eating Good Men, the Other Leane For Want of Good Women, 1620, © Society of Antiquaries of London.



The unthinkable spectacle of women enthusiastically pursuing and beating their husbands is here presented in a fictional space occupied by flesh-eating monsters; reality is briefly suspended, as in the carefully controlled space of the carnival or fair. A similar approach on an opposing theme is adopted in A New Yeares Guift For Shrews, engraved by Thomas Cecill and dated to 1620–30, which presents a nagging housewife who neglects her duties, then being ‘gifted’ a beating by her husband before being chased away by a pitchfork-wielding devil, so that her spouse might dine in peace.

Less common were moral commentaries on the transgressive behaviour of topical individuals of the moment, a rare example being that of Anne Turner. In November 1615, Turner, a servant and confidante of Frances Howard, Countess of Somerset was hanged at Tyburn for her involvement in the murder of the courtier Sir Thomas Overbury. For her part, Howard was imprisoned in the Tower of London, and was later released and pardoned following her confession.40 It is possible that copies of Mistris Turners Farewell to All Women (Figure 40.7) were made available to the crowd at Tyburn on the execution day, when Turner reportedly repented at the scaffold in an exemplary manner, cautioning those gathered against the sins of pride and wantonness; alternatively, it may subsequently have been published in response to Turner’s scaffold performance.41 It forms part of a sensational body of printed ephemera relating to the Overbury murder, such as the arresting broadside of Sir Thomas Overbury or the Poysoned Knight’s Complaint, its own woodcut illustration presenting Overbury’s tomb, topped by a skeleton, and flanked by the allegorical figures of Time and Justice. Mistris Turners Farewell was printed for John Trundle, who dealt in a range of popular print (later including the Hic Mulier and Haec Vir pamphlets) from his shop ‘at the signe of No-body’ in Barbican. This visual play of the signboard’s image, showing a figure with arms and legs, but no central trunk, was an established one, known to Homer, and more recently referenced by Shakespeare in The Tempest, where Trinculo mentions ‘the picture of Nobody’ (3.2.129); evidently aware of the power of visual association, Trundle had also registered ‘The Picture of Nobody’ and the text of the play ‘Nobody and Somebody’ with the Company of Stationers in 1606. Trundle’s stock was largely ephemeral and its subjects often sensational, with Mistris Turners Farewell to All Women falling firmly into this category. It deals with an incredibly topical event, but the broadside itself is made up from a number of pre-existing elements, its swift publication prompted no doubt by a sudden interest in Turner, her trial, and her fate. Three different woodblock designs have been combined with letterpress to produce a didactic, moralizing collage; the same decorative border 
with swags of fruit, flowers, and cherubs had been used a year earlier in a related broadside, The Picture of the Unfortunate Gentleman, Sir Gervis Elvies Knight, which dealt with the fate of another accessory to the Overbury Murder. This sheet was published by Paul Boulenger, ‘at London in the Black-Friers’; Boulenger was a member of the French community of artisans in that area who had previously included Gyles Godet. The complexity and relative ambition of the decorative border used by Boulenger and Trundle suggest that it may originally have been cut in Paris, arriving from the Rue Montorgueil to London via Godet.42 Whether its reuse was designed to draw the viewer’s mind back to Gervase Elwes’ own involvement in the scandal or not, it suggests a measure of collaboration and lending of woodblocks amongst publishers dealing in cheap print. The woodcut of Lady Pride, who forms a visual and moral foil to the repentant figure of Anne Turner, represents a stock character; Thomas Trevelyon drew a similar female figure representing Pride (‘from pride proceedeth voluptuousnes’) with her plumed headdress and peacock-feather fan, in his 1608 miscellany, and there are also parallels with the fashionable lady used to illustrate A prettie newe Ballad, intytuled: The Crowe sits upon the wall, sold in St Paul’s Churchyard at the end of the sixteenth century.43 Another common source for Trevelyon and for Mistris Turner’s Lady Pride may have been the image of Superbia engraved by Crispin de Passe after Maarten de Vos, part of a set of the Seven Deadly Sins. Briefly assembled, a decorative border, a generic female figure with prayer book in hand, and a similarly standardized representation of sin and superficial impulses combine to say a great deal about Turner through both their individual elements, and the sum of their parts, at minimal cost to the publisher of this sheet.
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FIGURE 40.7 Mistris Turners Farewell to All Women, © Society of Antiquaries of London.



Single-sheet broadsides responding to religious and political events in England and overseas were limited in number in comparison to those works of a broader, moralizing nature. Those that might be labelled ‘religious’ were largely anti-papal, comprising personal attacks on the pope and his activities, drawing upon established visual representations of sin and transgression with their origins in the iconography of the European Reformation. As with images on a moralizing theme, many designs were direct imports from overseas. The Popes Pyramides, printed c.1624 by Richard Shoreleyker of London’s Shoe Lane, pictures a nest of serpents, the principal snake crowned with a papal tiara, surrounded by Catholic paraphernalia; its model was an existing continental sheet, the Piramide Papistique, published in 1599 with explanatory verses in both Dutch and French.44 The Tree of the Papacy (Figure 40.8) similarly plays upon the viewer’s awareness of existing images, by subverting the model of the biblical Tree of Jesse. This model would have been familiar to an English audience. The Old Testament patriarch Jesse is pictured, for example, recumbent and with a great branch or vine sprouting from his torso, on the title page to the ‘devotional manual’ Christian Prayers and Meditations; first published in 1569 by John Daye, it was later revised and republished by Daye as A Booke of Christian Prayers in 1578, with the same title page illustration, which Tara Hamling has identified as providing a model for later English domestic plasterwork decoration.45 The woodblock used in the process of printing the Tree of the Papacy is likely to have been northern European rather than English, given the level of detail contained within it, with English letterpress easily added to the composition. It draws upon, however, and knowingly destabilizes, a well-known image. Judas and Simon Magus take the place of Jesse as they lie prone the base of the tree, merging into the roots, which are fed by the actions of Satan and the blindfolded figure of Ignorance, raking over coins and pouring on water. At the top of this ‘genealogical’ tree, rather than an image of the Virgin and Child, the legendary monstrosity of the Papal Ass is found.
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FIGURE 40.8 The Tree of the Papacy, c.1580, © The Trustees of the British Museum.



The Stationers’ Registers list several single sheets, at least one no longer extant, based upon similar themes: ‘The pycture of the Devell and the pope’ registered by Gyles Godet between 1562 and 1563, a satirical Papal coat of arms and a ‘Mappe of pictures of the Pope’s Petigree [sic]’ both entered in 1606.46 Given their presence within the Stationers’ Registers, their content is unlikely to have been considered untoward or controversial; Samuel Ward’s treatment following the intervention of the Spanish Ambassador is a rare example of overtly anti-Catholic art being openly censored, in this instance through royal intervention. Letterpress printing was regulated in England, and limited to London, by the Stationers’ Company, who since being granted a Royal Charter in 1557 had held a monopoly over the publishing industry; membership of the Company was necessary in order to legally own and operate a common press, with the exception of university presses at Oxford and Cambridge. In return for this monopoly, the Stationers’ Company had to act as the government’s agent in enforcing censorship and eliminating unlicensed printing. Members of the company could seize illegally printed works, and bring their printers before the courts, and all approved publications were listed in the company’s registers, together with the name of the member responsible for that publication. Such restrictions, theoretically at least, also applied to woodcut images produced using a common press, and the limited pictorial material found in the Stationers’ Registers conforms to a range of popular, inoffensive stock including the royal genealogies, monstrous births, and standard anti-Catholic fare discussed above. Broader regulations relating to printed images were vague, and the framework of controls overseen by the Stationers’ Company in this respect was not indisputable. In 1619 and 1623, a highly contentious royal patent was granted to Thomas Symcocke and Roger Wood for the printing of all single-sheet broadsides, including ‘All Portratures, and Pictures whatsoeuer’, with the patent then granted solely to Symcocke in 1628; the Stationers’ Company protested to the king, and petitioned parliament, yet surviving printed ephemera from the period strongly suggests that this monopoly was never successfully enforced.47

The printing regulations enforced by the Stationers’ Company may have impacted lightly upon the number of political broadsheets circulating in Elizabethan and Jacobean London yet cannot be the only factor to explain their scarcity, in contrast to the significant body of comparative material published on the Continent. The politics of the court and an infrequently called parliament may simply not have inspired the public interest needed to make the commissioning and publishing of a topical woodcut 
or engraving profitable. A rare English engraving on contemporary European politics, The Revells of Christendome (Figure 40.9), initially appears to buck this trend. It is thought to represent the events of 1609, when England and France were involved in negotiations between Spain and the Dutch Republic, culminating in the Twelve Years’ Truce and formal recognition of the latter’s status. This game of cards and dice between Catholic and Protestant powers sees the Pope and his cohorts gambling with dangerous intent; the papal tiara and holy relics are reduced to stakes in an aggressive game. This is a complex, animated composition, signed by the English engraver Thomas Cockson, known primarily for his work in portraiture and frontispiece illustrations. His creativity in this instance, however, is magpie-like, with The Revells of Christendome being based on an earlier, Dutch engraving of c.1600, Hola Ghy Roouers, by Pieter van der Heyden; Cockson’s skills are put to good use in the replacement of generic gamblers with the portraits of Europe’s key Protestant rulers: James I of England, Henry IV of France, Prince Maurice of Nassau, and Christian IV of Denmark. The Pope, in contrast, is conspicuous through his trappings and paraphernalia. The imprint on the impression of The Revells of Christendome shown here gives the name of its seller as ‘Mary Oliver in Westminster Hall.’ Despite its topical nature, this engraving was still being published into the late seventeenth century, when Oliver is known to have been active, presumably for sale as a historical curiosity, rather than a topical satire on political dealings. Its imagery was earlier drawn upon around 1626, when a reversed and revised copy was issued by an unknown publisher, with updated verses to reflect the new characters taking their place at the table: James I being replaced by Charles I, Maurice of Nassau by Bethlen Gabor, and so on.48
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FIGURE 40.9 The Revells of Christendome, c.1609. This impression published c.1690 for Mary Oliver, © The Trustees of the British Museum.



Political events closer to home seem not to have been approached with such creativity. In the aftermath of the foiled Gunpowder Plot of 1605, portraits of the plotters and narrative sequences of the event were published overseas, such as the lively group portrait of the plotters twinned with scenes from their executions, with accompanying German texts, published in Cologne by Abraham Hogenberg and Claes Jansz. Visscher’s sensational yet elegant imagining of the execution process, with Latin inscription, represents a luxury item aimed at an educated European rather than exclusively English audience. The identities of the Gunpowder Plotters, however, were preserved in a set of generic woodcut portraits with English letterpress published between 1606 and 1607, known today through the reproduction of the series by Thomas Trevelyon, and the survival of a single portrait of Henry Garnett, labelled Princeps Proditorum (‘Leader of the Traitors’) from the series.49 These images clearly fit into the emerging English markets for printed portraits of notable individuals, and for sets and series, yet it is in their textual, rather than pictorial components, that the Plotters are treated with contempt. The first English printed image relating to the Plot narrative and the actions of its instigators was published in 1612, in the large-scale, elaborate engraving of The Papists Powder Treason, which includes a representation of Guy Fawkes furtively heading towards the cellars of the Houses of Parliament.50 It was not until the early 1620s, with growing public concerns over the proposed ‘Spanish match’ between Prince Charles and the Spanish Infanta, that anti-Catholic sentiments were encouraged and exploited in significant numbers of single-sheet prints, such as Samuel Ward’s Double Deliverance.

Any survey of printed ephemera must take into account the question of survival; Malcolm Jones’s work on visual material listed in the Stationers’ Registers has drawn attention to the number of cheap prints from the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries which are now known to us only through the pages of the Registers. Intrinsically linked to this point is the elusive ‘social life’ of the printed image; how were visual commentaries on moral, religious, or political matters encountered, as objects, as visual texts, and as artworks by their owners and that broader, usually indistinct body of ‘viewers’? Extant single-sheet engravings and woodcuts have largely survived to the present day due to the particular nature of their usage, separated from their intended purpose, being preserved in a collector’s album, perhaps immediately from the original point of purchase. The tastes and habits of earlier print collectors have intrinsically shaped our understanding of this material, and it is hoped that future scholarship will begin to recover some of that contextualizing information which has been lost, or remains suspended in the archives. However, it is also necessary to accept that many of the most popular prints published in early modern England may not have survived because they were just that—popular, ephemeral objects to be pasted up on walls or passed from viewer to viewer, in what Adam Fox has characterized as ‘an age when most broadsides ended up as lavatory paper’.51
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CHAPTER 41

MUSIC AND THE STAGE IN THE TIME OF SHAKESPEARE

ROSS W. DUFFIN

WHAT role did music play in the English theatre in the late Renaissance? What instruments were used, either onstage or ‘in the pit’, to use modern parlance? What evidence survives for vocal music in the plays? Who were the people involved with music in the theatre as composers and performers? These are obvious questions, and yet, considering the attention paid to the history of early modern theatre, it is remarkable that so little is generally understood about these matters.

THE BAND

There is evidence that the standard instrumental band for the theatre at this period evolved to be a very particular kind of ensemble that had its roots in the 1560s. Such an ensemble first gets mentioned in the play Jocasta, by George Gascoigne and Francis Kinwelmarsh, first acted at Grays Inn in 1566 and printed in Gascoigne’s A Hundreth Sundrie Flowres of 1573.

First, before the beginning of the firste Acte, did sounde a dolefull and straunge noyse of violles, Cythren, Bandurion, and suche like …1

In fact, the bandurion (bandora, pandora, etc.) had reportedly been ‘invented’ by the London instrument-maker John Rose in 1562,2 so it was a new sound, and was a bass counterpart to the smaller, wire-strung cittern. The ‘suche like’ instruments in the band become clearer with subsequent reports. The cittern and bandora are related as plucked, wire-strung instruments, but the rest of the band was of more disparate character. That may be why Robert Laneham’s (or Langham’s) letter concerning music at the Entertainment for Elizabeth at Kenilworth Castle in 1575 refers to ‘sixe seuerall instruments’, meaning that they were mostly of different types.3

Those six instruments first seem to have been named explicitly in the description of the music at the entertainment for Elizabeth at Elvetham in 1591:

After this speech, the Fairy Queene and her maides daunced about the garland, singing a song of sixe partes, with the musicke of an exquisite consort, wherein was the Lute, Bandora, Base-violl, Citterne, Treble-violl, and Flute …4

So, this ‘ideal’ consort consisted of one bass and one treble bowed string instrument, a woodwind instrument, a flexible gut-strung plucked instrument with a wide range, and two wire-strung plucked instruments for texture and percussive effect. This is the basic plan and, though the ensemble is small, its textural resources are rich and substantial. But substitutions occur. Some musical sources assign the flute consort part to recorder,5 and some sources refer to vyalyn, or violan, instead of viol, suggesting that the treble bowed instrument might have been a violin as an alternative to the treble viol.6 The original German of the description given here of a pre-play concert at Blackfriars in 1602 uses ‘Geigen’, which I have translated as viols but which might just as well be rendered as ‘fiddles’, meaning generic bowed-string instruments.

For a whole hour before the play began we heard a delightful consort of organs, lutes, pandoras, citterns, viols and flutes. When we were there, a boy with a warbling voice sang so charmingly to the accompaniment of a bass viol that with the possible exception of the nuns at Milan, we heard nothing to equal him on our journey.7

The inference of having the consort in the theatre is that, having performed before the play (such pre-play performances at some American festivals today are called ‘green shows’) they would stay and provide music during the production as well. In recent decades, mostly because of the influence of film underscoring, we have become accustomed to almost constant use of orchestral music, filling the silence,8 and manipulating the moods and expectations of the audience. As Julie Sanders says of the underscoring in Branagh’s Henry V: ‘Throughout this film the audience is highly conscious of the epic orchestration that underlines, and sometimes in terms of volume overlays, the events and exchanges being witnessed’.9 It is very clear, however, that, as important as music was, this kind of constant musical background was not part of the sound experience in late Renaissance theatre.10 As Tiffany Stern notes, ‘no Shakespearean ghost’s entrance is flagged by sinister music—or by music of any kind—as would happen in a modern film’.11 Actors speaking without amplification could not compete with a musical ensemble,12 whether in an indoor or outdoor theatre, though it is possible that a lute or viol might occasionally continue through portions of dialogue.13 Moreover, without the ubiquity of recorded music that we enjoy today, music at that time was special—magical even—and its effect would have been diminished by constant presence even if that were possible for the musicians, which it was not. David Lindley, indeed, points out that, in contrast to the modern use of filmic underscoring, music in Shakespearean theatre was ‘always part of the world of the play itself, heard and responded to by the characters on-stage’.14

There is evidence that the consort was not limited to playing before the performance or between the acts, however. Indeed, there are some collections of music whose provenance and contents suggest a connection to the theatre, and support the wider participation of the consort in productions at the time. Two main printed collections present music for this special consort. The first is Thomas Morley’s First Booke of Consort Lessons of 1599, which names on its title page ‘the Treble Lute, the Pandora, the Cittern, the Base-Violl, the Flute & Treble-Violl’.15 Morley, of course, is known as composer of one of the few lutesong settings of Shakespeare’s songs to have survived—‘It was a lover and his lass’—from his First Booke of Ayres of 1600. His collection of consort lessons also includes a piece entitled ‘O mistress mine’, though there are problems fitting the lyrics of Shakespeare’s song to Morley’s setting.16 But it seems clear that Shakespeare and Morley had some kind of association, so his collection of music for the theatrical consort is significant.

The other printed collection of instrumental music for this special consort was issued by Philip Rosseter in 1609, Lessons for Consort … set to sixe seuerall instruments: Namely, the Treble Lute, Treble Violl, Base Violl, Bandora, Citterne, and the Flute.17 Note the ‘sixe seuerall instruments’ phrase again. Rosseter was a composer and royal lutenist, but he was also a theatrical manager. Shortly after his accession in 1603, King James had renamed the Children of the Chapel as the Children of the Queen’s Revels, but in 1606 he became so offended by their satire that he forbade Chapel Royal choristers from taking part. The company that remained operated as the Children of the Revels until 1608 when their ‘lewdness’ caused James to shut them down completely, whereupon their Blackfriars theatre was taken over by the King’s Men. It was that former children’s company that Rosseter revived in 1609, however, in a new theatre at Whitefriars, with the restored name, Children of the Queen’s Revels.18 After various travails, the company finally disbanded in 1617, but Rosseter was clearly a central figure in children’s drama all through this period, making his Lessons for Consort a further endorsement of the ‘sixe seuerall instruments’ as a theatrical ensemble.

The other thing about the surviving collections for the consort, both printed and manuscript, is that many of the pieces seem connected to the theatre. Besides ‘O mistress mine’ in the Morley print, manuscript collections like the Walsingham consort books (1588) and the Mathew Holmes or Cambridge consort books (1588–97) contain suggestive titles like ‘Tarlton’s Jig’, ‘Nuttmigs & Ginger’ (Kemp’s Jig), ‘Fortune my foe’, ‘Go from my window’, ‘The Hunt is up’, ‘In Peascod time’, ‘The Jewes Dawnce’ (Rich Jew), ‘Orlando sleepeth’, ‘Bonny sweet Robin’, and ‘Sellenger’s Round’.19 So this evidence supports the idea that the consort was a standard one in theatres at the time. Other instruments were needed occasionally—like trumpet, cornett, drum—for cues and sound effects, and exigencies of budget and available musicians could have meant exceptions and omissions, but the band could provide a lot of tonal resources. Like today’s Broadway pit bands, there was probably some variation, but in the modern bare-bones standard of two keyboards, percussion, a woodwind, a brass instrument, and a bass instrument, it is possible to see a descendent of the ‘sixe seuerall instruments’.

We have visual confirmation of the ensemble as well. The most famous image is from the anonymous portrait of Sir Henry Unton, commissioned by his widow in 1596 and now in the National Portrait Gallery. In the lower right of this narrative panel, an ensemble with the ‘sixe seuerall instruments’ sits in a circle as a ‘Masque of Mercury and Diana’ processes by. The bandora is obscured by the back of the player, the bass viol uses an awkward bowing technique, and the treble viol is replaced by a violin,20 but it is clearly the consort, and its role accompanying a masque reinforces its theatrical association.

There are some interesting continental images as well, such as the ‘Concerto in Villa’ by Pozzoserrato, now in the Museo Civico, Treviso.21 In the midst of the ensemble is a woman who may be a singer, but the most obvious variant from what we have seen so far described is the presence of a keyboard instrument: a spinet or virginals. Replacing the wire-strung bandora and cittern with a larger and more wide-ranging wire-strung keyboard makes some sense in terms of economy of players, and the instrument could help to fulfil the textural role of the bandora and cittern, including a sort of ‘rhythm guitar’ percussive function. Keyboards are also a feature of consort images in paintings by Adriaen Pieterszoon van de Venne, such as the ‘Allegory of the Truce of 1609’ (1616) in the Louvre,22 or ‘A Merry Company in an Arbor’ (1615) in the Getty Museum.23

The keyboard is always a member of the consort according to several references given by Michael Praetorius, the German musical encyclopaedist, in his Syntagma Musicum III (1619), such as this passage:

The English quite appropriately refer to a consortio as ‘consort’, when several people with assorted instruments, such as harpsichord or double-harpsichord, large lyra viol, double harp, lutes, theorbos, pandoras, penorcon, cittern, violas da gamba, small discant violin, transverse flute or recorder, sometimes also a soft sackbut or racket, play harmoniously together, softly and sweetly in a charming ensemble.24

Praetorius associated this mixed consort with English practice, probably encountered through touring English players at his home in Wölfenbüttel, or possibly in Kassel, which he seems to have visited often. His usage also highlights a terminological issue which has plagued the modern study of the ensemble: what to call it? Morley and Rosseter simply refer to ‘Consort Lessons’, suggesting that the term ‘consort’ was sufficient for them. But today we refer to consorts of viols or recorders, so in the twentieth century some special name was thought necessary to distinguish this heterogeneous ensemble. The idea that a ‘whole consort’ of like instruments was ‘broken’ by the substitution of disparate instruments gave rise to the term ‘broken consort’, which prevailed for some decades and is still found in some sources today.25 Shakespeare does refer to ‘broken music’ but it seems rather to be connected to the improvised florid ornamentation practice of the time, as in Thomas Morley’s reference to music ‘broken in diuision’.26 When Warwick Edwards came to edit the music of the Walsingham and Cambridge consort books in 1977, he used the term ‘mixed consort’ in his title. More recently, the late Ian Harwood’s focus on the ‘sixe seuerall instruments’ apparently caused him to coin the term ‘consort of six’, which also has some historical authority.27 The Entertainment at Elvetham, mentioned above as an early explicit description of the consort, also includes this passage:

After supper was ended, her Maiestie graciously admitted vnto her presence a notable consort of six Musitions, which my Lord of Hertford had prouided to entertaine her Maiestie withall, at her will and pleasure, and when it should seeme good to her highnesse.28

Thus, ‘broken consort’, ‘mixed consort’, ‘English consort’, ‘sixe seuerall instruments’, and ‘consort of six’ have all been used to describe this musical ensemble with documented theatrical connections.29 But, presuming they or some comparable ensemble of musicians performed during play performances at this time, where were they situated within the theatre?

Offstage music is described variously as ‘within’, ‘behind the curtain’, ‘above’, ‘under’ (a special case), and in the ‘music room’. These terms can mean many things and, in fact, the placement of the music room has been a matter of uncertainty for several decades. Stage directions locating music at the first Globe Theatre, for example, almost exclusively use the term ‘within’, which by itself suggests behind the scene in the tiring house, hidden by the curtain of the discovery space.30 Directions for Blackfriars plays are more likely to say ‘above’, which seems to direct to a space above the stage, probably in the central portion of the second level, from which the instruments could be heard throughout the theatre by actors and audience alike. Of course, that space could be described as ‘within’ as well, but the fact that the term ‘music above’ does not occur earlier has led to the conclusion that upper music rooms are a later innovation in the public theatre.31 This seems to be an issue primarily for performances at the first Globe and other early public theatres like the Swan. Revels records for court performances in 1604–05 and 1611–12 suggest that, as at Blackfriars, ‘music rooms or houses were raised over the stage’.32 Of course, no theatre had a ‘pit’ in the modern sense of the term, so the instrumentalists needed to be somewhere close, and that suggests immediately behind the stage on the main level, or above it. The special case of the ‘under’ is for a representation of the underworld in Antony and Cleopatra 4.3,33 and it seems clear that such placement was not a typical location for musicians.

Consorts onstage seem to be rare,34 but we know that individual instruments appeared onstage (or near it) as well as in the music room. Hortensio’s disastrous lute lesson with Kate in Taming of the Shrew 2.1,35 Queen Katherine’s line, ‘Take thy lute, wench’ in Henry VIII (3.1.1), and more subtle clues, like Ophelia’s entrance singing a ballad in Hamlet 4.5, given in the 1603 quarto alone (sig. G4v) as ‘Enter Ofelia playing on a Lute, and her haire downe singing’.36 Stage directions are, indeed, often our best clues to the use of specific instruments.37 Trumpets get mentioned over a hundred times in the first folio, sometimes in dialogue, but most often in stage directions. Another common loud instrument, the double-reed shawm, makes its folio appearance only in stage directions as the ‘hoboye’.38 The same is true for the ‘cornett’—or ‘cornet’ as it is usually spelled at the time—a softer, trumpet-sounding instrument with fingerholes like a woodwind but with a brass-type mouthpiece. The recorder seems to have had an association with funerary and heavenly music,39 though its most famous appearance is as a prop in Hamlet’s metaphor about ‘being played’ (3.2). Tabors (small drums) are usually associated with clowns, like Feste in Twelfth Night 3.1, and period images of both Richard Tarlton and Will Kemp show them with pipe and tabor.40 That instrument pair—really a one-man band—is also called for in Winter’s Tale 4.4 and in a stage direction in The Tempest 3.2, calling for it to be played by Ariel.

Shakespeare refers only once to the ‘Vyall’ (Richard II 1.3), and that ‘vnstringed’, but we know viols were a common feature of choirboy plays. In 1582, the Master of the choristers at St Paul’s, Sebastian Westcott, bequeathed to his successor his ‘chest of vyalyns and vyalls to exercise and Learne the children & Choristers there’.41 And there are numerous references to viols in plays written for boy companies. The German description of the performance at Blackfriars in 1602, quoted above, mentions a song apparently accompanied just by viol, which was tuned like a lute and therefore capable of playing chords in addition to a simple bass line. In fact, music for the so-called ‘lyra viol’ was typically notated in tablature, like the lute, rather than in staff notation. One composer who published a collection of songs with tablature for the lyra viol was Robert Jones, who composed the original of Toby’s ‘Farewell, dear heart’ from Twelfth Night 2.3, and who eventually became a partner to Philip Rosseter in his Whitefriars company.42

It is not, of course, just a single viol that may have been used to accompany songs. Particularly in productions by boy companies, it seems that a consort of viols might have provided accompaniments. Among surviving songs with parts for multiple viols—often referred to as ‘consort songs’—are ‘Ah, alas, you salt sea gods’, probably by Richard Farrant, Master of the Children of the Chapel from 1569 to his death in 1580, and apparently a lament sung by Panthea with four viols before she stabs herself at the end of his The Warres of Cyrus,43 and ‘What meat eats the Spaniard’, a song for three boys and three viols, from the anonymous Blurt, Master Constable, presented by the Boys of Paul’s in 1602.44 Indeed, plays for the Boys of Paul’s, such as those by John Marston, are replete with references to viols, perhaps dating back to the presentation of plays under Sebastian Westcott from around 1551 to 1582. Many of the plays of William Percy (assumed to be the playwright signing himself ‘W.P.’) call for entr’acte performances by an instrumental ensemble: ‘Here they knocked up the consort’,45 meaning, presumably, the actors stomped or hammered on something as a stock cue to the instrumentalists to begin their musical interlude. Since Percy is either describing or prescribing performance by the Boys of Paul’s, it is a reasonable guess that he meant viol consort.

Masque productions had access to many more musical resources, with available royal bands of lutes, violins, and winds. We know, for example, that no less than twenty lutes played for the masque of Oberon at Whitehall in 1611, and there are references to the participation of violin band (probably the principal masque ensemble) and groups of shawms and sackbuts, or cornetts and sackbuts.46 These groups certainly played at the highest standard of performance, since places in the royal musical establishment were much coveted, and even stewarded from generation to generation of musicians.47 Masques typically included a small number of set dances as part of the production (typically almains), but also antimasque dances and numerous social dances in the revels, so there was ample opportunity for instrumental music. It is also likely that ensembles accompanied some of the songs. Rosseter’s Lessons for Consort of 1609 includes versions of masque songs arranged for mixed consort, including Thomas Campion’s ‘Move now with measure sound’, Thomas Giles’s ‘Shewes & nightly reuels’, and Thomas Lupo’s ‘Time that leads the fatall round’, all from the Lord Hayes Masque of 1607.48

THE SONGS

It has already been mentioned that not many musical settings of play songs survive, compared to the number indicated in playscripts. In Shakespeare, for example, we have Morley’s ‘It was a lover and his lass’ and a few songs by Robert Johnson, royal lutenist and musician with the King’s Men. But the sources for the Johnson songs are all late (1620s–60s) and there are conflicting attributions, so we are not absolutely certain that they were used in the original productions rather than revivals.49 At least Shakespeare’s lyrics are often labelled ‘Song’, and handily set in italics in the script. For all of Marston’s numerous songs in his choirboy plays, often the only remnant is the stage direction ‘CANTANT’ with no lyrics. The reason, Tiffany Stern concluded, is ‘because playhouse contingencies led songs to circulate in dislocated form’.50 In other words, whatever playscript was given to the actors, the songs seem to have been notated on separate sheets, and thus, when the plays came to be published, the music was never part of the ‘package’.

But even for Shakespeare’s single set song from a source in his lifetime, there are problems. ‘It was a lover and his lass’ appears in Morley’s First Booke of Ayres of 1600 and in Shakespeare’s As You Like It 5.3, written and performed around 1598 to 1600 (though not printed until the first folio of 1623). But which came first? Did Shakespeare write the lyric for the play and commission Morley to make a musical setting? Did Shakespeare write the lyric for the play and Morley decide on his own to make a musical setting? Did Morley compose the song, circulate it in manuscript, and Shakespeare just decide to insert it into his play?51 It is sometimes assumed that Shakespeare commissioned Morley but there is really no evidence to confirm that kind of direct collaboration.52 Shakespeare’s song is apparently sung by two pages, but Morley’s song is for solo voice with no indication of how two singers might divide it.53 Morley’s setting and Shakespeare’s lyric have basically the same verses, but in a different order, with Morley’s being preferable in terms of the sense of the lyric. Does that support Morley’s song as the original and Shakespeare’s use as a quote, with the misarranged order being intentional or unintentional by Shakespeare or his editors? This shows how even a song from a play, printed around the time the play was written, presents sometimes unresolvable questions.54 And, as noted, most of the settings of play songs have not survived in printed or manuscript versions anyway.

The lack of lutesong settings of play songs may not be as tragic as it seems, however. In Shakespeare’s Songbook, I argue that there may never have been lutesong settings of many of these songs, and that, absent written music, they were probably sung to tunes that fit the lyrics.55 We know this was the case in Ben Jonson’s Bartholmew Fayre of 1614, because his dialogue actually specifies the tune for his lyric: Paggington’s Pound, or ‘Packington’s Pound’, the most popular ballad tune of the age.56 But there are dozens of play songs that share rhymes, keywords, and versification schemes with popular ballads, and sometimes even with existing lutesongs. Certainly, an actor, faced with a song lyric without tune direction in the playscript, and no separate sheet with a musical setting, would take it upon himself to sing it to a tune that worked.57 And the universal currency of ballads at the time provided a huge stock of melodies that would have been known to everyone, from the highest noble to the lowliest groundling.58

As for contrafacta of more formal music, the most explicit evidence comes from William Percy, who in his play Necromantes calls for a song to be sung ‘to the tune of Dowlands Cock, which may do well and best in this Place, els with some other note to this our ditty, if so it may be’.59 On this basis, and in the absence of any obvious candidates, Tiffany Stern cleverly suggests that ‘Dowlands Cock’ is probably his Lachrimae Coactae, which comes closest of any of his surviving works to that sound.60 Unfortunately, Percy’s complete direction says ‘… some other note to this our ditty, if so it may be, in a Triple 
crying’, which makes clear that Dowland’s or whatever music chosen to set Percy’s lyrics needs to be in a triple metre, and none of Dowland’s Lachrimae pieces are in triple. Alas, it seems that Dowland’s ‘Cock’ is a lost lutesong or instrumental piece, though the concept of borrowing any appropriate music for play lyrics could not be clearer.61




	
The greatest riuers flow from little springs.

Though thou art full, skorne not thy meanes at first,

He that’s most drunke may soonest be a thirst.



	
The lowest trees haue tops, the Ant her gall,

The flie her spleene, the little sparke his heate,

And slender haires cast shadowes though but small,…









Not all such borrowings are this obvious, but there is little question that the three lines of ‘The greatest rivers flow from little springs’ from Act 1 of Eastward Ho (1605), are a parody of Edward Dyer’s ‘The lowest trees have tops, the ant her gall,’ as set by John Dowland and published two years earlier in his Third Booke of Songs.

The playwrights, Chapman, Jonson, and Marston, give no tune direction, and the character Touchstone gives no mention of his musical source in the dialog, but they have no need to do so. It would have been obvious to the choirboy playing the role, and to the audience as well.


THE PEOPLE

Thomas Morley, Robert Jones, and Philip Rosseter have already been mentioned. Ironically, we have no documentary evidence of John Dowland’s involvement with any company, children’s or adult’s, during his entire lifetime, and yet, he is a dominant figure among composers whose works are used in plays. I think it bears asking whether his pre-eminence is more than just his stature among composers of lutesongs, and if he may have had some hidden relationship to the theatre in London, or alternatively, some enduring friendship with London theatre professionals or authorities.

Dowland’s First Booke of Songes or Ayres of 1597 contains three songs that are used in children’s plays, and his subsequent publications almost all have some piece or other that gets quoted, parodied or alluded to in a play.62 His First Booke was dedicated to George Carey, Baron Hunsdon, and Lord Chamberlain, whose connection to the theatre is obvious. Lady Hunsdon was the former Elizabeth Spencer, sister of Alice who married Lord Strang (later Earl of Derby), Ferdinando Stanley, so there were connections to theatrical companies through his patrons and their families. In fact, Dowland’s earliest patron, Henry Brooke, Lord Cobham, was the son of Carey’s short-lived predecessor as Lord Chamberlain. Dowland spent a great deal of time out of the country, from his early service with Cobham in Paris, to appointments at courts in Kassel and Elsinore,63 and thus there were years when he could not possibly have worked in the London theatre, although he may have performed with English theatre companies touring abroad.64 He accepted foreign positions because of his failure to secure a court appointment after the death of Elizabeth’s premier lutenist, John Johnson, in 1594. Oddly, there are years (such as 1606 to 1609) when we assume he was in London but have no documents revealing how he made his living, and it seems possible that he was active in the theatre. In 1612, on the title page to A Pilgrimes Solace, he described himself as lutenist to Theophilus Howard de Walden, whose father had become Lord Chamberlain in succession to Henry Carey, and still held that office. In February, 1613, Dowland and the viol player-composer William Corkine, were paid the generous sum of £5 for performing with a consort at the Middle Temple.65 This was less than two weeks before the Masque of the Middle Temple in honour of the wedding of Princess Elizabeth, so perhaps Dowland’s work had some connection to that staged event.

Besides these documented associations and his many songs used or cited in plays, the names of some of Dowland’s instrumental pieces reinforce his connections to the theatre: ‘Tarleton’s Jig’, ‘Tarleton’s Riserrectione’, ‘Lord Strang’s March’, ‘The Right Honorable Ferdinando Earl of Derby, His Galliard’, ‘Lady Hunsdon’s Puffe’, ‘My Lord Chamberlain, His Galliard’, as well as settings of several ballads and popular songs that get mentioned in Shakespeare, like ‘Fortune my foe’, ‘Go from my window’, ‘Loth to depart’, and others. In the absence of knowledge about Dowland’s work in England before 1612, when he finally got his court appointment, it is tempting to imagine him working as a musician in the theatre world.

Robert Johnson, unlike Dowland, had a sterling musical pedigree and a smooth path into both the court and the theatre. His father, John Johnson, was Elizabeth’s finest lutenist, and not long after his death in 1594, Robert was indentured to George Carey, the same Lord Chamberlain to whom Dowland dedicated his first book of songs. By 1604, Johnson was a royal lutenist, taking his father’s vacant place that had been denied to Dowland. By 1607, he was also working for the King’s Men, apparently composing songs for plays and dances for court masques. Songs by Johnson are extant for plays by Shakespeare, Jonson, Middleton, and Beaumont and Fletcher, and we have dances by him for masques by Jonson and Chapman as well. Unfortunately, he published none of it, so what exists is due only to the vagaries of manuscript transmission and is probably just a fraction of what he composed. It was noted earlier that the sources for Johnson’s songs are late, so none of his songs survive with tablature accompaniments, being rather for voice with bass line—probably intended to be realized by lute or theorbo. They are exquisite, and a testament to the musicality and skill of the actors who sang them.

Another musician who deserves mention is Thomas Ravenscroft. He was a chorister at St Paul’s and almost certainly a member of the acting company there since he later published songs known to have been used in their repertory of plays, including Beaumont’s The Knight of the Burning Pestle, Marston’s Jacke Drum’s Entertainment, Middleton’s A Trick to Catch the Old-One, and the anonymous Blurt, Master-Constable.66 He would therefore have been colleagues with Salomon Pavy, a boy actor made famous by his early death and Jonson’s tribute, and with Nathan Field, who went on to have a career in adult theatre.67 It has recently become clear that Ravenscroft had ties to professional adult theatre as well, however, since, along with Cuthbert Burbage, John Heminges, and the comedian John Shank, he was a witness to the will of actor Richard Cowley in 1618. He was also friendly with William Austin, who was a trustee of Edward Alleyn’s new college at Dulwich and, with Alleyn, was overseer of the will of Philip Henslowe.68 This personal connection to the professional theatrical community should give greater authority to Ravenscroft for pieces like the round, ‘Hold thy peace’, sung by the drunken trio in Twelfth Night, which exists in variant versions in other period sources.

Lastly, the extraordinary musicality of the actors of late Renaissance England must be emphasized. Is it reasonable to expect, for example, that without ad hoc coaching an actor could supply an appropriate tune for a song lyric in a play, or sing snatches of songs that are quoted in the script? The answer seems to be a resounding ‘yes’. We take for granted that comic actors like Tarlton, Kemp, and Armin were musical. All were renowned for improvised balladizing and were associated with stage jigs, where all of the dialogue was sung to ballad tunes. But many of the ‘Principall Actors’ listed in the first folio had musical backgrounds as well. Some, like Augustine Phillips and John Shank, were comedians in their own right. Shank was teased in 1613 that he did ‘leave to sing his rimes’, perhaps meaning that he stopped jigging when he joined the King’s Men, but his background was clearly ‘song and dance’.69 Similarly, Augustine Phillips was himself the author of the now-lost ‘Gygg of the Slyppers’ which was entered into the Stationers’ Register in 1595. Furthermore, his will of 4 May 1605 includes the following: ‘Item I giue to Samuell Gilborne my Late Aprentice … my base viall Item I giue to Iames Sands my Aprentice … a Citterne a Bandore and a Lute’.70 Significantly, those instruments comprise four of the six belonging to the theatrical consort, so the fact that a player and sharer possessed such specialized musical tools is fascinating.71 Even the leading actor Edward Alleyn bequeathed ‘instruments’ among the furniture, books, and other possessions in his will of 1626,72 and the earliest reference to his profession (1595) actually calls him a ‘musicion’.73

Other sharers (and first folio ‘Principall Actors’) that clearly had a noteworthy musical background include George Bryan and Thomas Pope. They were with Kemp and Leicester’s Men on their continental tour, starting in 1586, where, over the next several years, English troupes were described variously as playing, singing, juggling, leaping, dancing, and doing tricks.74 One description from 1599 is especially interesting since it confirms that English companies touring the Continent were presenting plays in English along with their musical entertainments:

On the 26th of November 1599 there arrived here eleven Englishmen, all young and lively fellows, with the exception of one, a rather elderly man, who had everything under his management. They acted on five successive days five different comedies in their own English tongue. They carried with them various musical instruments, such as lutes, cithern, fiddles, flutes, and such like; they danced many new and foreign dances (not usual in the country) at the beginning and at the end of their comedies.75

These men were not just actors, they were entertainers—song-and-dance men like music hall or vaudeville performers. That is the experience they brought into the leading English companies starting in the 1590s and into the list of Shakespeare’s ‘Principall Actors’. Along with former choirboy company members from that list, like William Ostler, Nathan Field, and John Underwood, who brought a more disciplined knowledge and experience in music, it is clear that many of the players on the Shakespearean stage had a very strong musical background. In view of all this, it bears asking whether modern training for classical theatre ought to include more music, not just for musical theatre, but for participation in vocal and instrumental music in early modern plays of all sorts.76
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45 Huntington Library, MS HM 4.
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68 On Ravenscroft’s life and theatrical associations, see Duffin, The Music Treatises of Thomas Ravenscroft (Aldershot: Ashgate, 2014), 1–50, esp. 41.

69 See Andrew Gurr, The Shakespeare Company, 1594–1642 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 240.

70 Honigman and Brock, Playhouse Wills, 237. Gilbourne, the legatee, was later named along with his mentor among the ‘Principall Actors’ in the first folio.
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74 See Limon, Gentlemen of a Company, 3, 83, et passim.

75 From ‘Röchell’s Chronicle of the city of Münster’, translated in Cohn, Shakespeare in Germany, cxxxiv–cxxxv, with ‘pipen’ in the original amended to ‘flutes’ from ‘fifes’ in Cohn. My thanks to Herbert Myers for consulting on the translation. Note that, again, four of the six consort instruments are included.

76 As Claire van Kampen says: ‘It is entirely possible … that the actors supplied their own accompaniment to songs, and indeed, until the growth of competition between the public indoor theatres, this was probably entirely adequate’. See ‘Performing Early Music at Shakespeare’s Globe’, in Shakespeare Globe, ed. Carson and Karim-Cooper, 193, n. 3.
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