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ABSTRACT 
 

This dissertation cross-examines non-theatrical and theatrical forms of 
early modern performance which operated and interacted with and within 
the public and private spheres of the English Renaissance culture. It 
genealogizes the models of agency for the early modern poet-
playwrights who wrote in a historical reality where political and moral 
were inseparable dimensions. After exploring these underlying 
mechanics of performance and agency in the world of William 
Shakespeare and his contemporaries, this dissertation approaches the 
London of the playhouse period (1567-1642) as a semio-memetic nexus 
for rhetorical agon. The contextualized close readings in this dissertation 
demonstrate how the poet-playwrights manipulated the public 
consciousness of their audiences by recycling familiar elements in their 
inter-referential plays. The culmination of this dissertation is a case study 
of three inter-referential Jew plays, in which the recycling of similar 
elements acts as philosophical and personal debate between three poet-
playwrights. The stage Jews in these plays function as a rhetorical 
device in the public debate which takes place in the dialogic platform 
provided by the London playhouses.  
The primary method of this dissertation, which consists of four 

different thematically interlinked parts, is contextualized close reading of 
literary and non-literary texts.  
While the agency of Shakespeare’s contemporary theatre 

practitioners did not manifest in action the same way as our modern 
political theatre, both non-theatrical and theatrical forms of early modern 
performance provided a semi-autonomous sounding board in a 
hierarchical world that existed before the individual rights and the advent 
of mass media. This dissertation proposes that the early modern 
entertainment industry was not simply a precursor to our contemporary 
notion of consumer culture, but instead it would be more proper to speak 
of early modern participatory culture. The capital of England housed 
theatrical performances for over seventy years, and this continuous and 
centered theatre practice transformed London into a living memory 
machine. Where the Renaissance pedagogy had instilled the poet-
playwrights with rhetorical mindset and persuasive eloquence, the 
interactive forum of playhouses and printing press offered them personal 
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rostra for communicating their ideas in dramatic form. The culminating 
case study of this dissertation sheds therefore a new light on 
Shakespeare's public stance on protocapitalism, immigration, and 
religion in the 1590s.  
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TIIVISTELMÄ 
 

Väitöskirjani vertailee rinnakkain ei-teatterillisia ja teatterillisia 
varhaismodernin esityksen muotoja, jotka toimivat ja vuorovaikuttivat 
Englannin renessanssin kulttuurin julkisten ja yksityisten sfäärien kanssa 
sekä sisällä. Genealogisoin väitöskirjassani varhaismodernien runoilija-
näytelmäkirjailijoiden toimijuuden malleja historiallisessa 
todellisuudessa, jossa poliittinen ja moraalinen sijoittuivat 
erottamattomasti samaan ulottuvuuteen. Tutkittuani esityksen ja 
toimijuuden piileviä mekaniikkoja William Shakespearen ja hänen 
aikalaistensa maailmassa, väitöskirjani lähestyy Lontoon teatteritalojen 
aikakautta (1567-1642) semioottis-memeettisenä keskuksena retoriselle 
kamppailulle. Väitöskirjani kontekstualisoidut lähiluennat osoittavat 
kuinka runoilija-näytelmäkirjailijat manipuloivat yleistä mielipidettä 
kierrättämällä tuttuja elementtejä toisiinsa viittaavissa näytelmissään. 
Väitöskirjani huipentuma on kolmen toisiinsa viittaavan fiktiivisistä 
juutalaisista kertovan renessanssinäytelmän tapaustutkimus, jossa 
samojen elementtien kierrättäminen toimii filosofisena ja 
henkilökohtaisena väittelynä kolmen runoilija-näytelmäkirjailijan välillä. 
Näissä renessanssinäytelmissä esiintyvät fiktiiviset juutalaishahmot 
toimivat retorisina välineinä julkisessa väittelyssä, joka tapahtui Lontoon 
teatteritalojen tarjoamalla dialogisella eli vuoropuhelut mahdollistavalla 
alustalla.  
Neljästä yhteen linkittyvästä temaattisesta kokonaisuudesta 

muodostuvan väitöskirjani pääasiallinen tutkimusmetodi on kirjallisten ja 
ei-kirjallisten tekstien kontekstualisoiva lähiluenta. 
Vaikka Shakespearen aikaisten teatterintekijöiden toimijuus ei 

ilmennyt samalla tavoin kuin nykyisessä poliittisessa teatterissa, niin ei-
teatterilliset kuin teatterilliset varhaismodernin esityksen muodot 
tarjosivat jossakin määrin autonomisen kaikupohjan hiearkisessa 
maailmassa ennen nykyisen kaltaisia yksilön oikeuksia ja massamedian 
syntyä. Väitöskirjani osoittaa, että varhaismoderni viihdeteollisuus ei ollut 
yksiselitteisesti nykyisen kulutuskulttuurimme esimuoto, vaan 
ennemminkin tulisi puhua varhaismodernista osallistavasta kulttuurista. 
Englannin pääkaupunki salli teatterirakennuksissa tapahtuvat esitykset 
yli seitsemänkymmentä vuotta ja tämä jatkuva sekä keskitetty 
teatterintekeminen muutti ajan mittaan Lontoosta elävän muistikoneen. 
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Siinä missä renessanssipedagogiikka oli iskostanut runoilija-
näytelmäkirjailijoihin retorisen mielenlaadun ja suostuttelukykyisen 
kaunopuheisuuden, teatteritalojen ja kirjapainojen muodostama 
interaktiivinen foorumi tarjosi heille puhujalavan heidän ajattelunsa 
julkiseen kommunikoimiseen draamallisessa muodossa. Väitöskirjani 
huipennuksena toimiva tapaustutkimus tuo siten uutta valoa 
Shakespearen varhaiskapitalismia, maahanmuuttoa ja uskontoa 
koskeviin näkökantoihin 1590-luvulla.  
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INTRODUCTION  

This doctoral dissertation started its life in Tampere University as my 
bachelor's thesis which then grew into the master's thesis Juutalaisen 
representaatio ja merkitys renessanssidraamassa (2012).1 Inspired by 
such modern classics of English Renaissance scholarship as James 
Shapiro's Shakespeare and the Jews (1996) and Janet Adelman's Blood 
Relations: Christian and Jew in The Merchant of Venice (2008), these 
student works already show my interest in the Elizabethan stage Jew as 
something far more complex than merely an expression of early modern 
antisemitism.  
Where the first part of the name of this dissertation “Early Modern 

Performance of and The Rhetoric of Theatre” refers to the communal 
mechanics behind the early modern performance and the nature of 
Shakespearean agency, the second part “The English Renaissance 
Stage as Metatheatrical Rostra in Public Debate” refers to the core ideas 
of this dissertation, crescendoing in the case study which situates the 
stage Jew in the aforementioned context of early modern performance 
and the rhetoric of theatre.2 
Indeed, although the past decade saw the appearance of academic 

publications such as Emma Smith's provocatively named article Was 
Shylock Jewish? (2013) and Saskia Zinsser-Krys's well-researched book 
                                                   
1 The Representation and Significance of the Stage Jew in the English Renaissance 
Drama (2012) 
 
2 I have respectfully decided to keep “The English Renaissance” in the title of this 
dissertation, even though Professor Emeritus Freddie Rokem quite rightly observed, that 
a more specific appellation (such as “Elizabethan”, “Jacobean”, or “Caroline”) would 
sound less scientific and more evocative. However, as the playhouse-based English 
theatre in this dissertation spans the years 1567-1642, “The English Renaissance” is by 
default the most factual and therefore accurate appellation.  
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The Early Modern Stage-Jew (2017) which both share certain similarities 
with my critical approach, this doctoral dissertation Early Modern 
Performance and the Rhetoric of Theatre: The English Renaissance 
Stage as Metatheatrical Rostra in Public Debate (2024) makes the 
original proposition, that when set in the theatrico-ideological context, the 
three extant Elizabethan plays featuring a stage Jew, (i) The Three 
Ladies of London (1581) by Robert Wilson, an actor-playwright (ii) The 
Jew of Malta (1589, 1594) by Christopher Marlowe, a University Wit (iii) 
The Merchant of Venice (1596) by William Shakespeare, an actor-
playwright, reveal themselves as fragments of public dialogue that took 
place between three playwrights in the form of theatre and drama. 
Admittedly, it is a somewhat embarrassing fact, that despite the 

critical approaches, the ever-changing fashions in the academia, or the 
technological advances, the Shakespeare scholarship by its very nature 
is bound to remain in the speculative realm of historically educated 
guesses. In the face of temporal realities, I have therefore sought to 
internalize this healthy intellectual humility as the guiding principle of this 
ambitious dissertation.  
Unlike Eva Johanna Holmberg's critically acclaimed study Jews in the 

Early Modern English Imagination (2012), the focus of this doctoral 
dissertation obviously is not the representation of the Jewish people in 
the late sixteenth and early seventeenth century. Instead, my 
dissertation is a unique exploration of these plays as extant remains of a 
metatheatrical dialogue in the proto-public sphere.  
When read in chronological order, as this doctoral dissertation 

proposes, the works seem to form a continuity: a self-reflexive, 
interconnected network of plays (by playwrights) that communicate with 
one another. Furthermore, the plays consistently utilize their respective 
stage Jews to probe questions pertaining to religion, protocapitalism and 
immigration. The three plays, in this context, form a public debate on 
these issues. Consequently, each play becomes a public statement by a 
playwright.  
In my master's thesis Juutalaisen representaatio ja merkitys 

renessanssidraamassa (2012) I lay a solid groundwork for this 
dissertation, probing some of the questions pertaining to this particular 
'Other' of the Early modern stage. The Shakespeare scholar Jean 
Howard argues in The Stage and Social Struggle in Early Modern 
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England (1994) that in times of general social dislocation, fears about 
change are often displaced onto the Other, whether it be the Woman, 
the Sodomite or the Jew. In their distinct ways, the plays of Marlowe, 
Wilson and Shakespeare embody this social struggle, by enacting a 
public contest and a negotiation between the competing ideological 
positions. 
The Other, in the case of my dissertation the Jew, is the vessel of this 

ideological contest and negotiation. I argue that the stage Jews in this 
dissertation both embody and represent something far more complex 
than merely the prevalent antisemitism of the English protestants.3 To 
cite the Elizabethan translator Arthur Golding's (1536-1606) preface to 
Ovid's Metamorphoses (1567): 
 

”Then must wee thinke the learned men that did theis names frequent,  
Some further things and purposes by those devises ment” (Pref. 57-58)  
 
Indeed, there is more than meets the eye in the recurring character of 

the Jew, who inhabits the English Renaissance stages from one play to 
another. But studying this fascinating theatrical phenomenon requires 
first a thorough research of the historical, political and cultural context of 
these plays. Each successive part of this dissertation contains a 
theoretical summary of the essentials pertaining to its main themes. 
However, since the approach of this study is eclectic in its 
multidisciplinary nature, many of its theoretical concepts have been 
retrofitted through creative adaptation to serve historicized research 
interest: the result has been a plethora of new ideas, conceptual 
frameworks, and analytical tools, all of which hopefully can be further 
refined in the future.4  
                                                   
3 There is no simple “yes-or-no” answer to the question whether The Three Ladies of 
London, The Jew of Malta, and The Merchant of Venice are plays about antisemitism or 
anti-Semitic plays. 
 
4 The union of theatre and drama is both collaborative, transient, and literary 
phenomenon: I therefore believe that the fourfold approach of this dissertation gives us a 
three-dimensional picture of this entity, even if the picture itself is distorted by the 
historico-cultural distance.  In the name of intellectual honesty, my use of the word 
“retrofit” acknowledges that all conceptual tools for understanding the early modern reality 
(or historical reality in general) are by varying degrees in need of self-critical adaptation. 
I sincerely hope that this is not a “noanswer” to Professor Emeritus Freddie Rokem’s 
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In Part 1. of this dissertation, I use the word “ideology” made famous 
in the humanities by the Marxist philosopher Antonio Gramsci (1891-
1937). However, throughout this dissertation similar philosophical 
concepts undergo a semantic and contentual re-working for the early 
modern context, because obviously such Gramscian concepts as the 
“intelligentsia of the bourgeoisie” and the “intellectuals of the working 
class” are by default alien and anachronistic from the perspective of the 
English Renaissance. In short, this approach of thoughtfully 
retrofitting modern theoretical concepts for early modern usage is 
something that takes place throughout this dissertation and is therefore 
everything but exclusively limited to “ideology” and its Gramscian 
associations. 
As perhaps the most extreme case of such retrofit, I have adapted the 

idea of public sphere from the German philosopher and social theorist 
Jürgen Habermas (b. 1929) from his magnum opus The Structural 
Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of 
Bourgeois Society (1962) for early modern usage, which by default 
means that such Habermasian terms as Private Sphere, Public Sphere, 
and Sphere of Public Authority undergo a conversion process. 
Habermas, as demonstrated in this dissertation, has not paid enough 
attention for the English Renaissance in his theory of the development of 
public sphere in Europe, for Shakespeare and his contemporaries 
operated within an exceptionally vibrant print culture. In fact, the very 
existence of the English Renaissance stage demands us to re-evaluate 
the Habermasian public sphere.  
Stephen Greenblatt is an American Shakespeare scholar best known 

as the originator of New Historicism (or Cultural Poetics). In Greenblatt's 
own words, the genesis of this contextualized study of literary and non-
literary texts, which is an opposite theoretical approach to the study of 
texts as self-contained and self-referential entities, is the following “[I] 
collected a bunch of essays and then, out of kind of desperation to get 
the introduction done, [I] wrote that the essays represented something 
                                                   
useful and perceptive criticisms of my fourfold approach. In short, since literature and 
culture are never neutral or objective, I would rather err on the side of historico-cultural 
distance, especially when dealing with theatre and drama. To quote the oft-quoted 
opening phrase of L.P. Hartley’s novel The Go-Between (1953) “The past is a foreign 
country; they do things differently there.”  
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called a 'new historicism' ” (Greenblatt 2007, 197). As this piece of (in my 
own words) autobiographical cavalier prose is written by the John Cogan 
University Professor of the Humanities at Harvard University, this 
dissertation's readers hopefully understand that New Historicism 
introduces a certain level of intellectual anarchy and narrative flair to 
academic writing.  
The Shakespeare scholars Jonathan Dollimore and Alan Sinfield, the 

fathers of Cultural Materialism, are something of British analogues to 
Greenblatt's New Historicism, since the former theoretical approach 
likewise stresses historical context and close textual analysis. However, 
where New Historicism and Cultural Materialism have played a 
prominent role in the English Departments of the English-speaking 
countries since the 1980s, in Finland the first New Historicist dissertation 
was written in the 2010s. From the perspective of theatre and 
performance studies, the interest in the constructedness of culture which 
unites both New Historicism and Cultural Materialism is something that 
extends to both theatrical and non-theatrical performances in the early 
modern world.  
New Historicism is influenced by the American anthropologist Clifford 

Geertz (1926-2006) and his magnum opus The Interpretation of Cultures 
(1973), as can be seen from the use of thick description in the New 
Historicist close readings which characteristically approach the 
circulation of literary and non-literary texts as something inseparable, 
whereas Cultural Materialism – though sharing many of the same 
qualities – traces its origins to the work of cultural theorist Raymond 
Williams (1921-1988), viewing culture as a productive process.5  
Where Geertz critically engaged with the colonial history of 

anthropology, Williams is hailed as a revolutionary socialist intellectual 
and key figure in the development of cultural studies. As a result, New 
Historicism and - perhaps to an even greater extent - Cultural 
Materialism possess a sense of social awareness, as proponents of 

                                                   
5 The need for self-critical adaptation does not end at the conceptual tools, for even though 
my close readings in this dissertation concentrate on the cultural significance of the 
pertinent literary and non-literary texts, I have (speaking as someone who has frequented 
the Folger Shakespeare Library) by no means ignored their existence as physical 
documents in the historical context. I likewise acknowledge that all the extant English 
Renaissance texts are products of transmission, circulation, and selection.  
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humanities that in their own unique way participate in our contemporary 
politico-ideological debates, instead of secluding themselves inside the 
apolitical sphere of academia. However, this by no means is a carte 
blanche for writing (or reading this dissertation as) thinly disguised 
activism.  
The influence of the French philosopher and historian of ideas Michel 

Foucault (1926-1984) is likewise detectable in the anti-establishment 
spirit of New Historicism, and this underlying Foucauldian heritage is 
perhaps most visible in the non-linear, epistemic, and discursive 
formations of history in the New Historicist close readings. This is 
tangible in the New Historicist writing, which has been characterized 
(and criticized by its opponents) as "essayistic” the same way Foucault 
wrote philosophy: de gustibus non est disputandum.6 
In addition to New Historicism and Cultural Materialism, the 

historiographical movement known as the Cambridge School, has 
influenced the theoretical approach of this dissertation. The British 
intellectual historian Quentin Skinner's (b. 1940) analysis of political 
thought stresses the interpretive primacy of context, for instead of “[the] 
dustiest antiquarian interest” (Skinner 2006, 6) the contextual approach 
acknowledges that “earlier thinkers may have been interested in a range 
of questions very different from our own” (Skinner 2006, 3), arguing that 
specific beliefs can be interpreted “by placing them in the context of 
frameworks” (Skinner 2006, 4-5).  
When applied to the English Renaissance theatre, Skinner's analysis 

of historical texts, namely what their authors “may have been doing in 
writing as they wrote” (Skinner 2006, 3), becomes a way to navigate the 
ideological and conceptual environment which produced the English 
Renaissance drama. New Historicism, Cultural Materialism, and the 
Cambridge school are everything but unaware about the postmodern 
notion that all knowledge is contaminated. However, I would like to 
believe that Skinner's eloquent words here speak for all three theoretical 
approaches, which stress the interpretive primacy of context: “I defend 
                                                   
6 Latin: “There's no disputing about taste”. For academic criticism of New Historicism, see 
(e.g.) Camille Paglia's “Junk Bonds and Corporate Raiders: Academe in the Hour of the 
Wolf” in Sex Art and American Culture: New Essays (1992) or Sarah Maza's article 
“Stephen Greenblatt, New Historicism, and Cultural History, or, What We Talk About 
When We Talk About Interdisciplinary” in Modern Intellectual History 1, no 2 (2004).  
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the view that the concept of truth is irrelevant to the enterprise of 
explaining beliefs” (Skinner 2006, 2).  
It should not be forgotten, that theatre studies itself is likewise a 

context-based discipline, especially if we look at its originator, the 
German literary historian and theatrologist Max Herrman (1865-1942), 
whose close reading of Johann Wolfgang Goethe's (1749-1832) play 
Jahrmarksfest in Plundersweilern utilized original sources and 
performance history.  
Indeed, my doctoral dissertation seeks to offer a meaningful way of 

interpreting historical reality, for like Skinner, while I do agree with the 
Derridean notion of the context as something which in its entirety is 
irretrievable, I nevertheless believe that there is a relevant context 
outside the text that can be described in a plausible way. 
However, in order to close read the English Renaissance plays as 

historical texts, it is essential to probe the nature agency in the world of 
Shakespeare and his contemporaries. In Cultural Studies, agency is 
defined as “[the] socially determined capability to act and make a 
difference” (Barker 2006, 435), so this dissertation seeks to understand 
how the English Renaissance theatre practitioners exercised their 
agency within the structure of early modern reality which both influenced 
and limited their choices and opportunities.  
Whereas the English Renaissance drama was partially a product of 

the transition from manuscript to print culture, we now (for better or 
worse) face a transition from print to electronic culture. This dissertation 
explores the fascinating parallels between the early modern and our 
contemporary culture by mapping the world of dramatic and theatrical 
recycling during the playhouse period (1567-1642), going as far as 
proposing that the existence of memes and their cultural significance is 
not limited to our current internet age: the transition from manuscript to 
print culture gave birth to Renaissance meme(s), which continued to 
mutate and spread in the stages of the public playhouses. In fact, the 
dialogic recycling between different playwrights in the world of the 
English Renaissance theatre shows that we should approach the stage 
Jew as a Renaissance meme, an immaterial entity which existed in the 
public consciousness of the early modern Englishmen, being therefore 
neither exclusively theatrical nor literary phenomenon.  
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The plays featuring stage Jews, in addition to this technological 
parallel with the contemporary reality of the 2020s, touch on issues that 
remain unfortunately current. Finnish immigration discourse, national 
extremism and the rise of antisemitism in the Nordic countries show that 
these late-sixteenth century plays are thematically not as far from our 
contemporary reality as we would like to think. Furthermore, the 
questions asked pertaining to religion and commerce in Europe – Euro-
Islam, secularization, the crisis of capitalism – are now timelier than ever. 
Early Modern Performance and the Rhetoric of Theatre: The English 

Renaissance Stage as Rostra in Public Debate (2024) proposes a 
pioneering approach to the perennial Shylock question, providing new 
insights into modern Europe's socio-historical relationship with 
immigration, a new metatheatrical concept (dialogue-cum-dialogue), a 
paradigm shift in the interpretive tradition of these three plays featuring 
stage Jews, and – approaching The Merchant of Venice (1596) as a 
public statement in a public dialogue – answers to Shakespeare's 
position on religion. 
This doctoral dissertation likewise includes a close reading of the 

anonymous German play Der Jud von Venedig in the metatheatrical 
context of the three other plays featuring a stage Jew. English playing 
companies toured Germany at the end of the sixteenth century 
performing this German play, which is possibly based upon Thomas 
Dekker’s lost Jew of Venice (Chambers 1923, 375; Sinsheimer 1947, 
58–61).7 
The primary method of this doctoral dissertation, which consists of 

four different thematically interlinked parts (or modules), is 
contextualized close reading of literary and non-literary texts. Each part 

                                                   
7 My selection criteria for literary and non-literary texts in this dissertation stresses the 
playhouse period which spans from the first purpose-built playhouse, the Red Lion (1567) 
to the London theatre closure 1642. Since the English Renaissance stage existed during 
the Elizabethan era (1558-1603), the Jacobean era (1603-1625), and the Caroline era 
(1625-1649), I have excluded those literary and non-literary texts which (according to my 
own judgment) do not interact meaningfully with this particular continuum of early modern 
theatre culture. However, my selection criteria do not automatically exclude literary and 
non-literary texts from the previous and later eras (or even from the non-English early 
modern cultures), if their inclusion helps to elucidate the unique nature of the English 
Renaissance stage (1567-1642) for the purposes of this dissertation.  
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starts with a theoretical and methodological summary, presenting its 
respective research questions and thematic focus.  
In Part 1. Early Modern Performance, I seek to understand the 

political nature of performance in the early modern England. For this 
purpose, I have adapted the schema of social realms from The 
Structural Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a 
Category of Bourgeois Society (1962) by philosopher and sociologist 
Jürgen Habermas which provides the main framework through which to 
approach early modern performance as public entity. 
This module is divided and subdivided following the trichtomy of the 

British theatrologist Baz Kershaw (b. 1942) which I have loosely adapted 
for the purposes of this study. In Theatre Ecology: Environments and 
Performance Events (2007) Kershaw makes a claim that the theatrical 
power, the power of performance as cultural intervention manifests itself 
in three political dimensions: Buildings, Institution and Creative 
Performance (Kershaw 2007, 153). Theatre is a corporeal entity 
(Buildings), for theatre building is a base of operations, similar to church 
or the court of justice, thus being a public institution set apart from the 
rest of society. Furthermore, theatre has an incorporeal existence as well 
(Institution), for it operates in the politico-cultural network of the market 
and the state which, in the case of this study, is the proto-capitalistic 
Early Modern England. Last but not least, theatre has the potential to be 
the Speakers' Corner (Creative Performance), the counterforce against 
the status quo and the dominant ideologies of the society.  
Shakespeare scholar Robert Weimann's (1928-2019) book 

Shakespeare and the Popular Tradition in the Theater: Studies in the 
Social Dimensions of Dramatic Form and Function (1978) argues that 
Medieval English folk culture carried over to Elizabethan playhouses. 
While I agree with this argument, the literary format does not 
satisfactorily document such ephemeral and presence-based theatrical 
phenomena. I likewise find the notion of “folk culture” as something 
distinctly separate from the drama of the London playhouses which 
catered to the popular taste extremely problematic. For example, 
Christopher Marlowe's Doctor Faustus (c. 1592) consists of influences 
as seemingly dissonant as Faustbuch, English Medieval Morality play, 
clownery, and parody of academic disputation.  
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Unfortunately, the posteriority may thank the Victorian Shakespeare 
scholar George Saintsbury (1845-1933) for the false dichotomy between 
“popular” and “academic” that supposedly existed in the Elizabethan 
theatre, for it was Saintsbury who coined the term “University Wits” in his 
book History of Elizabethan Literature (1887). There is also a tendency 
to forget that our “popular” and “academic” are not synonymous with 
those of a culture in which Latin was a by all means and purposes a 
living language. However, I have sought to acknowledge Weimann's 
valuable thesis by including the English Mystery plays and Household 
drama amongst the forms of folk theatre in the early modern England.  
In Part 2. The Models of Agency for Early Modern Poet, I draw my 

theoretical approach from New Historicism, Cultural Materialism, and 
Cambridge School, all of which all stress the primary importance of 
context, seeking to understand the agency of English Renaissance 
playwrights by reconstructing the contemporary ideologico-literary 
context and simultaneously deconstructing our notions of “political” and 
“society” as opposed to those of Shakespeare's contemporaries.  
The Elizabethan plays I study in this dissertation were acted in the 

public theatre, an ideologically dangerous entity, whose disruptiveness is 
testified in the abundance of the antitheatrical polemic and the petitions 
sent by the city of London to the Queen (see Howard 1994). Not unlike 
pamphlets, political treatises which are likewise products of the early 
modern period, the role of theatrical fiction was to work as an instrument 
of power and as a means of compelling belief in a particular view of truth 
(see Howard 1994).  
Agency-wise, it should not be understated, that the three interlinked 

plays which my dissertation seeks to contextualize and then analyze, 
Robert Wilson's The Three Ladies of London, Christopher Marlowe's The 
Jew of Malta and William Shakespeare's The Merchant of Venice are all 
comedies, and in the early modern popular theatre, comedy was seen as 
a contained form of social criticism (see Mullaney 1988). 
In short, where Part 1. Early Modern Performance anatomizes the 

early modern performance as subversive entity, Part 2. The Models of 
Agency for Early Modern Poet inquires whether playwrights such as 
Shakespeare actually had any kind of autonomy, and if so, what was the 
nature of their agency and how did it manifest itself. My context-based 
approach in this part draws mainly from the following theorists: First, the 
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Welsh historian Keith Thomas (b. 1933), who is best known as the 
author of Religion and the Decline of Magic (1971). Thomas writes about 
the early modern period, so instead of adaptation I have selectively built 
and expanded upon his thought-provoking ideas, showing the shades of 
grey within the magical thinking during the English Renaissance. 
Second, Pierre Bourdieu (1930-2002), a French sociologist, who is most 
famous for The Society of the Spectacle (1967), which I have likewise 
adapted and historicized for the early modern reality. Third, Lysander 
Spooner (1808-1887), who was an American political philosopher, 
whose seminal work No Treason: The Constitution of No Authority 
(1870) makes a brief appearance in this dissertation through similar 
process of adaptation. Fourth, Hannah Arendt (1906-1975), a German-
American historian and philosopher, whose The Origins of 
Totalitarianism (1951) helps us to understand the closest analogue to 
fascism in the hierarchical thinking of the early moderns, that is, tyranny. 
This context-based approach, engaging with the thinking of the 
aforementioned theoretical quartet, is best described as Cultural Poetics.  
Part 3. Rostra seeks to understand the phenomenon of response 

plays and theatrical recycling in the English Renaissance during the 
playhouse period (1576-1642). The theoretical framework here mainly 
consists of the seminal concepts of three different theorists: First, the 
Russian-Estonian semiotician Yuri Lotman (1922-1933) whose 
semiosphere - a of semiotic analogue to biosphere - is presented in his 
Universe of the Mind: A Semiotic Theory of Culture (1990), which 
provides a starting point for understanding the workings of the 
public consciousness that grew around the public playhouses. Second, 
the British memeticist Susan Blackmore (b. 1951) and her notion of 
meme, a cultural analogue to gene, a self-replicating unit for carrying 
ideas, symbols, and/or practices from mind to mind, helps us to better 
understand the mutation(s) of contagious ideas in this early modern 
setting. Third, the American theatrologist Marvin Carlson (b. 1935) and 
his magnum opus The Haunted Stage: The Theatre as Memory Machine 
(2001), which intersects with Lotman’s and Blackmore’s biological 
analogues in my semio-memetic reading of the English Renaissance 
theatre. This part includes a selection response plays including close 
readings of Conqueror plays, Devil Plays, Revenge Tragedies and plays 
about women. Part 4. Jew Plays: The Stage Jew as a Rhetorical Device 
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in Public Debate presents the three Jew plays of Wilson, Marlowe and 
Shakespeare as the pièce de résistance of these close readings, 
followed by a close reading of the anonymous German Jew play Der Jud 
Von Venedig.8 
The emergence of popular drama in Renaissance England was not 

merely or even primarily a literary phenomenon, which is why we begin 
with the Kershawian trichtomy, with the theatrical emphasis, an 
approach which is indebted to the Shakespeare scholar James 
Bednarz's Shakespeare and Poets' War (2001). His approach to the 
'War of the Theatres' emphasizes the theatrical context as the foremost 
priority in the analysis of drama. In his study Bednarz examines the 
clash of opposing ideologies of drama, waged between Ben Jonson, 
William Shakespeare, John Marston and Thomas Dekker, which 
manifested itself as a series of interrelated plays between 1599 and 
1601. This network of self- reflexive plays was at once philosophical and 
personal, in Bednarz's words it was 'public dialogue' (Bednarz 2001, 2). 
The very idea of 'public dialogue' is built from two components: 'public' 
means that there has to be an audience of some sort, those who listen 
and interpret what they hear. 'Dialogue' is a conversation, a form of 
discourse between two or more individuals: there has to be a speaker (or 
speakers) somewhere for this state of affairs to exist. An integral part of 

                                                   
8 The selection criteria for theorists and theories in this dissertation do not essentially differ 
from the ones for the literary and non-literary English Renaissance texts, that is, the most 
important criterion is meaningful interaction with the collaborative, transient, and literary 
nature of the English Renaissance drama and theatre. For example, I have utilized the 
philosophical concepts of Jürgen Habermas (b. 1929) in this dissertation because they 
provide the most comprehensive framework for concretizing something as elusive and 
abstract as “publicity” in the early modern context. The focus of this dissertation is not 
whether (say) Habermas’s Theory of Communicative Action (1981) has succeeded in 
disconnecting from the dogmatic Hegelian universalism that more or less tacitly asserts 
the developmental superiority of European modernity. However, by identifying the English 
Renaissance culture as a blind spot in Habermas’s notion of the development of the public 
sphere, this dissertation indirectly contributes to the criticism of Habermasian thought. In 
other words, the development of this dissertation’s selection criteria is best described as 
a pragmatic and organic process, and therefore it would not be entirely unfair to compare 
my dissertation to an English garden, as opposed to a French one. Where formality, 
symmetry, and control over nature characterize the French garden, the core attributes of 
the English garden are natural appearance, informal layout, varied plantings, and 
landscape features. In short, the disorder of the “jardin anglais” is controlled disorder.  
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every performance, in some extent or another is undeniably 
communication.  
The way I liken the theatrical fiction of the Early modern period to the 

political treatises demands me to play the Devil's advocate: I have to 
question in its entirety the notion of allegory, metaphor, allusion and 
topical references in these plays – were the audiences able to 
understand such concepts? And if they were, what about their 
applicability? This is the 'public' question I make in this dissertation, 
followed by the 'dialogue' one. The inherent nature of authorship and the 
audience in the Early modern era, the relationship between the play and 
the playwright, the performance and the audience, they are questions 
that need a thorough scrutiny before any attempt to actually analyze the 
plays. This is why a context-based approach in four distinct modules is 
of paramount importance.  
”In Hamlet [...] the procedure of layering writing with an oblique social 

subtext [...] is a powerful mode of covert communication” (Bednarz 2001, 
192). Subtexts like these, which Bednarz describes remain however 
uncovered, unless one reads the plays in their theatrical context. That is 
why Wilson, Marlowe and Shakespeare will be filtered through the four 
distinct parts before the close readings of their Jewish plays, for their 
their place in the Elizabethan theatre's ecology informs us about their 
relations to each other, their ideological affiliations and the political 
meaning of their work in the Elizabethan context.  
I argue that the Jewish plays of Wilson, Marlowe and Shakespeare 

are essentially dramas of opposing ideologies that carried on a public 
dialogue, a 'Skirmish of the Theatres' in which the three plays embodied 
different (even antagonistic) political, dramatic and ideological stances, 
simultaneously dealing with the same subject matter – they demand the 
playwrights to choose their side in the matters of religion in public. A 
matter of no light concern, for theatre was blamed for destroying the 
religious and social fabric of England, and preachers and playwrights 
competed for audiences (see Howard 1994).  
Gabriel Harvey (c. 1552/3-1631), one of the foremost intellects of 

Shakespeare's day, has said about Hamlet that it did ”please the wiser 
sort.” (quoted in Bednarz 2001, 254). While the Jewish plays that I study 
in this doctoral dissertation are popular culture of their day, in one way or 
another, they center around the anxieties of post-reformation and proto-
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capitalism. Coincidentally or not, but most fittingly in the context of this 
study, theatre was known among its enemies as the ”Sathans 
Synagogue” (Howard 1994, 23). I therefore argue that within the limits of 
Early modern reality, the Renaissance stage was no less than a vehicle 
for ideological contestation and social change, for in the early modern 
reality its theatrical power was essentially real power.  
Part 4. Jew Plays: The Stage Jew as a Rhetorical Device in Public 

Debate presents a case study which leads to a compact summary and 
final thematic overview of the results of this doctoral dissertation. John 
Dee used an obsidian mirror in his scrying, for one could see the face of 
the Devil reflected from its black surface. The mirror of the playwrights 
was the stage. The character of the Jew in these plays is no other than 
the converted England herself, a reflection of the identity crisis in the 
heart of the Christendom. To show eventually how the subtext of these 
plays did ”please the wiser sort” (or perhaps displease) I have to find the 
fragments of the dark mirror and look deeply into its depths.9  

                                                   
9 Professor Stephen Greenblatt’s famous phrase “I began with the desire to speak with 
the dead” (Greenblatt 1988, 1) in his book Shakespearean Negotiations: The Circulation 
of Social Energy in Renaissance England (1988) echoes here in my playful reference to 
the Elizabethan magus and court astrologer John Dee’s (1527-1608/1609) spirit mirror. 
Indeed, to elaborate on my answer to Professor Emeritus Freddie Rokem concerning the 
four parts in this dissertation, the same Greenblattian desire “to speak with the dead” is 
the motive behind my four-fold approach.  
The first part of this dissertation seeks to create a framework for understanding the 

playhouse period (1567-1642) in the context of early modern performance. Even though 
I have read multiple New Historicist (and Cultural Materialist) close readings that show 
the subversive quality of the literary and non-literary English Renaissance texts, there 
exists a tendency to dismiss (or fade out) theatre in favour of drama. I therefore seek to 
correct this imbalance by starting my dissertation with a contextualizing study of early 
modern performance and its subversive dimensions.  
The second part, then, builds on this framework by seeking to understand the agency 

of the early modern theatre practitioners. I have asked many students of the English 
Renaissance whether or not Shakespeare and his contemporaries actually had agency, 
but I have never received a satisfactory answer. I would like to argue that this is not a 
trivial question, since the existence of subversion does not automatically equal the 
existence of agency, for in any culture it is possible to break a taboo unwittingly: 
sometimes the subversiveness of an action lies in the eye of the beholder (instead of the 
mouth that makes the gaffe). I therefore continue my dissertation by seeking to answer 
the question about the agency of the early modern theatre practitioners.  
In the third part of this dissertation, after successfully creating a framework for 

understanding the medium (early modern performance) and the agents (early modern 
theatre practitioners) that interact within it, my attention turns towards a specific form of 
medium-based interaction, that is, metatheatrical dialogue. I seek to understand the 
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The references to William Shakespeare's plays in this doctoral 
dissertation come from The RSC: Shakespeare: The Complete Plays 
(2008) edited by Jonathan Bate and Eric Rasmussen, the references to 
Christopher Marlowe's plays from Oxford English Drama: Christopher 
Marlowe – Doctor Faustus and Other Plays (2008) edited by David 
Bevington and Eric Rasmussen, and references to Robert Wilson's The 
Three Ladies of London from Three Renaissance Usury Plays (2009) 
edited by Lloyd Edward Kermode and The Three Lords and Three 
Ladies of London from Three Ladies of London and Three Lords and 
Ladies of London (1988) edited by H.S.D. Mithal.  
In some cases, I have slightly modernized the spelling of words (e.g. v 

= u), if I have felt that it helps the native Finnish reader to better 
understand the English quotation, although preferring the original 
spelling for most of the time. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                   
material and cultural forces that led to dramatic and theatrical recycling, the nature of its 
different forms, and its transformation into metatheatrical dialogue and debate. The 
medium, the agents, and the specific form of medium-based interaction (metatheatrical 
dialogue) combine into an interlinked three-fold framework which seeks to provide the 
context for the fourth part of this dissertation (case study). 
This four-fold approach seeks to make it possible (in the words of Greenblatt) “to speak 

with the dead”. Behind my playful reference to John Dee’s spirit mirror there is a darker 
truth, for not all the supernatural entities and energies that are contacted through 
divination are necessarily good ones: nowhere is this truer than in the fourth part of this 
dissertation, especially here in Finland, a traditionally Lutheran country with a strong 
nationalist sentiment.  
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1 EARLY MODERN PERFORMANCE  

This first part of my doctoral dissertation provides a new theoretical approach for 
articulating the dynamics of performance as subversive entity in the early modern 
England (c. 1550-1660). I have built an interpretative framework from The Structural 
Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society 
(1962) by philosopher and sociologist Jürgen Habermas, which presents us his 
concept of public sphere - the dominion of social life in which the formation of public 
opinion is possible.  
This first part of my doctoral dissertation provides a new theoretical approach for 

articulating the dynamics of performance as subversive entity in the early modern 
England (c. 1550-1660). I have built an interpretative framework from The Structural 
Transformation of the Public Sphere: An Inquiry into a Category of Bourgeois Society 
(1962) by philosopher and sociologist Jürgen Habermas, which presents us his 
concept of public sphere - the dominion of social life in which the formation of public 
opinion is possible. 
Habermas argues that the public sphere and public opinion originate from the rise 

of the Bourgeoisie in the 18th century, when the power vacuum left by the waning of 
the feudal power of church and nobility paved way for the bourgeois society. Before 
the 18th century, the word “public” referred to the representative clique of an 
authoritative figure and the authority they possessed, whereas the members of the 
bourgeois society are private persons who out of their own free will assemble and 
unite to express their opinions in public. 
This part likewise conclusively demonstrates that Habermas, by centering on the 

continental Europe, has downplayed and even neglected the English Renaissance in 
his formulation of public sphere.10 Premises for Performance Research in the Early 
Modern Context  
 
 
 
 

                                                   
10 I would like to thank Professor William B. Worthen for his valuable suggestions for 
structural clarifications.  
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1.1 Premises for Performance Research in the Early Modern 
Context  

 
The Marxist philosopher Antonio Gramsci (1891-1937) explained the 

social-control structures by his concept of cultural hegemony, the latter 
denoting to the worldview of the ruling class - the dominant ideology. 
However, because this dissertation is a study of the early modern 
England, I have deliberately chosen to use a variant term of my own 
devising - reigning ideology. It would be inaccurate to use the word 
“dominant”, for neither Catholicism nor the different forms of English 
Protestantism managed to cement themselves as the absolute cultural 
hegemony. I therefore prefer the word “reigning”, since it refers to the 
constant religio-dynastical instability which was a political reality in the 
early modern England. It would be likewise completely anachronistic to 
speak of Gramscian concepts such as “the intelligentsia of the 
bourgeoisie” and “the intellectuals of the working class” in the late 
sixteenth and the early seventeenth century.  
Stephen Greenblatt is an American Shakespeare scholar best known 

in the humanities as the face of New Historicism (or Cultural Poetics). In 
short, New Historicism is contextualized study of literary and non-literary 
texts, as opposed to approaches such as New Criticism which study 
texts as self-contained and self-referential objects. In the United 
Kingdom, a literary theory known as Cultural materialism, an approach 
which originates from the 1980s and which is inspired by literary theories 
of Raymond Williams, shares New Historicism’s stress on historical 
context and close textual analysis. As British analogues to Greenblatt, 
the Shakespeare scholars Jonathan Dollimore and Alan Sinfield 
established themselves as the duumvirate of Cultural Materialism in their 
co-written essay collection Political Shakespeare: Essays in Cultural 
Materialism (1985). Greenblatt tells us in Learning to Curse: Essays in 
Early Modern Culture (1990) of New Historicism as a manifestation of his 
will to tell “stories told as a form of criticism” (Greenblatt 1990, 5). The 
critical approach of this dissertation is influenced by New Historicism and 
Cultural Materialism, which both share a narrative flair that is somewhat 
alien to Finnish academic writing.  
Indeed, it should be noted, that where New Historicism has dominated 

the English departments in the United States since the 1980s, the first 
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New Historicist doctoral dissertation in Finland was presumably written in 
the 2010s. This honour belongs to Death of a Miser: Cultural poetics of 
Death in the Anglo-American Fiction from Middle Ages to the Present 
(2013) by Mikko Kallionsivu from Tampere university.  
With New Historicism, my theoretical approach in this doctoral 

dissertation shares the interest in power, power-relations, and the 
mechanisms of power, in other words, the constructedness of culture. 
Moreover, where New Historicism perceives both literary and non-literary 
texts as discursive manifestations, I also believe the same applies to all 
performances; royal progresses, sermons, trials, and executions are, in 
effect, as much ‘performances’ as plays are.  
When examined with reference to the dominant discourse (or 

discourses), both theatrical and non-theatrical performances show their 
role in the circulation of power. Furthermore, I share with Cultural 
Materialism a sense of social awareness, the ideal that academic studies 
should actively contribute to contemporary politico-ideological debates. 
While influenced by New Historicism and Cultural Materialism, I will 
nevertheless seek to retain a critical attitude towards both approaches. 
New Historicism proposes that subversion is contained by state 

power, whereas Cultural Materialism argues that state power does not 
automatically and completely neutralize dissent as oppositional 
intervention. Throughout this part, the word 'ideology' is used in a wider 
sense than the strictly Gramscian notion of the latter, and likewise the 
New Historicist (or Cultural Poetic) “subversion” is preferred to the 
Cultural Materialist “dissent”, as I personally share the former's 
pessimism regarding subversion's potential to actually change the early 
modern world, which before the French Revolution of the 1790s (in my 
words) lacks – not unlike Putin's Russia – the immaterial infrastructure 
for the possibility of effective dissidence.  
The England of Shakespeare and his contemporaries had an 

exceptionally vibrant print culture, which despite the state-run censorship 
provided a platform for public discourse in the form of pamphleteering. 
While this form of public interaction is obviously not identical with that of 
the English coffeehouses of the 18th century, we need not look further 
than John “The Water Poet" Taylor (1578-1653), who published over one 
hundred and fifty publications in his lifetime to see the scope of early 
modern print culture. Many of Taylor’s works, not unlike the 
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crowdfunding campaigns of the early 21st century, were published by 
subscription, that is, a practice in which subscribers undertake the 
printing costs. This part's argumentation is therefore built upon the axiom 
that there indeed was something resembling the Habermasian public 
sphere in the early modern England, the latter being dubbed as proto-
public sphere (for further literature regarding the subject, see e.g. Clegg 
1997; Black 1997; Halasz 1997; Bruster 2000). 
I have adapted the terms Private Sphere, Public Sphere, and Sphere 

of Public Authority from the theoretical language of Jürgen Habermas, 
whereas Public Buildings, Creative Performance and Cultural Institution 
derive from theatrologist Baz Kershaw’s observations on the 
performativity of human agency. The terms Public Display, Public 
Contest, and Public Negotiation (including all their variants) are of my 
own philosophical creation, deriving through adaptation from the 
Habermasian and Kershawian terminology.  
A semantic caveat to the Finnish readers of this dissertation: The 

adjectives such as Henrician, Edwardian, Marian, Elizabethan, 
Jacobean, Caroline (etc.) refer to the historical reigns of each respective 
English Renaissance monarch. However, “Ricardian” may depending on 
the context refer to any of the three English kings, and a term such as 
“Marian” may in certain usages refer to Mary Stuart, and deceptively 
enough the same adjective applies to the Rome of Marius and things 
relating to the Virgin Mary, so the non-native reader must practice 
caution when reading this dissertation. 

1.1.1 Rethinking the Public Sphere: Early Modern Performance as 
Subversive Entity? 

 
 

This part presents the reader the Habermas-inspired framework through 
which the anatomy of the early modern performance as a subversive 
entity is analyzed. We shall proceed from the philosophical abstraction 
presented in this part to concrete examples (or case studies) in the 
following parts. The research questions are: 
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(i) How did the early modern performance function as a subversive 
entity? 
 
(ii) How did agency manifest in the early modern non-theatrical 
performance? 
 
(iii) How did the early modern theatrical performance differ from the non-
theatrical performances as a subversive entity?  
 
(iv) How did agency manifest in the early modern theatrical 
performance? 
 
 
The bourgeois public sphere presented in the schema of social 

realms is one of eighteenth century, providing the base structure for our 
theoretical framework (Habermas 1991, 30):  
 

Table 1.  Schema of the Social Realms (a) 

 
 

However, with some adaptation the diagram may be utilized for 
exploring the relationship of power and performance in the early modern 
England. However, the monikers “Puritan”, “Catholic”, and “Orthodox” 
are here used in general descriptive sense, as is the most likely 
historically apocryphal “School of Night” which stands for various artistic 
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and intellectual Renaissance cabals existing in the private realm, so here 
follows the adapted diagram:  
 

Table 2.  Schema of the Social Realms (b) 

 

 
 
 
1)  Both noble and common households, whether orthodox or 

unorthodox, pertain to the Private Realm; the same applies to any 
ideological communities that operate outside the reigning ideology.  
2)  While unorthodox sentiments can be voiced within the Private 

Realm, one cannot articulate open dissent publicly without 
consequences in Tudor and Stuart England. All public entities must 
therefore adhere to the reigning ideology upheld by the Public Authority. 
In conclusion, the Public Sphere here is not a democratic entity; 
expressing public dissent leads to retaliation. The same applies to the 
world of letters and the market of immaterial (later to be dubbed as 
‘culture’) products within the Public Sphere. 
3)  Sphere of Public Authority in early modern England consists of 

Court, Parliament, and Church of England. Although the Public Authority 
seeks to control the Public Sphere, the Public Authority as such does not 
form a monolithic interest group; elements of dissent and ideological 
competition exist within the Sphere of Public Authority.  
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Table 3.  Schema of the Social Realms (c) 

 
 
The Sphere of Public Authority occupies the Public Sphere through 

performances enforcing the reigning ideology. Licensed by the Public 
Authority, performances such as Royal Progress, Sermon, and 
Execution seek to create social cohesion (viz. Public Display).  
 

Table 4.  Schema of the Social Realms (d) 

 

 
 
Consequently, to reach the widest possible audience, performances 

organized by the Public Authority are publicized in national scale; 
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performance communicates the will of the Public Authority to both the 
Private Realm and the Public Sphere. As performance here shows itself 
as powerful means of communication in early modern England, 
consequently performances such as Household Entertainment, 
Mysteries, University Theatre, Public Theatre, and Court Theatre 
become ideologically volatile entities.  
1) Closet Drama and Household Entertainment exist within the Private 

Realm. Although the dramatic texts and performances themselves might 
have political content, that content remains latent as long as neither 
enters the Public sphere.  
2) Mysteries, Itinerant Theatre, and University Theatre exist within the 

Public Sphere. While the three do sometimes overlap with the Sphere of 
Public Authority, interaction between the spheres is not a routine 
occurrence. The political content in these performances actualizes 
depending on the context of performance. 
3) Court Theatre exists within the Sphere of Public Authority. 

Performed for the court, such theatre is highly political, yet it rarely 
interacts with the Public sphere.  
4) Public Theatre exists in both the Public Sphere and the Sphere of 

Public Authority. Public Theatre is Itinerant Theatre with a playhouse; 
hence Public Theatre is capable to stage both localized and mobile 
performances reaching to the Private Realm, the Public Sphere, and, by 
providing theatrical performances for the court, the Sphere of Public 
Authority.  
Public Theatre shares the same public position with the performances 

enforcing the reigning ideology, for where performance could 
communicate and enforce the reigning ideology, under right 
circumstances, politically volatile or even hostile messages might be 
conveyed through performance. Early modern England, while obviously 
not a democratic society, did have a public medium for voicing social 
critique. Baz Kershaw argues that:  
 

”Many cultural theorists have identified the struggle as between the processes of 
commodification – in which the human is objectified by, and becomes subject to, 
irresistible market forces – and the sources of subversion in the performativity of 
human agency – in which the commodity is always open to transformation into a 
weapon of radicalism. In this kind of context, the theatre is an especially telling 
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phenomenon, because as a collection of public buildings – theatrical real estate – 
and as a cultural institution it has to conform significantly to the disciplines of the 
state and the market in order to survive. But also as an arena for creative 
performance it always offers the potential for radical critique of the social (and its 
economics) as a general disciplinary apparatus. This tension is another reason why 
theatres are especially relevant to our understanding of struggles about the nature 
of democracy in any particular time and place” (Kershaw 2007, 155).  
 
In the context of this study the following concepts – Public Buildings, 

Creative Performance, and Cultural Institution – need adaptation:  
 
 
1) Public Buildings are ideologically ergo politically infused locations  

 
2) Cultural Institution denotes to the state, the institutions within the 

state, and the extensions of the state  
 
3) Creative Performance is a conscious act to influence the public 

perception  
 

While a playhouse is public, ideological, and political entity, Public 
Buildings does not refer only to such specifically performance-appointed 
places in the modern sense; as the early modern performances could 
only operate with a license from the Sphere of Public Authority, both the 
performers and performance constituted a public entity. Similar to 
profane and sacred, where a place may be sacralized for a specific 
purpose, when it comes to private and public, performance space is 
publicized for interacting in Public Sphere. As the performers and 
performance continue to publicly exist due to Public Authority, they 
become ideological and therewith political agents.  
Albeit theatre would later on become an institution in-itself, as early 

modern performance was dependent on Sphere of Public Authority, 
theatre was not independent Cultural Institution. There was, however, an 
inexorable connection between performance and Public Authority; a 
state- sanctioned license to perform politicizes the performance. 
However, in a scenario where performance is motivated by opposing 
ideology, in essence, another Cultural Institution, the unauthorization 
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politicizes the performance. Moreover, Creative Performance is only a 
general category divided to three – Public Display, Public Contest, and 
Public Negotiation – each one a manifestation of Creative Performance 
within Public Sphere:  
 
 
1) Public Display – Display-as-such – cf. Monologue  

 
2) Public Contest - Display-against-Display – cf. Dialogue  

 
3)  Public Negotiation - Contest-within-Display – cf. Soliloquy  
 
 
Public Display, seeking to demonstrate unanimous consensus within 

Public Sphere, contains no ambiguity. In early modern England Public 
Displays operate only under the consent of Public Sphere of Authority; 
performances that seek to enforce the authority, such as sermons and 
executions function as Public Display(s). While the reigning ideology 
upheld by Public Sphere of Authority may change from one to another, 
effectually re-structuring the entire Public Sphere and that of Authority, 
only Public Sphere of Authority possesses the access to Public Display.  
In effect, every public performance that is staged with the license from 

Public Sphere of Authority is a Public Display; by contemporary 
standards, early modern England is a totalitarian society, and in such 
societies public communication exists only to serve the authority. To 
exist in the first place, a public performance must conform to the 
disciplines of the state. As they operate with the license, performances 
such as royal progress, household entertainment, university drama, 
mysteries, court theatre, and public theatre are Public Displays in early 
modern England.  
Similar to monologue, a totalitarian speech act, Public Display speaks 

for one cause with one voice, where the status quo is the only possible 
world. Public Contest ensues when a rival ideology challenges, 
intentionally or accidentally, the reigning ideology enforced by Public 
Sphere of Authority in public. Sermons and executions, public 
performances upholding the reigning ideology possess the potential to 
do the opposite; in the right circumstances, any of the three might 
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become a Public Display for a rival ideology. When a Public Display 
clashes with another Public Display, the public monotone dissolves, and 
as there are now two opposing factions, monologue transforms into 
dialogue. Operating under the license, household entertainment, 
university drama, mysteries, interludes and public theatre could 
potentially engage in Public Contest.  
Obviously, reigning the reigning ideology, no totalitarian state 

tolerates public dissemination of differing opinions; public dissent will be 
punished. In early modern England mutilation, torture, and death were 
utilized by the authorities to enforce the public monotone. Public 
Contest, while offering momentarily the same visibility in Public Sphere 
as Public Display, lacks the capacity to stage a sustainable medium for 
expressing dissent. Like dialogue, a democratic speech act, Public 
Contest gives simultaneous voice for opposing standpoints; the status 
quo is only one possible world.  
It should be stressed, however, that neither of the opposing 

standpoints in Public Contest seeks synthesis, and as the early modern 
Sphere of Public Authority is inherently totalitarian, the contending 
ideology seeks to replace the reigning ideology. More than an exception, 
dialogue is anomaly in early modern public communication. From the 
perspective of Public Authority, polyphony equals disorder and chaos, 
imminent danger to the status quo.  
Public Negotiation, then, could be described as Public Contest within 

Public Display. Paradoxically, Public Negotiation conforms to voice 
dissent, for by hiding the polyphony inside the monotone, Public 
Negotiation creates public polyphone. Performances such as sermon, 
royal progress, household entertainment, university drama, mysteries, 
interludes, and public theatre can stage Public Negotiation.  
Operating under the consent of Public Authority, Public Negotiation 

offers a sustainable medium for public dissemination of differing opinions 
in a totalitarian society. Comparable to soliloquy, a dialogical monologue, 
Public Negotiation speaks as if for one cause as if with one voice: the 
status quo is ostensibly the only possible world.  
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1.2  (Re)assessing the Public & Private Dimension(s) of Early 
Modern Performance  

 
In this part the previously presented framework is used to analyze such 
non-theatrical early modern performances as executions and sermons, 
in comparison to theatrical early modern performances such as mystery 
cycles, household entertainment, university theatre, royal progress, and 
court theatre. This part ends in the analysis of public theatre of the 
London playhouses in comparison to these aforementioned forms of 
performance, therefore providing us a map of the anatomy of the early 
modern performance as subversive entity. 

1.2.1 Executions  
 
The Time Traveller’s Guide to Elizabethan England (2013) by Ian 
Mortimer describes the normalcy of capital punishment in Shakespeare’s 
London from the perspective of a time-displaced visitor: “After the 
drawbridge tower is removed, the Great Stone Gate is where traitors’ 
heads are displayed. Even after they have rotted, the skulls are left on 
spikes as a reminder of the fate that befalls those who dare oppose the 
monarch. At the end of the century, you can still se more than thirty 
skulls there. London Bridge is more than just a bridge: it is a symbol of 
London and a statement of royal authority” (Mortimer 2013, 31). These 
morbid visions – public executions and desecrated bodies – were a 
common sight in the early modern England, concretizing the royal 
authority to the masses via theatricality. 
In my reading, while Michel Foucault speaks about the spectacle of 

the scaffold with different terminology in his Discipline and Punish 
(1975), its description of what I term as Public Display is compatible with 
my formulation of the phenomenon. The condemned protagonists in the 
puppet theatre of the gallows were themselves not automatically 
puppeteered by the authorities, for according to Foucault, those standing 
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on the scaffold, as the crowds gathered to witness the spectacle of their 
execution, possessed agency:  
 

“The public execution ... has a juridico-political function. It is a ceremonial by which 
a momentarily injured sovereignty is reconstituted. It restores that sovereignty by 
manifesting at its most spectacular. The public execution, however hasty and 
everyday, belongs to a whole series of great rituals in which the power is eclipsed 
and restored (coronation, entry of king into a conquered city, the submission of 
rebellious subjects); over and above the crime that has placed the sovereign in 
contempt, it deploys before all eyes an invincible force. Its aim is not so much to re-
establish the balance as to bring into play, as its extreme point, the dissymmetry 
between the subject who has dared to violate the law and the all-powerful sovereign 
who displays his strength” (Foucault 1991, 49).  
 
The place of execution (Public Buildings) serves as a stage for a 

state-sanctioned (Cultural Institution) performance, as execution in-itself 
is a theatrical occasion, that is, a performance situation containing the 
potential to become a vehicle for ideological contest (Creative 
Performance). Yet while the original intention of such public display is to 
annul the competing ideology, epitomized by the victim, the execution 
might end up doing the opposite (Public Contest). To quote Foucault 
once again:  
 

“In these executions, which ought to show only the terrorizing power of the prince, 
there was a whole aspect of the carnival, in which rules were inverted, authority 
mocked and criminals transformed into heroes. The shame was turned round, the 
courage, like the tears and the cries of the condemned, caused offence to the law” 
(Foucault 1991, 61).  
 
A public execution carries subversive potential (Public Contest), but 

should the executioners, with all their stage-craft and preparation, 
succeed to out-perform their victim, they achieve an ideological triumph 
(Public Display). Although the execution narratives obviously contain 
hagiographical and propagandistic elements as documents of 
performance, posing therefore interpretative challenges, the idea of 
counter-performance, a performative mechanism, remains equally 
prominent in both Catholic and Protestant narratives.  
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Richard Hakluyt's The Voyage of Sir Francis Drake Around the Whole 
Globe (1589) contains a prototypical demonstration of execution 
functioning as Public Display, for according to the author:  
 
“In this port our general [Sir Francis Drake] began to enquire diligently of the actions 
of Mr Thomas Doughty, and found them not to be such as he looked for, but tending 
rather to contention and mutiny, whereby (without redress) the success of the 
voyage might greatly have been hazarded: whereupon the company was called 
together and made acquainted with the particulars of the cause, which were found 
partly by Master Doughty's own confession, and partly by the evidence of the fact, 
to be true: which when our general saw, although his private affection for Mr 
Doughty (as he then in the presence of us all sacredly protested) was great, yet the 
care he had for the state of the voyage, of the expectation of Her Majesty, and the 
honour of his country did more touch him (as indeed it ought), than the private 
respect of one man: so that the cause being thoroughly heard, and all things done 
in good order as near as might be to the course of our laws in England, it was 
concluded that Mr Doughty should receive punishment according to the quality of 
the offence: he seeing no remedy but patience for himself, desired before his death 
to receive the communion, which he did at the hands of Mr Fletcher our minister, 
and our general himself accompanied him in that holy action: which being done, 
and the place of execution made ready, he having embraced our general and taken 
leave of all the company, with prayer for the Queen's Majesty and our realm, in 
quiet sort laid his head to the block, where he ended his life. This being done, our 
general made divers speeches to the whole company, persuading us to unity, 
obedience, love, and regard of our voyage; and for the better confirmation thereof, 
willed every man the next Sunday following to prepare himself to receive the 
communion, as Christian brethren and friends ought to do, which was done in very 
reverent sort, and so with good contentment every man went about his business” 
(Hakluyt 2015, 4-5)  
 
The execution here, to express this using the Foucauldian language, 

functions as a ritual designed to re-establish order. Sir Francis Drake 
(the executioner) represents his Queen in this action, and killing the 
unfortunate Mr. Doughty (the prisoner) is analogous to a ruler’s 
champion triumphing in a tournament or sports contest. In this idealized 
narrative, the English explorer Sir Francis Drake acts as the ruler's proxy 
and therefore transforms into an agent of Public Authority. The ship and 
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its crew likewise become not only a far-off satellite of England, but also 
its miniature counterpart with Drake as its miniature ruler. While it might 
be reasonable to ask here whether Drake's ship should be classified as 
part of the Private Sphere, the fact that the former acts as state-
sanctioned magistrate makes Drake and his performance space different 
from, say, master and his household. Unlike the latter, Drake is a 
legitimate agent of Public Authority serving its agenda.  
The scaffold speech John Dudley, the Duke of Northumberland 

(1553) after the failed Wyatt rebellion is another prototypical example of 
execution functioning as Public Display:  
 
“Good people, all you that be here present to see me die. Though my death be 
odious and horrible to the flesh, yet I pray you judge the best in god's works, for he 
doth all for the best. And as for me, I am a wretched sinner, & have deserved to die, 
and most justly am condemned to die by a law. And yet this act Wherefore I die, 
was not altogether of me (as it is thought) but I was procured and induced thereunto 
by others. I was I say induced thereunto by others, howbeit, God forbid that I should 
name any man unto you, I will name no man unto you, & therefore I beseech you 
look not for it. I for my part forgive all men, and pray God also to forgive them. And if 
I have offended any of you here, I pray you and all the World to forgive me: and 
most chiefly I desire forgiveness of the Queen's highness, whom I have most 
grievously offended. Amen said the people.” (quoted in Jordan and Gleason 1975, 
327-328) 
 
Northumberland, here addressing the crowd that watches his 

execution, follows the typical conventions of scaffold speeches by 
forgiving his executioners like a good Christian. However, the most 
important point here is Northumberland's submissive desire for “[the] 
forgiveness of the Queen's highness”, which shows that the ex-rebel has 
made his penitence and accepted that the English Protestantism is a lost 
cause:  
 

“And I pray you all to witness with me, that I depart in perfect love and charity with 
all the world, & that you will assist me with your prayers at the hour of death. And 
one thing more good people I have to say unto you, which I am chiefly moved to do 
for discharge of my conscience; that is to warn you and exhort you to beware of 
these seditious preachers, and teachers of new doctrine, which pretend to preach 
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God's word, but in very deed they preach their own fancies, who were never able to 
explicate themselves, they know not today what they would have tomorrow, there is 
no stay in their teaching; doctrine, they open the book, but they cannot shut it 
again.” (quoted in Jordan and Gleason 1975, 328) 
 
In effect, Northumberland makes a scaffold conversion, warning his 

audience about the horrors of English Protestantism, and provides the 
English Catholicism a propaganda victory, since the Protestant rebel has 
not only seen the error of his ways, but most importantly repents his past 
heresies in public. Instead of preaching against Queen Mary and her 
Church, Northumberland gives his audience a speech about the 
theological legitimacy of Catholicism in contrast to Protestantism:  
 
“Take heed how you enter into strange opinions or new doctrine, which hath done 
no small hurt in this realm, and hath justly procured the ire and wrath of god upon 
us, as well may appear who so list to call to remembrance the manyfold plagues 
that this realm hath been touched with all since we dissevered ourselves from the 
catholic church of Christ, and from the doctrine which hath been received by the 
holy apostles, martyrs, and all saints, and used through all realms christened since 
Christ.” (quoted in Jordan and Gleason 1975, 328) 
 
Northumberland explains that “[the] strange opinions” and “new 

doctrine” has brought the wrath of God on England, manifesting itself in 
all the turmoil that has ravaged England since the reign of Henry VIII. 
This is a complete and utter recantation of the English Protestantism: 
 

“And I verily believe, that all the plagues that have chanced to this realm of late 
years since afore the death of king Henry the eight, hath justly fallen upon us, for 
that we have divided ourself from the rest of Christendom whereof we be but as a 
spark in comparison: Have we not had war, famine, pestilence, the death of our 
king, rebellion, sedition among ourselves, conspiracies? Have we not had sundry 
erroneous opinions sprung up among us in this realm, since we have forsaken the 
unity of the catholic Church? and what other plagues be there that we have not 
felt?” (Jordan and Gleason 1975, 328-329)  
 
In the execution narratives of Doughty and Northumberland, to 

express my point via my theoretical language, the reigning ideology and 
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its agents are the ones whose agenda the execution as Creative 
Performance serves. Doughty's submissive death is a propaganda 
victory of Elizabethan Protestantism and Northumberland's for Marian 
Catholicism. However, this is only possible because Doughty and 
Northumberland choose to play their passive role according to the script, 
effectually relinquishing their performative agency and its subversive 
potential. 
Immortalized in historical fiction by Robert Bolt (1960) and Hilary 

Mantel (2009), the controversial nature of the English Renaissance 
humanist Sir Thomas More (1478-1535) and his scaffold speech 
provides us a prototype for Public Contest. Executed on scaffold (Public 
Buildings) by the Henrician government (Cultural Institution), More, 
whose beheading was intended to convey a message to all those who 
opposed the Act of Supremacy, seized the performance to serve his own 
ends (Creative Performance), as the account contained in the French 
pamphlet known as the Paris Newsletter (1535) tells us:  
 

“A little before his death he asked those present to pray to God for him and he 
would do the same for them [in the other world.] He then besought them earnestly 
to pray to God to give the King good counsel, protesting that he died his good 
servant, and God’s first” (Anonymous 2004, 355).  
 
Effectually, More fashioned his death into a symbol of resistance to all 

those opposing the Act of Supremacy, thus achieving nothing less than 
Catholic martyrdom (Public Contest). Because the French pamphlet here 
is the first published eyewitness account concerning the execution of 
Thomas More, it contains somewhat less propagandistic elaboration 
than the later Catholic and Protestant re-tellings.  
As a performance, the account can be summarized in the following 

way: (i) More asks the audience to pray, in effect, to become active 
participants in the performance themselves; (ii) also, by promising to 
pray for them in the world to come, More seeks to win the sympathy of 
the audience. After successfully acquiring both audience participation 
and sympathetic audience, More finally delivers his message: (iii) though 
opposing the Act of Supremacy and being executed a traitor, he remains 
a loyal subject to the king of England; (iv) the death the audience is 
about to see is, in truth, an act of martyrdom.  
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We find essentially the same performance from William Roper's more 
hagiographical account in his Life of Sir Thomas More (1626), which 
gives us a significantly dramatic re-telling of More's scaffold speech:  
 

”[...] And so was he by Master Lieutenant brought out of the Tower, and from thence 
led towards the place of execution. Where, going up the scaffold, which was so 
weak that it was ready to fall, he said merrily to the Lieutenant: ‘I pray you, Master 
Lieutenant, see me safe up, and for my coming down let me shift for myself.’ Then 
desired he all the people thereabout to pray for him, and to bear witness with him, 
that he should now there suffer death in and for the faith of the holy Catholic 
Church. Which done, he kneeled down, and, after his prayers said, turned to the 
executioner with a cheerful countenance, and said unto him: ‘Pluck up thy spirits, 
man, and be not afraid to do thine office: my neck is very short, take heed, 
therefore, thou strike not awry, for saving of thine honesty.’ So passed Sir Thomas 
More out of this world to God, upon the very same day which he most desired.” 
(Roper 1905, 101)  
 
Proclaiming to “suffer death in and for the faith of the Catholic 

Church,” this More is not so much a loyal counselor put to death by his 
capricious prince, but a Catholic hero who – not unlike the Christian 
martyrs in The Church History of Eusebius - undergoes a saintly death in 
the hands of his godless persecutor. While these two different accounts 
paint us a slightly different More, they are in harmony about the latter's 
active role and performative agency.  
It is perhaps the greatest testament to the power of this performance, 

that even the Protestant narrative of John Foxe in The Acts and 
Monuments (1570) acknowledges More's death as effective Public 
Contest, by seeking to neutralize the latter by highlighting the unsaintly 
fact that More himself persecuted Protestants and died a traitor to the 
English crown:  
 

“[...] Of Syr Thomas More some thyng hath bene touched before, who was also 
recompted a mā both wittie and learned, but what soeuer he was beside, a bytter 
persecutor he was of good men, and a wretched enemy agaynst the truth of the 
Gospell, by hys bookes left behynd hym may appeare, wherin most slaunderously, 
and contumeliously he writeth agaynst Luther, Zuinglius, Tyndall, Frith, Barnes, 
Bayfild, Baynham, Teukesbery, falsely belying their Articles and doctrine, as (God 
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grauntyng me lyfe) I haue sufficient matter to proue agaynst hym. Briefly, as he was 
a sore persecutor of thē that stode in defense of the Gospell: so agayne on the 
other side, such a blynd deuotion he bare to the popeholy Sea of Rome, and so 
wylfullye stoode in the Popes quarel agaynst hys owne Prince, that he would not 
gyue ouer till hee had brought the Scaffold of the Tower hyll with the axe and all 
vpon hys owne necke” (Foxe 2017, 8.1255-6)  
 
Foxe, a representative of Elizabethan anti-Catholicism, counts More 

among those who Sir William Cecil in The Execution of Justice in 
England (1583) dubs as “the Pope's martyrs” (Cecil 1965, 30). In this 
narrative More dies, not because of Catholic faith, but due to loyalty to 
the Pope surpassing loyalty towards England. While More admittedly 
possessed admirable qualities, he was a bloodthirsty enemy of 
Protestantism in both active and contemplative life, one who made a 
conscious choice between his native sovereign and Rome.  
Unlike the More presented in the French Newsletter, dying a king's 

“good servant” (Anonymous 2004, 42), or the saintly more of Roper who 
died “for the faith of the Catholic Church” (Roper 1905, 101), Foxe sees 
nothing but misguided zeal, “blind devotion” motivating More's 
pseudomartyrdom. A matter of loyalties instead of faith, this More 
fashioned by Foxe becomes an example of divided loyalties serving as a 
warning to his contemporaries. The strategy for annulling a successful 
Public Contest here is to re-interpret it to serve the opposing ideology's 
agenda.  
The Catholic England ruled by Mary I (1553-1558) is known as Marian 

England. In 1555, the Protestant dissidents, bishop Hugh Latimer (c. 
1487-1555) and bishop Nicholas Ridley (c. 1500-1555), were burnt at 
the stake (Public Buildings) by the Marian Church (Cultural Institution). 
The objective of the execution, a state-sanctioned performance, is to act 
as Public Display for Marian Catholicism.  
When compared to the execution of Thomas More, in this famous 

account from Foxe's Acts and Monuments (1570), even though the 
reigning ideology motivating the Public Display here is not Henrician 
caesaropapism, the performative mechanics of the situation remain the 
same: Richard Smith (1568-1655), a Marian bishop, seeks to annul the 
would-be martyrdom of the aforementioned Protestant dissidents 
Latimer and Ridley before their execution by preaching “that the 
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goodness of the cause, and not the order of death: maketh the holiness 
of the person” (Foxe 2009, 152).  
The audience, then, must be instructed to interpret the spectacle from 

the correct ideological perspective: admittedly, Smith argues, a heretic 
might face his death like a true martyr, yet the ideology behind the 
performance, not the performance in-itself, grants legitimacy to 
martyrdom. Smith, in other words, anticipates pseudomartyrdom, and by 
preparing his audience for this potential pseudomartyrdom, consciously 
seeks to manipulate the reception of performance.  
As Latimer and Ridley are about to die – from Catholic perspective - a 

futile death, Smith exhorts these two “to recant and come home again to 
the Church, and save their lives and souls, which else were condemned” 
(Foxe 2009, 152). Strategically, the proposal leaves two options: (i) the 
would-be pseudomartyrs accept the offer, or, (ii) die as heretics, so the 
execution, in both scenarios, thus becomes a Public Display for Marian 
Catholicism.  
A successful Public Display requires consent of the majority. In order 

for the option (ii) to actualize, the audience, for the most part, must 
accept the veracity of the ideology championed by the executioners. 
Indeed, if the execution takes place in a Catholic universe, it poses no 
problem for Christian conscience.  
For the execution to take a place in that universe, the executioners 

must win the sympathy of the audience, yet if the Protestant convicts 
manage to out-perform their Catholic executioners, thus winning the 
sympathy of the majority, the execution takes a place in a Protestant 
universe. In this universe, instead of a heretical pseudomartyrdom, the 
option (ii) grants Latimer and Ridley a Christian martyrdom. One faction, 
to score an ideological triumph, must, via performance, win the consent 
of the majority during the execution.  
The execution narrative of Latimer and Ridley by Foxe contains a 

scene in which transition from Public Display into Public Contest 
manifests itself. A successful Public Display is a monologue. However, 
when other voices break the monotony of Public Display, such Public 
Display becomes a Public Contest. Here, the monologue of Smith is 
about to transform into a dialogue between Smith and Ridley, in 
essence, a counter-performance:  
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“[...] Doctor Ridley said to Master Latimer, ‘Will you begin to answer the sermon, or 
shall I?’ Master Latimer said, ‘Begin you first, I pray you.’ ‘I will,’ said Master Ridley. 
Then the wicked sermon being ended, Doctor Ridley and Master Latimer kneeled 
down upon their knees towards my Lord Williams of Thame, the Vice Chancellor of 
Oxford, which sat upon a form thereby. Upon whom Master Ridley said: ‘I beseech 
you my lord even for Christ’s sake, that I may speak but two or three words,’ and 
whilst my lord bent his head to the Mayor and Vice Chancellor, to know (as it 
appeared) whether he might give him leave to speak, the bailiffs and Doctor 
Marshall Vice Chancellor ran hastily unto him, and with their hands stopped his 
mouth and said: ‘Master Ridley, if you will revoke your erroneous opinions, and 
recant the same, you shall not only have liberty so to do, but also the benefit of a 
subject, that is, have your life.’ ” (Foxe 2009, 153)  
 
The representatives of the reigning ideology, as Foxe writes in a 

marginal note, refuse to engage in dialogue with a representative of the 
competing ideology; “Doctor Ridley [was] ready to answer Doctor Smith’s 
sermon, but could not be suffered” (Foxe 2009, 153). Because the 
executioners and the audience, as a whole, form neither a 
homogeneous group nor share an impenetrable consensus, the question 
of Ridley poses a threat.  
The Marian Catholics, according to Foxe, were afraid that the deaths 

of Ridley and Latimer might cause “tumults” (Foxe 2009, 151). It is not, 
therefore, unreasonable to presume that at least part of the audience 
was potentially sympathetic towards Latimer, Ridley, and their Protestant 
cause, for as Williams is about to let Ridley to speak, Smith immediately 
silences the convict: the Public Display must not be compromised.  
Ridley, though unable to debate with Smith, nonetheless succeeded 

in transforming the execution into a Public Contest. Moreover, the 
exhortation of Latimer to his dying friend; ”Be of good comfort Master 
Ridley, and play the man: we shall this day light such a candle by God’s 
grace in England, as (I trust) shall never be put out,” indicates self-
awareness about the manipulable theatricality of the situation (Foxe 
2009, 154). The execution proclaiming Catholicism's triumphant return 
had the opposite effect, as “beholding the horrible sight,” Foxe concludes 
his narrative, “moved hundreds to tears” (Foxe 2009, 157). Today 
Latimer, Ridley – and Thomas Cranmer (1489-1556) the Archbishop of 
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Canterbury – are remembered not only as victims of the Marian 
persecution, but most importantly as the Oxford Martyrs of Anglicanism. 
In contrast to these successful scaffold speeches, Robert Wingfield's 

A True Narracion of the Execution of Mary (1587) for Sir William Cecil is 
an account of Mary Stuart's death, which contains a semi-neutral 
description, written by a Protestant author, of a failed Public Contest. 
Wingfield's account tells us that, like Ridley and Latimer, Mary 
possessed self-awareness about the theatricality of her looming 
martyrdom. “My good servant,” says the now Christ-like Mary, dictating 
her Great Commission to her disciple-like servant Melvin, “cease to 
lament, for thou hast cause rather to joy than to mourn. For now shalt 
thou see Mary Stuart's troubles receive their long-expected end and 
determination. For know (said she), good servant, all the world is but 
vanity, and subject still to more sorrow than a whole ocean of tears can 
bewail. But I pray thee (said she), carry this message from me, that I die 
a true woman to my religion, and like a true queen of Scotland and 
France” (Wingfield 2006, 683). In short, by speaking of herself in third 
the person, and by declaiming in the vein of Ecclesiastes, Mary has 
already started her calculated transformation into a Catholic martyr. This 
is also consistent with Mary's behavior in the other parts of Wingfield's 
narrative, where she shows both resolve and human frailty in face of her 
looming death; not unlike the Christ of Gospels.  
As in the aborted debate of Smith and Ridley, the Public Display here 

is already in danger of turning into a Public Contest, for when “Mr. 
Doctor Fletcher, the dean of Peterborough” exhorts Mary multiple times 
to renounce her “blindness and ignorance of heavenly things,” she 
answers “Mr. Dean, trouble not yourself nor me: for know that I am 
settled in the ancient Catholic and Roman religion, and in defense 
thereof, by God's grace, I mind to spend my blood ... I was born in this 
religion, I have lived in this religion, and am resolved to die in this 
religion” (Wingfield 2006, 684-685). The Protestants seek to persuade 
Mary to relinquish her subversive potential and performative agency by 
asking her, casting themselves here as concerned fellow Christians, to 
renounce her Catholic faith, so that her soul may be mercifully saved 
from “perpetual infelicity” (Wingfield 2006, 684). This performance 
strategy contains a flaw, for the Christ-likeness of Mary's counter-
performance effectively casts her religious opponents as the Sanhedrin.  
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Mary was about to be executed at the Fotheringhay Castle (Public 
Buildings) by the Elizabethan government (Cultural Institution) and both 
her trials and death show that she actively sought to achieve martyrdom 
(Creative Performance). Furthermore, though Wingfield quips about 
Mary's “superstitious trumpery,” the visual image of her Agnus Dei, 
crucifix, beads, and Latin Prayer Book, of how she forgives her 
executioners, says her final farewells to her servants and forgives her 
enemies, all testify that not only was the author not altogether immune to 
the power of her performance, but also that this act of martyrdom was a 
precisely calculated performance (Wingfield 2006, 685). Wingfield writes:  
 

“The queen kneeled down upon the cushion resolutely, and without any token of 
fear or death, said aloud in Latin the Psalm 'In te, Domine, confido' ... she laid 
herself upon the block most quietly, and stretching out her arms and legs cried out: 
'In manus tuas, Domine, commendo spiritum meum,' three or four times” (Wingfield 
2006, 686).  
 
Yet, while these performative aspects were all in Mary's control, she 

had no power over the unpredictable factors which ultimately marred her 
Public Contest with farcical overtones:  
 
“At last, while one of the executioners held her straitly with one of his hands, the 
other gave two strokes with an axe before he did cut off her head, and yet left a 
little gristle behind. She made very small noise, no part stirred from the place 
where she lay. The executioners lifted up the head, and bade God save the 
Queen. Then her dressing of lawn fell from her head, which appeared as gray 
as if she had been threescore and ten years old, polled very short. Her face 
much altered, her lips stirred up and down almost a quarter of an hour after her 
head was cut off. Then said Mr. Dean: 'So perish all the Queen's enemies!' The 
earl of Kent came to the body, and with a loud voice said, 'Such end happen to 
all the Queen's and Gospel's enemies.' One of the executioners, plucking off 
her garters, espied her little dog, which was crept under her clothes, which not 
be gotten forth but with force, and afterwards would not depart from the dead 
corpse, but came and laid between her head and shoulders: a thing much 
noted. The dog, imbrued in her blood, was carried away and washed, as all 
things else were that had any blood, save those things which were burned. The 
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executioners were sent away with money for their fees, not having any one 
thing that belonged unto her” (Wingfield 2006, 686).  
 
It is no wonder, therefore, that the Catholic re-tellings of Mary Stuart's 

death tend either to downplay these humiliating elements for 
propaganda purposes, or alternatively re-interpret them to serve their 
ideological needs, as in Adam Blackwood's pro-Marian account Martyre 
de la Royne d'Escosse (1587) that highlights the religious significance of 
the executioner's three strokes, or the same author's La Mort de la 
Royne d'Escosse (1588) which argues that the English heretics 
deliberately hired an inexperienced executioner and even supplied him 
with a blunt axe (Emerson Phillips 1964,179).  
The subversive potential of scaffold speeches is a common concern 

throughout the ideological spectrum, whether in Roper's account where 
Thomas Pope, a representative of the reigning ideology, seeks to 
prevent the Public Display from turning into a Public Contest, by telling 
Thomas More that "The king's pleasure is farther ... that at your 
execution you shall not use many words" (Roper 1901, 99), or Mary 
Tudor who warned John Hooper's executioners that the latter “as 
heretiques be, [is] a vainglorious person, and delyteth in his tongue, and 
having liberty, may use his sayd tongue to perswade such as he hath 
seduced, to persist in the myserable opinion that he had sowen among 
them” who should therefore not be allowed to “speak at larger” but 
instead “thither to be led quietly, and in silence, for eschynge of further 
infection” (Duffy 2009, 122).  
Yet the most striking performative quality of executions is the absence 

of Public Negotiations, and to answer this absence, we may simply ask a 
rhetorical question; why should the convict waste his last moments in 
trying to communicate his agenda covertly? In the words of Foucault:  
 
“If the crowd gathered round the scaffold, it was not simply to witness the 
sufferings of the condemned man or to excite the anger of the executioner: it 
was also to hear an individual who had nothing more to lose curse the judges, 
the laws, the government and religion. The public execution allowed the luxury 
of these momentary saturnalia, when nothing remained to prohibit or to punish. 
Under the protection of imminent death, the criminal could say everything and 
the crowd cheered” (Foucault 1991, 60).  
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Despite this pragmatic reasoning, we may never know how many 

executions that ended up as Public Displays were effectually Public 
Negotiations, intent on (for example) saving or shielding the family of the 
victim from further harm.  

1.2.2 Sermons 
 

The Book of Common Prayer (1559) is the Church of England’s official 
prayer book, containing minutely detailed religious instructions and 
prescripted forms of religious worship for practicing state-sanctioned 
Protestant Christianity, which therefore seeks to uphold the Elizabethan 
settlement by officially dictating the stage-directions and script for Public 
Display. In short, a state-sanctioned preacher is by default an agent of 
the reigning ideology (Cultural Institution) whose mandate publicizes the 
performance space (Public Buildings) for his sermon (Creative 
Performance).  
From the very beginning, the spirit of religious compromise that 

characterizes the Elizabethan via media is strongly present here, as in 
the minutely regulated status of vestments, in contrast to the ambiguous 
directions regarding the bodily ritual: “As touching, kneeling, crossing, 
holding up of handes, knocking upon the brest, and other gestures: they 
may be used or left as every mans devocion serveth without blame” 
(Church of England 2013, 98). Even though the Elizabethan prayer 
book, especially when compared to its Edwardian predecessor (1549), 
seemingly leaves room for individual interpretation regarding the 
performative minutiae, it remains consistent in de-empowering all those 
ritualistic aspects which could serve the competing ideologies.  
The English Catholics, like their modern counterparts, believed that 

during Communion the bread and wine become the body and blood of 
Christ, whereas the English Protestants found this Catholic doctrine 
(transsubstantation) as an unscriptural remnant of Popish superstition. 
The Elizabethan prayer book sought to systematically de-empower these 
ritualistic aspects, as we can see from its instructions regarding 
Communion: “[...] to take awaye the superstition, whiche any person 
hath, or myghte have in the breade and wyne, it shall suffice that the 
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breade be such as is usual to be eaten at the table, with other meates, 
but the beste and purest wheate breade, that conveniently may be 
gotten” (Church of England 2013, 140). Ideally, the bread and wine 
should be as unceremonial and as quotidian as possible, so that their 
latent potential for Catholic spirituality is de-sacralized. This point is 
highlighted even further, for as the instruction continues: “[...] yf anye of 
the breade or wyne remaine, the Curate shall have it to hys owne use” 
(Church of England 2013, 140).  
The parishioners see routinely with their own eyes that the 

communion consists of profane elements, which as such contain no 
metaphysical properties, thereby deserving no reverence outside the 
demarcated performance situation. This performance strategy relied on 
controlled repetition, de-empowering Catholicism by publicly dissecting 
the theatricality (and therefore performativity) of communion. Read to the 
English parishes on Sundays, Wednesdays, and Fridays, not to speak of 
special occasions, the following litany from The Book of Common Prayer 
(1559) likewise shows us how the reigning ideology cements itself in the 
public consciousness through controlled repetition:  
 

“We beseche thee to heare us Good Lorde … That it may please thee, to kepe and 
strengthen in the true worshipping of thee in righteousnes and holynes of lyfe, thy 
servaunt Elizabeth our most gracious Quene and governour … to rule her harte in 
thy faith, feare, and love, that she may evermore have affiaunce in thee, and ever 
seke thy honoure and glory … That it may please thee to be her defender and 
keper, geving her the victory over al her enemyes … to illuminate all Byshoppes, 
Pastours, and ministers of the Church, with true knowledge, and understanding of 
thy worde, and that both by their preaching and livinge, they may sette it furth, and 
shewe it accordingly … to endue to Lordes of the Counsayle, and all the nobilitie, 
with grace, wisedom, and understanding … to blesse and kepe the Magistrates, 
geving them grace to execute justice, and to maynteyne truthe” (Church of England 
2013, 118).  
 
Obviously, since directly quoting The Book of Common Prayer (1559) 

in its entirety does not come to question, we can nonetheless without the 
danger of naive generalization point out that it contains multiple 
passages extolling the Elizabethan settlement; passages which were 
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both supposed to be and which likewise were repeatedly performed in 
public.  
Consequently, the latter passages were supported by the state-

sanctioned homilies, which, being official part of the national 
performance dictated by The Book of Common Prayer, supported its 
didactic message, as An Exhortation Concerning Good Order and 
Obedience to Rulers and Magistrates (1547/1571) here vividly 
demonstrates, therefore continuing to publicly articulate the reigning 
ideology's agenda in greater detail:  
 
“[...] it is an intolerable ignorance, madness, and wickedness for subjects to make 
any murmuring, rebellion, resistance (or withstanding) commotion, or insurrection 
against their most dear and most dread Sovereign Lord and King, ordained and 
appointed of God's goodness for their commodity, peace, and quietness” (Church of 
England 1859, 112)  
 
While the demand for absolute loyalty to one's ruler and her regime in 

the early modern world is undoubtedly a truism, the ideologically 
fractured nature of Christianity following the Reformation unwittingly 
opened a door for religiously justifiable resistance. Indeed, ironically 
enough The Second Part of the Sermon of Obedience (1547/1571) 
contains exactly such a loophole for the Catholic recusants and the 
Protestant dissenters to exploit:  
 

“[yet] we may not obey kings, magistrates, or any other, though they be our own 
father, if they would command us to do any thing contrary to God's commandments. 
In such case we ought to say with the Apostles, We must rather obey God than 
men. But nevertheless in that case we may not in any wise withstand violently or 
rebel against rulers, or make any insurrection, sedition, or tumults, either by force of 
arms or other ways, against the anointed of the Lord or any of his appointed 
officers; but we must in such case patiently suffer all wrongs and injuries, referring 
the judgment of our cause only to God” (Church of England 1859, 112-113)  
 
This opening for acceptable dissent falls under what the Cultural 

Materialist theory - presented in Faultlines: Cultural Materialism and the 
Politics of Dissident Reading (1992) by Alan Sinfield - calls a 'faultline,' 
that is, an unresolved ideological complication which nonetheless exists 
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as a latent incoherence within the product of (what my theoretical 
language refers to as) the reigning ideology.  
A nationwide performance for the reigning ideology, in which the 

subjects continuously reaffirm their loyalty by following the script without 
questioning, The Book of Common Prayer, especially when combined 
with the state-sanctioned homilies, shows itself a powerful (if flawed) 
vehicle of control. In this process the reigning ideology performs itself 
into existence as Public Authority via Public Display, for as the 
participation to religious services is both weekly and mandatory, the 
Church of England occupies simultaneously the access to the Private 
and Public dimensions, even if within the former it does not necessarily 
possess the same power as in the Public dimension.  
However, as we have previously observed, the Elizabethan via media 

contained within itself potential for religious subversion, which defying 
the public authority actualized as Public Contest. In 1565, the Protestant 
clergyman Robert Crowley performed (to quote Arnold Hunt) “a sermon 
that made no attempt to disguise its nonconformist sympathies, 
preached openly from the most prominent pulpits in London in blatant 
defiance of the official line on clerical vestments” (Hunt 2011, 378). Yet, 
compared to Crowley's uncompromising provocation, preaching must 
have provided an even more effective platform for staging Public 
Negotiations, as the following examples from court sermons illustrate.  
In 1536, John Skip preached a sermon at the court (Public Buildings) 

on Passion Sunday. Skip, being the almoner of Anne Boleyn (Cultural 
Institution), served the interests of her mistress by telling the Old 
Testament story of King Ahasuerus as a thinly veiled allegory that cast 
Anne into the role of Queen Esther (Creative Performance). If the 
allegorical Ahasuerus was Henry and his Esther Anne, then the 
sermon's Haman was obviously Thomas Cromwell. In conclusion, Anne 
staged a Public Negotiation which vied for political power at the very 
heart of Public Authority (Brigden 2001, 123).  
While a Public Display such as sermon can be transformed into a 

Public Negotiation, the opposite holds true as well, as we learn from the 
following anecdote:  
 

”While Henry VIII was preparing for war in 1513, [John] Colet was invited to preach 
the Good Friday sermon at court. Like Erasmus, Colet thought the wars of kings 
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were insane folly and in his sermon he praised the victory of Christ as the only 
victory worth winning; he pointed out the difficulty of Christian conduct in time of 
war, and spoke much to discourage the intending soldiers. After an interview with 
Henry, however, it is said that the good Dean then preached another sermon, 
praising a defensive war such as the king was about to undertake ” (Hunter 1962, 
25).  
 
When Colet preached for the first time, he had Public Buildings, 

Cultural Institution, and Creative Performance, whereas the sermon 
intended as Public Display was to transform a Public Negotiation that 
would challenge Henry's warlike intentions. However, since Colet 
recanted, the Public Negotiation reversed into a Public Display. The 
latter pattern applies to court preaching during the reign of Elizabeth:  
 
”[...] During the sermon Elizabeth sat in a private closet, at a window facing the 
preacher. If she were displeased with the sermon she would close the shutters or 
retire to the inner recesses of the box, unless she thought stronger measures 
warranted. If a man preached too long, Elizabeth would simply tell him to stop, or if 
he wandered into forbidden ground she might call him down on the spot. Once 
when Dean Nowell [Dean of St Paul's] was preaching to her he left the main topic of 
his sermon and began to inveigh against images; but unfortunately it happened to 
be one of the days when the Queen liked images, and so she pulled him up 
abruptly by shouting to him to stick to his text, which the good dean thereafter did” 
(Herr 1940, 35).  
 
Like Colet, Nowell possessed Public Buildings, Cultural Institution, 

and Creative Performance, yet his attempt to turn the sermon into Public 
Negotiation failed miserably. To a successful preacher, pleasing the 
Queen called for a courtier-like ability to simultaneously entertain while 
expressing one's dissent within acceptable limits. From this perspective, 
court drama and court preaching remain essentially identical when it 
comes to the way the two interact with the Public Authority. Theatrical 
performance, whether it is a courtly interlude or a court sermon, shows 
itself here as a potent medium for political interaction in the early modern 
world.  
Because the performative dynamics of sermon are intrinsically 

connected with the reigning ideology, it is important to observe how the 
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state of the latter affects the former. Indeed, when Mary I came to power 
in 1553, the Church of England returned to Catholicism, and replacing 
one Cultural Institution with another, the churches (Public Buildings) and 
sermons (Creative Performance) would now reinstate Catholicism as the 
reigning ideology.  
A Marian exile himself, John Foxe sketches a Protestant vignette of 

the way in which the status quo changed when the Sphere of Public 
Authority in England re-structured itself: ”[Marginal Note:] Prisons turned 
into churches, and churches into dens of thieves” (Foxe 2009, 81). The 
horror Foxe describes here from a Protestant viewpoint is essentially a 
world turned upside down, yet one could positively argue that from a 
Catholic perspective the reigns of Henry and Elizabeth must have 
seemed equally nightmarish alternate realities. 
Now, as the reigning ideology became the stigmatized one and vice 

versa, the restructured Sphere of Public Authority transformed the Public 
Sphere, expanding the sphere of influence for Catholicism and 
narrowing it for Protestantism. Foxe writes in The Acts and Monuments: 
”As for the godly preachers which were in King Edward's time, they were 
either fled the realm, or else, as the prophets did in King Ahab's days, 
they were privily kept in corners” (Foxe 2009, 81). From the Protestant 
standpoint, choosing exile would leave England under Catholic rule, 
whereas to retreat towards the Private Realm, that is, practicing their 
faith in secrecy, would eventually make the English Protestants a 
religious minority in Catholic England.  
During the reign of Mary, a nationwide performance that re-structured 

the Public Authority and subsequently the Public Sphere, the Protestants 
would either conform, face exile in the continent, or die. To choose the 
first option would at best give access to Public Negotiation, the second a 
limited capacity in Public Sphere in the world of letters, and the third a 
potential for Public Contest. The sermons of those Protestants who 
preached against the Marian church were obviously not Public Displays, 
for whether a secret sermon for the elect listeners, or a revolutionary 
cell, such a display exists in the liminal state between Public and Private. 
When an ideology attains the reigning status, that reigning ideology 

has to cement itself as integral part of the Public Authority by controlling 
the venues for Public Display. Somewhat comparable to contemporary 
media outlets, access to such venues enables a continuous Public 
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Negotiation within the Public Sphere for those disagreeing with the 
reigning ideology. Subsequently, an access to state-approved space, 
functioning as venue for Public Display and Public Negotiation, becomes 
the requirement for voicing covert dissent in public.  
Without access, performance must either retreat from the Public 

Sphere, an option which diminishes the potential to influence the 
surrounding world, or face the reigning ideology by engaging in Public 
Contest, an option which deprives such performance from attaining 
continuity. In conclusion, where to sustain itself the reigning ideology 
must occupy the venues for Public Display, the opposing ideologies 
must either infiltrate those venues occupied by the reigning ideology or 
cease to exist within the Public Sphere.  
Edmund Campion, by the virtue of being a Jesuit (Cultural Institution) 

known as an eloquent preacher (Creative Performance), lacked a base 
of operations to further his cause unmolested. Though not a sermon, the 
Campion's Brag (c. 1581) demonstrates us the importance of controlling 
Public Buildings: “My charge is of free cost to preach the Gospel, to 
minister the Sacraments, to instruct the simple, to reform sinners, to 
confute errors – in brief, to cry alarm spiritual against foul vice and proud 
ignorance, wherewith many my dear Countrymen are abused” (Campion 
2007, 65). The freedom to execute the latter effectively requires a 
settlement, but whether this would have been an actual church or a 
humble convent remains inconsequential as long as the Public Authority 
recognizes the validity of such a performance space.  
For as long as the Jesuit had to preach as an outlaw, the chances 

that Catholicism might actually rise into a newfound prominence in 
Elizabethan England were inconsiderable, at least without divine 
intervention (or a Catholic military intervention from the continent). 
Suffice to say, giving a foothold to Catholicism and Counter-Reformation 
in general would obviously not be tolerated by the reigning ideology. 
Though the Campion's Brag stressed the apolitical nature of the Jesuit's 
mission, aversion to national politics 'from which I do gladly restrain and 
sequester my thoughts' (Campion 2007, 65), the Church of England 
would never comply, as in the early modern world, where religion and 
politics could not be separated, a sanctioned place of worship was 
synonymous with power.  
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To play with counterfactual history, if the Jesuit had been able to 
acquire a state-sanctioned locus operandi, such place of performance 
would have acted almost as an embassy-like extension for Catholicism, 
practically a platform from which Campion could have staged a Public 
Display on enemy soil. Even in a less pro-Catholic scenario where the 
Jesuit would operated with limitations set by the Church of England, the 
latter concession would enable engaging a Public Negotiation. Yet, to 
return to factual history, the Jesuit faced hostility from the Public 
Authority which aspired to narrow his influence, partially succeeding by 
driving the Jesuit into the periphery of Private Realm where Campion 
was left only with the potential for Public Contest.  
When the reigning ideology behind the Public Authority changes from 

one to other, in addition to Public Sphere, the change extends to the 
Private Realm. Campion, in his letter to Everard Mercurian (1580), the 
General of the Society of Jesus, gives a first person account concerning 
the Private Realm in Elizabethan England from a Catholic perspective. 
For where the reigning ideology during the Marian persecutions was 
Catholicism, forcing the Protestant ministers to preach their sermons 
underground, Elizabeth's reign turned the tables once more. What is 
considered acceptable in the Private Realm by the Public Authority 
depends upon what the reigning ideology is at the moment, and to 
interact in the first place within the Public Sphere, albeit on a limited 
scope, with the Catholic households residing in the Private Realm, 
Campion had to disguise himself and fake his identity:  
 

”[...] I am apparel to myself very ridiculous. I often change it and my name also. I 
read letters, sometimes myself that in the first front tell news, 'That Campion is 
taken'. Which, noised in every place where I come, so filleth my ears with the sound 
thereof that fear itself has taken away all fear” (Campion 2007, 133).  
 
To sustain his illegitimate performance within the hostile Public 

Sphere, Campion needs a survival strategy: a performance for the 
continuity of his performance. Moreover, following the news not only 
enables Campion to maneuver within the Public Sphere, but gives an 
opportunity to study the public image created by his enemies. Campion, 
by being face to face with his fictional representation, acquires 
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simultaneously the potential to manipulate those expectations and 
project a contrary image. 
From the viewpoint of a Catholic household residing in the Private 

Realm, an environment where the majority professes Catholicism, 
Campion's preaching could be considered qua Public Display. For the 
English Catholics, sermon consolidates a sense of religious consensus 
and identity, one under a constant threat from the Public Authority. 
Campion's letter here describes such a community:  
 
”[...] On horseback I meditate my sermon; when I come to the house, I polish it. 
Then I talk with such as come to speak with me, or hear their confessions. In the 
morning after the mass I preach. They hear with exceeding greediness and very 
often receive the sacraments” (Campion 2007, 133). 
 
Ideologies, especially the religious ones, do not as such exist without 

continuous performance, and in this context the sermon functions as qua 
Public Display instead of a proper Public Display. Campion's 
performance, the one in which the Catholic community partakes, has 
less to do with controlling the populace, as for that Catholicism would 
need to be the reigning ideology, and more to do with upholding a now 
threatened ideology.  
Despite these performative strategies, Campion fights a losing battle 

in the long run, for unless the reigning ideology motivating the Public 
Authority becomes Catholicism once again, the mission to English 
Catholics faces three choices: first, to abandon the mission and leave 
England to Protestantism; second, to abjure and thus become a Public 
Display for the Church of England; third, a martyrdom which leads to 
Public Contest. Ironically, while Campion dismisses the victims of Marian 
persecution in the same letter (Campion 2007, 134-5), belittling the 
Protestant martyrs as misguided pseudomartyrs, the Elizabethan reality 
where the Jesuit now finds himself bears a striking resemblance to the 
Marian upside-down world described by John Foxe, virtually his 
ideological opposite. Campion writes:  
 
”[...] they have filled the old prisons with Catholics, and now make new, and, in 
fine, plainly affirm that it were better to make a few traitors away than so many 
souls should be lost” (Campion 2007, 134).  
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Catholicism lacked access to Public Display, likewise the Elizabethan 

Catholics had as restricted capacity to interact within the Public Sphere 
as the Marian Protestants, and though the reigning ideology is obviously 
different in both scenarios, the restrictions and options provided by the 
ideologically transformed environment remain the same; those who 
conform may engage in Public Negotiation, whereas those who resist in 
Public Contest.  
The idealized vision of preaching in The Acts and Monuments 

demonstrates how Foxe, a puritan par excellence, perceived the 
performative power inherent in sermon. Indeed, describing here an 
entire community transformed by Thomas Bilney's preaching, Foxe 
writes: 
 

”The town of Hadleigh was one of the first that received the word of God in all 
England at the preaching of Master Thomas Bilney: by whose industry the 
gospel of Christ had such gracious success, and took such root there, that a 
great number of that parish became exceeding well learned in the holy 
scriptures, as well women as men: so that a man might have found among 
them many that had often read the whole Bible through, and that could have 
said a great part of Saint Paul's epistles by heart, and very well and readily 
given a goodly learned sentence in any matter of controversy. Their children 
and servants were also brought up and trained so diligently in the right 
knowledge of God's word, that the whole town seemed rather an university of 
the learned, than a town of cloth-making or labouring people: and that is most to 
be commended, they were for the more part faithful follower's of God's word in 
their living” (Foxe 2009, 72).  
 
Due to his powerful performance, the Bilney fashioned by Foxe 

becomes a catalyst for Hadleigh's change into a proto-puritan 
community. Moreover, the effects of sermon in Hadleigh are following: 
first, entire family units become learned in scriptures; second, this 
learned majority starts to interpret and in consequence apply the Bible to 
everyday life; third, these laymen of Hadleigh become, for all means and 
purposes, self-learned theologians; fourth, instead of being merely 
erudite, the Hadleigh community is truly godly by puritan standards. 
Here, in Foxe's Hadleigh, we have the priesthood of all believers, the 



 

64 

worshipping body of Christians, in other words, the true church 
condensed into a single town.  
In conclusion, what Foxe calls “the right knowledge of God's word” 

(Foxe 2009, 72) cannot become a communal actuality without sermon, 
that is, performance. Yet while the idealized Hadleigh described by Foxe 
was only a town turned godly, there were those among the puritans, 
however, who believed that similar metamorphosis could become a 
reality in national scale. 
The puritans of the 1570's organized clerical discussion-groups 

known as prophesyings, and while ”ostensibly for the education of clergy 
and divinity students, the prophesyings also exposed the laity to Puritan 
teachings” (Wagner 2000, 248). Under the tacit approval of the bishops 
with puritan sympathies, the puritans propagated dissent under the 
legitimization of Public Authority, thus infiltrating both Private and Public 
dimensions in England.  
Similar to modern theatre pedagogy, prophesying consisted of 

performances with pedagogical objective. In short, the prophesyings 
were ”public conferences at which several sermons would be preached 
on the same Biblical text, the text would be discussed by the ministers 
present, and the proceedings would be summarized for the attending 
public by a moderator” and ”though ostensibly for the education of clergy 
and divinity students, the prophesyings also exposed the laity to Puritan 
teachings” (Wagner 2000, 248). 
Through these sessions directed by the puritans, the Bible receives a 

communal interpretation in which all believers partake without need for 
clergy, institutional rituals, or church hierarchy. From puritan perspective, 
prophesyings are pedagogicized performances seeking to make the true 
church into an actuality in England.  

1.2.3 Mystery Cycles  
 

Parish served as a locus of performance in the late fifteenth century 
England for saint plays and folk drama, while civic religious drama such 
as the York Corpus Christi Plays and the Chester Cycle, the Mystery 
Plays organized, financed and performed by guildsmen and craftsmen 
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transformed the squares of entire towns into dramatic sacralized places 
(Public Buildings).  
The towns of York, Chester, Coventry, and Wakefield were the 

centers of civic religious drama; annually performed by the guilds for the 
audiences about 200 people, the Mystery Plays were a Cultural 
Institution (Betteridge and Walker 2012 1-5; Walker 2009, 4).  
Events from the Bible, from Genesis to the Last Judgment were 

transformed into performance by communities who tackled their 
scriptural source material with creativity and originality no inferior to 
Milton’s poesy, for long before works such as Paradise Lost (1667) or 
Paradise Regained (1671) the Mystery Plays adapted and re-imagined 
the Biblical stories and characters with considerable dramatic license. 
I argue that all this qualifies as Creative Performance, agreeing with 

the observation made by Walker - the York Corpus Christi plays not only 
visualized the stories from both the Old and New Testaments, but in 
doing so they explored the notion of ‘what it might to be God’ via 
dramatic medium (Walker 2012, 43).  
In my reading, the Mystery Plays as such were Public Display(s) for 

both the reigning ideology and the community that organized the 
performances. To illustrate my argument with Walker's observation: “[as] 
well as a communal affirmation and confirmation of religious belief, the 
plays were a celebration and a promotion of the fortunes and welfare of 
the city which produced them” (Walker 2009, 4). Though Public Displays 
propagating communal belief, the Mystery Plays could, in fact, act as 
Public Contest and Public Negotiation.  
For while the Mystery Plays took place within the framework of 

Biblical worldview, to make such abstract attributes as omnipotence, 
omniscience, immutability, eternity, etc. pertaining to God dramatisable, 
in addition to sheer creativity, must have demanded critical thinking. For 
as Christie observes, religious civic drama such as the Chester Cycle not 
only demonstrates concern for social and moral reform, but with religious 
interpretation and belief, simultaneously reflecting contemporary politics 
and issues (Christie 2012, 21-8, 33).  
Religious civic drama, I argue, offered itself up as forum of 

philosophical inquiry and speculative fiction, in other words as public 
thought experiment, one that went hand in hand with contemporary 
issues. The Mystery Plays owed their existence to the consent of the 
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Sphere of Public Authority, yet as long as their content was in accord 
with the reigning ideology, the Mystery Plays could voice communal 
issues within the Public Sphere. However, in a time of conflicting 
religious beliefs these ‘Old Popish plays’ had to maintain a deliberate 
ambiguity; the Mystery Plays, as the Sphere of Public Authority re-
structured itself, changed in both content and reception as response to 
Reformation. This is obviously my reading expressed via terms of my 
own devising, but for those who are further interested in the subject, 
Christie and Walker provide an informative historical overview of how 
ultimately the English Mystery Plays came to an end (Christie 2012, 27-
9; Walker 2009, 3-6).  
Eventually, performance had to defend its right to exist by its capacity 

to Promote Reformation; the Mystery Plays thus accommodated 
themselves to the new religious orthodoxy, but to no avail: the moves to 
suppress the York Cycle begin 1567; the Chester Cycle is performed the 
last time 1575, the suppression of the Wakefield Cycle follows 1576, and 
the last attempt to stage the York Cycle fails in 1580 (Betteridge and 
Walker 2012, 3-4; Walker 2009, xiv).  
To express this aforementioned historical process with my own 

terminology, Mystery Plays such as the Chester Cycle did – for a while - 
act as local propaganda for the civic government, but for the radical 
Protestants even that would not suffice in the long run (Public-Display-
turns-to-Public-Negotiation). As a vivid testament of the power of 
localized performance, it is worth to acknowledge that the final 
productions of the Chester Cycle in 1572 and 1575 ended up in religious 
controversy (Public Display-turns-to-Public Contest), an incident that 
caught the attention of the Star Chamber (Christie 2012, 28-30; Walker 
2009, 4-5).  
Defenders of the Mystery Plays both created pseudohistories and 

changed the content of the performances to suit Protestantism. The 
Chester Banns, a Post-Reformation prologue to the Chester Cycle 
engages in such Public Negotiation; for where the performance deviates 
from the Protestant truth, it does so only for the sake of harmless 
entertainment:  
 
“This moonk (moonk-like in Scriptures, well seene!  
In storyes travilled with the beste sorte)  
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In pageants set fourth apparently to all eyne  
The Olde and Newe Testament with livelye comforth,  
Interminglingle there-with, only to make sporte,  
Some things not warranted by any writt,  
Which so glad the hearers, he would men to take yt” (8-14).  
 
The author, being now nothing less than a proto-Protestant hero, 

risked his life by writing the Chester Cycle so that the people of England 
might hear the Bible in English instead of Latin:  
 
“These storyes of the Testamente at this tyme, you knowe,  
In a common Englishe tongue never read nor harde.  
Yet thereof in these pageants to make open showe.  
This moonke – and [no] moonke – was nothinge a-feared  
With fear of hanging, breninge, or cuttinge off heade,  
To sett out that all maye discerne and see.  
And parte good be lefte, believe you mee.” (25-31).  
 
The Chester Banns proclaim and adhere to the Protestant 

interpretation of the Eucharist:  
 

“And how Christe our Savyour at His Last Supper  
Gave His bodye and His bloude for redemption of us all  
You Bakers see that with the same wordes you utter  
As Christe Hym-Selfe spake them, to be a memoriall  
Of that death and Passion which in playe ensue after shall” (132-136).  
 
The Chester Cycle, by dramatizing Biblical events from Genesis to the 

Last Judgment, makes the Reformation part of salvation history:  
 

You fletchers, Boweyers, Cowpers,  
Stringers, and Iremongers,  
See soberly ye make out Christes  
dolefull death,  
His scourging, His whipping, His  
bloudeshedd, And Passion  
And all the paines He suffered till the last  
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of His breath.  
Lordinges, in this storye consisteth our  
cheeffe faith  
[The ignorance wherein hath us many  
years so blinded;  
As though now alle see the pathe playne,  
Yet the moste part cannot find it] (139-152).  
 
Mystery Plays such as the Chester Cycle, by apoliticizing their 

Catholic content, sought to become tools for the Reformation, but the 
revised performances that engaged in Public Negotiation failed to 
convince the reformers and subsequently faced hostility from the Public 
Authority. In 1567, Matthew Hutton, the dean of York sent a letter to the 
Mayor and Council of York concerning whether the performances of the 
now lost Creed Play should be continued:  
 

“To the right honourable my Lord Mayour of York, and the Right worshipfull his Brethren 
yeve this.  
 
Salute in Christo, My most humble duetie remembred, etc.  
 
I have perused the bokes that your Lordshipp with your brethren sent me and as I find 
manie thinges that I muche like because of th’antiquite, so see I manie thinges that I can 
not allowe, because they be Disagreinge from the senceritie of the Gospell, the which 
thinges, yf they shuld either be altogether cancelled or altered into other matter, the 
whole drift of the play shuld be altered, and therefor I dare not put my pen unto it, 
because I want both skill and leisure to amend it, thoghe in goodwill I assure you, yf I 
were worthie to geve your lordship and your right worshipfull brethren consell: suerlie 
mine advise shuld be that it shuld not be plaid. For thoghe it was plausible XL [40] 
yeares agoe, & wold now also of the ignorant sort be well liked; yet now in this happie 
time of the Gospell, I know the learned will mislike it: and how the State will beare with it, 
I knowe not. Thus beinge bold to utter mine opinion unto your lordshippe, I commit you 
and your brethren to the tuition of God’s spirit.  
 
From Thorneton, the xxiv of March 1567, Your lordshipps in Christ to command,  
 
Matthew Hutton” (Hutton 2009, 206) 
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Though acknowledging that the Creed Play is an interesting piece of 

history, according to Hutton, the play itself is unsuitable for performance, 
and ominously, if such play will be performed ‘how the State will beare 
with it, I knowe not’ (10). Even before the playhouse period, the 
politically volatile nature of performance was a real concern for the 
authorities in early modern England.  
'A serpent figureth Christ in one place, and the devil in another; and a 

lion doth likewise' (Tyndale 2000, 208) when it comes to performance 
and interpretation William Tyndale's famous words ring particularly true, 
for as Christie observes, characters in the Mystery Plays such as the 
Antichrist could obviously be recontextualised for the needs of the 
Reformation (Christie 2012, 29). But the danger of serpent, Christ, Devil 
and lion lingered on, as Nellhaus observes: 'the trial plays, in which 
Jesus is brought before Pilate, harshly criticize the Church by aligning it 
with Jesus's persecutors' (Nellhaus 2010, 74).  
In conclusion, performance continued to be 'effective means as 

making a Protestant point as a Catholic one' and as such a potential 
vehicle for serious debate and discourse (Betteridge and Walker 2012, 
3-4).  
While the Mystery Plays were performed by a town for a town, they 

occupied a prominent space in the Public Sphere. Under threat, the 
Mystery Plays engaged in Public Negotiation to secure their existence, 
but as they failed to convince the Sphere of Public Authority, staging a 
Mystery Play signified Public Contest. Even though they tried to, due to 
their ideologically volatile content the Mystery Plays could not act as 
Public Displays for Reformation in England.  

1.2.4 Household Entertainment 
 

Household entertainments occupy a liminal space between private and 
public, for unlike the closet drama, a household entertainment is 
performed for an audience. Eventually, a closet drama may enter the 
public sphere by being printed and distributed. Yet while it might gain an 
audience in the form of readership, perhaps even a performance, closet 
drama as such remains a creation for the author by the author. 
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 A household entertainment, on the other hand, is tailored for specific 
occasion and specific audience. Though a play written for the latter 
purpose could end up in print and distribution, it might obviously appear 
unintelligible to audiences outside the original context of performance, 
for as Suzanne Westfall points out: “[A] household was an economic 
unit, a corporation of managers and workers who happened to live 
(occasionally) under the same roof. Consequently, entertainments in the 
noble households tended to represent a curious mixture of the public 
and private, an opportunity for the formal pretensions of largesse as well 
as casual celebration of personal leisure. In addition, such fluidity 
encouraged a circulation of influences, alliances, and interests, which in 
turn affected the nature and motivations for household entertainments 
(Westfall 2009, 265). 
In short, noble household is the microcosmic equivalent to the court. 

Though organized for smaller and less influential audiences, 
entertainments in the noble households are essentially similar to 
interludes played at court. Analogous to their macrocosmic counterpart, 
the household entertainments operated in everything but a 
homogeneous environment, for as household entertainment is intended 
as Public Display by the patron, noble household and its specifically 
appointed license to play respond to the Public Buildings and Cultural 
Institution.  
Through performance a subordinate could voice his opinion in public, 

as Walker observes, the anonymous author of Hick Scorner (c. 1514), a 
household entertainment, ’saw his role as a playwright and purveyor for 
his lord as analogous to that of a spiritual counselor as well as that of a 
political propagandist’ (Walker 1991, 42).  
Should someone have wished to express his dissent, for some reason 

or another, within the noble household, a Creative Performance could 
stage such open challenge (Public Contest). Undoubtedly, the players 
would have refrained from such action in most cases, as their livelihood 
and future employment prospects depended on the patron’s goodwill.  
In early modern England, the consequences of expressing open 

dissent would have been detrimental not only for the players but to the 
provocateur himself. When a subordinate clashes with his superior in 
public, his defiance leads to self-ostracization from the sphere of 
influence, therefore performance as political vehicle calls for more subtle 
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means. As the “patrons sponsored plays that communicated their 
personal ideologies and political reforms” (Westfall 2009, 267) a person 
wishing to further his interests would have been more efficient by 
expressing dissent via covert communication. In the ideal scenario, the 
message would be conveyed through the performance – without burnt 
fingers - and the players would receive their payment from the patron. 
Where a theatrical performance as provocation shows itself as political 
vehicle with limited capacity, dissent within consent offered more viable 
and long-term approach for political performance in early modern 
England (Public Negotiation).  
However, in most cases the patron himself seems to have devised the 

entertainments that would serve as his Public Display. Such a display, 
albeit a miniature of the actual Public Display, fulfilled the same purpose 
in the liminal space between Public and Private. Since the social reality 
in early modern England was ideologically fractured, the patrons whose 
religious allegiance defied the reigning ideology could stage 
performances which in the context outside their household would have 
been perceived as seditious.  
Unfortunately, while some titles of the plays and few surviving 

contemporary descriptions have survived, when it comes to the 
household entertainments themselves (in Suzanne Westfall’s words) 
“Household accounts were, of course, concerned with paying the pipes 
rather than recording the tunes they played” (Westfall 2009, 266). 
Therefore the following examples of the Public Display, Public Contest, 
and Public Negotiation have to be drawn mostly from the performances 
by the traveling professional troupes, “itinerant companies” which “took a 
changing repertoire of plays on tour of urban centres, manor houses, 
and other lay and religious households' (Walker 1998, 47).  
Households provided the travelling professional troupes a place for 

performances, audiences, and thereby income; the same things the 
playhouses in London provided. Simultaneously, the touring troupes 
reflected the geographical spread of the influence of their respective 
patron (Somerset 2009, 359; Greenfield 2009, 298-301). But if in the 
playhouse period the patronage took the playing companies to new 
levels, none of this was a novelty as such, since the kings of medieval 
England had patronized small tropes of players, and in creating the 
Queen’s men (1583-1595) Elizabeth but revived the Tudor tradition of 
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the patronage of actors which had begun as early as the 1490’s 
(Astington 2009, 311).  
Dutton observes that the patronage situation of the playing companies 

of the playhouse period may have moved out of the domestic context of 
the pre-playhouse period (Dutton 2009, 367). In the pre-playhouse 
period as well as later on the patronage's nature was highly political. The 
patronage and the religious ideology were entwined in both periods, as 
the players were identified with their patrons whose specific political 
programs they advanced (Greenfield 2009, 295). For example, 
Protestant patrons such as Thomas Cromwell sent their companies out 
to perform anti-Catholic plays in support of the Reformation in 1530's 
and 1540's.  
While the political and religious tensions of the 1550's eventually led 

to censorship of such overtly political content, for those patrons willing to 
sponsor plays that would communicate their personal ideological and 
political reforms, expressing subtle messages remained possible in 
theatrical medium (Greenfield 2009, 295; Westfall 2009, 267).  
Yet obviously it was not solely the Protestants who communicated 

their religio-political agenda in this manner. In their own cultural 
communities the Catholic recusants could practise their religion and the 
recusant nobility of the north and East Anglia maintained independent 
households which cultivated their local power through patronage of 
players. The consequences of such practice however could be 
dangerous. For example, Francis Tregian (1548-1608) was a notable 
Catholic dissident that hosted in Cornwall an interlude that led to his trial 
and conviction for recusancy (Westfall 2009, 268-9). In 1609-10 Sir 
Richard Cholmley's players visited the household of Sir John Yorke at 
Gowthwaite Hall in Yorkshire. This regional company offered to play two 
of the four plays in their repertory, two of them Shakespeare's, Pericles 
and King Lear, the other two The Travailes of Three English Brothers 
and The Play of St. Christopher (Greenfield 2009, 299-300).  
Sir John Yorke’s choices had unfortunate consequences, for 

according to Westfall, about one hundred people were screened by Sir 
John's servants to refuse admission to non-Catholics, while the elect 
audience viewed The Play of St. Christopher within the context of a 
longer play, one that according to witnesses 'to the great scandal of true 
religion' sparked a conflict with Yorke's neighbors over the pro-Catholic 
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content of the play, sending Yorke and twenty of his household to Star 
Chamber in 1611 (Public Display Public Contest). What was this longer 
play? Westfall suggests that the play in question was none other than 
Shakespeare's King Lear. Performed with a pro-Catholic slant a scene 
such as Gloucester's torture would have reminded the recusants of King 
James's persecution of Catholics (Westfall 2009, 269-70).  
When performed in a space between Private Realm and Public 

Sphere, King Lear may have been seen as anti-royalist and pro-Catholic, 
but in the Sphere of Public Authority the play would receive entirely 
different interpretation. Indeed, Dutton speculates that a performance of 
King Lear at court (1606-7) spoke to James’s aspiration to formally unite 
England and Scotland. The play that would be performed ‘to the great 
scandal of true religion’ in front of the recusants had been a pro-royalist 
Protestant fable for the court audience (Public Display Public 
Negotiation). This court version was produced in collaboration with the 
Master of Revels, and it is unknown what version of King Lear was 
ultimately seen on the stage of the Globe (Dutton 2009, 376). However, 
it is important to remember, that the court of James did not form a single 
uniform interest group, yet for those with Catholic sympathies King Lear 
might have told the same tale as to the recusant audience.  
The cultural neighborhoods outside London and outside the reigning 

ideology of early modern England were bubbles inside the Public 
Sphere. As the orthodoxy was turned upside down within such 
microcosmoses, the liminal space between Public and Private could 
sustain a Public Display for the unorthodoxy. When such a performance 
gained notice in the Public Sphere, from the perspective of the reigning 
ideology, what was a Public Display within the microcosm became a 
Public Contest in the macrocosmic scale. 
Moreover, performance here shows itself as rhetorical entity, since 

depending on the context, the same performance could function as 
Public Display for diametrically opposed ideological positions within their 
respective cosmoses. Deliberate multivalency, then, is a performative 
strategy that seeks to guarantee both the applicability of the 
performance for different audiences, and an emergency exit in case the 
Sphere of Public Authority has a reason to suspect that performance 
contains ideologically volatile material. As the social reality in early 
modern England was fractured, so was the Public Sphere, therefore a 
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multivalent performance could potentially reach the widest possible 
audience. When compared to a pamphlet, from a rhetorical standpoint 
performance possessed superior manoeuvrability.  

1.2.5 University Theatre  
 

University drama was performed in Cambridge, Oxford, and the Inns of 
Court. Like the household entertainments, it occupies a liminal space 
within the Public Sphere, yet with one seminal difference: since both 
universities and the Inns of Court operate under supervision of the state, 
that is, the Sphere of Public Authority, university drama is by default 
performed under surveillance, even on some occasions (as Cunningham 
illustrates) entering court:  
“Writers at the Inns wrote, commissioned, and produced revels, 

poems, plays, and masques. In addition to [Thomas] Sackville and 
[Thomas] Norton’s Gorboduc (1561-62), for example, another Senecan 
tragedy, Gismonde of Salerne was penned by five young law students 
and performed before the queen in 1566; and another, The Misfortunes 
of Arthur, by Thomas Hughes and other student of Gray’s Inn, was 
penned 1588 and was performed ‘for the Queen with dumb-shows 
conceived by the young Francis Bacon’ ” (Cunningham 2007, 200).  
University drama possessed the potential access to the Sphere of 

Public Authority. While the household entertainments are effectually 
similar to courtly theatre, as political performances they obviously 
operate on a more limited scale. University drama, on the other hand, 
possesses the same means as the court performances and, due to its 
performance space, it enjoys semi-independence comparable to noble 
households. The early modern universities were intrinsically linked with 
the Sphere of Public Authority, as they were essentially state-sanctioned 
institutions that produced civic servants, the latter writing and even 
acting in plays which were occasionally performed at court. University 
drama possesses Public Buildings, Cultural Institution, and Creative 
Performance. The plays were originally intended for an academic 
audience, therefore staging Public Display, Public Contest, or Public 
Negotiation within the microcosm of academia were concrete 
possibilities.  
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Richardus Tertius (1580) by Thomas Legge was performed at St. 
John’s College, Cambridge. Anteceding More and preceding 
Shakespeare, Legge demonizes the last Plantagenet king to hold the 
throne. Both a testament to the university’s academic prowess and a 
paean to the Tudor supremacy, whether performed for the academic 
audience or the Queen, Legge’s play is a characteristic Public Display 
(Boas 1914, passim).  
Pammachius (c. 1538) by Thomas Kirchmeyer is a university drama 

(in words of Hazel Smith) “reflecting a view expressed by Luther and 
earlier reformers [Pammachius] identifies the Antichrist, not with the 
Caesars or the Turks, but with the Papacy” (Hazel Smith 1973, 43). 
While the eponymous Pope Pammachius would rather amuse than 
shock the Protestant audiences, a university performance in Henrician 
England politicized the play: ”Pammachius was acted at Christ’s College, 
Cambridge, in early 1545... it became a cause celebre when Bishop 
Gardiner, unhappy at the staging of such a radical play, launched an 
investigation into the circumstances of the production” (Hazel Smith 
1973, 43). Pammachius, by equating the Pope with the Antichrist, 
provoked those, like Gardiner, who still held Catholic sympathies, for 
though the now reformed Sphere of Public Authority enforced 
Protestantism as the reigning ideology, the ideological reality was far 
from uniform, hence instead of Public Display, to stage Pammachius in 
Henrician England constituted Public Contest. In essence, such 
occurrence, attracting the attention of the authorities, might be described 
as the closest equivalent to political intervention in early modern theatre.  
Early in Queen Elizabeth’s reign two law students from the Inns of 

Court, Thomas Norton and Thomas Sackville gave the young monarch 
counsel through a performance: Gorboduc (1561-62) was a play which 
political subject matter dealt with the delicate questions of royal 
succession (Orgel 1975, 9; Gurr 2004, 130-31; Cunningham 2007, 209-
10). For as long as Elizabeth remained unmarried, there was no heir to 
the throne, and if something should have happened to the queen, 
England would suffer the consequences. Gorboduc offered a dark mirror 
for these contemporary issues, the threats of civil war and foreign 
invasion ensuing from the anxieties concerning the royal succession:  
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“No ruler rests within the regal seat;  
The heir, to whom the scepter longs, unknown;  
That to each force of foreign prince’s power,  
Whom vantage of our wretched state may move  
By sudden arms to gain so rich a realm  
And to the proud and greedy mind at home,  
Whom blinded lust to reign leads to aspire,  
Lo, Britain realm is left an open prey,  
A present spoil by conquest to ensue” (V.2.1701-9)  
 
Yet instead of merely reflecting the reality and speaking for the 

reconciliation of national discord, Gorboduc presented a solution to the 
succession problem:  
 

“Such one, my lords, let be your chosen king;  
Such one so born within your native land;  
Such one prefer, and in no wise admit  
The heavy yoke of foreign governance:  
Let foreign titles yield to public wealth.  
And with that heart wherewith ye now prepare  
Thus to withstand the proud invading foe,  
With that same heart, my lords, keep out also  
Unnatural thralldom of [a] stranger’s reign,  
Ne suffer you against the rules of kind  
Your motherland to serve a foreign prince” (V.2.1686-96)  
 
The reign of Mary (1553-58) and her childless marriage with Philip of 

Spain continued to haunt the national memory. Consequently, Norton 
and Sackville proposed Elizabeth to marry one ‘born within your native 
land’ to avoid the ‘thralldom of [a] stranger’s reign’ under the “foreign 
prince” (V.2. 1687, 1694, 1696). Like the Henrician courtier-playwrights, 
the authors of Gorboduc voiced their political counsel through the 
medium of performance.  
During the infancy of Elizabeth’s reign, as Tydeman highlights, the 

threat of a would-be coup and its consequences were far from 
unthinkable, being a time riddled with insecurity and justified fear of 
military conflict (Tydeman 1992, 13). Walker argues that the candidate 
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advocated by Gorboduc for the queen’s hand was Lord Robert Dudley. 
Norton and Sackville “addressed the marriage issue directly, and at 
length, offering the prospect of a match (implicitly with Dudley) as the 
long-term answer to the succession question as well as a short-term 
solution to a diplomatic and dynastic conundrum” (Walker 1998, 208).  
Surprisingly, as Walker argues, the “foreign prince” (V.2.1696) seems 

to have alluded to Eric XIV, the king of Sweden, whose brother Duke 
John of Finland had visited in England 1559 and 1560 “furthering Eric’s 
suit” (Walker 1998, 208-9). Such potential alliance with Sweden, 
however, was to the Protestants what Spain had been to the Catholics – 
a double edged sword. While the “foreign prince’s power” (V.2.1703) 
promised security for a Protestant nation encircled by Catholic powers, 
to crown a foreigner, as the short reign of Philip had demonstrated, could 
lead to internal strife or loss of national independence. Performed, not 
only at the heart of the Public Sphere of Authority, but against a 
nationally and internationally vulnerable backdrop, Gorboduc became a 
Public Negotiation.  

1.2.6 Royal Progresses & Court Theatre  
 

The royal progresses of Elizabeth are yet another prototypical example 
of Public Displays, as Cole observes, the queen ”did not risk going into 
areas known for their rugged terrain, Celtic, heritage, or Catholic 
sympathies. Instead of using progresses to bring order to troubled 
regions, the queen in her progresses validated royal authority and social 
stability where it already existed” (Cole 1999, 24). The progresses 
obviously existed to fortify the existing power structures, for by being 
performed in select places for equally select audiences, their organizers 
effectually pre-neutralized any subversive potential for Public Contest. 
Moreover, a household that receives the ruler's presence enters from the 
Private into the Public Sphere (Public Buildings), therefore serving, 
despite the hosts' personal allegiances, the reigning ideology (Cultural 
Institution), while the theatrical entertainment devised by the hosts acts 
as Creative Performance, thus providing, since the ruler's hosts have the 
attention of the avatar of Public Authority at their disposal, a potent 
venue for Public Negotiation. 
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The anonymous Mucedorus (1598) provides us perhaps the most 
prototypical example of court theatre as Public Display. Marketing itself 
as “very delectable and full of mirth,” this popular drama started its life on 
the public stage but likewise found its way into the courtly presences of 
Elizabeth and James. Mucedorus is thoroughly harmless theatrical 
entertainment which contains little to no subversive elements, as its 
popularity in print, its performance history, and its critical reception tell 
us, and as far as we can make educated guesses about its unknown 
authors' intentions. In the epilogue for a court performance before Queen 
Elizabeth, the personifications of Comedy and Envy declare their loyalty 
to their sovereign and her regime:  
 
COMEDY. Then caitiff cursed, stoop upon thy knee 
Yield to a woman though not to me. 
And pray we both together with our hearts, 
That she thrice Nestor's years may with us rest, 
And from her foes high God defend her still. 
That they against her may never work their will. 
 
ENVY. Envy, were he never so stout,  
Would beck and bow unto her majesty. 
Indeed, Comedy, thou hast overrun me now 
And forced me stoop unto woman's sway.  
God grant her grace amongst us long may reign,  
And those that would not have it so,  
Would that, by Envy, soon their hearts they might forgo.  
 
COMEDY. The council, nobles, and this realm,  
Lord guide it still with thy most holy hand;  
The commons and the subjects grant them grace  
Their prince to serve, her to obey and treason to deface.  
Long may she reign in joy and great felicity!  
Each Christian heart do say 'amen' with me (Epil. 1-19).  

 
To summarize, the quasi-homiletic epilogue wishes for the 

continuation of the status quo, the elimination of elements threatening 
the latter, harmony amongst the ruling class, obedience from the 
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subjects, and for God himself to protect England with this blessed 
stableness.  
However, since court as performance space is a highly controlled 

environment, finding historical examples of court theatre as Public 
Contest has been a challenge, yet obviously the early modern mind was 
more than capable to imagine such a scenario, as we certainly know 
from the play-within-a-play from William Shakespeare's Hamlet (1603):  
 

Hamlet. […] Can you play the Murder of Gonzago?  
A Player. Ay, my lord.  
Hamlet. We'll ha't tomorrow night. You could, for a need, study a speech of some dozen or 
sixteen lines which I would set down and insert in't, could ye not?  
A Player. Ay, my lord. (2.2.471-475) 
 
It Is interesting to observe in this particular passage, that the players 

themselves possess no agency in Hamlet's theatrical machinations, 
especially since Shakespeare started his own career as an actor, but 
instead play merely a vehicular function in Denmark's court politics. 
Furthermore, the fictional play Hamlet asks from the players – The 
Murder of Gonzago – contains subversive potential only in this particular 
context, when exclusively staged for a specific audience, and even then 
only with those additional “dozen or sixteen lines” (2.2.475) which 
Hamlet devises for the court performance. But if the actors possess no 
substantial agency here, neither does the fictional playwright who 
originally wrote The Murder of Gonzago, as the latter merely provides a 
suitable platform for Hamlet's subversive message:  
 
King. What do you call the play?  
Hamlet. The Mousetrap. Marry, how? Tropically. This play is the image of a murder done in 
Vienna: Gonzago is the duke's name, his wife, Baptista. You shall see anon: 'tis a knavish 
piece of work, but what o'that? Your majesty and we that have free souls, it touches us not: 
let the galled jade wince, our withers are unwrung. (3.2.205-209) 
 

Interestingly enough, Shakespeare himself started his theatrical 
career modifying old plays, and it is only after Hamlet's modifications – 
including re-naming the play – that The Murder of Gonzago achieves its 
subversive potential. This play-within-a-play even contains a safety 
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measure for the successful actualization of subversion, since Hamlet 
didactically explains to his audience that despite the provocative subject 
matter they “have free souls” and therefore “it touches us not” (3.2.209).  
Hamlet continues explaining his audience how it is “Lucianus, nephew 

to the king” (3.2.210) who “poisons him i'th'garden for's estate. His 
name's Gonzago: the story is extant and writ in choice Italian. You shall 
see anon how the murderer gets the love of Gonzago's wife” (3.2.225-
227). This explanation serves two simultaneous purposes, for it brings 
covertly the subject matter closer to the Danish reality while distancing it 
from the latter as Italian history. The former serves Hamlet's covert 
purpose whereas the latter enables performing the provocative subject 
matter for the court audience. Iconically, the moment Public Display 
ultimately transforms into Public Contest has been eternalized by 
Shakespeare's imagination:  
 
Ophelia. The king rises. 
Hamlet. What, frighted with false fire! 
Gertrude. How fares my lord? 
Polonius. Give o'er the play. 
King. Give me some light. Away! 
All. Lights, lights, lights! (3.2.228-233) 
 
To summarize, Hamlet (i) stages a play in a specific place for a 

specific audience; (ii) chooses a play that provides a suitable platform for 
subversion; (iii) modifies it to serve his designs even better; (iv) seeks to 
control the interpretation of his audience by anchoring his modified play 
against a specific context. Obviously, the performance's objective is not 
to smuggle subversive elements into the public consciousness, but 
instead to create a theatrical provocation: “I'll have these players,” as 
Hamlet tells us, “Play something like the murder of my father / Before 
mine uncle: I'll observe his looks, / I'll tent him quick: if he but blench, / I 
know my course” (2.2.526-530). This imaginary scenario likewise 
demonstrates that there is no reason why even a seemingly harmless 
play could not, at least in theory, transform into a subversive entity under 
the right modifications and performative circumstances.  
Yet where Hamlet could gloat over his triumph, catching “the 

conscience of the king” (2.2.537) and making “the strucken deer go 
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weep” (3.2.234), it is probable that court remained a highly controlled 
performance space in which Public Contest happened exceedingly 
rarely, if ever. While the example of Gorboduc (1561-62) proves that 
court theatre provided an eligible platform for staging Public Negotiation, 
there was no guarantee that even the latter could successfully influence 
the public authority, as the following example demonstrates.  
During the political turmoil of the 1630s, the lawyers from the Inns of 

Court staged a masque, The Triumph of Peace (1634), at Whitehall. 
“[For] all its courtly splendor,” as Stephen Orgel tells us, this Caroline 
masque was “diplomatically but unequivocally critical of the royal 
policies,” seeking “through the power of poetry and marvels of spectacle, 
to persuade the royal spectator to return to the rule of law” (Orgel 1975, 
79).  
From the perspective of the reigning ideology, The Triumph of Peace 

was supposed to function as Public Display, a lawyers' masque in which 
“the legal fraternities … publicly declare their loyalty to the crown,” 
whereas the lawyers' agency transformed this theatrical occasion into 
Public Negotiation in which “the legal profession asserted to the crown 
their joint responsibilities” (Orgel 1975, 80). However, here the very 
effectiveness of Public Negotiation comes into question, since “the 
message failed to get across” though depressingly enough “[the] 
masque was a great success; the royal solipsist saw in it nothing but 
adulation, and was graciously pleased to order it repeated” (Orgel 1975, 
80-83).  

1.2.7 Public Theatre 
 

For the purposes of this part, the moniker public theatre denotes 
simultaneously to both indoor stages housing 200-700 spectators, and 
outdoor stages housing 2000-3000 spectators, that is, to permanent, 
purpose-built playhouses operating 1567-1642 in London (Gurr 1999, 
27, 32). Where the playing companies owed their existence and 
independence to noble patronage, the playhouses, too, attained 
permanency because they farmed professional entertainment for the 
court (Public Authority) residing in London. Consequently, the 
commercial drama they produced was officially supervised by the Master 
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of the Revels (Agent of Public Authority) in manuscript, performance, 
and print (Dutton 2009, 363-379). When it comes to the audience 
numbers, around 1595 approximately 15,000 people attended theaters 
every week, whereas by 1620 the “weekly total was probably nearer to 
25,000 people” (Gurr, 2004, 213).  
For the most part, this commercial drama was based on secular 

literature which The Obedience of a Christian Man (1528) shrugs off as 
hodgepodge of “[...] Robin Hood and Bevis of Hampton, Hercules, 
Hector and Troilus with a thousand histories and fables of love and 
wantonness and of ribaldry as filthy as heart can think” (Tyndale 2000, 
24). In this context, we need not look further than through Shakespeare's 
literary source material, consisting of chivalric romances, classics, 
English histories, and Italian novellas, to see how the plays we now hail 
as the pinnacle of dramatic literature were perceived by the 
contemporaries as light-hearted, if at times morally questionable, 
entertainment.  
However, against this backdrop Christopher Marlowe's famous 

prologue to Tamburlaine (1587) is also a poetic manifesto for secular 
drama that embodies the intellectual-cum-aesthetic refusal to conform to 
these expectations:  

From jigging veins of rhyming mother wits, 
And such conceits as clownage keeps in pay, 
We'll lead you to the stately tent of war, 
Where you shall hear the Scythian Tamburlaine 
Threatening the world with high astounding terms, 
And scourging kingdoms with his conquering sword. 
View but his picture in this tragic glass, 
And then applaud his fortunes as you please. (Prol. 1-8) 

 
Marlowe speaks of his play as “[a] tragic glass” (Prol. 7), effectually 

arguing that Tamburlaine is a mirror for princes – a work of political 
philosophy. In Doctor Faustus (1588-89), the eponymous protagonist 
likewise rails against becoming “a mercenary drudge / Who aims at 
nothing but external thrash” (1.1.34-35). While Marlowe's works are 
written for commercial purposes, they present to us not only a vision of 
drama as highly artistic and serious medium, but also that of a playwright 
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who considers himself a poet and therefore a public agent. Nonetheless, 
despite these Marlovian ideals, we must remember that public theatre 
remained collaborative and commercially motivated activity, yet neither 
should we ignore the effect of their appearance in the late 1580s.  
The epilogue to Shakespeare's Richard III (1592-94) underlines the 

play's desire to function as Public Display for the reigning ideology:  
 
Richmond. Inter their bodies as become their births:  
Proclaim a pardon to the soldiers fled 
That in submission will return to us:  
And then, as we have ta'en the sacrament,  
We will unite the white rose and the red.  
Smile heaven upon this fair conjunction.  
That long have frowned upon their enmity!  
What traitor hears me and says not 'Amen'?  
England hath long been mad, and scarred herself;  
The brother blindly shed the brother's blood,  
The father rashly slaughtered his own son.  
The son, compelled, been butcher to the sire:  
All this divided York and Lancaster, 
Divided in their dire division. 
O, now let Richmond and Elizabeth,  
The true succeeders of each royal house,  
By God's fair ordinance conjoin together.  
And let thy heirs – God, if thy will be so -  
Enrich the time to come with smooth-faced peace.  
With smiling plenty and fair prosperous days!  
Abate the edge of traitors, gracious Lord,  
That would reduce these bloody days again,  
And make poor England weep in streams of blood: 
Let them not live to taste this land's increase  
That would with treason wound this fair land's peace.  
Now civil wounds are stopped, peace lives again:  
That she may long live here, God say 'Amen!' (5.3.382-408) 

 
Once again we have a play, a dramatic piece of Tudor propaganda 

par excellence, that ends in the typically quasi-homiletic fashion, praising 
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the continuation of the peaceful status quo, and praying for divine 
providence from the elements which threaten the Elizabethan 
settlement.  
In the early 1600s, the followers of the Earl of Essex contacted 

Shakespeare's company, offering to pay them twice the usual price for 
reprising a history play from the 1590s on February 7, 1601 at the Globe 
Theatre. As is well known, the play in question was Richard II (1596-95), 
in which the feminine monarch is rightfully deposed by Bolingbroke, a 
masculine hero capable of fathering a dynasty and stable England. It 
takes no Shakespeare scholar to imagine, then, how Elizabethan 
malcontents and Essexian sympathizers interpreted this performance as 
political commentary on the contemporary situation.  
However, as we can only speculate on the play's exact role in the 

larger scheme of the failed rebellion, let us approach it from the two most 
probable scenarios: this performance functioned as (i) communal ritual 
on the rebellion's eve for the eleven Essex's followers who attended the 
performance, and/or (ii) propaganda tool for garnering support for the 
armed rebellion from the Londoners. 
n the first scenario, the performance of Richard II acts ritualistically, 

not unlike a pro-Catholic household drama to a recusant household, or a 
Jesuit's sermon to English Catholics, boosting morale and serving as a 
qua-Public Display for the likeminded audience. Yet, as the followers of 
Essex live in a world where the divine right of kings is a reality, they have 
a psychological need to justify the rebellion to their guilty consciences, 
which they seek to achieve by witnessing a performance that provides 
them a pro-rebellious catharsis.  
In the second scenario, the play that has been pre-sanitized by the 

reigning ideology in the 1590s now regains its subversive potential, 
which actualizes against the context provided by the Essex rebellion, so 
that the Public Display undergoes a conversion into a Public Contest. 
From the rebels perspective, this shows remarkable belief in the power 
of playhouses as effective vehicle for mass persuasion. Unfortunately, 
where this scenario is optimistic about the power of theatrical 
performance, the playwright and the actors who control this source of 
mass persuasion retain here their passive role.  
We must remember, though, that the minor role played by Richard II 

in the Essex Rebellion is an exceptional incidence, as the playhouses in 
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London owed their very existence to the continuation of the royal favor, 
so maintaining apolitical stance remained the key in staying business for 
early modern theatre practitioners.  
When public theatre was actually suppressed by the authorities, the 

reasons were usually quite prosaic, for example a satirical comedy 
unexpectedly stepping on powerful toes - as in The Isle of Dogs (1597) - 
or someone in the court perceiving a play as supposed critique of royal 
favoritism - as in Sejanus His Fall (1603). However, since every 
performance in public theatre was pre-screened under a tight 
supervision and censorship, and since the theatre practitioners 
themselves actively sought for the financial benefits and social 
advancement provided by the court, it is obvious there are little to no 
signs of open defiance against the Public Authority. To the contrary, as 
the Public Authority once again reformed itself with the new reigning 
ideology after the English Civil War, one of the main reasons for the 
London theatre closure (1642) was theater's royal pedigree.  
Yet there are occasional glimpses of playhouse performance as a 

platform for public agency, for example the collaborative play Sir 
Thomas More (1592-93/1600-03) which, though it never passed the 
censorship to performance or print, seeks to persuade its English 
audience to refrain from violence against the immigrants from the 
Spanish Netherlands:  
 
MORE. Grant them removed, and grant that this your noise 
Hath chid down all the majesty of England; 
Imagine that you see the wretched strangers, 
Their babies at their backs and their poor luggage, 
Plodding tooth ports and costs for transportation, 
And that you sit as kings in your desires, 
Authority quite silent by your brawl, 
And you in ruff of your opinions clothed; 
What had you got? I’ll tell you. You had taught 
How insolence and strong hand should prevail, 
How order should be quelled; and by this pattern 
Not one of you should live an aged man, 
For other ruffians, as their fancies wrought, 
With self same hand, self reasons, and self right, 
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Would shark on you, and men like ravenous fishes 
Would feed on one another. (88-102)  
 
Using the fictionalized Sir Thomas More as his mouthpiece, the 

playwright who wrote these eloquent words is deeply disturbed about the 
state of his commonwealth, utilizing the forum provided by the playhouse 
as his vehicle for mass persuasion. If this play had ever seen the light of 
day, it would have constituted a Public Negotiation, as it obviously 
contained elements hostile to the reigning ideology – such as its Catholic 
hero and his execution.  
Where Sir Thomas More proved to be too much for the Elizabethan 

censorship, we find another Public Negotiation from a somewhat 
unexpected place: Henry V (1599) which remains by far the most 
patriotic play in Shakespeare canon. After vanquishing the rebels in the 
previous installments, King Henry leads his united kingdom, Gower 
(England), Fluellen (Wales), Jamy (Scotland), and MacMorris (Ireland) to 
invade France. 
Yet despite its famous Saint Crispin's Day oration, its nationalistic 

machismo and glorification of war, the play simultaneously presents us 
the killing of the French prisoners, the English deserters executed, and 
the Irish MacMorris asking the English “What ish my nation?” (3.2.90). 
While the Archbishop of Canterbury finds theological justification for King 
Henry's holy war, it is the voice of the boy – by modern standards a 
child-soldier - that continues to haunt us even as we are cheering for the 
English chivalry: “Would I were in an ale-house in London: I would give 
all my fame for a pot of ale and safety” (3.2.10-11).  
I consider Henry V the quintessential Public Negotiation. In fact, one 

could even go as far as to argue that the play is Shakespeare's finest 
synthesis of the two seemingly antithetical elements, the Marlovian 
realpolitik and the English patriotism, resulting in a mirror for princes. 
The iconic scene between the disguised King Henry and Michael 
Williams even gives a critical voice to the subjects in the hierarchical 
early modern world:  
 

Williams. But if the cause be not good, the king himself hath a heavy reckoning to make; 
when all those legs and arms and heads, chopped off in a battle, shall join together at the 
latter day, and cry all, ‘We died at such a place;’ some swearing, some crying for a surgeon, 
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some upon their wives left poor behind them, some upon the debts they owe, some upon 
their children rawly left. I am afeard there are few die well that die in a battle; for how can 
they charitably dispose of any thing when blood is their argument? Now, if these men do not 
die well, it will be a black matter for the king that led them to it, whom to disobey were against 
all proportion of subjection (4.1.116-125). 
 
It would not be an outright exaggeration to say, that the king-in-

disguise listening to his disgruntled yet loyal subject is something of a 
metaphor for Public Negotiation, as the playhouse based theatre 
provides the subject-in-disguise a rare, proto-democratic opportunity to 
address his commonwealth and to speak to his ruler.  

1.3 Theatricalization of Public Subversion 
 

There are two notable instances of public theatre as political entity, 
which yet deserve a closer inspection, and they are (i) A Game at Chess 
(1624) by Thomas Middleton and (ii) the non-extant anti-Martinist plays 
(1589) commissioned by the ecclesiastical authorities. When one speaks 
the efficacy of theatre's subversive potential in the early modern 
England, and while the existence of the London playhouses and their 
repertoire created a unique semiosphere, we should not downplay the 
fact, that the shelf-life of the early modern plays, at least by our modern 
standards, was nonetheless relatively short.  
For example, the contemporaries famously considered Middleton's A 

Game at Chess (1624) an unprecedented marvel for being performed 
nine times to large audiences. While it is true that some of the plays 
achieved theatrical revivals, some of them even a second life through 
printing press, the majority of the stage productions faded into oblivion, 
as they were not transferred from manuscript to print, and therefore the 
definitive answers about the subversive capacity of early modern 
performance remain in the realm of speculation.  
Yet for our purposes, it is this play's synonymity with theatrical 

scandal that interests us, since the same play that ran for nine days, one 
that had passed through official censorship, was also ultimately 
suppressed by the authorities. In his introduction, T.H. Howard-Hill 
summarizes the political context against which Middleton's scandalous 
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play was performed: “[by] the middle of 1624 the long-projected marriage 
between the future head of the Anglican Church and the sister of the 
Catholic Philip IV of Spain had fallen through. Long-standing restraints 
against the expression of anti-Spanish and anti-Catholic viewpoints had 
been somewhat relaxed, in practice, if not in law. Reservations remained 
about the Catholicism of Charles's prospective French bride but the 
close association of the Jesuits and Spain permitted a surge of 
specifically anti-Jesuit writings. England's escape from a Spanish 
alliance was seen as a patriotic victory comparable to the destruction of 
the Spanish Armada and the frustration of the Gunpowder Plot, and 
renewed patriotic fervour was directed towards support of the Protestant 
cause in Germany, against England's old enemy, Spain” (Howard-Hill 
2003, 16).  
To further James I's dynastico-political objectives, Prince Charles 

undertook a voyage to Madrid, intent on marrying Donna Maria, Infanta 
of Spain. These plans came to naught, and while the French match, 
Henrietta Maria of France, would prove to be unpopular due to her 
Roman Catholicism, the public authority, seeking (i) to save its face from 
the fiasco, and (ii) to shield the French Catholic match from criticism, 
channelled the nativist Protestant animus towards the old bogeyman of 
Catholic Spain. The failed quest for the Spanish match, undertaken by 
Prince Charles and Buckingham, King's pro-Spanish favorite, 
transformed revisionarily into a rousing tale of English daring and 
Protestant virtue, in which the fiasco of factual reality turned into the 
patriotic fantasy of anti-Jesuit and anti-Spanish propaganda.  
Middleton's A Game at Chess (1624) is a theatrical specimen of the 

latter, allegorizing the world into a chessboard on which the white house 
(the Protestant England) and the black house (the Catholic Spain), their 
identifiable real-life members represented as chess pieces, compete for 
religio-political supremacy in the titular game of chess. 
Middleton's play is likewise an interesting specimen of early modern 

documentary theatre, as it is constructed of contemporary pamphlets, 
similar in this respect to the pamphlet-based domestic tragedies Arden 
of Faversham (1592), A Yorkshire Tragedy (1608), and The Witch of 
Edmonton (1621). Manipulatively, by sweetening the bitter taste of 
religious realpolitik with newly theatricalized print propaganda, this 
satirical dramatization calls even the most critical English Protestant to 
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applaud the Stuart chess mastery, for if the conflict between the 
Protestant England and the Catholic Spain is metaphorically a game of 
chess, then the projected marriage and especially its failure was nothing 
but a masterful deceptive maneuver in that very game.  
For an early modern play, the reaction to this dramaturgy of (in 

modern American English) 'alternative facts' is exceptionally well 
documented. Sir Edward Conway, Secretary of the State writes in 1624 
to the Privy Council of   
 

“[...] a very scandalous Comedie acted publikly by the Kings Players, Wherein they 
take the boldnes, and presumption in a rude, and dishonorable fashion to represent 
on the Stage the persons of his Maiestie, the Kinge of Spaine, the Conde de 
Gondomar, the Bishop of Spalato, &c. His Maiestie remembers well there was a 
commaundment and restraint giuen against the representinge of anie moderne 
Christian kings in those Stage-playes, and [the Spanish ambassador] wonders 
much both the boldnes nowe taken by that Companie, and alsoe that it hath ben 
permitted to bee soe manie Ministers of his owne are thereaboutes and cannot but 
haue heard of it. His Maiesties pleasure is that your Llordships presently call before 
you, aswell the Poett that made the comedie, as the Comedians that acted it, and 
vpon examinacion of them to committ them, or such of them, as you shall find most 
faultie, vnto prison, if you find cause, or otherwise take securitie for their 
forthcominge; what points it is most offensiue, by whom it was made, by whom 
lycensed, and what course you thinke fittest to be held for the exemplarie, and 
severe punishment of the present offendors, and to restrayne such insolent and 
lycencious presumption for the future” (App. 8).  
 
To his baffled horror, the Spanish ambassador has noticed that the 

“the Kings players” act publicly “a very Scandalous Comedie” that not 
only defies the English state-censorship by being continually performed, 
but which also transgresses the legal norms by theatrically representing 
“moderne Christian kings” on the public stage. More specifically, the 
Spanish ambassador “wonders much” that such “boldness” continues to 
run undetected and unsuppressed by the English authorities. Acting as 
Secretary of State, Conway tells us that these grievances shall be 
addressed formally before the Privy Council, which shall examine 
whether (i) “the Poett that made the comedie” and/or (ii) “the Comedians 
that acted it” should be imprisoned for transgressing the legal norms, 
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depending on (iii) “what points it [was] most offensiue,” (iv) “by whom it 
was made,” and, most importantly here, (v) “by whom lycensed.” 
When it comes to the subsequent consequences for Thomas 

Middleton and the King's Men, T.H. Howard-Hill narrates us how “the 
King's wish [was] that the players should be allowed to pursue their 
profession, save only that [A Game at Chess] be never acted again,” 
therefore “[the] official reaction to A Game at Chess was not harsh. The 
King's Men lost what revenues they might have expected from two 
weeks' playing, but their takings from the previous nine days were ample 
recompense. Unless [Thomas] Middleton was imprisoned that was the 
only penalty anyone incurred, for even the official controller of the public 
stage retained his office and reputation (Howard-Hill 2003, 22).  
Indeed, Sir Henry Herbert, Master of the Revels, incurred no official 

sanction for licensing the scandalous play, and might have even 
potentially co-operated with those whose political agenda A Game at 
Chess benefited (Howard-Hill 2003, 21). The contemporary letters 
detailing the machinations behind the scenes certainly raise questions, 
for example, (i) John Woolley, the secretary of William Trumbull, the 
English agent in Brussels, writes from London in 1624 how “[the] Poet is 
sought after,” describing to Trumbull how “it is [thought] supposed shall 
be clapt in prison, if he doe not cleere him selfe by the [Master of the 
Revels] who alowed of it; and it is thought not without leaue, from the 
higher powers I meane the [Prince Charles] and [Duke Buckingham] if 
not from the [King James] for they were all loth to haue it forbidden, and 
by report laught hartely at it” (App. 17).  
If A Game at Chess passed the censorship and was let to run entirely 

unmolested for nine days, it was (according to Woolley) “not without 
[leave] from the higher powers,” and in a second letter by Woolley to 
Trumbull we furthermore learn that “[some] say (how true it is I know not) 
that the Players are gone to the Courte to act the game at Chesse 
before the Kinge. Which doth much truble the spanish Ambassador” 
(App. 25). In conclusion, if the theatrical scandal was essentially what is 
colloquially referred as 'an inside job,' as Woolley's rumours insist, 
virtually a calculated piece of state-sanctioned propaganda 
masquerading as a scandalous play, I would classify A Game at Chess 
(1624) as a qua-Public Contest, that is, a Public Display disguised by the 
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reigning ideology as Public Contest, which in modern military 
terminology translates as false flag operation.  
What about the agency of the poet and the King's men, then? The 

inscription in copy of Second Quarto (1625) reads : “[...] After nyne 
dayse wherein I have heard some of the acters say they tooke fifteen 
hundred Pounde the spanish faction being prevalent gott it supprest the 
chiefe actors and the Poett Mr. Thomas Middleton that writt it committed 
to prisson where hee lay some Tyme and at last gott oute upon this 
petition presented to King James” (App. 30).  
We learn here that the play was a commercial sensation, which was 

only suppressed by the English authorities because its content provoked 
“the spanish faction,” and that the ones who suffered from its 
suppression were “the chiefe actors” followed by “the Poett” himself, 
whom the authorities subsequently imprisoned for the offence. The 
inscription is then followed by Middleton's apocryphal petition: “A 
harmless game: coyned only for delight / was played betwixt the black 
house and the white / the white house wan: yet stille the black doth 
bragge / they had the power to put mee in the bagge / use but your royall 
hand. Twill set me free / Tis but removing of a man thats mee” (App. 30).  
The early modern theatre practitioners here possess in reality 

essentially as little agency as the fictional actors who play The Murder of 
Gonzago, since their ultimate interest seems to be financial, their only 
enemy being the foreign power (Spanish ambassador) that deprived 
them of their financial cornucopia, whereas the attitude towards the 
public authority (James I) punishing them is reverent, if not altogether 
subservient. In the prologue of their next play after the incident, John 
Fletcher's Rule a Wife and Have a Wife (1624/1640), the King's Men 
articulated their public statement regarding the scandalous affair: 
 
“Pleasure attend yee, and about yee sit  
The springs of mirth fancy delight and wit  
To stirre you up, doe not your looks let fall,  
Not to remembrance our late errors call,  
Because this day w'are Spaniards all againe,  
The story of our Play, and our Sceane Spain:  
The errors too, doe not for this cause hate,  
Now we present their wit and not their state” (Prol. 1-8) 
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The prologue tells us that the play we are about to see is pure 
entertainment, urging playfully the audience to forget the recent scandal, 
while underlining that its theatrical representations of Spaniards are 
fictional instead of factual. We are even instructed not to “blame the Poet 
if he slip aside, / Sometimes too lasciviously if not too wide” (Prol. 17-
18). It seems the theatre practitioners deliberately choose to distance 
themselves from anything resembling agency.  
Where Gorboduc (1561-1562) found its way to the Court seeking to 

persuade Elizabeth not to marry a foreigner, the Stuarts, the only 
Hamlet(s) in this scenario, pulled the strings behind the public stage to 
justify their questionable foreign policies to their subjects. For the public 
authority, such covert occasion for early modern mass persuasion was 
possible only from the platform provided by the London playhouses, and 
the latter existed exclusively from being continually supported by that 
public authority. Where the Mystery Plays failed to continue their 
existence, despite their best efforts to adapt their Catholic content to 
serve the Protestant Reformation, the playhouse theatre both originated 
from and owed its continual existence for continuous subservience to the 
public authority and its reigning ideology. It served the establishment 
indirectly as much as the sermons and executions, yet by being capable 
of creating theatrical simulacra of the latter two in public, the playhouse 
theatre constantly tapped into their real power, that is, performativity. 
Under the license to exist in public semi-independently, the playhouses 
also unwittingly provided a mobile liminal platform for multiple 
independent voices, since their theatrical performances could enter the 
noble households, the universities, and even the court. While the early 
modern theatre practitioners do not show, at least by our modern 
standards, a strong sense of individual agency, the fact that performance 
in early modern England possessed rhetorical potency, and that this 
potency was, in fact, acknowledged by the public authority, remains 
indisputable.  
In 1589, the defenders of the established church, as they had 

continuously failed to silence the pseudonymous pamphleteer, Martin 
Marprelate, a puritan satirist, in a war of pamphlets, the ecclesiastical 
officials commissioned anti-Martinist tracts from the playwrights Thomas 
Nashe, Robert Greene, and John Lyly. Moreover, I consider the 
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Marprelate controversy (1588-1589) the exception to the rules of early 
modern performance in the proto-public sphere, as Martin could voice 
his anti-episcopal polemic unrestrained by the authorities for a prolonged 
period of time. The key to achieving this was a movable printer, making 
continuous unlicensed pamphleteering possible in the first place. 
Martin's pamphlets were “sold in communities around London” while 
“church and state were coordinating efforts to find the press, identify the 
author, and prevent copies of the tract[s] circulating” (Black 2008, lvi).  
In addition to pamphleteering, these anti-Martinist playwrights 

supposedly wrote anti-Martinist plays: “[...] at some point the theatre 
joined the anti-Martinist campaign, although there are no extant plays, 
and no titles are known. The theatrical campaign was stopped soon after 
it had begun, when in 1589 the Master of the Revels refused to license a 
new series of plays. John Lyly pleaded that 'these comedies might be 
allowed to be plaid that are pend' in the conviction that Martin would thus 
be 'decyphered, and so perhaps discouraged'…“ (Ruge 2004, 39-40).  
Even if we refuse to believe the hearsay about A Game at Chess 

(1624) in Woolley's letters, the official inclusion of theatre in the anti-
Martinist campaign demonstrates that the public authority considered 
performance as something possessing weaponizeable potency. We 
could even argue that the playwright John Lyly, in pleading to continue 
fighting Martin with his plays, shows conservative agency by desiring to 
serve the public authority of his own free-will.  
Unfortunately, we do not find that dramatic agency and daring from 

our theatre history which exists on the pages of Harry Turtledove's Ruled 
Britannia (2002), an alternate history novel in which Shakespeare is 
commissioned by the Spaniards ruling England to write King Philip, a 
play celebrating the victorious armada and England's return to Catholic 
church, which actually is Boudicca, a patriotic play commissioned by the 
English resistance. To pass the Spanish censorship, Boudicca is 
disguised as King Philip, and it is the power of performance that rouses 
the audience to overthrow the Spanish rule and free the imprisoned 
Elizabeth from the Tower of London. However, the same power that 
liberates England in Turtledove's alternate timeline exists in our history – 
it merely manifested itself in less extreme forms in our timeline. 
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2 THE MODELS OF AGENCY FOR EARLY 
MODERN POET  

 
This part seeks to understand the agency of poet in early modern 
society. In order to answer this question, the very concepts of poet, 
poetry, and society must undergo a contextualizing analysis, which, 
spanning here through the English Renaissance, consists of vignette-like 
close readings. Structurally, the genealogy of poetic agency in this part 
consists of (i) Biblical (ii) Classical (iii) Medieval and (iv) Renaissance 
role models which elucidate us the cultural and literary makings of early 
modern poets, manifest in the short close readings of (v) Ben Jonson's 
Poetaster and (vi) Philip Massinger's The Roman Actor. These two plays 
provide us a rare metafictional glimpse into the minds of the early 
modern poets in the service of the playhouses.  
From a theoretical standpoint, I draw in this part eclectically from New 

Historicism, Cultural Materialism, and the Cambridge School; all of which 
stress the interpretive primacy of context. These schools of thought draw 
from a variety of critics such as Clifford Geerz, Stephen Greenblatt, 
Raymond Williams, J.L. Austin, and Quentin Skinner. It must also be 
acknowledged, that, as this part focuses on dramatic literature and 
theatre studies, therefore intersecting with both literary and performative, 
my holistic approach bears likewise a resemblance to Cultural Studies.  
 

2.1 Contextualizing the Models of Agency for Early Modern 
Poet(s) 

 
Cultural Studies defines agency as “[the] socially determined capability 
to act and make a difference” (Barker 2006, 435). Agents exercise their 
agency within structure which influences or limits their choices and 
opportunities. (Barker 2006, 449). In this part, I seek to understand the 
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agency – especially the political agency – of poet within the structure of 
early modern society. The research questions are: 
 
 

(i) What is society, structure and agency in early modern context? 
 
(ii) What is political in early modern context? 
 
(iii) What is poet and poetry in the context of early modern agency? 
 
(iv) What kind of political agents were the dramatic poets of English 

Renaissance? 
 
(v) What were the modes of political agency in early modern dramatic 

literature? 
 
Shakespeare scholar Lukas Erne in his Shakespeare as Literary 

Dramatist (2003) has successfully challenged the long-standing 
consensus about the non-literariness of the English Renaissance drama. 
Theatre scholar Marvin Carlson's Theories of the Theatre (1993), while 
discussing English Renaissance drama, describes the heated societal 
debate centered around theatre in which the contemporaries, including 
the theatre practitioners themselves, perceived theatre as either 
disruptive or beneficial entity for the moral of the community.  
I therefore approach the English Renaissance plays as both literary 

and political entities, adapting Quentin Skinner's analysis of political 
thought that is presented in Skinner's Visions of Politics: Volume I. 
Regarding Method (2002) for the study of playtexts. 
In Skinner's analysis of political thought, the subject must be 

approached from the historical, intellectual and ideological context where 
the political action takes place: in the case of this dissertation, the 
respective early modern plays and their stages. Skinner's analysis of 
political thought is based on J.L. Austin's How to Do Things with Words 
(1955/1962), it is particularly interested in what the political agents 
actually do by writing, making assertions and theorizing 
German literary historian and theatrologist Max Herrman (1865-1942), 

the originator of theatre studies, interpreted and analyzed Goethe's play 
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Jahrmarksfest in Plundersweilern by close reading it besides the original 
sources and its performance history. This approach is also the basis of 
my own study. In analysis of political thought the nature of political acts 
is highlighted: the questions why, by whom and against what, or for 
what, and in what kind of an ideological and conceptual environment the 
historical texts have been produced.  
This second part of my doctoral dissertation also draws its theoretical 

inspiration from New Historicism, which utilizes The Interpretation of 
Cultures (1973) by Clifford Geertz, that is, thick description, arguing that 
literary and non-literary texts circulate inseparably, and Cultural 
Materialism, which originates from the work of cultural theorist Raymond 
Williams (1921-1988) and views culture as a productive process. I have 
given a summary of these two theoretical approaches in the first part of 
this doctoral dissertation.  
My dissertation explores the background of the dramatists, their 

ideological background and the world in which the English Renaissance 
plays were written, seeking to understand the early modern episteme 
through the theories of Keith Thomas, Lysander Spooner, Pierre 
Bourdieu, Max Weber and Hannah Arendt; therefore this philosophico-
contextualizing approach is essentially a form of Cultural Poetics.  

2.2 Early Modern Society, Structure & Agency  
 

For the needs of this dissertation, we find the most extensive and 
informative treatment of the subject in Paul Withington’s Society in Early 
Modern England (2010). For early moderns (as Withington tells us) 
”[commonwealth] was the term that most resembled our twentieth-first-
century sense of ’society.’ It evoked in most general way the collective 
resources, institutions, and well-being (or ’weal’) of local and national 
communities; and it described the manner in which those resources 
were, or should be, governed” (Withington 2010, 136-137). As early as 
1530s, even though Renaissance humanists such as Thomas Elyot and 
Thomas More formulated different and in some respects opposing ideas 
about its true meaning, the notion of commonwealth carried three basic 
connotations (i) the common good, (ii) communitas, and (iii) res publica 
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(Withington 2010, 144). This is the society of Shakespeare's 
contemporaries. 
In the early modern world, as described in Religion and the Decline of 

Magic (1971) by Keith Thomas, the now quaint (if not altogether 
antiquated) notions of virtue and vice were something far more than 
mere ethico-metaphysical abstractions. In his book, Keith Thomas 
provides a historical account of how how the belief supernatural shaped 
the lives of the early moderns and how they ultimately started to 
abandon that belief. It would be no exaggeration to argue, that for the 
majority of early moderns virtue and vice were active forces, which 
presided in each and every individual member forming the body politic 
(commonwealth). This is the structure influencing and limiting the 
choices and opportunities of Shakespeare's contemporaries.  
I would term this worldview Herodotean, for while thinkers such as 

Niccolo Machiavelli and Sir Francis Bacon, paving the intellectual way 
for the Thucydideanism of the post-Hobbesian Europe, lived and 
breathed in the same world as their more conventional contemporaries, 
the early modern everyman happily continued buying his almanacs, 
consulting wizards, and explaining the civil wars and plagues as the 
divine symptoms of rampant vice.11  
Indeed, “a link between virtue and success is taken for granted in 

many primitive societies. Modern, post-Kantian moralists assume that 
duty and inclination are likely to conflict,” as Keith Thomas argues, “But 
the older assumption, common, for example among the Greeks, is that 
virtue and material prosperity are closely connected. In a primitive 
society the first reaction to a misfortune is to identify its moral origin by 
taking stock of the previous conduct of the individuals involved” (Thomas 
1991, 125).  
Like Herodotus, our early modern everyman's reasoning exhibited 

what in our contemporary nomenclature is referred to as 'magical 
thinking,' which is not to say that either Herodotus or the early moderns 
were incapable of critical thought, but unlike Thucydides, who 
systematically explained the workings of the world through semi-
                                                   
11 The Herodotean and Thucydidean are my own philosophico-literary concepts, cf. poet 
and cultural critic Matthew Arnold’s (1822-1888) Hebraism, Hellenism, and Philistinism in 
Culture and Anarchy (1869) or philosopher Friedrich Nietzsche’s (1844-1900) Apollonian 
and Dionysian in The Birth of Tragedy (1872).  
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naturalistic causation, they attributed a divine origin to the laws of 
causality and effect, making virtue rewardable and vice punishable by 
the supernatural entity (or entities) ruling the universe. 
“In Tudor and Stuart England the same assumptions were widely 

held,” Keith Thomas writes, continuing his argument, “by scientists as 
well as theologians. They were reflected, for example, in the microcosm 
theory, whereby physical disorders in the heavens were believed to 
presage or reflect moral and social disorders upon earth. They also 
permeated the science of embryology. Moralists had always taught that 
incest, adultery and other forms of sexual immorality were punished by 
ill-health and monstrous births; this belief was taken over by doctors and 
midwives, who as late as the eighteenth century held that deformed 
children might well result from indecent sexual relations – on the faintly 
rationalized ground that the state of mind of the copulating parties 
helped to give the embryo its distinctive shape” (Thomas 1991, 125).  
Their Biblical and Graeco-Roman intellectual heritage, enforced by 

the Medieval tradition of moralizing the residual ambivalence in the Bible 
and Classics, provided the early moderns multiple historical examples of 
the ways in which individual immorality threatened the existence of the 
entire community. While this Herodotean worldview does not make 
hunting and burning witches any more ethically acceptable by our 
modern (or any other) standards, it shows axiomatic belief in the virtue 
and vice as concrete and active ethico-metaphysical forces. “Behind 
such ideas lay the universal reluctance to recognize that the rewards 
and punishments of this world did not always go to those who deserved 
them,” Thomas continues his argument, for “[the] doctrine of providences 
was a conscientious attempt to impose order on the apparent 
randomness of the human fortunes by proving that, in the long run, virtue 
was rewarded and vice did not go unpunished. In place of unacceptable 
moral chaos was erected the edifice of God's omnipotent sovereignty” 
(Thomas 1991, 125-126).  
Despite their magical thinking, traces of Thucydideanism can be 

positively gleamed from early modern literary sources, as for example 
the Cultural Materialist close readings of the Jacobean revenge 
tragedies in Radical Tragedy: Religion, Ideology and Power in the 
Drama of Shakespeare and his Contemporaries (1984) by John 
Dollimore demonstrate. In short, the Jacobean drama, in these 
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Dollimore’s readings, was a form of underlying subversion which 
provided a point of radical critique about the prominent ideas about 
religion and monarchy. 
The early modern zeitgeist haunted a liminal space between 

supernatural Herodoteanism and proto-scientific Thucydideanism, but 
the safety and comfort of the former held sway over the freedom and 
skepticism of the latter. “But as a fully explanatory system the device 
was only moderately persuasive,” Thomas concludes his argument, for 
“[despite] the attempts of the covenant theologians to bind God to keep 
his promises, it was impossible for even the most optimistic exponent of 
the doctrine of providence to maintain that virtue was always rewarded; 
instead he was forced to concede that it was only the justice of the next 
world which would fully compensate for the apparent capriciousness of 
this one. All he could do was to argue that there were many instances in 
which the link between morality and material success was too close to 
be ignored” (Thomas 1991, 125-126).  
What about the socially determined capability to act and make a 

difference, then?12 
First we must take a closer look at the emergent forces working within 

the early modern society and its structure. Indeed, philosopher Thomas 
Hobbes (1588-1679) in his posthumously published Behemoth 
(1668/1681) argues that one of the main causes behind the English Civil 
War was that:  
 
"[...] there were an exceeding number of men of the better sort, that had been 
educated, as that in their youth having read the books written by famous men of the 
ancient Grecian and Roman commonwealths concerning their polity and actions; in 
which books the popular government was extolled by the glorious name of liberty, 
and monarchy disgraced by the name of tyranny; they became thereby in love with 
their forms of government. And out of these men were chosen the greatest part of 
the House of Commons, or if they were not the greatest part, yet, by advantage of 
their eloquence were always able to sway the rest" (Hobbes 2014, 1)  
 

                                                   
12 I am aware of The Elizabethan World Picture (1959) by E.M Tillyard and the criticism 
of its Tudor absolutism  
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What Hobbes here retrospectively describes (I argue), to paraphrase 
the latter using the terminology of Raymond Williams, is the emergence 
of classical republicanism in early modern England; how the humanist 
education, serving the interests of monarchy, inadvertently disseminated 
emergent ideas which ultimately challenged the dominant culture 
(Williams 1978, 121-127). These 'books written by famous men of the 
ancient Grecian and Roman commonwealths' containing, as Hobbes 
argues, subversive potential, had not only found their readership, but 
also their way into the playhouses long before the political turmoil of the 
1640s. 
For the vernacular readers, though Latin was practically a living 

language for the early modern Englishmen, and though those fortunate 
enough to have attended a grammar school, not even to speak of the 
higher strata of the society, could boast with a Latinity that would make 
many a modern classicist blush, we do find English translations of 
Aristotle’s Politics (1598), Cicero’s De Officiis (1556), and the Roman 
histories of Polybius (1568) and Tacitus (1591) available in print (see 
Baldwin 1944). When it comes to the playhouses, while I do not argue 
that the drama of Shakespeare and his contemporaries was political 
philosophy in disguise, there is no denying that the English Renaissance 
playwrights not only operated in an intellectual milieu fascinated by 
classical republicanism, but also interacted with Roman history as a 
source for their dramatic works (see Hadfield 2005).  
I prefer the use of term civic humanism, which for most intents and 

purposes is synonymous with classical republicanism, since the Graeco-
Roman ideals remain (to use the theoretical language of Raymond 
Williams to articulate my own thinking) a “pre-emergent” entity, that is, 
“active and pressing but not yet fully articulated, rather than the evident 
emergence” before the English Civil War (Williams 1978, 126).13 In this 
context of early modern society and structure, the resurgent civic 
humanism peacefully co-existed and even merged with virtue and vice, 
stressing the power and importance of especially the former: “[the] 
common good could not materialize unless everyone was fully 
committed to promote this aim by exercising the full range of civic 
                                                   
13 I have borrowed the term civic humanism from German-American historian of political 
thought and literature, Hans Baron (1900-1988)  
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virtues,” as Markku Peltonen elucidates, “[the] public good was, 
therefore, not totally dependent on the qualities and abilities of the 
prince, but also, and perhaps in particular, on the virtuous civic 
participation of the people as a whole” (Peltonen 1995, 39). This political 
notion in the history of ideas here presented by Peltonen is 
complementary to my Hobbes-cum-Williams inspired thinking.  
Jacob Burckhardt's famous argument about “[the] modern form of 

glory” as a product of the Renaissance in Italy best summarizes the 
essential distinction that existed between the medieval and early modern 
zeitgeist. Burckhardt writes:  
 

“In other countries of Europe the different classes of society lived apart, each with 
its own medieval caste sense of honour. The poetical fame of the troubadours and 
Minnesingers was peculiar to the knightly order. But in Italy social equality had 
appeared before the time of the tyrannies or the democracies. Here we find early 
traces of a general ground in Latin and Italian literature; and such a ground was 
needed for this new element to grow in. To this must be added the Roman authors, 
who were now zealously studied, are filled and saturated with the conception of 
fame, and that their subject itself – the universal empire of Rome – stood as a 
permanent ideal before the minds of Italians. From henceforth all the aspirations 
and achievements of the people were governed by a moral postulate, which was 
still unknown elsewhere in Europe” (Burckhardt 2004, 104). 
 
It goes without saying that the English Renaissance is the northern 

expression of this same desire for glory (gloriae cupiditas) and immortal 
fame (fama). The England of Shakespeare was a Christian culture which 
nonetheless saw no essential conflict between Christianity and these 
pagan values. This interesting Renaissance syncretism is best 
expressed by Maurizio Viroli in Machiavelli's God (2010) which describes 
the classical republicanism as:  

”a long tradition of thinkers who believe in God that rewards those men who 
become godlike through charity and virtue and who loves free republics because, 
better than any other form of government, they achieve justice and the common 
good: a tradition that considers the love of true glory entirely in keeping with the 
teachings of Christ, and sees the love of the fatherland as the duty of a good 
Christian” (Viroli 2010, 61).  
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From these same intellectual sources, that is, the Graeco-Roman 

tradition filtered through Renaissance humanism, the English 
Renaissance derives its Christianized notion of fatherland (patria) which 
goes together with the desire for glory (gloriae cupiditas) and fame 
(fama). Furthermore, these are the concepts that are seminally present 
in Cicero's De Officiis, from which the early moderns, in addition to glory, 
fame, patria, and res publica, derived their Christianized notion of 
common good (bonum commune). The existence of civic humanism, 
then, provided the early modern society and its structure a sense of 
participatory politics in an otherwise hierarchical world. In the words of 
the Finnish historian Markku Peltonen:  
 

“[civic humanism] conceived of men as citizens rather than subjects; they were 
characterized not so much by obedience to the king as by active participation in the 
political life of their community through counseling and the law-making process” 
(Peltonen 1995, 2).  
 
The England of Shakespeare and his contemporaries was a 

monarchical republic, as Patrick Collinson's foundational essay The 
Monarchical Republic of Queen Elizabeth I (1987) about the quasi-
republican nature of the political culture of Tudor and Stuart England 
demonstrates, so I argue that the parliament for the civic humanism of 
the poets was effectually provided by the print and stage. Indeed, the 
grammar schools and universities instilled the civic awareness to their 
students, who, though they strayed from the path of becoming public 
servants, executed that same communal awareness by creating poetry 
that served their commonwealth. However, when it comes to the notion 
of freedom (libertas) in Renaissance England, Quentin Skinner's 
definition of civitas libera applies to Shakespeare's contemporaries with 
certain reservations:  
 

“According to the ancient Roman writers and their disciples in the Renaissance, the 
most important benefit of living in a civitas libera is that such communities are 
especially well adapted to attaining glory and greatness” (Skinner 2004, 61).  
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For the English majority the notion of freedom in this monarchical 
republic must have been closer to Shakespeare's “ale-house in London” 
and its “pot of ale and safety” (3.2.10-11) than the second coming of the 
Roman republic. Nonetheless, while the Englishmen were subjects to 
their rulers, they possessed civic awareness, and poetry was a form of 
civic participation in early modern society. Freedom meant “safety” for 
the early moderns and conserving this state of affairs was the duty of 
every subject-citizen. Additionally, the continuation of this safety made 
possible the glory and greatness of poets.  
In conclusion, the England of Shakespeare and his contemporaries 

was a hierarchical society which nonetheless contained dynamic 
elements that actively encouraged communal participation. Existing 
between the Herodotean and Thucydidean realities, the early modern 
structure provided a strong sense of community in which the incentives 
to exercise agency were both religious and civic humanist. As we shall 
next see, this notion of common good (bonum commune) played a 
seminal part in the makings of renaissance poet.  
 

2.3 Political in Early Modern Context 
 
 

Poetry and Politics in the English Renaissance (1984) by David 
Norbrook contains valuable insights into the nature of reformed and 
humanist thinking in the English Renaissance poetry. However, this part 
seeks to understand the nature of political in early modern context, 
namely, exercising one's public agency in the structure of early 
modernity.  
In political philosophy, Lysander Spooner's writings about the 

ostensible supporters of modern government(s) classifies such political 
agents into three distinct categories:  
 

“1. Knaves, a numerous and active class, who see in the government an instrument 
which they can use for their own aggrandizement or wealth.  
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2. Dupes – a large class, no doubt – each of whom, because he is allowed one 
voice out of millions in deciding what he may do with his own person and his own 
property, and because he is permitted to have the same voice in robbing, enslaving, 
and murdering others, that others have in robbing, enslaving, and murdering 
himself, is stupid enough to imagine that he is a “free man,” a “sovereign”; that this 
is a “free government”; “a government of equal rights,” “the best government on 
earth,” and such like absurdities.  
 
3. A class who have some appreciation of the evils of government, but either do not 
see how to get rid of them, or do not choose to so far sacrifice their private interests 
as to give themselves seriously and earnestly to the work of making a change “ 
(Spooner 1973, 18). 
 
The early moderns were obviously by default ostensible supporters of 

their governments. However, while every age and society has its knaves, 
I believe that most of the early moderns were dupes, because of the 
Herodoteanism that provided them epistemic certainty, while Spooner's 
third category includes men such as Shakespeare and Montaigne, who 
(according to my reading of the evidence) practically were, for the sake 
of the common good, as dupe as their contemporaries.  
The nature of this early modern dupe-ness was active and communal 

in its nature. Therefore we must look at the foundational text that lies at 
the very heart of civic humanism, De Officiis, which provided the early 
moderns the notion commonwealth and communal duty (officium). 
Cambridge Texts in the History of Political Thought defines Cicero's duty 
the following way: 
 

“Roman society was bound by a network of social relationships; families, 
friendships, patronage, political alliances. To a large extent such relationships were 
created and maintained by the exhange of services: my assisting someone else 
engendered an obligation on his part to assist me in the future. The benefit given 
could be described as either officium or beneficium. Duties engendered by one's 
role were also called officia: sometimes the closest translation would be 
'responsibilities'. Cicero chose the officia as the nearest Latin equivalent to the Stoic 
technical term kathekon, or 'appropriate action'. In doing so he enriched what he 
took from Stoic ethics with Roman associations; De Officiis interprets the virtues in 
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terms of the obligations of role and relationships, obligations to other individuals or 
to the res publica as whole.” (Griffin & Atkins 2004, xlv) 
 
Obviously the officium of Shakespeare's contemporaries was as much 

a creative interpretation of Cicero's ideas as their translations of Roman 
poetry, since the early moderns existed in a Christian world, so it is 
therefore justified to speak of their Ciceronian duty as (in my own words) 
interpretatio jacobethanica of officium.  
ndeed, poet Nicholas Grimald's Marcus Tullius Ciceroes thre bokes of 

duties (1556) is not only noteworthy for being the first English translation 
of De Officiis, but the poetry and the life of its translator is equally 
significant testament of its power in early modern imagination.  
Songs and Sonnets (1557), known as Tottel's Miscellany, was the first 

printed anthology of English poetry and most probably Shakespeare's 
first literary encounter with sonnets. Where most of its contemporary 
readers are now familiar with the love poetry of Surrey and Wyatt, few 
seem to recognize the importance of Nicholas Grimald's poem Marcus 
Tullius Ciceroes death co-existing on those same pages. This 
Grimaldian Cicero of Songs and Sonnets amazes Antony's assasins with 
the power of “his thundrering voyce” (33), choosing to die a humanist 
martyrdom for “His countryes love, and falling Rome's image” (41) while 
addressing the last Republicans “Brutus, and Cassius soulls, live you in 
blisse” (46) with his dying breath, followed by Of M. T. Cicero which acts 
as a four line poetic epilogue to the first poem:  
 

“For Tullie, late, a tomb I gan to prepare:  
When Cynthie, thus, bad mee my labour spare:  
Such maner things becoom the dead, quoth hee:  
But Tullie lives, and styll alyve shall bee” (1-4) 
 
We should thus not only recognize that the intended readers of this 

popular anthology were “the unlearned” (17) to whom the preface 
exhorts “by reding to learne to bee more skilfull” (17), but that Grimald's 
heroic poems present to this unlearned readership the notions of 
rhetoric, patria, officium, and the classical republicanism in blank verse. 
“Tullie lives” Grimald writes, resurrecting his hero in the minds of the 
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unlearned readers who, not unlike the poems titular novus homo, may 
become English Ciceros through education and civic virtue.  
As someone who has read the anonymous Sir Clyomon and 

Clamydes (1599) and the Robin Hood plays (1597-8 and printed 1601) 
by Anthony Munday (1560?-1633), I do not obviously argue that every 
playwright was a kindred spirit to the rare Ben Jonson, but I do think that 
seeing of the playwrights as "popular writers” and our anachronistic 
tendency to juxtapose “classicism” and “romanticism” still somewhat 
distorts (and Hollywoodizes) our notion of early modern poethood.  
After all, Wyatt's lover and Grimald’s Cicero both peacefully co-exist 

on the pages of Tottel’s Miscellany, and we cannot fully escape 
“moralizing” or “didacticism” even in Shakespeare’s poetry. “Tullie lives” 
and continues to live even on the public stage, even if this civic virtue 
takes new forms. 
Indeed, poet Nicholas Grimald (1519-1562) exercised his officium by 

writing Vox Populi (1549) better known as The People's Complaint, 
criticizing the Marian clergy for failing its sacred duties. In truth, 
“Antonius cruell gleaves” (23) were not that far from that tyrannical world 
in which the English humanists tried to survive while serving their 
burning commonwealth, yet when Grimald had a chance to undertake 
his martyrdom with Nicholas Ridley, the poet recanted his errors and 
escaped his public execution. The humanist whose verse sang “Tullie 
lives” chose rather to live the rest of his life as a tamed heretic, than to 
face the oblivion as a Protestant martyr. Unfortunately for Grimald, the 
wheel of Fortune turned once again as Mary Tudor died, and the 
humanist poet lived the rest of his life as a despised outcast in the 
Protestant England.  
Imagine, if only Grimald had lived longer, what would this humanist 

poet have thought of the passages in John Foxe's Book of Martyrs 
(1563) describing Nicholas Ridley's (c.1500-1555) burning at the stake 
as heroic Protestant martyr? The man who wrote of Cicero's death in his 
poetic contribution to Songs and Sonnets (1557) chose himself a 
coward's life while his contemporaries became immortalized as 
Protestant martyrs. Nothing must have tasted more bitter on those lips 
than “Tullie lives,” yet unbeknownst to the man who failed his officium at 
the decisive moment and died hated by his beloved country, the 
humanist seed sown by his verse would one day grow and bloom in “the 



 

107 

unlearned” likes of William Shakespeare, taking new forms in print and 
stage.  
William Baldwin's A Treatise of Morall Philosophie (1547/1620) 

describes Cicero:  

“Marcus Tullius Cicero was sometime Consull of Rome, whose divine eloquence, 
abundant learning, sharpness of wit, dexterity in Art, and most ardent love toward 
the Common-wealth of his countrey, cannot be sufficiently expressed by any mortal 
mans tongue or pen” (Baldwin 1967, 37-36) 

Shakespeare's contemporaries likewise knew from Thomas North's 
translation of Plutarch's Lives that Cicero himself was a poet:  

“[Cicero] was not only thought the best orator, but the best poet also of all the 
Romans in his time: and yet doth the excellency of his eloquence, and 
commendation of his tongue continue even to this day, notwithstanding the great 
alteration and change of the Latin tongue. But his poetry has lost the name and 
estimation of it, because there were many after him that became far more excellent 
therein than he” (Plutarch 1998, 564)  

Consequently, I argue that the sonnet 32 echoes this passage in 
Plutarch's Cicero, when Shakespeare creates an imaginary future in 
which “the bettering of time” has made his once renowned poetry seem 
now “poor” and “rude” in the eyes of the fictional posterity:  

“If thou survive my well-contented day, 
When that churl Death my bones with dust shall cover, 
And shalt by fortune once more re-survey 
These poor rude lines of thy deceased lover, 
Compare them with the bettering of the time, 
And though they be outstripp’d by every pen, 
Reserve them for my love, not for their rhyme, 
Exceeded by the height of happier men. 
O, then vouchsafe me but this loving thought: 
“Had my friend’s Muse grown with this growing age, 
A dearer birth than this his love had brought, 
To march in ranks of better equipage: 
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But since he died, and poets better prove, 
Theirs for their style I’ll read, his for his love.” 
 
Indeed, “since he died” Shakespeare refers to himself, “[the] poets” 

and “their style” proves better, making Shakespeare's poetry as outdated 
as that of the late Republican Cicero compared to the Augustans. This is 
not a tragic destiny, though, since both Cicero and Shakespeare see 
their poetry as springboards for better things and brighter futures yet to 
come in their respective commonwealths. Ironically enough, the 
Restoration would prove Shakespeare right by its baroque adaptations 
of his plays.  
In this context, The First and Chief Grounds of Architecture (1563) by 

John Shute gives us the most eloquent and articulate summary of how 
the early moderns understood their officium and therefore the communal 
nature of their actions:  
 

”It is most rightly and excellenty affirmed of Marcus Tullius Cicero, in his first booke 
de officis … that no man is borne into this wolrd for his private and singular weale, 
because our Countrie chieflie, partely our parents, & partly our kinsfolke do require 
as it were a duety of us, & recompence for that the whiche we have receiued. and 
like as the members of mans body be diuers in number, and haue according to their 
diuersitie diuers and peculiar properties so it is in a good and well setteled 
comenweale: in which ether is no office so base, or handieworke so simple whiche 
is not necessary and profitable for the same. And as the members of the body doing 
without impediments their natural duties, whole body is in an hehful hermonye, & 
able to performe all that belongeth to the same. So is it in a publike weale whe all 
men in their calling, do labour not onely for their owne gayne, but also for the profit 
and comoditie of their Countrie. which thinges when I according to my small 
Capacitie did waye with my self, I was as it were stirred forward to do my duetie 
unto this my Countrie wherin I live and am a member” 
 
This is the perspective from which we should approach the poet-

playwrights, who derive their sense of communal duty not exclusively 
from the Roman ethos, but from the Protestant values. In the words of 
American philosopher Daniel W. Smith, the German father of sociology 
Max Weber (1864-1920) showed in his magnum opus The Protestant 
Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1904) “that the Reformation [joined] 
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together the two ideas of a 'profession' – the profession of faith and 
one's professional activity – so that mundane professions like that of a 
cobbler were deemed to be dignified as any sacred calling. Unlike the 
monk, whose duty was to be otherworldly, denying the self and the 
world, the fulfillment of one's duty in worldly affairs became the highest 
form that the moral activity of individual could take. There was only one 
time – everyday time – and it is in this time that we would now find our 
salvation” (Smith 2012, 132). Protestant ethics combined with civic virtue 
makes architects and playwrights into moral and thus political agents 
who actively operate and interact with (and within) a larger whole.  

2.4 The Agency of Early Modern Poet 
 

The Art of English Poesy (1589) by English Renaissance writer and 
literary critic George Puttenham famously argues that “poets were the 
first priests, the first prophets, the first legislators [the first] politicians … 
the first philosophers the first astronomers and historiographers and 
orators of the world” (Puttenham 2004, 60-62). Puttenham defines 
defines “poet and poesy” in the following way; poet is “a maker” (creator) 
instead of “versifier” (translator) who possesses the “divine instinct” 
(creativity) and power of “creating gods” (poetry). Though Homer was 
“blind” and “a poor private man,” Puttenham tells us, he became 
effectually a demiurge through his poetry (Puttenham 2004, 58).  
In contemporary discourse, these lofty ideals obviously no longer 

pertain exclusively to poetry, but apply to all other forms of art. However, 
we can hear their distant echo clearly in Lawrence Ferlinghetti's Poetry 
as Insurgent Art (2007) addressing the poets of anthropocene:  
 

I am signaling you through the flames. 

The North Pole is not where it used to be. 

Manifest Destiny is no longer manifest. 

Civilization self-destructs. 

Nemesis is knocking at the door. 

What are poets for, in such an age? 

What is the use of poetry? 

The state of the world calls out for poetry to save it. 
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If you would be a poet, create works capable of answering the challenge of apocalyptic times, even if this  

meaning sounds apocalyptic. 

You are Whitman, you are Poe, you are Mark Twain, you are Emily Dickinson and Edna St. Vincent 

Millay, 

you are Neruda and Mayakovsky and Pasolini, you are an American or a non-American, 

you can conquer the conquerors with words.... 

 
Poets (artists) are exceptional individuals whose exceptionality 

continues to change the world. Thomas Hobbes in The Leviathan (1651) 
famously describes the life without stable commonwealth through early 
modern eyes as “Nasty, brutish and short,” so where our modern poets 
like Ferlinghetti seek to “conquer the conquerors with words,” the early 
moderns saw poetry as conservative force: “[poetry] brought the rude 
and savage people to a more civil and orderly life,” George Puttenham 
writes, “nothing, as it seemeth, [is] more prevailing or fit to redress and 
edify the cruel and sturdy courage than it” (Puttenham 2004, 61).  
Indeed, poets were “the first politicians” according to Puttenham, who 

“[devised] all expedient means for the establishment of commonwealth, 
to hold and contain the people in order and duty by force and virtue of 
good and wholesome laws, made for the preservation of the public 
peace and tranquility” (Puttenham 2004, 62). Where Ferlinghetti's poets 
fancy themselves as conquerors, the early modern poets were 
preservers, and where individualism is the hallmark of our modern 
poetry, the early modern poetry was essentially communal.  
Puttenham argues that the first poets were “the best persuaders and 

their eloquence the first rhetoric of the world” (Puttenham 2004, 63) and 
in this context, Ulpian Fulwell's morality play Like Will to Like (1568) 
provides us an exemplary vignette of a playwright exercising this 
persuasive agency through theatrical poetry. Fulwell's prologue shows 
the didactic author as much a Christian “Heerin, as it were a glasse, see 
you may / The advauncement of vertue, and of vice the decay” (17-18) 
as a Renaissance humanist, as Fulwell positions himself in the Horatian 
tradition, by professing to present his audience both “matters of mirth” 
(26) and “gravitie” (27). The motive for playwriting is the moral cultivation 
of the audience, and since moralities function as vehicles for spreading 
and fortifying virtue, which consequently protects the political community 
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from vice and descent to chaos, the moralizing poet consciously and 
actively fulfills a communal role.  
In the last scene of Fulwell's Like Will to Like (1568), the words of 

Honour, Good Fame and Virtuous Life paint a miniature of Fulwellian 
commonwealth. Virtuous Life prays, “O Lord of hostes, oh King 
almightye, / Poure down thy grace upon our noble Queene! / Vanquish 
her foes, Lord, that dayly and nightly / Through her thy lawes may be 
seen” (1231-1234). In short, God protects the head of the 
commonwealth from his enemies, and the latter acts as a transmitter of 
divine order to the rest of the political body. From the head, then, Honour 
continues downwards: “The honourable Counsaile also, O Lord, 
preserve, / The Lords both of the Clergie and the Temporalitie: / Graunt 
that with meeknes they may thee serve, / Submitting to thee with all 
humilitie” (1235-1238).  
The first duty of church and nobility is to serve God, and the latter is 

fulfilled through serving the monarch in Christian obedience. Finally, 
Good Fame concludes the prayer on the lowest part of the political body: 
“Oh Lord, preserve the Commons of this realme also; / Poure upon them 
thy heavenly grace, / To advaunce vertue and vice to overthrowe, / That 
at last in heaven with thee they may have a place” (1239-1242).  
In his play Like Will to Like (1568) Fulwell shows himself a 

conventional early modern thinker, for whom, the virtuousness of 
community preserves the Christian commonwealth on earth, whereas 
the virtue of individual Christian leads to heaven. Fulwell, by writing a 
morality, seeks (a) to serve his community and (b) save his fellow 
Christians, showing himself a Herodotean thinker who sees Fortune 
subservient to Christian virtue: “[...] vertuous rulers the fruit of felicitie 
doo reap, / And the reward of Fame and Honour to themselves they 
heap” (869-70), perceiving virtue and vice as tangible, antithetical forces 
which cannot co-exist peacefully: “Where like to like is matched so / That 
vertue must of force decay: / There God with vengeance, plagues and 
woe / By iudgement iust must needs repay” (1243-1246).  
Where vice possesses the corrosive power to destroy, not only the 

souls of Christians, but the political body in the process, virtue leads to 
godliness and godliness to the preservation of the Christian 
commonwealth. In a world where moral and political cannot be 
separated, the moral state of the commonwealth becomes a political 
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matter, which makes writing a morality political activity. It is obvious, 
then, that the perennial questions about the ethical nature of poetry 
become something acutely serious and socially consequential, since 
poetry continued carrying its Platonic stigma in the Christian era, while 
simultaneously providing a platform for “the virtuous civic participation of 
the people” in the Monarchical Republic of England. 

2.4.1 Biblical Models for Agency 
 

“Thou art the man,” Nathan the prophet declares to King David, “and 
thou hast judg'd thyself” (636) in George Peele's David and Bethsabe 
(1599). “Nathan,” David answers, “I have sinned against the lord, I have / 
Sinnèd; O sinnèd grievously; and, lo, / From heaven's throne doth David 
throw himself, / And groan and grovel to the gates of hell!” (658-660). 
However, this scene not only provides us a perfect example of early 
modern agency, but gains even more significance when we recognize 
that poets, according to The Art of English Poesy (1589), were not only 
“the first prophets” but that “the holy prophets wrate in metres and used 
to sing them to the harp, although to many of us ignorant of the Hebrew 
language and phrase, and not observing it, the same seem but a prose” 
(Puttenham 2004, 61, 64).  
In early modern world, it is misleading to look at the Bible simply as 

the product of dominant culture and tool of its control. The Scriptures 
were certainly both of those things for the early moderns, yet this 
foundational text (or at least its exegesis) was the force that erased the 
unified Christendom from the face of existence, creating the England of 
Shakespeare and paving the way for the death of Herodoteanism in the 
following centuries.  
The French Wars of Religion produced the philosophical genre of 

monarchomach treatises, which systematically argued for resistance 
against legitimately constituted political authority. In the most famous of 
these treatises, Vindiciae, Contra Tyrannos (1579), the justifications for 
“the legitimate power of a prince over the people, and of the people over 
the prince” come – not only from the classical sources – but even more 
importantly from the Old Testament (anon 2003, 3). For example, when 
“[God] hands over the people to kings … in order to be ruled, cared for, 
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and nurtured,” the one who “chooses a shepherd for his flock 
nonetheless remains its owner” (anon 2003, 18). The Bible was in 
essence a revolutionary text and the writers of the monarchomach 
treatises certainly presumed their readers had political agency – the 
Christian subjects are thinking, feeling and God-created beings who not 
only possess rights, but also the power to fight for their rights in the 
name of justice.  
Fallible, sinners and idolaters, the Biblical Kings are everything but 

idealized heroes, and many times it is the critical voice of the prophets 
such as Nathan that faces persecution and violence. The divine right and 
rule of kings comes from God, and as the Hebrew Bible tells us, God can 
take it away from them. The Reformation changed the dynamics of being 
a Christian subject, by questioning the truths which had been axiomatic 
in the Medieval world, and now combined with the ideals of civic 
humanism both Herodotean and Thucydidean motivated the early 
moderns to strive for bonum commune.  
The early moderns had learned to read the Bible critically, and by 

this they learned to question the legitimate political authority, knowing 
the importance of playing the part of Nathan when the common good 
was in danger.  
While the early moderns remained afraid of rebellion and civil war, 

the anti-authoritarian notions of righteous resistance and justified 
criticism were now part of their intellectual world. These had always 
existed on the pages of their foundational texts, but now the 
intellectual climate was right for their emergence. One could even 
make the argument that it was, on a large scale, precisely this 
combination of Biblical anti-authoritarianism and civic humanism that 
ultimately motivated Martin Luther to defy the Catholic church.  
The Geneva Bible (1560) was the English Bible of Shakespeare 

and most of his contemporaries. All the subsequent biblical quotes 
and close readings in this part come therefore from the Geneva Bible 
(1560) and its copious marginal notes. This English translation of the 
Bible preceded the King James Bible (1611), as King James banned 
the Geneva Bible (1560) in 1611 for its “seditious” marginal notes. My 
close readings shall highlight some of the subversive elements 
inherent in the Bible of Shakespeare and his contemporaries. 
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Throughout the history, the story of Naboth's vineyard in The First 
Boke of The Kings (1560) has obviously influenced the Christian ideas of 
kingship, citizenship and propriety rights, so it is no wonder we find 
expressions of civic awareness from its marginal notes, summarizing the 
villainy of Ahab and Jezebel: “By the wicked counsel of his wife, he 
became a vile idolater and cruel murtherer, as one that gaue him selfe 
wholly to serue sinne” This no doubt resonated with the readership that 
witnessed Tudor intrigue and the religious turmoil in France, yet from the 
point of agency, the marginal note contains an important moralization: 
“[the] worldelings contrary to Gods comademet, who willet not to cosent 
to the sheding of innocet blood, obey rather [the] wicked commandemets 
of princes than the iust Lawes of God.” In modern terms, the marginal 
notes castigates those who follow their orders blindly and without 
questions.  
Indeed, “This example of monstreos crueltie the holy Gost leaueth to 

vs to the intent [that] we shulde abhorre all tyrannie,” the marginal tells 
the readers, “and specially in them, whome nature & kinde shulde moue 
to be pitiful and inclined to mercie.” The Geneva Bible therefore 
condemns tyranny, encourages civil disobedience, and speaks to a 
thinking readership consisting of individual members with agency, 
reflecting the life of its translators, who had themselves suffered the 
Marian persecution for their Protestantism. The obvious parallels 
between their life and Elijah's tribulations under the reign of Jezebel 
need no further exegesis. 
The prophets not only criticize their rulers, but also their respective 

commonwealths, as the Biblical example of Jeremiah showed the early 
moderns in the eponymous Ieremiah (1560) and Lamentacions (1560). 
In the marginal note to the latter, we are told that “[the] Prophet 
complaineth of the punishments and afflictions that he endured by the 
false Prophetes & hypocrites, when he declared the destruction of 
Ierusalem.” In other words, Jeremiah showed his community the 
unpleasant truth and then suffered for executing his communal agency. 
Where Nathan addressed his ruler David, Jeremiah criticizes the 
commonwealth of Israel, and we find an example of this communal 
agency in A Looking-Glass for London and England (c. 1592) by 
Thomas Lodge and Robert Greene, an Elizabethan stage play about the 
Biblical story of Jonah and the Whale, where the prophet Jonah (Jonas) 
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breaks the fourth wall and addresses the English audience in the final 
scene of the morality: 
 
”Wend on in peace, and prosecute this course 
[Exeunt all except JONAS] 
You islanders, on whom the balm of kind increase,  
Whose lands are fatten'd with the dew of heaven,  
And made more fruitful than Actaen plains;  
You whom delicious pleasures dandle soft,  
Whose eyes are blinded with security,  
Unmask yourselves, cast error clear aside.  
O London, maiden of the mistress-isle,  
Wrapt in the folds and swathing clouts of shame,  
In thee more sins than Nineveh contains!  
Contempt of God, despite of reverend age,  
Neglect of law, desire to wrong the poor,  
Corruption, whoredom, drunkennes, and pride.  
Swoll'n are thy brows with impudence and shame,  
O proud adulterous glory of the west!  
Thy neighbours burn, yet dost thou fear no fire;  
Thy preachers cry, yet dost thou stop thine ears;  
The 'larum rings, yet the sleepest thou secure.  
London, awake, for fear the Lord do frown:  
I seat a looking-glass before thine eyes.  
O, turn, O, turn, with weeping to the Lord, 
And think the prayers and virtues of thy queen 
Defer the plague which otherwise would fall!  
Repent, O London! lest for thine offence, 
Thy shepherd fail, whom mighty God preserve,  
That she may bide the pillar of his church 
Against the storms of Romish Anti-Christ!  
The hand of mercy overshade her head, 
And let all faithful subjects say, Amen!” (V.V.66-95) 
 
It is easy to brush off the epilogue of Greene and Lodge as mere lip 

service to Christianity, since both men were writing for the commercial 
stage, but I disagree with such reductive cynicism, which smacks of 
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modernity and secularized vision of English Renaissance drama. Indeed, 
these Protestant concerns are both national and international, and one 
could even argue that this play seeks to tap into that same power the 
anti-theatrical Puritans feared and blamed as the cause of plagues, by 
transforming the stage into pulpit and acting into preaching. England's 
Helicon (1600/1614) counts Greene and Lodge amongst pastoralists 
such as Sir Philip Sidney (1554-1586), so we can safely say these two 
playwrights identified themselves as poets.  
In his pamphlet, Groats-Worth of Wit Bought with a Million of 

Repentance (1592), poet and playwright Robert Greene reminisces the 
days when he shared Marlowe's atheism:  
 

“Wonder not... thou famous gracer of Tragedians, that Greene, who hath said with 
thee (like a fool in his heart), There is no God, should now give glory to his 
greatness... Why should thy excellent wit, his gift, be so blinded that thou shouldst 
give no glory to the giver? Is it pestilent Machiavellian policy that thou hast 
studied?”14  
 
Where Greene (1558-1592) died as the Salieri of the English 

Renaissance, his co-author Thomas Lodge (1558-1625) eventually 
became an eminent physician who lived over sixty years old, 
exchanging the commercial stage for academia by translating 
respectable works such as Josephus (1602), Seneca (1614) and Du 
Bartas (1625/37). It is not that hard to imagine, that Greene and 
Lodge were both University Wits and sincere English Christians, who 
opposed Marlowe's sturm und drang by their poetry and life choices. 
While this remains in the realm of speculation, I believe the 
conventional values of Greene and Lodge are evident from their 
play's epilogue, literary works and lives. In conclusion, these poet-
playwrights, drawing their role model (Hebrew prophet) for agency 
from the Bible, used the playhouse for a communal and moral 
purpose. 
Daniel (1560) presents to its readers to story of Nebuchadnezzar and 

his Jewish subjects who rather choose “[the] hote fyrie fornace” (3.12) 
than to “fall downe & worship the golden image” (3.10). The marginal 
notes yet again condemn the blind devotion and tyranny, telling the 
                                                   
14 Quoted in Broadview Anthology of Sixteenth Century Poetry and Prose (2012) p. 1036 
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readers that the heroes of the story were ready to serve the “true 
religio[n] [with] their blood & so make open confesion, that they wil not so 
muche as outwardly consent to idolatrie” and that while “tyrants rage & 
the more witty they shewe them selues in inuenting stra[n]ge, and cruel 
punishements, the more is God glorified by his seruats to whome he 
giueth pacience and constacie to anide [the] crueltie of their 
punishement: for e[i]ther he deliuereth them fro death or else for this life 
giueth the[m] a better.” To summarize, the true Christians must never 
silently conform to heresy, not even under the pain of death, for God 
shall either deliver them from the hands of the persecutors – and if not – 
at least give them the constancy to die a Christian martyrdom, by which 
they shall gain a place in heaven. These exhortations of staying loyal to 
“the true religion” despite the pain of death must have, ironically enough, 
sounded equally convincing from the perspective of the English 
Catholics.  
As a side note, we also find here an interesting description of the way 

which the idols become religious idols, that bears a resemblance to J.L. 
Austin's How to Do Things with Words (1955/1962) and the performative 
kingship of Shakespeare's Richard II (1597), for the marginal note tells 
its readers “[the] idole is not knowen for an idole so lo[n]g as he is with 
the workman: but when the ceremonies and customes are recited & 
vsed and the consent of the people is there, the[n] of a blocke they 
thinke they haye made a god.”  
In short, images of god(s) become idols only through performance, 

and applying this reasoning to the rulers would not take a gigantic leap 
of imagination from the readers of the Geneva Bible.  
The Elizabethans were obviously familiar with the ideas of 

equivocation and casuistry, yet the Geneva Bible condemns lying for 
self-defense in The First Boke of Moses (1560), for when Abraham tells 
Sarah to say “thou art my sister” (12.12) to the Pharaoh, the marginal 
note unexpectedly criticizes Abraham's actions: “By this we maie learne 
not to vse vnlauful meanes, nor to put others in danger to saue our 
selues,” telling the readers how “[Abraham] feared not somuch death, as 
that, if he shuld die without i[s]sue, Gods promes shulde not haue take 
place: wherein appeared a weake faith.” It seems that in the ideal world, 
Abraham should have refrained from lying to the Pharaoh, since God will 
keep his word no matter what.  
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When Abraham repeats his lie to Abimelech (20.2), the marginal note 
repeats its criticism: “Abraham had now twise falle[n] into ths faute: 
suche is mans frailtie,” and as the truth is revealed, Abraham's answer to 
Abimelech could come out of a Jesuit's mouth: “Yet in very dede she is 
my sister: for she is the daughter of my father, but not the daughter of 
my mother, & she is my wife” (20.12). Even if the marginal note 
acknowledges that “By sister [he meaneth [cousin-german] & by 
daughter, Abrahams n[i]ece: for so the Ebrewes vse these wordes” the 
Geneva Bible nonetheless retains its critical attitude against lying. This 
absolute belief in the immorality of equivocation was not universally 
shared by the English Protestants, as Medusa's Gaze (1991) by Lowell 
Gallagher shows us, and the same applies to casuistry. It is everything 
but impossible, once we remove the marginal note(s), to read this story 
of Abraham as a theological justification for lying to heretical rulers.  
To proceed to the New Testament, “Render unto Caesar” has 

obviously been the foundation on which the relationship between 
Christianity and secular government has stood throughout the western 
history (Matt. 22:15-22, Mark 12:13-17, Luke 20:20-26). The marginalia 
of the Geneva Bible affirm here the subject's duty to obey his rulers in 
the secular matters, yet we find more insight into the nature of early 
modern agency further in the New Testament.  
The Epistle of the Apostle Paul to the Romaines (1560) teaches in the 

chapter XIII. “obedience to the Rulers” rehearsing us how “euerie soule” 
should “be subiect vnto the higher powers: for there is no power but of 
God: & the powers that be, are ordeined of God” (13.1). Furthermore, 
“Whosoever therefore resisteth [their] power, resisteth the ordinance of 
God: and they that resist, shal receiue to themselves a iudgement” 
(13.2). The marginal note stresses to the readers that the passage here 
is not speaking of “onely the punishment of the Iudges, but also the 
vengeance of God” (ibid), reminding us that civic disobedience is also 
rebellion against God himself, since the ruler is “the minister of God for 
thy wealth: but if thou do euil, feare: for he beareth not the sworde for 
noght: for he is the minister of God to take vengeace on him that doeth 
euil” (13.4). We are further reminded in the marginal note that the 
minister of God is “a reuenger with wrath” in “greeke” (ibid).  
However, “ye must be subiect, not because of wrath onely, but also 

for conscience sake” (13.5), so this multivalent passage is followed by 
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an explanatory marginal note: “[No] priuate man can contemne that 
gouernemet [which] God hathe appointed without [the] breache of his 
[conscience] … and here, he speaketh of ciuil magistrats: so that 
Antichrist and his cannot waste this place to [establish] their tyrannie 
ouer the [conscience]” (ibid). In the post-reformation England, Paul's 
famous maxim applies explicitly to the secular rulers and their officers as 
“Gods ministers” (XIII.6) who rightfully owe the subjects' duties, tributes, 
customs, fear, and reverence (13.7). Whether “conscience” is a 
sufficiently valid justification to rebel against the Antichrist's ministers 
posing as spiritual rulers and officers remains ambivalent, leaving the 
English Christians an open door for expressing anti-clerical dissent while 
remaining true subjects.  
The Epistle of Paul to Titus (1560) refers in the chapter III. to these 

same Pauline themes, namely “obedience to suche as be in autoritie,” 
admonishing Titus to chastise his flock by “[putting] them in 
remembrance that they be subiect to the Principalities & Powers, & that 
they be obedient, & readie to euerie good worke” (3.1). It is the marginal 
note here that deserves most attention: “Althogh [the] rulers be infideles, 
yet we are bounde to obey them in ciuil polices, and where as thei 
comande vs nothing against [the] worde of God” (ibid). Despite the 
religion of their rulers and magistrates, the English Christians should 
obey their superiors in civil matters as long as it does not offend God.  
The First Epistle General of Peter (1560) teaches “subiects how to 

obey their gouernours” and “seruants their masters,” exhorting its 
readers to internalize Christian obedience: “Submit your selves vnto all 
maner ordinance of man for the Lords sake, whether it be unto the King, 
unto the superiour, / Or unto gouernours, as vnto them ye are sent of 
him, for the punishment of euil doers, and for the praise of them that do 
wel.” (2:13-14). Furthermore, the marginal tells the readers that this 
passage refers to “ publike gouernments,” exhorting that Christians 
should passively obey even tyrants and remember that their passiveness 
is a virtue: “For so it is the wil of God, that by wel doing ye may put to 
silence the ignorance of the foolish men, / “As fre, and not as hauing the 
libertie for a cloke of maliciousnes, but as seruats of God. / Honour all 
men: loue brotherlie fellowship: feare God: honour the king” (2:15-17).  
The marginal note likewise observes, that the true Christian 

exercises his agency by choosing to suffer the passively the co-
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existence of false believers as preparation to “that day that God shall 
shew mercie unto them and turne them,” echoing the Christianities of 
post-Reformation. Subservience is the natural and desired state of 
things in the early modern political theory, this Biblical passiveness 
elevates suffering and justifies the tolerance of tyranny: “Seruats, be 
subiect to your masters with all feare, not onely to the good and 
courteous, but also to the frowarde. For this is thanke worthie, if a 
man for conscience towarde God endure grief suffering wrongfully” 
(2.18-19).  
The marginal note likewise observes, that the true Christian exercises 

his agency by choosing to suffer the passively the co-existence of false 
believers as preparation to “that day that God shall shew mercie unto 
them and turne them,” echoing the Christianities of post-Reformation. 
Subservience is the natural and desired state of things in the early 
modern political theory, this Biblical passiveness elevates suffering and 
justifies the tolerance of tyranny: “Seruats, be subiect to your masters 
with all feare, not onely to the good and courteous, but also to the 
frowarde. For this is thanke worthie, if a man for conscience towarde 
God endure grief suffering wrongfully” (2.18-19).  
This violent notion of hierarchy not only makes it easier to understand 

why the early modern Christians tolerated the religious persecution of 
their rulers and their governments, but also Sir Philip Sidney's15 casual 
death-threats to his servant, for such martyrdom is essentially a form of 
imitatio christi and therefore something desirable: “For what praise is it, If 
when ye be buffeted for your fautes, ye take it paciently? But and if when 
you do wel, ye suffer wrong and take it paciently this is acceptable to 
God” (2.20). However, the marginal note once again complicates the 
straightforwardness of such passage, by stressing the Christian duty to 
actively refrain from compromising the Christian truth, even if that means 
open resistance against the rulers and their regimes: “In all obedience 
this must be before our eyes, that we obey the Lord: for if anie 
commande things against God, then let vs answer, It is better to obey 
God then me.” In conclusion, the Geneva Bible contains as many 

                                                   
15 “Mr. Molineux, if ever I know you to do so much as read any letter I write to my father 
without his commandment or my consent I will thrust my dagger into you. And trust to it 
for I speak in earnest” (quoted in Lucas 1922, 107) 
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exhortations to complete obedience as to active resistance against the 
establishment.  
Thucydideanism had not only entered the early modern episteme 

through the Reformation, for the Pyrrhonism of Sextus Empiricus – 
philosophical skepticism – had found its way into their world of ideas, so 
the structure in which Shakespeare's contemporaries exercised their 
agency had started to show its fluid and synthetic nature, not only since 
the Protestant culture stood on textual criticism, but also because the 
Tudor England itself was an artificial product still in the making. 
Pinpointing an exact place from which such ideas appeared is obviously 
impossible, but we can safely observe that Renaissance skepticism had 
found its way to circulation in the form of John Florio's translation of 
Montaigne's Essays (1603). In this context, Richard Barnfield's third 
sonnet (1595) exemplifies this philosophical and theological skepticism:  
 

The Stoicks thinke, (and they come neere the truth,) 
⁠That vertue is the chiefest good of all, 
⁠The Academicks on Idea call. 
The Epicures in pleasure spend their youth, 
The Perrepatetickes iudge felicitie, 
⁠To be the chiefest good aboue all other, 
⁠One man, thinks this: and that conceaues another: 
So that in one thing very few agree. 
Let Stoicks haue their Vertue if they will, 
⁠And all the rest their chiefe-supposed good, 
⁠Let cruell Martialists delight in blood, 
And Mysers ioy their bags with gold to fill: 
⁠My chiefest good, my chiefe felicity, 
⁠Is to be gazing on my loues faire eie. 
 
We could change the stoics, academics, epicures, and peripatetics to 

various schools of theology in post-Reformation Europe, and the core of 
this sonnet would remain unchanged, for Renaissance was an age of 
nicodemites who concealed their true beliefs and politiques who put the 
well-being of their commonwealth above all else. The moderns of late 
capitalism derive their individualism from this incipient sense of 
individuality of the early moderns. However, where Montaigne, caught 
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between the Herodotean and Thucydidean realities, remains the finest 
example of this questioning Renaissance spirit that we find in Barnfield, 
we must now look at the man to whom the essay Of Friendship is 
famously dedicated - Etienne de la Boétie (1530-1563).  
The Florio translation of Montaigne's Essays (1603) contains The 

Eight and Twentieth Chapter: Nine and twentie Sonnets of Steven de la 
Boetie, to the Lady of Grammont, unfortunately (not unlike the modern 
editions) excluding those sonnets. However, where Machiavelli showed 
the early moderns the effectual truth about the power structures, The 
Politics of Obedience: The Discourse of Voluntary Servitude (1576) by 
Etienne de la Boétie – the sonneteer and Montaigne's soulmate - takes 
these ideas even further. La Boétie writes in the same philosophical 
genre as the monarchomach treatises, but the argument here is not the 
justification regicide or rebellion, but a revolutionary analysis of the 
status quo: if the early moderns are aware of the options which exist for 
restructuring their society, why do they submit to the tyranny of their 
rulers?  
La Boétie praises the democratic Athens and the republican Rome, 

loathing the Persian despots and the Roman emperors, but makes only 
one reference to the Bible in his political treatise. When Samuel anointed 
Saul, “the Israelites” La Boétie laments, “without any compulsion or 
need, appointed a tyrant” (La Boétie 1997, 59). The Biblical notion of 
kingship has not only sanctified tyranny, but it has also given the 
Christian subjects a role model for passiveness: “I can never read their 
history without becoming angered and even inhuman enough to find 
satisfaction in the many evils that befell [the Israelites] on this account” 
(La Boétie 1997, 59).  
La Boétie criticizes the monarchical form of res publica, which bears 

only cosmetic resemblance to its republican roots: [it] is hard to believe 
there is anything of common wealth in a country where everything 
belongs to one master” (La Boétie 1997, 46). In other words, 
renaissance humanism has willingly served the monarchical interests, 
scavenged the classical past for academic niceties instead of social 
improvement, and effectually doomed the early modern society deeper 
into its stagnant pseudo-feudalism. The awareness of democracy and 
republicanism amongst the academic population has not changed the 
world.  
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It is the early moderns themselves who are the blame for their misery, 
for “[a] tyrant is automatically defeated if the country refuses to consent 
to its own enslavement” (La Boétie 1997, 50). La Boétie compares ruler 
to a colossus, a lifeless theatrical simulacrum, arguing that the power 
wielded by the monarchical governments is essentially performative; the 
moment the subjects realize the reality of the situation – that their ruler is 
but a glorified actor – the passive resistance becomes a viable option in 
the theatre of realpolitik (La Boétie 1997, 53).  
La Boétie explains to his readers, that the ultimate reason to his 

contemporaries political apathy lies in the fact that “the very love of 
liberty seems no longer natural” (La Boétie 1997, 55). While the 
academic population acknowledges the options which exist for re-
structuring the political community, these ancient values and their radical 
possibilities do not materialize, since the early modern people are 
themselves products of inherently static world.  
La Boétie then paints a depressing but truthful image of his 

contemporary realities: “[the] men born under the yoke and then 
nourished and reared in slavery are content, without further effort, to live 
in their native circumstance, unaware of any other state or right, and 
considering as quite natural the condition into which they were born” (La 
Boétie 1997, 60). 
Mentality-wise, the only difference between the political 

submissiveness of the medievals and early moderns lies in the fact, that 
the latter possess a somewhat more defined and dynamic picture of the 
pre-Christian world, yet this cosmetic knowledge fails to blossom into 
radical activism, because the people themselves prefer the existing 
stability and the short-term pleasure its conservation provides.  
But despite these grim visions, La Boétie lives in a reality where 

radical change is possible, for as the existence of Reformation proves, 
the emergent powers lying yet un-actualized within the Latin and Greek 
texts have already found their way into the print-powered world, which is 
gradually deserting the medievalism of manuscripts and scholastic 
quiddities.  
La Boétie then goes even further than merely citing the antiquity for 

exemplary tales, by introducing a novel idea that “[even] if liberty had 
perished from the world … men would invent it,” for “slavery has no 
satisfactions, no matter how well disguised” (La Boétie 1997, 65).  
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This is perhaps the strongest argument for early modern agency, 
which manifests itself within the boundaries set by the contemporary 
mentality and material realities. One could compare the early modern 
society to an abusive relationship, which continues to exist since it brings 
stability, though the relationship itself is harmful. When people have lived 
long enough in an unhealthy environment, the abnormal normalizes and 
the normal starts to seem abnormal.  
The early moderns actively participate in a performance that is their 

society by accepting the theatricality of their politics as their reality. 
Instead of standing armies and police forces under their command, the 
rulers founding the legitimacy of their power on the divine right of kings 
merely possess “show of force” (La Boétie 1997, 77).  
La Boétie speaks of the sick body politic, further explaining that this 

intellectual dishonesty exists and thrives because of material reasons: 
“[when] the point is reached, through big favours on little ones, that large 
profits or small are obtained under a tyrant, there are found almost as 
many people to whom tyranny seems advantageous as those to whom 
liberty would seem desirable” (La Boétie 1997, 78). 
The early modern world is a vast network of profiteering cliques and 

nepotistic cabals, which provide their members a sense of liberty through 
material benefits. It is imperative to conserve the status quo so that the 
benefits keep flowing and the existing power structures may cement 
themselves and expand their sphere. In less theoretical language, one 
could argue that the early modern politics are merely organized crime in 
renaissance costume.  
La Boétie has also something important to say about theatre and 

poetry:  
 

“Plays, farces, spectacles, gladiators, strange beasts, medals, pictures, and other 
such opiates, these were for ancient peoples the bait toward slavery, the price of 
their liberty, the instruments of tyranny. By these practices and enticements the 
ancient dictators so successfully lulled their subjects under the yoke, that the 
stupefied peoples, fascinated by the pastimes and vain pleasures flashed before 
their eyes, learned subservience as naively, but not so creditably, as little children 
learn to read by looking at bright picture books” (La Boétie 1997, 69-70) 
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Obviously, these critical sentiments not only echo Juvenal's widely 
read satires describing the political apathy of the imperial Rome, but they 
likewise bear a close resemblance to The Society of the Spectacle 
(1967) by Guy Debord. We can imagine what La Boétie would have said 
about the London playhouses, especially about the English history plays. 
If, as La Boétie argues, rhetoric serves the tyrants who “never undertake 
an unjust policy … without prefacing it with some pretty speech 
concerning public welfare and common good” then the playhouse drama 
but mediates the reigning ideology (La Boétie 1997, 71).  
While La Boétie is no cynic and believes in common good and 

humanist glory, his philosophy resembles Debord's notion of the never-
ending present that is projected through spectacle which neutralizes the 
revolution in its infancy. In this context, the Elizabethan playhouses and 
their theatrical spectacles obfuscate the history with Jack Cades and 
Richard Crookbacks, co-operating with the reigning ideology. It is 
important to remember, therefore, that both the divine right of kings and 
the satanic notion of rebellion originate from the Bible, so the poets 
writing for the English Renaissance stage voluntarily participate in this 
mass indoctrination: “the essential reason why men take orders willingly 
is that they are born serfs and are reared as such” (La Boétie 1997, 71). 
Christianity has created the perfect society of the spectacle.  
While La Boétie never says it, the subversive analysis of power here 

shows that the Christian structure has poisoned the early modern 
agency. It is not that the early moderns lacked or were incapable of 
imagining alternative worlds. Those who read Greek would have been 
familiar with the Persian debate about forms of government in 
Herodotus, not to speak of Utopia (1516) by Thomas More, or the fact 
that Sir William Cecil drafted a bill (1563) which proposed that the Privy 
Council rules England in case the Queen dies without an heir.  
La Boétie was himself a poet, so it is no wonder The Politics of 

Obedience (1576) remains diplomatic about the French poetry and 
potential patrons – including the French kings.Where Marlowe died 
twenty-nine years old, leaving Shakespeare his dramatic legacy, La 
Boétie died a little over thirty, being now remembered mainly as 
Montaigne's friend, these two men were intellectual atavisms who 
appeared too early in history.  
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Thomas Carlyle's History of the French Revolution (1871) presents us 
an autopsy report of the early modern world:  
 

“[The French] King has become a King Popinjay [to his subjects]: with his Maurepas 
Government, gyrating as the weather-cock does, blown about by every wind. Above 
them they see no God; or they even do not look above, except with astronomical 
glasses. The Church indeed still is: but in the most submissive state; quite tamed by 
Philosophism … [standing] haltered, dumb, like a dumb ox; lowing only for 
provender (of tithes); content if it can have that; or, with dumb stupor, expecting its 
further doom (Carlyle 1871, 32-33) 
 
It is the terminal stage of a centuries long illness we see evident in the 

French revolution, for Thucydideanism infected the Herodotean 
worldview the moment Petrarch ascended Mont Ventoux, eventually 
unmasking the theatricality of religion and monarchy by guillotine. 
However, in the worlds of La Boétie and Marlowe these structures still 
retain their vigor, for the early modern poets operated in a world of 
where the Herodotean idea of the Christian universe's ethico-
metaphysical essence was a reality, as expressed (for example) by the 
marginal note referring to Abimelech's personal life in the Geneva Bible: 
“[the] wickednes of the Ki[n]g bringeth Gods wrath vpon [the] whole 
realme.” (Gen. 20). They perceived morality as communal and therefore 
political dimension in which individual souls had agency.  

2.4.2 Classical Models for Agency  
 
In the Houghton Library at Harvard, one of the finest moments of my life 
took place, for there I held Ben Jonson's own signed copy of De Rerum 
Natura by Lucretius in my very own hands. This ancient Roman poem, 
as The Swerve (2012) by Stephen Greenblatt tells us, presented in Latin 
hexameters many of the ideas we now consider modern, providing the 
early moderns a vision of godless universe ruled by the laws of nature.  
Shakespeare's contemporaries had therefore access to such 

revolutionary ideas as atomism, evolution, and atheism. However, as 
this part shall demonstrate, we do not have to go as far as Lucretius, to 
find examples of many ideas, derived from the classical literature, which 
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have retained their relevancy in the contemporary discussions about the 
agency of artists in the crisis of western democracy. 
Shakespeare's generation learned its Latin from the comedies of 

Terence and Plautus, whose pedagogical and moral value was 
universally recognized by the Renaissance humanists. Indeed, 
Enchiridion Militis Christiani (1503) by Erasmus tells that “a poetic tale 
read allegorically may perhaps be more fruitful than an account from the 
sacred books” asking a rhetorical question “are you not learning by 
means of fable the precepts offered by philosophers and divines as 
authorities on how to live?” (Erasmus 1970, 105-106).  
Erasmus derives this notion of poetry as moral philosophy from 

Plutarch, and to understand what kind of notion regarding poet's and 
their agency the grammar schools projected to their students, then, we 
must start our inquiry by taking a short look at Plutarch's famous essay 
How the Young Man Should Study Poetry in Moralia, which lies at the 
very core of Renaissance pedagogy and poetics.  
“[A] young man,” Plutarch tells his readers in Moralia, “may be 

convoyed by poetry into the realm of philosophy” (Plutarch 2000, 197). 
This is the humanist notion of poetry's value as means to an end, 
namely, creating virtuous human beings through its pleasantness. 
Renaissance pedagogy was essentially Plutarchian, and while it sounds 
didactic, this approach nonetheless contained a critical element: “[the 
reader] who admires everything, and accommodates himself to 
everything, whose judgment, because of his preconceived opinion, is 
enthralled by the heroic names, will” Plutarch cautions his readers, 
“unwittingly become inclined to much that is base. One ought not 
timorously, or as though under the spell of religious dread in a holy 
place, to shiver with awe at everything, and fall prostrate, but should 
rather acquire the habit of exclaiming with confidence 'wrong' and 
'improper' no less than 'right' and 'proper' (Plutarch 2000, 137). To 
Plutarch, poets are essentially crypto-philosophers whose poetry asks as 
much critical approach as, say, Plato's dialogues.  
Furthermore, Plutarch believes that true poets are good men, for 

example “[when] a comparison of passages makes their contradictions 
evident, we must advocate the better side” so when poetry seems 
morally questionable “[we] should not be offended or angry at the poet, 
but with the words, which are spoken in character” (Plutarch 2000, 105).  
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The prologue to Nicholas Udall's Ralph Roister Doister (1566) 
contains this Plutarchian notion of poetry as crypto-philosophy and poets 
therefore as crypto-philosophers:  
 

“The wise Poets long time heretofore,  
Under merry Comedies secrets did declare,  
Wherein was contained very virtuous lore,  
With mysteries and forewarnings very rare.  
Such write neither Plautus nor Terence did spare,  
Which among the learned at this day bears the bell:  
These with such other therein did excel.” (Prol. 15-21) 
 
Plautus even makes a prominent appearance in A Treatise of Moral 

Philosophy (1564) by William Baldwin, which tells its readers how:  
 

“Plautus was a right worthy & excellent Poet … He had a great felicity and Pleasure 
to spend his time in making and setting forth Comedies, and when he spent all his 
substance on Players garments, he was brought to such want, that he was sayne 
for his living to serve a Baker in turning a querre, or hand mill … When he was want 
from his labour, he would write eloquent and pleasant Comedies: wherein he was 
reputed so excellent that Eupius Strabo saith of him, hee doubted not but that the 
Muses would speake as Plautus did write, if they should speake Latine” (Baldwin 
1967, 70). 
 
Comedy and tragedy are both forms of poetry, containing cryptic 

wisdom, for Baldwin tells his readers how the tragedian Ennius was “an 
ancient Latine poet” whose works “contained very grave and substantiall 
Sentences, of great wisedome” (Baldwin 1967, 46). Obviously this 
applies to “Seneca the Philosopher,” Nero's mentor and Paul's friend, 
known for his tragedies “[who] wrote in his life time, many good bookes, 
out of which shall be picked some pithy sentences, both of precepts, and 
counsels, and also of proverbs, adages, parables, semblages” (Baldwin 
1967, 84).  
Furthermore, This idea of poetry as crypto-philosophy and poet as 

crypto-philosopher is once again recounted in Thomas Newton's preface 
to Seneca - His Tenne Tragedies (1581) – which echoes of Plutarch's 
Moralia, as Newton writes:  
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“And whereas it is by some squeamish Areopagites surmyzed, that the reading of 
these Tragedies, being enterlarded with many Phrases and sentences, literally 
tending [at the first sight] sometime to the prayse of Ambition, sometyme to the 
mayntenance of cruelty, now and then to the approbation of incontinencie, and here 
and there to the ratification of tyranny, cannot be digested without great daunger of 
infection; to omit all other reasons, if it might please the[e] with no forestalled 
judgemet, to mark and consider the circumstaunces, why, where, and by what 
manner of persons such sentences are pronou[n]ced, they ca[n]not in any equity 
otherwise choose, but find good cause ynough to leade the[e] to a more fauorable 
and milde resolutio[n]. For it may not at any had be thought and deemed the direct 
meaning of Seneca himselfe, whose whole wrytinges [penned with a peerlesse 
sublimity and loftinesse of Style,] are so farre from countenancing vice, that I doubt 
whether there bee any amonge all the Catalogue of Heathen wryters, that with more 
grauity of Philosophicall sentences, more waightyness of sappy words, or greater 
authority of sou[n]d matter beateth down sinne, loose lyfe, dissolute dealinge, and 
unbrydled sensuality: or that more sensibly, pithily, and bytingly layeth doyne the 
guedon of filthy lust, cloaked dissimulation and odious treachery: which is the dryft, 
whereunto he leveleth the whole yssue of ech one of his Tragedies” (Newton 1927, 
4-5)  
 
Indeed, when Frank Laurence Lucas remarks in Seneca and 

Elizabethan Tragedy (1922) that “[of] philosophy, in any real sense, little 
is to be found in [these] plays – though there are philosophic tags and 
abundances of moralising,” I argue we should remember that the value 
of Seneca (and the Roman drama in general) does not lie in its actual 
philosophical content, but in the Renaissance idea that poetry – and 
especially drama – is essentially philosophy (Lucas 1922, 71). The 
commercialism of playwriting co-exists with this Plutarchian notion of 
poet as crypto-philosopher in the service of virtue.  
It goes without saying, then, that the English Renaissance derived 

from Horace's Ars Poetica the Roman idea that the ideal poetry is both 
delightful (dulce) and profitable (utile). This is present even in non-poetic 
writings, such as Baldwin's A Treatise of Moral Philosophy (1564), that 
by collecting “[the] worthy sayings of Philosophers, Emperours, and 
Orators” in English puts this perennial wisdom to “[the] use and 
commodity of all men: and that my diligence herein … should not lye hid 
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onely for mine own purpose or private delight, but that I should with good 
will, as a common friend or servant generally to all men, seeke their 
profit, and at times doe them pleasure” (Baldwin 1967, 4,13). Baldwin 
furthermore articulates his motive as “[the] edifying of the Reader” and 
thus as “the increasing of Vertue and civill honesty” by telling that his 
treatise is “profitable … to all estates and degrees of men” (Baldwin 
1967, 13). This is an example of Ciceronian officium exercised through 
Horatian modus operandi.  
Despite delight's (dulce) Horatian justification, we must remember that 

the early moderns lived in an even more Christian culture than the late 
Victorians, so it is no wonder that delight (dulce) which Walter Pater 
famously idolized as “the poetic passion, the desire of beauty, the love of 
art for art's sake” (Pater 2010, 21) retained its stigma, as we can read 
from the anti-theatrical treatises criticizing the delight (or mirth) as 
potentially dangerous entities. Virtue and vice retained their Herodotean 
essence, so it is no wonder that Udall's prologue to Ralph Roister 
Doister (1566) plays apologist to pleasure's Horatian value:  
 

“What creature is in health, either young or old,  
But some mirth with modesty will be glad to use?  
As we in this Interlude shall now unfold,  
Wherein all scurrility we utterly refuse,  
Avoiding such mirth wherein is abuse:  
Knowing nothing more commendable for a man's recreation,  
Than Mirth which is used in an honest fashion:  
For Mirth prolongeth life, and causeth health,  
Mirth recreates our spirits and voideth pensiveness,  
Mirth increaseth amity, not hindering our wealth,  
Mirth is to be used both of more and less,  
Being mixed with virtue in decent comeliness,  
As we trust no good nature can gainsay the same:  
Which mirth we intend to use, avoiding all blame” (Prol. 1-14) 

 
The aesthete idea of art-for-art-sake would have no doubt sounded 

even more dangerous to the Elizabethans than it did to the late 
Victorians, so Horace provided the early moderns a pattern for morally 
acceptable delight (dulce) in their Herodotean reality. Indeed, John Lyly's 
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Campaspe (1580/84) expresses this Horatian maxim with delightfully 
prosaic utilitarianism: “We haue mixed mirth with counsel, and discipline 
with delight, thinking it not amisse in the same garden to sowe pot-
hearbes, that we set flowers” (Prol. 25-7).  
Moreover, according to Baldwin, Horace was “a famous poet” favored 

by “Mecenas the emperours minion” (Baldwin 1967, 51). The author of 
Ars Poetica not only enjoyed imperial patronage, but also wrote to the 
emperor Augustus “divers Epistles in verses, comprehending great 
wisedome in compendious sentences” (Baldwin 1967, 51). Baldwin's 
Horace is essentially a crypto-philosopher and counsellor to his prince, 
and though the poet himself was “wanton in manners” he “deliberately 
noted the vices of other men in his verses called Satiri” (Baldwin 1967, 
51). This idea of poet as philosopher, moralist, and counsellor is most 
evident in the satires of Ben Jonson, who saw himself as the English 
Horace. 
Udall's prologue stresses “mirth with modesty” (2) contrasted to “mirth 

wherein is abuse” (5). These ideas of decorum derive from the Horatian 
satire. Moreover, Horace provided the poets a pattern for civic activism 
in the monarchical republic, as Jonson's translation of Ars Poetica (1610) 
describes freedom of speech in the Athens:  
 

“To these succeeded the old Comoedy, / And not without much praise; till liberty / Fell into 
fault so farre, as now they saw / Her force was fit to be restrain'd by law: / Which law receiv'd, 
the Chorus held his peace, / His power fowly hurting made to cease” (399-404)  
 
In Greece, theatre was a lively part of the political community, until 

“liberty” ate its own fruits and the government reined the “[the] force” of 
theatrical performance through legislation, for theatre “[the] power” to 
hurt the establishment. Intriguingly, in the later edition of Jonson's 
Horace (1640) the new translation makes the following substitution:  

“Her licence fit to be restrain'd by law” (368) 

 
In modern English, Jonson equates “liberty” as the source of theatre's 

“force” and “license” to critique the society. While this force and license 
can be misused “fowly” for immoral purposes, the ideal poets exercise 
their liberty within the boundaries of ethical conduct.  
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Jonson's Sejanus His Fall (1603) dramatizes these Horatian 
principles, in which according to Titius Sabinus “[the] flatteries, that 
corrupt the times,” are now recited by “all our consuls, and no little part / 
Of such as have been praetors, yea, the most / Of senators (that else 
not use their voices) / Start up in public senate, and there strive / Who 
shall propound the most abject things, and base, / So much, as oft 
Tiberius hath been heard, / Leaving the court, to cry, O race of men, / 
Prepared for servitude! Which showed that he / Who least the public 
liberty could like, / As loathly brooked their flat servility” (I. 46-55) In 
short, Sabinus argues that flattery has poisoned the political community, 
for those who should possess the agency (officium) and the public 
medium (senate) to serve the common good have become opportunists, 
whose sycophancy now repulses even the freedom-hating tyrant.  
Furthermore, when Cremutius Cordus “A gentleman of Rome: one, 

that has writ / Annals of late, they say, and very well” (I.75-76) is 
mentioned, Pinnarius Natta responds “Those times are somewhat 
queasy to be touched” (I. 85-86) telling us that writing about the downfall 
of the republic has become a dangerous subject in the current political 
atmosphere.  
The fictional Romans exhibit not only historical but also civic 

awareness by blaming themselves for the miserable state of their 
commonwealth:  
 

“Well, all is worthy of us, were it more,  
Who with our riots, pride, and civil hate,  
Have so provoked the justice of the gods.  
We, that (within fourscore years) were born  
Free, equal lords of the triumphed world,  
And knew no masters, but affections,  
To which betraying first our liberties,  
We since became the slaves to one man's lusts;  
And now to many: every ministering spy 
That will accuse and swear, is lord of you,  
Of me, of all, our fortunes and our lives.  
Our looks are called to question, and our words,  
How innocent soever, are made crimes;  
We shall not shortly dare to tell our dreams,  
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Or think, but 'twill be treason.” (I.69)  
 
It is the selfishness and the normalization of civil unrest, political 

violence and hateful speech that created this dystopia, which now exists 
masquerading as the heir to republic, all because the free Romans 
exchanged their civic virtue for the pleasure and profit of the empire, so 
that the community, instead of striving for the common good, now 
consists of those who only seek to fulfill their individual desires. Where 
the Romans once had liberty of speech, the political egotism has 
become the new normal, breeding informants, censorship and kangaroo 
courts. 
The present-day notion of totalitarianism had no word-for-word 

equivalent in the early modern episteme, yet Jonson's dramatization of 
tyranny – arguably its closest analogue – is not that far from the power 
analysis made by Hannah Arendt in The Origins of Totalitarianism 
(1951) arguing: 
 

“[…] Intellectual, spiritual, and artistic initiative is as dangerous to totalitarianism as 
the gangster initiative of the mob, and both are more dangerous than mere political 
opposition. The consistent persecution of every higher form of intellectual activity by 
the new mass leaders springs from more than their natural resentment against 
everything they cannot understand. Total domination does not allow for free 
initiative in any field of life, for any activity that is not entirely predictable. 
Totalitarianism in power invariably replaces all first-rate talents, regardless of their 
sympathies, with those crackpots and fools whose lack of intelligence and creativity 
is still the best guarantee of their loyalty.” (Arendt 1976, 416). 
 
First, Jonson's “mass leader” (Tiberius) has replaced “all first rate-

talents” with his servant-like senators, and his government persecutes 
“every higher form of intellectual activity” in Rome. Now that the “total 
dominion” (empire) has crippled “[the] free initiative” (civic virtue) the 
same applies to its intellectual, spiritual, artistic, and political opposition. 
It is important to remember in this context, that Jonson's translation of 
Horace equates “liberty” as the source of poetry's “force” and “license” to 
critique the society. While this force can turn into flattery and even serve 
“[the] riots, pride, and civil hate,” it nonetheless poses a danger to 
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tyranny as long as the members of the commonwealth retain their civic 
virtue and the liberty to exercise it.  
Second, it is important to remember that despite his republican 

sympathies, Jonson remains an early modern thinker who writes for his 
monarchical republic. The early moderns had no word-for-word 
translation for our notion of totalitarianism, their hierarchical notion of 
freedom remains somewhat alien if not altogether pro-totalitarian to our 
modern sensibilities, so it is no wonder Sejanus His Fall (1603) reflects 
these epistemic realities in its vision of the ideal ruler: 
 

“If the [ruler]  
Had but a mind allied unto his words,  
How blessed a fate were it t us, and Rome?  
We could not think that state for which to change,  
Although the aim were our old liberty:  
The ghosts of those that fell for that, would grieve  
Their bodies lived not, now, again to serve.  
Men are deceived, who think there can be thrall  
Beneath a virtuous prince. Wished liberty  
Ne'er lovelier looks, than under such a crown. (I. 401-410) 
 
If the ruler is a truly virtuous prince, the life in his commonwealth is 

superior even to the Republican Rome at its best, for the virtue of the 
prince guarantees the communal stability, and there is nothing wrong 
with the existing structures, as long as the political community in which 
the subject-citizens live retains its harmony. However, when the prince 
loses his virtue, or alternatively lacks it, the consequences are following:  

 
But when his grace is merely but lip-good,  
And that no longer than he airs himself 
Abroad in public, there, to seem to shun 
The strokes and stripes of flatterers, which within  
Are lechery unto him, and so feed  
His brutish sense with their afflicting sound,  
As (dead to virtue) he permits himself 
Be carried like a pitcher, by the ears,  
To every act of vice: this is a case  
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Deserves our fear, and doth presage the nigh  
And close approach of blood and tyranny.  
Flattery is midwife unto prince's rage:  
And nothing sooner, doth help forth a tyrant,  
Than that, and whisperers' grace, who have the time,  
The place, the power, to make all men offenders” (I.411- 428) 
 
When the virtue of the ruler is nothing but a mask, the flatterers 

swarm to the prince, and by corrupting the head of the body politic, 
plunge the whole commonwealth into chaos. This leads to tyranny where 
“the whisperers' grace” makes those who speak honestly “offenders”. 
Jonson believes in the civic virtue and free speech as the foundations of 
just government, seeing poetry and theatre as powerful means against 
descent to Arendtian totalitarianism, which depend upon the agency of 
those who practice the former mediums: the poets are liminal agents in a 
hierarchical society who have the access to the prince and possess the 
same persuasive means as the flatterers to save their community from 
tyranny.  
There is no denying that the poet-playwrights served, not only their 

patrons, but also the early modern entertainment industry. Musophilus 
(1599) by Samuel Daniel gives a fictional voice to those contemporaries 
who no doubt saw all these learned ideals as incompatible with the 
harsh realities of patronage and proto-capitalism: “Other delights then 
these, other desires,” says Philocosmus to Musophilus, “This wiser 
profit-seeking age requires” (12-13), referring to the latter's toil for 
attaining “that idle smoake of praise” (9) in “this busie world” (10). 
However, while the poet-playwrights wrote for money and personal glory, 
this humanist egotism is not essentially incompatible with the poet's 
communal officium in the Protestant England.  
For example, George Chapman's translation of Hesiod's Georgicks 

(1618) shows that Shakespeare's contemporaries were familiar with the 
classical notion of agon, which Chapman translates as “the vertuous 
Contention” (I.17). Chapman's reading of Hesiod bears likewise a strong 
resemblance to Ciceronian officium and (as described by Max Weber in 
the 1900s) the early modern Protestant ethos: 
 

Mens needfull Meanes, to pay the debt they owe 



 

136 

To Life and liuing: And this strife is far, 
More fit for Men; And much the sprightlier: 
For He, in whose hands, liues no loue of Art, 
Nor vertuous Industry; yet plucks vp heart, 
And falls to worke for liuing. Any One, 
Neuer so stupid, and so base a Drone; 
Seeing a Rich Man haste, to sowe, and plant, 
And guide his House well; feeles, with shame, his want, 
And labours like him: And this strife is good. 
When strife for riches, warmes, and fires the bloud; 
The Neighbour, doth the Neighbour, aemulate: 
The Potter, doth the Potters profit hate; 
The Smith, the Smith, with spleene inueterate: 
Begger, maligns the Begger, for good done; 
And the Musition, the Musition. 
This strife, O Perses, see remembred still: 
But flie Contention, that insults on th'ill (I. 35-52) 
 
In modern English, “greed is good” and compatible, if not essential, 

with the common good, for Chapman's Hesiod perceives idleness as the 
ultimate evil. We should bear in mind, that Hesiod's “musition” can also 
be translated as “bard”, that is, poet, as in A.E. Stalling's translation 
(2018), so the poet-playwrights are therefore no different from the 
Weber's cobbler (i.e. the idea that mundane profession were as dignified 
as any sacred calling), who seeks to make profit, serving his 
commonwealth (officium) through his capitalist industry.  
Chapman's Hesiod likewise presents the fierce competition for 

personal glory and material gain as something that lies at the very core 
of poetry, ennobling therefore the world of commercial playwriting and 
the poets' hunt for patronage:  
 

“To Chalcis there, I made by Sea my Passe: 
And to the Games of great Amphidamas; 
Where many afore-studied Exercise, 
Was instituted, with excitefull prise, 
For great-and-good, and able-minded Men: 
And where I wonne, at the Pierean Pen, 
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A three-ear'd Tripod, which I offerd on, 
The Altars of the Maids of Helicon. 
Where first their loues initiated me, 
In skill of their vnworldly Harmony. 
But no more practise haue my trauailes swet, 
In many-a-naile-composed ships; and yet, 
Ile sing what Ioues Minde will suggest in mine, 
Whose daughters taught my verse the rage diuine." (II.41-54) 
 
Indeed, Hesiod's tripod presents not only Chapman's Protestant 

beautification of the classical agon, but also a way in which individual 
desire and creativity serves the political community that acknowledges 
the value of poetry by rewarding the ones who excel in the virtuous 
contention. In this context, there exists no conflict between egotism, 
competition, and communalism.  
While Chapman is best known for his translations of the Iliad (1616) 

and the Odyssey (1616), the English Renaissance derived from Julius 
Caesar Scaliger's (1484-1558) poetics the notion of the superiority of 
Seneca in tragedy compared to his Greek predecessors, and the same 
applied to Homer, for while the Iliad “describeth strength and valiantness 
of the body” and the Odyssey “a perfect patterne of the minde,” Virgil's 
Aeneid that was the ultimate epic (Baldwin 1967, 51-2).  
“In Queen Mary’s time,” The Art of English Poesy (1589) tells its 

readers,“flourished above any other Dr [Thomas] Phaer, one that was 
well learned and excellently well translated into English verse heroical 
certain books of Virgil’s Aeneidos… and that other doctor [Thomas 
Twyne] who made the supplement to those books of Virgil’s Aeneidos 
which Master Phaer left undone” (Puttenham 2004, 105). It is the sixth 
book of Aeneid and its Tudor translation that provides us the most visible 
and articulated role model for poet’s agency in his community. 
The Aeneid of Thomas Phaer (1558):  

 
“There such as for their contreys loue while liues in them did last 
In battel suffred wounds, or priestes that goodly were and chast,  
Or prophets pure of life, and worthy things to men did preach:  
Or to adorne mans mortal life did science goodly teache:  
Their heads are compass knit with garlond floures right fresh of hewe” (VI.696-700) 
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From the Sixth book of Aeneid in the original Latin:  
 

“Hic manus ob patriam pugnando vulnera passi,  
quique sacerdotes casti, dum vita manebat,  
quique pii vates et Phoebo digna locuti,  
inventas aut qui vitam excoluere per artes,  
quique sui memores aliquos fecere merendo:  
omnibus his nive cinguntur tempora vita.” (VI.660-665)  
 
The prose translation (1999) from the Loeb Classical Library:  
 

“Here is the band of those who suffered wounds, fighting for their country; those who in 
lifetime were priests and pure, good bards [pii vates], whose songs were meet for Phoebus; 
or they who ennobled life by arts discovered and they who by service have won 
remembrance among men – the brows of all bound with headbands white as snow” (Virgil 
1999, 599).  
 
In translating Virgil's “ob patriam pugnando vulnera passi” to “for their 

countreys loue … In battel suffred wounds” instead of prosaically 
“fighting for their country,” Phaer stresses the civic humanist ideal of 
amor patriae, which takes many forms, of which the most obvious is 
military service, but religious vocation, scholarship, and for our purposes 
most importantly poetry are equally viable ways to Phaer's Virgilian 
heaven. As the Renaissance Latinists knew by heart, the Latin “vates” 
means both prophet and poet, as for example Sir Philip Sidney, Julius 
Caesar Scaliger, and mythographer Natale Conti (1520-1582) in their 
respective Renaissance poetics tell us. Replacing the disyllabic 
“prophets” in Phaer's translation with “poets” retains the measure, 
hopefully helping the non-Latinists to hear the rhyming fourteener line 
through the Renaissance ears: “Or [poets] pure of life, and worthy things 
to men did preach” (VI.698).  
The Graeco-Roman Phoebus Apollo was (among other things) god of 

prophecy and poetry, which, while making Phaer's “worthy things” pale 
compared to Virgil's original “worthy of Phoebus” (Phoebo digna), 
stresses the divine-cum-moral purpose of poetry, through which the ideal 
prophet-poets “pure of life” in fact “preach” to their countrymen. Poetry 
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combines personal quest for glory (gloriae cupiditas) with love for one's 
community (amor patriae), providing delight (dulce) while edifying (utile) 
the other members of body politic, and while Phaer omits Virgil's line 
“quique sui memores aliquos fecere merendo” (they who have by service 
won remembrance among men) from his verse translation, the idea of 
military service, religious vocation, scholarship, and poetry as equally 
valid forms of civic participation, expression of vita activa, and worthy of 
the highest honours in one's political community, as Phaer's Virgil's 
crowning of these four with the “garlond floures right fresh of hewe” 
(VI.700) articulates to his readers, comes through unequivocally 
apparent. In short, the ideal poet exercises his civic virtue through 
poetry, helping the common good therefore to materialize.  
The Italian Renaissance painter and art historian Giorgio Vasari 

(1511-1574) writes in The Lives of the Most Excellent Painters, 
Sculptors, and Architects (1550/68) that  
 

“[after] a long and bloody combat, Christianity, aided by a host of miracles and the 
burning sincerity of its adherents, defeated and wiped out the old faith of the 
pagans. Then with great fervour and diligence it strove to cast out and utterly 
destroy every last possible occasion of sin; and in doing so it ruined or demolished 
all the marvellous statues, besides the other sculptures, the pictures, mosaics and 
ornaments representing the false pagan gods; and as well as this it destroyed 
countless memorials and inscriptions left in honour of illustrious persons who had 
been commemorated by the genius of the ancient world in statues and other public 
adornments. Moreover, in order to construct churches for their own service the 
Christians destroyed the sacred temples of pagan idols. To embellish and heighten 
the original magnificence of St Peter’s they despoiled of its stone columns and 
mausoleum of Hadrian (today called Castel Sant’ Angelo) and they treated in the 
same way many buildings whose ruins still exist. These things were done by the 
Christians not out of hatred for the arts but in order to humiliate and overthrow the 
pagan gods. Nevertheless, their tremendous zeal was responsible for inflicting 
severe damage on the practice of the arts, which then fell into total confusion” 
(Vasari 1987, 37). 
 
The vision of Paganism and Christianity in Machiavelli's Discourses 

(1531) goes even further than Vasari and bears a stark resemblance to 
Edward Gibbon's The History of the Decline and Fall of the Roman 
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Empire (1776-89), showing us that the early moderns were not only 
capable of critically evaluating their competing theologies, but even more 
importantly they had started to apply this critical approach to Christianity. 
Machiavelli writes:  
 

“Whoever reads of the measures taken by Saint Gregory and other heads of the 
Christian religion, will see what a fuss they made about getting rid of all the records 
of the past, how they burnt the works of poets and historians, destroyed images and 
spoiled everything else that betokened in any way antiquity. So much that, if to this 
persecution there had been conjoined a new language, in short time one would 
have found all the traces of the past wiped out. One can well believe, therefore, that 
what Christianity did with regard to Paganism, Paganism did to the religion that 
preceded it” (Machiavelli 1998, 289)  
 
Machiavelli's critical speculation likewise resembles Oswald 

Spengler's (1880-1936) cyclical view of history, tacitly implying that some 
day Christianity shall be supplanted by a new ideology and its culture. 
Machiavelli argues that natural catastrophes - “floods, pestilences, and 
famines” - purge eventually every human society from the face of the 
earth.  
Indeed, we find an entire chapter dedicated to this notion of cyclical 

history also in the Renaissance philosopher Justus Lipsius' (1547-1607) 
extremely popular Neostoic treatise De Constantia (1584), Englished by 
the poet, scholar and politician Sir John Stradling (1563-1637) in 1595. 
Book One: Chapter 16 tells its readers “Examples of necessary 
alteration, or death in the whole world. That heaven and the elements 
are changed, and will perish; the like is to be seen in towns, provinces, 
and kingdoms; finally, that all things here do turn about the wheel, and 
that nothing is stable or constant” (Lipsius 2006, 59).  
In miniature scale, Tudor England was a living tableau vivant of this 

process, for the parents and grandparents of Shakespeare's generation 
had survived the apocalyptic “floods, pestilences, and famines” of the 
English Reformation. Machiavelli writes:  
 

“… those who survive are all of them rude mountain-dwellers who have no 
knowledge of antiquity and cannot hand it down to posterity; and should there be 
among the survivors anyone who has such knowledge he will conceal it or distort it 
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in his own fashion so as to establish his own reputation and that of his family, with 
the result that there will remain to his successors just so much as he has chosen to 
record and nothing more.” (Machiavelli 1998, 290) 
 
The Tudor regime supplanted the continental Latin with the native 

English, creating its own caesaropapistic religion out of the English 
Catholicism, and the history of Tudor England is, therefore, as much 
myth-making as anything written by Eusebius, the father of church 
history. While the English poets served their rulers the same way Virgil, 
Horace, and Ovid had served their divine Augustus, creating a new 
imperial myth after civil strife and bloodshed, they possessed the 
intellectual capacity to understand (i) the artificiality of history, and (ii) the 
ideological nature of patronage.  
I would imagine this particularly beautiful passage in poet Samuel 

Daniel’s A Defence of Rhyme (1603) gives us a window to the souls of 
Machiavelli's “rude mountain-dwellers,” that is, the post-Reformation 
Englishmen to whom (in my Machiavellian analogue) the generational 
catastrophe has stamped a melancholy sense of historical skepticism: 
 

“... history … is but a map of men, and doth no otherwise acquaint us with the true 
substance of circumstances than a superficial card doth the seaman with a coast 
never seen, which always proves other to the eye than the imagination forecast it” 
(Daniel 220, 2004) 
 
The sonnet 123 by William Shakespeare is an expression of the same 

skeptical sentiment: 
 
No, Time, thou shalt not boast that I do change: 
Thy pyramids built up with newer might 
To me are nothing novel, nothing strange; 
They are but dressings of a former sight. 
Our dates are brief, and therefore we admire 
What thou dost foist upon us that is old; 
And rather make them born to our desire 
Than think that we before have heard them told. 
Thy registers and thee I both defy, 
Not wondering at the present nor the past, 
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For thy records and what we see doth lie, 
Made more or less by thy continual haste. 
This I do vow, and this shall ever be, 
I will be true, despite thy scythe and thee. 
 
Shakespeare, the man who dramatized the English histories for living 

says in his presumably autobiographical poetry that “[the] records” of 
time and “what we see doth lie” (11). Human existence is short, our 
oblivious neophilia is part of the cyclical nature of history, and thus 
Shakespeare delivers his verdict: historiography is dramaturgy. The final 
couplet tells us to remember the ephemerality of our existence, that all 
human achievement is but an echo of this, and since the man-made 
world around us is a metamorphic hive of falsehoods, the only truth lies 
in spending our remaining days true to ourselves. Everything else is 
beyond our control. 
In this context of Renaissance skepticism the infamous Neronis 

Encomium (1526) by Italian polymath Girolamo Cardano (1501-1577) is 
also a reflection of the same emergent powers working throughout the 
early modern world. This revisionary work of historiography argued that 
Nero was not a monster, but a victim of the myth-making of his enemies, 
and that the true villain of the story was Seneca. Indeed, Cardano is not 
only a pioneer in historiography, but his revisionary history is also a 
reflection of the rhetorical classroom exercises (i) impersonation of a 
character (prosopopeia) and (ii) defending both sides of a debating 
question (argumentum in utramque partem) which remain visible in the 
work of the English Renaissance dramatists (see McDonald 2017).  
For example, John Marston, though not necessarily familiar with 

Cardano's apologetics writes in The Malcontent (1604) that “[Seneca] 
writ of temperance and fortitude, yet lived like a voluptuous epicure” 
(3.3.27). While the speaker of these lines is a fictional character, we 
cannot but recognize here a critical approach towards the nature of 
historical truths, for the Renaissance dramatists saw themselves as 
much myth-makers as the Romans, understanding the man-made nature 
of mythopoesis. Even Richard III had his own Cardano, for The History 
of King Richard the Third (1646) by Sir George Buck argued against the 
absurdities of Tudor propaganda, and though it was posthumously 
published, the existence of this Ricardian apology remains a powerful 
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testament to the rhetorico-critical mindset of Shakespeare's 
contemporaries.  
For centuries, The Life Virgil by Donatus was the pattern for those 

desiring to become poets, as Virgil started his career from the pastoral, 
followed by didactic and finally epic poetry. While Christopher Marlowe's 
(1564-1593) career followed this same Virgilian path in his poetry and 
translations, his Passionate Shepherd to His Love (1599), Ovid's Elegies 
(1599) and Lucan's Pharsalia (1593) subvert the Augustan ideals, for 
Marlowe's pastoral celebrates the earthly for its own sake, his didactic 
poem instructs the art of sensual love, and his Republican epic is an 
anti-epic. Though Sir Walter Raleigh (1552-1618) wrote to Marlowe a 
response poem Nymph's Reply to the Shepherd (1600), and the church 
banned and burned his Ovid, we must take a closer look at Marlowe's 
Lucan. 
The early modern poet depended his livelihood on patronage: “THE 

POET SPEAKETH / Reverently to his patron Maecenas” says the 
frontispiece of A Medicinable Morall: Horace his Satyres (1566) by 
Thomas Drant (Drant 1923, 123). The early moderns had a Roman 
model for patronage, for it was the circle of Maecenas that gave the 
world the Augustan poets, inspiring the future ages to produce new 
mecenates feeding future poets in new languages. While Shakespeare's 
contemporaries competed for patronage, their rhetorico-critical mindset 
gave them awareness regarding its ideological and political nature, as 
Lucan's preface in Marlowe's translation shows us. Marlowe's Lucan 
addresses his emperor and patron:  
 

“Thou, Caesar, at this instant art my god: 
Thee if I invocate, I shall not need  
To crave Apollo's aid or Bacchus' help, 
Thy power inspires the Muse that sings this war.” (63-66) 
 
The Marlovian Lucan worships his emperor as god, one greater than 

Apollo and Dionysos, whose artistry and greatness inspires the epic 
muse Calliope. Though writing under Nero, Lucan's hero is Cato and the 
godless tragedy of his anti-epic is the death of Republic. Unfortunately 
enough, Lucan's “Victrix causa deis placuit sed Victa Catoni” has found 
its way even on the non-classicist lips from the pages of Pharsalia, as 
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the western world sinks deeper into demagoguery and authoritarianism. 
The Marlovian Lucan is either a greedy sycophant or a poet who masks 
his criticism of tyranny with flattery, yet either way, this shows us acute 
understanding of poet's agency and the ideologico-political nature of 
patronage.  
Marlowe's readership certainly knew how Lucan's story, for according 

to The Annals of Tacitus, the poet's talent ultimately made his imperial 
patron so jealous, that Nero forbade the publication his poems. 
Furthermore, according to The Life of Lucan by Suetonius, when the 
emperor lost interest in his poet, Lucan wrote insulting poems about 
Nero, his former patron. Even more importantly, Marlowe's readership 
knew how Lucan's story ended.  
The Annals of Tacitus tells us that Lucan the poet ultimately joined a 

failed conspiracy against Nero, after which Lucan was obliged to commit 
suicide. Whether Lucan lived as a calculating flatterer or a disguised 
critic of tyranny shall remain an open question, but we know that he died 
for the values of republic, reciting his poetry while bleeding to death. 
Victim of censorship, enemy of tyranny, and martyr of poetry, the motto 
of Marlowe's Cambridge apocryphal potrait is as much the epitaph of 
Lucan as it is the epitaph of his Elizabethan translator. Indeed, “Quod 
me nutrit, me destruit” (What nourishes me, destroys me) lies at the very 
core of Renaissance poetry and patronage.  
The artificiality of history is also evident in Marlowe's translation of 

Pharsalia, especially in the lines praising Nero's manifest destiny: “no 
foreign foe could so afflict us; / These plagues rise from wreak of civil 
power. / But if for Nero (then unborn) the Fates / Would find no other 
means … / We plain not heavens, but gladly bear these evils / For 
Nero's sake … / Yet Rome is much bound to these civil arms, / Which 
made thee emperor … / [in] heaven … / thou wilt reign as king, / There, 
Caesar, mayst thou shine and no cloud dim thee, / Then men from war 
shall bide in league and ease, / Peace through the world from Janus' 
fane shall fly” (31-61).  
The absurdity of this panegyric becomes evident especially when 

paraphrased to prose:  
 

“The self-inflicted horrors of civil war are worse than any foreign conqueror, but if 
the divine providence finds no other way to make my ruler to exist, I suffer the 



 

145 

divine punishment gladly for the sake of your existence. The civil war deserves to 
be praised, for eventually that historical chain of violent events leads up to you. My 
ruler, you shall ultimately attain immortality, existing as god in heaven you shall 
bring us messianic peace.” (Paraphrase by Niko Suominen 2022)  
 
Arguing that history itself exists only as a pedestal to emperor Nero's 

life, Marlowe's Lucan speaks hyperbole which simultaneously shows and 
deconstructs the act of myth-making. The early moderns most certainly 
knew that the world does not exists for Nero's sake, and yet England 
itself had sung the praises of Catholicism, Reformation, Catholicism, 
singing now the song of Reformation under the Elizabethan settlement. 
Is Nero's panegyric any less absurd than the false creeds and vows the 
Englishmen had sworn since Henry Tudor?  
While we look at their world from a safe distance, the people of 

England in the 1590s did not possess clairvoyance. In short, they did not 
know what song would follow after the reign of Elizabeth, but they knew 
from their personal experience that myth-making would continue - the 
ruler and his ideology notwithstanding. Where Edmund Spenser became 
the English Virgil by writing The Faerie Queene (1590-1596) for his 
Gloriana, and though Marlowe's Lucan echoes the emergent 
disillusionment, yet these two antithetical approaches to patronage, epic 
and poet's agency are products of civic humanism.  
Shakespeare and Ovid (1993) by Jonathan Bate argues that 

Shakespeare's classical role model for being a poet was none other than 
Ovid. “Ovid had become for many writers, readers, and playgoers a 
source of poetic and even licentious delight rather than moral 
edification,” Bate Argues, for “[the] Ovidian eroticism was distinctly 
difficult to reconcile with the humanist conviction that the classics should 
be translated because of their moral worth” (Bate 1998, 32). Ovid 
provided the early modern poets a historical precedent and therefore a 
license to stress pleasure instead of profit in their poetry, showing the 
early moderns that poetry did not have to be didactic or sermonizing to 
serve virtue. The Ovidian influence brought its proto-romantic and proto-
aesthetic strain to the tapestry of English Renaissance, which exists 
most evident in the works of Marlowe and Shakespeare. 
However, it is a different question whether the the Ovidian poetry 
actually served virtue, and whether the virtue it served was the virtue of 
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the reigning ideology, but that is not the question of this dissertation. 
Nonetheless, its existence widened the landscape of the English 
Renaissance soul, opening new and unexplored vistas where delight 
(dulce) overtook the reins from profit (utile). In short, Ovid is the spiritual 
progenitor of Shakespeare's sonnets and Marlowe's amoral poetry.  
Ovid's oeuvre was part of the humanist curriculum in the early modern 

educational system:  
 
“The theory of the early sixteenth-century humanists like Erasmus and John Colet 
… was that the dissemination of the wisdom of the classics would produce new 
generations of worthy public servants … The rigorously rhetorical basis of the 
educational system made its products gifted in the writing and speaking of polished 
Latin and English, but a stylish man was not necessarily and embodiment of civic 
virtue” (Bate 1998, 32).  
 
I agree with Bate, disagreeing with the specifics of his interpretation 

regarding Tudor schools. While the poets of the English Renaissance 
were no “embodiments of civic virtue,” as poets they were “public 
servants” who strived for the common good through print and playhouse. 
This provided them an unexpected forum for exercising the civic virtue 
that was an integral part of their intellectual milieu and moral constitution. 
Ovid, though one of the imperial poets of Augustus, flirted, instead of 
concentrating on singing the praises of Roman virtue, with controversy 
and scandal, ending his life exiled by the exclusive intervention of the 
emperor Augustus to Tomis, situated on the Black sea. I argue, in 
Cultural Materialist terminology, that Ovid was therefore the faultline in 
the Augustan canon, providing both Marlowe and Shakespeare a 
classical role model for this-worldly poet (faultline, as explained in the 
first part of this dissertation, is an unresolved ideological complication 
which nonetheless exists as a latent incoherence within the product of 
the reigning ideology). Where Marlowe followed the trail of Ovid to its 
bitter end, Shakespeare saw Ovid not only as his inspiration, but as a 
cautionary tale advising poets to abstain from flirting with controversy.  
When it comes to education and social mobility, the Ovid's life 

presented in Thesaurus Linguae Romanae et Britannicae (1565) by 
Thomas Cooper must have likewise powerfully resonated with the likes 
of Shakespeare and Marlowe: 
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“Ovidius, surnamed Naso, Borne in Sulmo, brought up in Rome, and dylygently 
instructed in latyne letters from his tender age, he gave the most dylygentlye studye 
to the makynge of verses, from the whiche he was withdrawen by his father, and 
put to learner Rhetorike, wherein a while he much profyted and was in the number 
of the best oratours of that tyme, and was advaunced to sundrye authorieis, and 
made a Senatour. Not withstandynge he chiefely dedicated himself to poetrie, 
wherein by nature he was excellent in facilitie and and abundance of sentences. He 
was in good favour with the emperor Augustus, of whim at laste he was exiled into 
Pontus, where he spente the reste of his lyfe in a towne called Tomos, among 
people most barbarous, who not withstandynge the lamented his death, for his 
courterie and gentle maners. The cause of his exile is uncertaine, savynge some 
suppose it was the pretence of the emperour was for the makynge of the book of 
the crafte of love, wherby yonge myndes myght be styred to wantonnes. He lyved at 
the tyme when Christ our saviour was conversant with us here on earth.” (quoted in 
Bate 1998, 1)  
 
Ovid was a master of his native language with an innate talent for 

writing poetry, and even though the original intent of his rhetorical 
education was to make him a public servant, Ovid's vocation as a poet 
was ultimately stronger, leading him to gain the favor of his ruler. 
However, Ovid wrote subversive poetry and was ultimately exiled for life 
because of his transgression.  
There is no need of Renaissance scholarship for one to imagine how 

this dramatic tale would have fueled the imagination of a provincial in 
grammar school, for Ovid's ancient Sulmo was as provincial as 
Marlowe's Canterbury or Shakespeare's Stratford-upon-Avon. In 
conclusion, the one who mastered Latin and therefore his native English 
could himself become a second Ovid, and in Shakespeare's case, 
perhaps a wiser (or at least more prudent) Ovid.  
Interestingly enough, while Marlowe's contempt for “the jigging veins 

of rhyming mother wits” (Prol. 1) in Tamburlaine the Great, Part 1 (1590) 
and Jonson's antipathy towards “vulgar praise” (II.14) in his Epigrams 
(1616) are seen as reflections of humanist elitism, Shakespeare the poet 
– despite his populist image – is as auteuristic as his famous rivals. 
Indeed, Bate observes that “[the] title-page of Venus and Adonis [1593] 
the first work which Shakespeare saw into print, was adorned with an 
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epigraph from [Ovid's] Amores, a proclamation of the poem's affiliation: 
'Vilia miretur vulgus; mihi flavus Apollo / Pocula Castalia plena ministret 
aqua' – 'Let what is cheap excite the marvel of the crowd; for me may 
golden Apollo minister full cups from the Castalian fount' (Amores, I. xv. 
35-6)” (Bate 1998, 2).  
Ovid seems to have functioned as role model for poetic vocation, 

providing Shakespeare the notion of poetry as serious artistic medium. 
Indeed, Shakespeare the poet was no less serious about his public 
identity as poet than Marlowe or Jonson, as we know from his furious 
reaction to The Passionate Pilgrim (1599) which pirated and 
misattributed poems to W.S. In short, poet is a public agent and poetry is 
public activity.  
The Ovidian freedom, as I would like to argue, turned Shakespeare's 

imagination from early modern didactism towards immersion and what 
we now call psychology, for where the Christian world as such was a 
manifestation of static, Ovid's metamorphic dynamism opened in 
Shakespeare the aporeticism that is not unlike that of Plato's dialogues, 
whereas in Marlowe, this freedom blossomed into something not unlike 
our notion of decadence three hundred years before Joris-Karl 
Huysman's À rebours (1884).  
Indeed, Ovid's oeuvre was paradoxically as much a source of poetic 

vocation, transgressiveness and sensuality as it was part of “[the] post-
Reformation project to establish England as a Protestant nation with its 
own high culture” that gave us Golding's translation and its moralizing 
epistles (Bate 1998, 30).  
Despite his lack of university education, Shakespeare certainly 

understood the notions of Ciceronian officium and bonum commune, as 
we can safely infer from the famous passage extolling the virtuous 
Brutus: “This was the noblest Roman of them all,” says Antony, “All the 
conspirators except he / Did that they did in envy of great Caesar. / He 
only in a general honest thought / And common good to all made one of 
them” (5.5.67-71). In stark contrast to the egotism motivating Cassius 
and Casca, it is the civic awareness – “[the] general honest thought” 
(officium) of the danger Caesar's autocracy poses to the well being, that 
is, “[the] common good to all” (bonum commune) of his commonwealth 
(res publica) and country (patria) which ultimately drives Brutus to 
reluctant tyrannicide.  
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But though Shakespeare admires Brutus and the civic humanist 
virtues motivating his hero, the violent scene (or exemplum) which sets 
the angry plebeians upon Cinna the poet gives us a death's head 
articulating Shakespeare's pessimistic take on the political nature of 
poetry: 
 

THIRD PLEBEIAN. Your name sir, truly.  
CINNA. Truly, my name is Cinna.  
FIRST PLEBEIAN. Tear him to pieces! He's a conspirator.  
CINNA. I am Cinna the poet, I am Cinna the poet.  
FOURTH PLEBEIAN. Tear him for his bad verses, tear him for his bad verses!  
CINNA. I am not Cinna the conspirator.  
FOURTH PLEBEIAN. It is no matter, his name's Cinna. Pluck but his name out of his heart, 
and turn him going.  
THIRD PLEBEIAN. Tear him, tear him! (3.3.27-37) 
 
Shakespeare, ever the survivalist, understands poet's place in the 

grand scheme of things through (in my own words) a Tacitean 
framework. In the history of political philosophy, those who read Tacitus 
to support republican ideals are dubbed as the “red Tacitists,” whereas 
the “black Tacitists” read the latter's histories for their lessons in proto-
Machiavellian realpolitik. These two concepts originate from the writings 
of the Italian scholar Giuseppe Toffanin (1891-1980) and belong to the 
terminology of Tacitean studies (Burke 1969, 162-163). 
I believe Shakespeare's Julius Caesar (1599) is an extremely 

demonstrative example of this aforedescribed Tacitean framework 
through which Shakespeare understood poet's place. In my reading, 
while Shakespeare admires the Ciceronian virtues in the character of 
Brutus, approaching his Plutarch like a red Tacitist, he simultaneously 
shows prudence similar to a black Tacitist, understanding the immediate 
danger of politics mixing with poetry in the character of Cinna. 
Shakespeare is everything but blind to the value of the civic humanist 
ideals, but sees the price a poet (such as him) might have to pay for 
utilizing poetry as medium for civic participation.  
The conclusion here is a metafictional synthesis between the red and 

black Tacitism, as Shakespeare's ideal poet saves himself from suffering 
the Cinnaic martyrdom due to his opportunistic eye for the effectual 
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world and its dangers, while exercising his Ciceronian officium for bonum 
commune through the polyphony of his multivalent fictional creation(s).  
Shakespeare, according to my understanding, has too little zeal for 

common good to become a martyr for any particular cause, yet too much 
integrity to transform into a purely commercial flatterer. Nonetheless, I 
argue that Shakespeare's Tacitean poetics manage to combine the best 
of red and black into a philosophy that protects the poet from the 
dangers of politics, enabling him to serve his commonwealth indirectly 
through various personae. Interestingly enough, this pragmatic yet 
socially aware approach to poet's agency is not entirely unlike early 
modern Jesuits' holy lies, casuistry and equivocation.  
In conclusion, where the Romans were creative translators of the 

Greek culture, the English Renaissance was a creative translation of the 
Graeco-Roman cultural forces, from which the early moderns derived 
their rhetorico-critical mindset, sense of poetry as crypto-philosophy, and 
notion of poet’s communal agency as an active part of political 
community.  

2.4.3 Medieval Models for Agency 
 

The Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy (1867) by Jacob Burckhardt 
is famous for creating the myth of Petrarch's “ascent of a mountain for its 
own sake [which] was unheard of” in the medieval world (Burckhardt 
2004, 194). Where Burckhardt created (or at least popularized) this 
image of Petrarch as the first Renaissance humanist, it was Petrarch 
who in turn gave us the idea of the medieval period as the dark age of 
the western culture.  
The early modern attitudes towards the medieval literature obviously 

differed from nation to nation, since Europe was not a homogeneous 
entity and each country had its own literary history and culture. “But are 
we not,” Johan Huizinga asks us (and therefore Burckhardt), “as a rule, 
already predisposed to see Petrarch and Boccacio too exclusively from 
their modern side? We regard them as the first innovators and do so with 
justification. But it would be wrong to assume that, being the first 
humanists, they would actually no longer properly fit into the fourteenth 
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century. Their entire work, no matter how much of a new breath may 
permeate it, stands on the culture of their age” (Huizinga 1996, 385). 
Indeed, C.S. Lewis famously argued in English Literature in the 

Sixteenth Century, Excluding Drama (1954) that there was no such thing 
as an English Renaissance, and this argument holds water from the 
perspective of Shakespeare's contemporaries, who, since England was 
still in many ways a cultural periphery compared to Italy and France, 
stressed the value and richness of their native literature in their poetics. 
Unlike in Italy, the never was a decline of learning and letters in England, 
where Geoffrey Chaucer (c. 1340-1400) the author of Canterbury Tales 
(c. 1400), John Gower (c. 1330-1408) the author of Confessio Amantis 
(1390) ,and John Lydgate (c. 1370-1451) the author of The Fall of 
Princes (1431-1438), not to speak of Sir Thomas Malory (c. 1415-1471) 
the author or compiler of Le Morte d'Arthur (1485) remained household 
names. For example, George Puttenham's The Art of English Poesy 
(1589) and Samuel Daniel's A Defence of Rhyme (1603) show in 
multiple passages appreciation for the medieval poetic tradition in 
England.  
The English Renaissance inherited “the sad stories of the death of 

kings” (3.2) from the late medieval de casibus tradition, making the poet 
a lay preacher and political philosopher, likewise naturalizing the notion 
of royal patronage and therefore poet's loyalty to the crown. Samuel 
Daniel tells in his preface to The First Four Books of the Civil Wars 
(1595) that his “purpose [is] to shewe the miserable euents of 
Rebellions, Conspiracies, and bloudy Reuengements” contrasted to “the 
blessings of Peace, and the happinesse of an established Gouernment” 
and this early modern desire for stability is omnipresent in 
Shakespeare's work. In short, the poet provides a mirror for his prince 
and commonwealth.  
In contrast to this civic awareness, the remark made by Erasmus in 

The Education of a Christian Prince (1516) illustrates the prevailing 
humanist attitude towards Medieval romance:  
 
”But today we see a great many people enjoying the stories of Arthur and Lancelot 
and other legends of that sort, which are not only tyrannical and foolish, and on the 
level of old wives' tales, so that it would be more advisable to put one's reading time 
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into the comedies or the myths of the poets rather than into that sort of drivel.” 
(Erasmus 2014, 61) 
 
Though fictional, Hilary Mantel's Cromwell in Wolf Hall (2009) 

understood this all too well, listening to King Henry's chivalric fantasies 
about invading France which paid no heed to the grim realities of war. 
The chivalric values, at least from the perspective of someone tutoring a 
prince, were perceived as somewhat antithetical to the civic virtue and 
humanist glory, and this antipathy continues to echo in Shakespeare's 
Hotspur and Cervantes' Don Quixote (1605/15). Unlike the cautionary 
tales of de casibus tradition, the legends of Arthur and Lancelot are no 
doubt delightful, but unlike them, these “tyrannical and foolish” stories do 
not contain moral profit. The English Renaissance took what resonated 
with that spirit of “the myths of the poets” from the world of chivalry and 
gave it a new Horatian form. Re-imagining the chivalric tradition and 
even burlesquing its warmongering constitutes a political action in early 
modern world, where the poets exercise their agency by providing their 
audience figurative a mirror.  
The Senecan drama also shows that the chivalric material could be 

de-medievalized, for Nicholas Trotte’s preface to The Misfortunes of 
Arthur (1587) articulates to the readers that “Our Industrie maintaineth 
vnimpeach’t / Prerogative of Prince, respect to Peeres, / The Commons 
liberty, and each mans right: / Suppresseth mutin force, and practicke 
fraude” (87-90). In other words, the chivalric content is re-imagined into a 
humanist tragedy, where Mordred now becomes a Machiavellian 
usurper, while Conan the Senecan counsellor seeks to persuade this 
Nero-like tyrant from waging a civil war against his rightful king and 
country. 
However, there are significant differences between the mindsets of 

the Medieval and Renaissance poets, as the latter exist in the post-
reformation and proto-capitalist society described by Max Weber in The 
Protestant Ethic and the Spirit of Capitalism (1905), where the focus of 
the human existence is gradually shifting to this-worldliness. Perhaps the 
greatest difference lies in the medieval and renaissance notions of glory, 
which we cannot stress enough when trying to understand the agency of 
early modern poet, for example, Hrotswitha (c. 935-973) a secular 
canoness and the first German female poet who was also the first 
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person since the fall of the Roman Empire to write drama in the Latin 
West, gives us in her praefatio (preface) to her dramatic works a vivid 
and demonstrative picture of the medieval poet-dramatist's otherwordly 
motives:  
 

“There are many Catholics – and I must confess that I have myself not been entirely 
free of this error – who, attracted by the beauty of their language, prefer the 
superficial works of pagan authors to the salutary Sacred Scriptures. Others, though 
they are deeply attached to Sacred writings and scorn most pagan works, make an 
exception in favor of the stories of Terence, and charmed by the sweetness of the 
words, they are corrupted by the wickedness of the subject. Therefore I, the Strong 
Voice of Gandersheim, have not hesitated to imitate in my writings a poet whose 
works are so widely read, in order to glorify the admirable chastity of Christian 
virgins within the limits of my poor talent, in the same dramatic form as has been 
used to describe the shameless charms of sinful women. I have often been deeply 
embarrassed and blushed to turn my mind and my pen to subjects that we are not 
even allowed to hear, because I was forced by the task I had set myself to read and 
write about the dreadful madness of those driven my unlawful love and to relate 
their dangerously seductive arguments. But if I had avoided these subjects out of 
modesty I would not have been true to my intention, to praise the virtuous to the 
best of my ability: because the more seductive the speeches of unlawful loves have 
been, the more marvelous has been the divine assistance, and the greater the merit 
of those who resist against such temptation, especially when it is weak women who 
triumph and cause strong men to retreat in confusion. I am sure that some will 
object that the quality of my poor work is inferior, less polished, and in fact 
altogether different from my model. I do not deny it. But no one can accuse me of 
trying to liken myself to those whose genius and knowledge so far surpass my 
abilities, nor am I so arrogant as to compare myself to even the least followers of 
these great scholars. I only want, in spite of my lack of ability, to devote whatever 
talent I have received to the One who gave it to me. I am not so in love with myself 
nor so vain that my desire to avoid criticism would lead me to stop praising Christ's 
virtue working through His saints. If my devotion pleases anyone, I will be glad; but 
even if no one likes it, either because my lack of merit or because of the faults of my 
unpolished style, I will still be glad that I tried. While I wrote down the lowly results 
of my former reading in heroic verse, I have now set them down as plays, though 
avoiding the dangerous delights of the lustful pagan plots.” (Hrotswitha 2013, 3-5) 
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In short, poetry (according to Hrotswitha) serves ultimately a utilitarian 
purpose by saving the souls from the fires of hell; the glory of her 
Christian virgins possesses value because it helps to achieve this 
otherwordly purpose. If we accept the metaphysical premises of 
Hrotswitha's medieval episteme, this is the highest and noblest purpose 
imaginable for poetry. Indeed, this same spiritual seriousness exists in 
Everyman (1510) and other English morality plays, where the medieval 
poet likewise exercises his agency by trying to save his fellow Christians: 
The focus here is the-world-to-come whereas that of the Renaissance 
poet is the body politic. 
However, Johan Huizinga (1872-1945) in The Autumn of the Middle 

Ages (1919) famously questions the simplistic notion of the medieval 
otherworldliness: 
 

“The new insight occurs towards the end of the fourteenth century in England, 
where, earlier than in other countries, eyes were opened to an appreciation of the 
economic factors in life. The author of that strangely dreamy and misty poem The 
Vision Concerning Piers Plowman is the first to focus on the troubles of the 
hardworking masses, and, filled with hatred of the mendicants, of the idle, the 
wasteful, the phony cripples, of the validi mendicantes, who were the bane of the 
Middle Ages, to praise the sacred nature of ordinary labor” (Huizinga 1996, 205) 
 
The tradition of morality plays notwithstanding, the medieval poets 

were socially aware, too. The England of John Wycliffe (c. 1331-1348) 
and Lollardy provided the breeding ground for the Reformation and its 
humanist values, including a native poetic tradition which, even without 
the external influence of the Roman satire, presents us with the medieval 
personification of social critique - Piers Plowman.  
The Art of English Poesy (1589) by George Puttenham (1529-1590) 

gives the Elizabethan perspective to this tradition, as Puttenham 
compares this piece of medieval poetry to its classical analogues:  
 
“[the poets] who intended to tax the common abuses and vice of the people in 
rough and bitter speeches, and their invectives were called satires and themselves 
satirics. Such were Lucilius, Juvenal and Persius among the Latins, and with us he 
that wrote the book called Piers Plowman” (2004 Puttenham, 78) 
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It is no wonder, then, that Puttenham sees the anonymous author of 
the poem as a proto-protestant, remembering to stress the prophetic 
nature of poet's agency, while criticizing the medieval crudeness of the 
poem's language:  
 
“that nameless who wrote the satire Piers Plowman … seemed to have been a 
malcontent of that time, and therefore bent himself wholly to tax the disorders of 
that age, and specially the pride of the Roman clergy, of whose fall he seemeth to 
be a very true prophet; his verse is but loose metre and his terms hard and obscure, 
so in them is little pleasure to be taken” (Puttenham 2004, 104-106) 
 
Ironically enough, as two forms of literary “malcontent”, the satire of 

the pseudonymous Puritan satirist Martin Marprelate and Ben Jonson 
who satirized (among other things) puritans seeks to “tax the disorders 
of that age” (Puttenham 2004, 106), sharing thereby the same lineage 
that comes both from the ancient Rome and Piers Plowman, and Martin 
Marprelate would have no doubt shared Jonson's sentiment about 
satirist's vocation, despite their ideological animus. In conclusion, Piers 
Plowman provided the English Renaissance a native model for poet as 
social critic and his poetry as social critique.  
In addition to Piers Plowman, one should not forget poet John 

Gower’s (c. 1330-1408) Latin poem Vox Clamantis, a dream vision 
written in elegiac couplets which contains an account of the Peasants’ 
Rebellion of 1381. The Medieval literary traditions inherited by the poets 
of the English Renaissance contained social consciousness and this 
Medieval intellectual heritage was given humanist re-imaginings in the 
sixteenth century.  
For example, in the Mirror for Magistrates (1563) by multiple authors, 

which in the matter of fact is a continuation of John Lydgate's The Fall of 
Princes (1431-1438), William Baldwin tells the tragedy William 
Collingbourne - a Medieval poet who died for criticizing Richard III for his 
tyranny. Drawing from both Classical and Biblical precedents, Baldwin 
makes the argument that poetry should enjoy a license to participate in 
public affairs. When living under tyranny “vicious actes may not be 
toucht in verse” (5), that is, censorship denies that ancient license, “[the] 
Muses freedoome, graunted them of eld” (6) which rightfully belongs to 
poets. In tyranny, there is no place for Roman satirists (9) or Hebrew 



 

156 

prophets (10), since everything that smacks of social critique equals 
defamation. Those poets who value their lives must either suffer the 
consequences for participating in public affairs through their poetry, or – 
like Martial who flattered the emperor Domitian – become the tyrant’s 
sycophants (11).  
That someone writing in vernacular during the 1560s chooses to 

highlight freedom, “Free Hellicon” (13), and frankness, “franke 
Pernassus” (13) as the essential qualities of poesy, makes evident that, 
over eighty years before John Milton’s Areopagitica (1644), the poets of 
the English Renaissance identified their notion of ideal poetry concurrent 
with freedom of speech and expression. Though the factual reality, one 
in which censorship and persecution were normal practices, must have 
been closer to those “Helly hauntes” (14) and “pernicious ylles” that 
Collingbourne’s tragedy contrasts with such proto-democratic ideals, its 
portrayal of mortal antagonism between tyranny and poetry, tyrants and 
poets, articulates the emergence of civic awareness and sense of 
agency. In short, the intellectual heritage of the Medieval world was one 
of the seminal elements in the makings of the English Renaissance poet.  

2.4.4 Renaissance Models for Agency  
 

We find the Biblical, Classical, and Medieval ideas of poet’s agency 
manifest in the Elizabethan poet, courtier, scholar and soldier Sir Philip 
Sidney’s (1555-1586) The Defence of Poesy (1595). “[The] ever-
praiseworthy Poesy is full of virtue-breeding delightfulness,” Sidney 
argues, “the blames laid against it are either false or feeble; since the 
cause why it is not esteemed in England is the fault of poet-apes, not 
poets” (Sidney 1989, 249). This Sidneian distinction between the true 
and false poets is as much aesthetic as it is moral, and it continues 
echoing throughout the English Renaissance.  
While the ex-playwright and poet Stephen Gosson (1554-1613) is 

best known for his Puritanism, it is not so much the latter as it is the 
embittered voice of civic humanism we hear in his anti-theatrical 
polemic, Plays Confuted in Five Actions (1582) which criticizes the public 
stage for failing poetry’s moral purpose: 
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”The argument of tragedies is wrath, cruelty, incest, injury, murther (either by sword, 
or voluntary by poison); the persons [are] gods, goddesses, juries, fiends, kings, 
queens, and mighty men. The ground work of comedies is love, cosenage, flattery, 
bawdry, sly conveyance of whoredom; the persons [are] cooks, queens, knaves, 
bawds, parasites, courtesans, lecherous old men, amorous young men ... 
Sometime you shall see nothing but the adventures of an amorous knight, passing 
from country to country for the love of his lady, encountering many a terrible 
monster made of brown paper, and at his return, is so wonderfully changed, that he 
cannot be known but by some poesy in his table, or a piece of cockle shell. What 
learn you by that? When ye soul of your plays is either mere trifles, or Italian 
bawdry, or wooing of gentlewomen, what are we taught?” (quoted in Cerasano 
1997, 162) 
 
In essence, Gosson's concern for the poet-apes is no different from 

Ben Jonson's life-long crusade against the poets and poetry that fails to 
fulfill the humanist ideals. Julius Caesar Scaliger's Poetices Libri Septem 
(1561/81) tells its readers not only that “those comedies should be prized 
which make us condemn the vices which they bring to our ears” but also 
that “[the] poet teaches mental disposition through action, so that we 
embrace the good and imitate it in our conduct, and reject the evil and 
abstain from that” (Scaliger 1905, 59, 83).  
The Renaissance mythographer Natale Conti (1520-1582) echoes 

this socially conscious sentiment in his euhemeristic Mythologiae (1567), 
arguing that “[the] political fables were used by wise men to curb the 
arrogance of the powerful and to lead the crowd to embrace a more 
civilized way of life ... The plots of tragedies and comedies belong with 
the political fables, for even though these subjects do not discourage 
men from leading an unsophisticated life, at least they draw them away 
from illegitimate pleasures and the many routes of intemperance, and 
toward a life of true moderation (Conti 2006, 5-7).  
In the same spirit as Conti, The Defence of Poesy (1595) by Sir Philip 

Sidney famously argues that the Platonic conflict between philosophy 
and poetry, the former now serving the Christendom as ancilla theologia, 
stems essentially from a gross misunderstanding, for according to 
Sidney, not only did the first Greek philosophers appear “under the 
masks of poets” but “of all philosophers ... [Plato] is the most poetical” 
(Sidney 1989, 213, 238). The Sidneian Homer, perhaps the most 
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eminent of these masked philosophers, who “under the veil of fables ... 
[gave] us all knowledge, logic, rhetoric, philosophy natural and moral” , 
transforms into the idealized primogenitor of philosophy and poetry 
(Sidney 1989, 249). 
Consequently, as philosophy and poetry now share the same lineage, 

that intellectual antipathy which the philosophers originating from Plato 
exhibit towards poetry becomes sophistic ignorance, and as philosophy 
itself descends from poetry, filial ingratitude. For while the origin of this 
intellectual animus is undeniably Platonic, the Sidneian Plato, in his 
dialogue Ion, acknowledges and praises “the divine force” of poetry 
(Sidney 1989, 240). In effect, where the Sidneian Homer was a 
philosophical poet, the Sidneian Plato, a poetical philosopher, thus 
becomes nothing less than a masked poet (I therefore write of “Sidneian 
Homer” and “Sidneian Plato” to differentiate the latter two Renaissance 
idealizations from their strictly historical counterparts). 
Moreover, Sidney resolves the Platonic conflict by arguing, that, in 

truth, the conflict never existed between philosophy and poetry, but 
between philosophy and false poetry: “[...] Plato found fault that the 
poets of his time filled the world with wrong opinions of the gods, making 
light tales of that unspotted essence, and therefore would not have the 
youth depraved with such opinions” (Sidney 1989, 239). Poetry, as an 
expression of contemplative life, shares the same lineage as Greek 
philosophy. In conclusion, the false poets (poet-apes) are illegitimate 
children of Sidneian Homer, whereas the enemies of poets, those who 
misuse philosophy to deride poetry, namely, the false philosophers, are 
bastards of Sidneian Plato (Sidney 1989, 212).  
This false poetry condemned by the Sidneian Plato is to true poetry 

what sophism is to philosophy, a perverted distortion. True poetry, to the 
contrary, serves as “Light-giver to ignorance” and teacher of virtue 
(Sidney 1989, 213, 228). Sidney's Renaissance poetics combine poetry's 
Roman heritage (vita activa) with its roots in Greek philosophy (vita 
contemplativa)  
This idea of poet's politico-moral agency exists already in the early 

Tudor literature: the Henrician poet (and tutor to King Henry VIII) John 
Skelton’s (c. 1463-1529) A Replication Against Certain Young Scholars 
Abjured of Late (c. 1527), providing us far more than a specimen of 
religious polemic, not only reveals how the contemporaries conceived 
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the poet as a political agent, but also how the poet himself perceived his 
political agency. The former describes his replication as: “A Confutation 
responsive, or an inevitably prepensed answer to all wayward or forward 
altercations that can or may be made or objected against Skelton 
Laureate, deviser of this Replication” (Skelton 1966, 425). As much a 
poet as a Renaissance humanist, John Skelton, by assuming the public 
role of “Skelton Laureate” (i.e. the poet laureate), positions himself as 
interlocutor, “deviser of this Replication” in public debate, thus conjoining 
his identity as poet with his active role in political life.  
Nevertheless, there are those who would challenge the legitimacy of 

poet as interlocutor in public debate: “Why fall ye at debate / With 
Skelton Laureate, / Reputing him unable / To gainsay replicable / 
Opinions detestable / Of heresy execrable?” (Skelton 1966, 425). To be 
a poet, then, carries a stigma should one wish to partake in political life, 
and, according to Skelton’s critics, the same applies to the validity of 
poetry as politico-theological medium: “Ye say that poetry / May not fly 
so high / In theology, / Nor analogy, / Nor philology, / Nor philosophy, / 
To answer or reply / Against such heresy?” (Skelton 1966, 425).  
Anteceding Sidney’s The Defense of Poesy (1579/1595) multiple 

decades, Skelton then responds by turning into apologist for poetry by 
presenting the argument that “King David the prophet, of prophetes 
principal” was “of poetes chief poet” who surpassed the Greek and 
Roman poets (Skelton 1966, 426-7). For, at the resurrection of “our 
Saviour Christ,” it was David who “harpéd out of hell / Old patriarchs and 
prophets in heaven with him to dwell,” and Skelton therefore concludes 
by asking his critics: “Then, if this noble king / Thus can harp and sing / 
With his harp of prophecy / And spiritual poetry, / As Saint Jerome saith, 
/ To whom we must give faith, / Warbling with his strings, / Of such 
theological things, / Why have ye then disdain / At poetes and complain / 
How poets do but feign?” (Skelton 1966, 426-7).  
By anointing the poet into prophethood, Skelton deifies poetry into a 

vehicle for truth, one that draws its divine validity not only from Classical 
precedents – but most importantly – Biblical authority. This Skeltonian 
validation is both secular and theological: Ideally, poet has the license to 
address weighty matters, and consequently, poetry possesses the 
capacity to act as a legitimate medium in the political life of Christian 
commonwealths.  
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John Milton (1608-1674) is the aesthetico-intellectual heir of the 
English Renaissance and its poetics . Milton's preface to his Biblical 
closet-drama Samson Agonistes (1671) summarizes the author's vision 
of tragedy, defining tragedy as a 'dramatic poem,' which boasts a long 
and honorable lineage; a literary medium essentially compatible with 
both Classical and Christian sensibilities. Unlike most of his Elizabethan 
and early Stuart predecessors, Milton is not only versed in Latin, but also 
in Greek, being therefore capable to understand Aristotle and his 
Poetics. While Milton conceives tragedy within Aristotelian framework, it 
is obvious that his theory does not exclusively draw from the latter, but 
instead from various Classical sources, through which Milton formulates 
his own Christianized poetics. As we can read from the preface:  
 
“[... ] TRAGEDY, as it was anciently composed, hath been ever held the gravest, 
moralest, and most profitable of all other Poems; therefore said by Aristotle to be of 
power, by raising pity and fear, or terror, to purge the mind of those and such-like 
passions — that is, to temper and reduce them to just measure with a kind of 
delight, stirred up by reading or seeing those passions well imitated. Nor is Nature 
wanting in her own effects to make good his assertion; for so, in Physic, things of 
melancholic hue and quality are used against melancholy, sour against sour, salt to 
remove salt humours. Hence philosophers and other gravest writers, as Cicero, 
Plutarch, and others, frequently cite out of tragic poets, both to adorn and illustrate 
their discourse.” (Milton 1969, 517)  
 
In my reading, a true tragedy, according to Milton, unlike the worst the 

public stage has (or had) to offer, follows the ancients' example, and 
when successfully conceived, such tragedy is superior to other forms of 
poetry; ones which have traditionally enjoyed more literary legitimacy 
among the early modern intelligentsia. The reason to tragedy's literary 
superiority comes from its defining characteristics: in being 'the gravest' it 
is not incompatible with the gravitas of nobles, clergy, and gentlemen; 
likewise, as tragedy is the 'moralest,' it remains the best form of poetry in 
upholding the mores of the Christian commonwealths, thereby helping to 
protect early modern communities from descent to tyranny and chaos; 
that tragedy is the 'most profitable' form of poetry derives from its 
capability to cultivate both communal and individual virtue. 
Consequently, I argue that the idea of poetry as crypto-philosophy and 
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poet as politico-moral agent is discernible from the reign of Henry VIII to 
the early days Charles II.  
In this context of Renaissance poetics, Gosson's The Schoole of 

Abuse (1579) expresses a civic humanist vision of poetry's role in the 
political community. Gosson mentions four acceptable Elizabethan plays 
- The Iew, Blacke Smiths Daughter, Ptolemy, and Catilins Conspiracies 
– all of these unfortunately non-extant, the first two dealing with moral 
and the last two with political philosophy:  
 

“[...] The Iew and Ptolome, showne at the Bull, the one representing the 
greedinesse of worldly chusers, and bloody mindes of Usurers: The other very liuely 
discrybing howe seditious estates, with their owne deuises, false friendes, with thir 
owne swoordes, and rebellious commons in their owne snares are ouerthrowne: 
neither with Amorous gesture wounding the eye: nor with slouenly talke hurting the 
eares of the chast hearers. The Blacke Smiths daughter, and Catilins Conspiracies 
vsually brought in to Theater: The first contayning the trechery of Turkes, the 
honourable bountye of a noble minde, and the shining of vertue in distresse : The 
last, because it is knowen too be a Pig of myne owne Sowe, I will speake the lesse 
of it; onely giuing you to vnderstand, that the whole marke which I shot at in that 
woorke, was too showe the rewarde of traytors in Catilin, and the necessary 
gouernment of learned men, in the person of Cicero, which forsees euery danger 
that is likely to happen, and forstalles it continually ere it take effect”  
 
To qualify as acceptable by Gossonian standards, a play must exhibit 

not only Christianized, but more specifically, civic humanist utile. Thus, 
the four acceptable Elizabethan plays mentioned by Gosson - The Iew, 
The Blacke Smiths Daughter, Ptoleme and Catilins Conspiracies – deal 
with either moral or political philosophy: (i) The Iew, in “representing the 
greedinesse of worldly chusers, and bloody minds of Usurers,” offers a 
critique of the social and spiritual ramifications of protocapitalism; (ii) The 
Blacke Smiths Daughter, by highlighting the “treachery of Turkes,” 
extolling the “honourable bountye of a noble mind” and “the shining 
vertue in distresse,” provides the audiences both a communal affirmation 
of the Christian truth and an imitable model for Christian life; (iii) 
Ptoleme, “very liuely discrybing howe seditious estates, with their owne 
deuises, false friendes, with thir owne swoordes, and rebellious 
commons in their owne snares are ouerthrowne,” condemns rebellion, 
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dissidence, and civil war, thus cementing the existing hierarchical society 
into public consciousness; (iv) Catilins Conspiracies shows a civic 
humanist in action, this stage-Cicero being Gosson's idealized novus 
homo whose eloquence saves his commonwealth from the self-seeking 
politicians. While Gosson is usually defined as Puritan, this vision of 
poetry as mediator of civic virtue bears closer resemblance to that of 
Jonson, Sidney, and Milton.  
Eric Bentley's argument in The Playwright as Thinker (1946) carries 

significant weight, when we approach the drama of the playhouses from 
its Biblical, Classical, and Medieval roots: 
 

“Recently a writer in [the Saturday Evening Post] defended himself with the 
argument that Shakespeare was also a popular writer, not afraid to use as material 
the cliché absurdities of current conventions. Great writers, he argued, come out of 
the hard school of commercial writing, not out of coteries. The hardheadedness of 
the remark and its one per cent of truth give it the color of plausibility, and while 
criticism remains unhistorical the argument is not easily disposed of. But history 
supplies the answers, and they are germane to our theme. To be popular in an 
aristocratic culture, like ancient Greece or Elizabethan England, is quite a different 
matter from being popular in a middle-class culture. Like Dr. Johnson, our critic is 
suspicious of those who write for money. And there is nothing wrong with money. It 
all depends on what is demanded of you in return. To earn his living Shakespeare 
had, for example, to acquire a highly complex literary language, far above the 
usage of his native Stratford; to earn his, the modern Post writer has to unlearn 
anything he might have learned from acknowledged classics, or from the depths of 
personal experience, and acquire the crude, vacuum-concealing lingo which 
titillates the miseducated sensibility” (Bentley 1946, 278) 
 
As Bentley himself says it, “there is nothing wrong with the money” in 

other words, writing for living does not necessarily turn the writer into a 
mercenary drudge (Bentley 1946, 278). In fact, that I choose to describe 
this intersection of early modern print culture and  
London playhouses as 'entertainment industry' should not be taken as 

a derogatory remark; for as antithetical as it may sound to our modern 
ears, the flowering of dramatic writing in Elizabethan England is 
ultimately a product of marketplace. The realities of supply and demand 
also follow the quality of the latter: “It all depends on what is demanded 
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of you in return. To earn his living Shakespeare had … to acquire a 
highly complex literary language, far above the usage of his native 
Stratford” (Bentley 1946, 278) This “complex literary language” carried 
with it the role model for poet's public agency (Bentley 1946, 278). 
Poet was a public identity, as we can infer from “To the Reader” in 

England's Helicon (1600): 
 
“If any man hath beene defrauded of any thing by him composed, by another mans 
title put to the same, hee hath this benefit by this collection, freely to challenge his 
proper due. No one thing beeing here placed by the Collector of the same under 
any mans name, eyther at large, or in letters, but as it was delivered by some 
especiall coppy coming to his handes. No one man, that shall take offence that his 
name is published to any invention of his, but he shall within the reading of a leafe 
or two, meete with another in reputation every way equal with himself, whose name 
hath beene before printed to his Poeme, which nowe taken away were more then 
theft: which may satisfie him that would faine seeme curious or be intreated for his 
fame … if any man, whatsoever, in prizing his owne birth or fortune, shall take in 
scorne, that a far meaner man in the eye of the world, shall be placed by him: I tell 
him plainly whatsoever so expecting, that, that mans with is set by his, not that man 
by him. In which degree, the names of Poets (all feare and dutie ascribed to her 
great and sacred Name) have been placed with the names of the greatest Princes 
of the world, by the most autentique and worthiest judgements, without 
disparagement to their soveraigne titles: which if any man taking exception thereat, 
in ignorance know not, I hold him unworthy to be placed by the meanest that is but 
graced with the title of a Poet” (L.N. 1962, xxviii) 
 
While playwriting was first and foremost work for the early modern 

entertainment industry, and though many of the plays were performed 
and printed without authorial designations, those playwrights who 
identified as poets were aware of their communal role. Shakespeare's 
colleagues were commercial writers, but their commercialism did not 
mean that they were automatically hack writers lacking any kind of civic 
awareness.  
Let us take a short look at the playwrights working for theatrical 

entrepreneur and impresario Philip Henslowe (c. 1550-1616), excluding 
the University Wits, Shakespeare, and Jonson. However, before 
proceeding any further, it should be noted that while the following 
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playwrights fall under the common knowledge in the English 
Renaissance studies, a Finnish non-expert finds these bibliographical 
facts from encyclopedias such as the Encyclopedia Britannica, the 
critical editions of the works of these lesser known playwrights, and of 
course in the academic studies written about them.  
Though George Chapman and Michael Drayton wrote and co-wrote 

plays for money, they were considered as serious and moral poets by 
their contemporaries. Robert Wilson and Thomas Dekker were obviously 
less learned than these two, but their drama - especially that of Wilson - 
contains a strong moral center. John Marston was a satirist who wrote a 
response play to Jonson in the War of the Theatres. With the other 
Henslowe’s playwrights we enter the area of lost plays: Henry Chettle’s 
vast oeuvre is non-extant except for one tragedy, the prolific John Day is 
equally non-extant, save for his posthumously published poem The 
Parliament of Bees (1641), a politico-moral allegory. Of Richard 
Hathawaye and Henry Porter we only have commendatory verses from 
the former and one extant comedy from the latter. Anthony Munday with 
his Robin Hood plays is perhaps closest to the caricature-like idea of the 
English Renaissance dramatists as purely commercial writers without a 
higher purpose, but even in Munday’s case it is hard to utter definite 
judgment as most of his oeuvre is non-extant. William Rankins and 
Stephen Gosson turned from playwrights into anti-theatrical polemicists, 
and the latter's antipathy towards the stage pulses from the same 
humanist disappointment as that of Jonson, who thrived as poet and 
playwright. The plays of Rankins and Gosson are likewise lost That most 
of the non-extant plays were co-written tells nothing of their quality: The 
Witch of Edmonton (1621) by William Rowley, Thomas Dekker, and John 
Ford remains one of the finest and most socially aware works in the 
English Renaissance drama. 
However, the ideals of Renaissance poetics did not always mix with 

the demands of the early modern entertainment industry, as Marchette 
Chute in her biography of Ben Jonson lively describes: “The winning of 
the mind from wickedness to virtue, was the final justification of all art in 
the eyes of the Renaissance. It was not, however, a point that held any 
interest for the average Elizabethan showman. It made very little 
difference to [Philip] Henslowe whether or not the audience left the Rose 
in an elevated state of mind, anxious to flee vice and embrace virtue. All 
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Henslowe wanted was a full house, and this seemed to Jonson a 
barbaric perversion of the real reason for writing comedy” (Chute 1953, 
66), for renaissance poets like Jonson believed in higher classical ideals. 
Indeed, Sir Philip Sidney's The Defence of Poetry (1595) “reminded 
Jonson of what he already knew, that the poet had once been a priest 
and a philosopher rather than a mere versifier, and that all antiquity gave 
him the honor that was currently being withheld from him” (Chute 1953, 
59). 

2.5 Modes of Agency in the English Renaissance Drama 
 

After genealogizeing the models of agency for the early modern poets, 
the consequent part concentrates on what kind of modes this agency 
manifested itself in the English Renaissance drama. The close readings 
of Ben Jonson’s Poetaster (1601) and Philip Massinger’s The Roman 
Actor (1626-1629) provide us practical demonstrations of the poetic 
agency and its manifestation(s) in the early modern reality. This analysis 
of agency and its modes is then concluded with a thematic summary 
which taxonomizes the observations drawn from the preceding close 
readings. 

2.5.1 Persuasion  
 
 

The Education of a Christian Prince (1516) by Erasmus compares the 
the head of the body politic to a public fountain, telling its readers that 
“someone who poisons the public fountain from which everybody drinks 
deserves the severest punishment, so someone who implants in prince's 
mind perverted ideas, which will eventually be the ruin of great many 
people, is the most vicious of men,” for “[the ] corruption of evil prince 
spreads more quickly and widely than the contagion of any plague. 
Conversely, there is no other quicker and more effective way of 
improving public morals than for the prince to lead a blameless life … 
[the] life of prince grips and transforms the moral attitudes and character 
of his subjects” (Erasmus 2014, 21). According to Erasmus, it is flattery 
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that poisons the minds of the rulers and corrupts the realm, and the 
English Renaissance drama provides us multiple examples of this 
descent to tyranny. 
“My lords and knight, I pray ye tell” the Persian king in Thomas 

Preston’s Cambises (1569) asks his court, “ - I will not be offended - / 
Am I worthy of any crime once to be reprehended?” (490-493). Where 
the lords and knights praise the greatness of their king and flatter his 
ego, Praxaspes dares to speak the unpleasant truth: “The Persians 
much do praise your grace, but one thing discommend, / In that to wine 
subject you be, wherein you do offend. / Sith that the might of wine's 
effect doth oft subdue your brain, / My counsel is, to please their hearts, 
from it you would refrain” (494-496). Those familiar with their Herodotus 
know how this story continues, and Preston follows the cautionary tale 
about honesty's reward to its grisly end, as the drunken Cambises 
shoots Praxaspes' little son to prove himself a moderate drinker.  
“My lord Praxaspes,” the lords defend their wine-soaked king's 

cruelty, “this had not been but your tongue must be walking; / To the king 
of correction you must be talking!” (559-560). When Praxaspes defends 
his policy “No correction, my lord; but counsel for the best” (561) the only 
answer he receives is the blood-dripping heart of his son, carved out by 
the knights, who blindly follow the tyrannical orders of their king. 
Ideally, the early modern ruler should listen to the unpleasant truths, 

as Erasmus argues: “Nobody speaks the truth more honestly or more 
advantageously or more candidly than do books; but the prince must 
nevertheless accustom his friends to the knowledge that they find favour 
by giving frank advice. It is indeed the job of those who keep the prince 
company to advise him opportunely, advantageously, and amicably, but 
it will nevertheless be well to forgive those whose advice is presented 
clumsily in order that no precedent may deter those who would advise 
him properly from doing their duty. In severe storm, even the most skillful 
sailor accepts advice from someone else; but a kingdom is never without 
a storm” (Erasmus 2012, 64-65). King David in George Peele's David 
and Bethsabe (1599) is an archetypal example of a ruler who listens to 
his subject's criticism and changes his evil ways.  
“[There] is certain implicit flattery in potraits, statues, and inscriptions,” 

and this observation applies equally to poetry and drama in the 
Renaissance England (Erasmus 2014, 58). However, while flattery is 
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dangerous in the wrong hands, the early moderns were certainly familiar 
with its virtuous double; the practice of teaching by praising (laudando 
praecipere).  
Erasmus differentiates this beneficial form of flattery, as we can read 

from the Panegyric to Archduke Philip of Austria (1504), from that which 
threatens to destroy the realm:  
 
“[Those] who believe panegyrics are nothing but flattery seem to be unaware of the 
purpose and aim of the extremely far-sighted men who invented this kind of 
composition, which consists in presenting princes with a pattern of goodness, in 
such a way as to reform the bad rulers, improve the good, educate the boorish, 
reprove the erring, arouse the indolent, and cause even the hopelessly vicious to 
feel some inward stirrings of shame … works of this sort … exhort the rulers to 
honourable actions under the cover of compliment” (Erasmus 2014, 114-115).  
 
This Erasmian principle lies at the core of every Public Negotiation in 

early modern drama, as the hierarchic nature of the reality dictates the 
necessity of sweetening criticism with praise:  
 
“Do you really believe that one could present kings, born in the purple and brought 
up as they are, with the repellent teachings of Stoicism and the barking of the 
Cynics? Just make them laugh, I suppose: or even increase their irritation! How 
much easier it is to lead a generous spirit than to compel it, and how much better to 
improve matters by compliments rather than abuse. And what method of 
exhortation habitual to men of wisdom, than to credit people with possessing 
already in large measure the attractive qualities they urge them to cultivate? Surely 
– virtue, when praised, grows great, and boundless is the spurt of fame” (Erasmus 
2014, 115).  
 
Famously, these two modes of persuasion, praise and flattery, make 

also an appearance in Baldesar Castiglione's The Book of the Courtier 
(1528). Alluding to Plutarch's, “the philosophers of the ancient world,” 
Castiglione tells his readers, “wrote books giving advice on how a man 
can tell the difference between a true friend and a flatterer” (Castiglione 
2003, 91). In this passage, Castiglione shows his characteristic 
sprezzatura, by playing modest while boldly situating himself in 
continuity with the philosophical genre of advice literature, for both the 
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latter and Erasmus derive their ideas of praise and flattery from 
Plutarch's Moralia.  
For though not as much an original innovator as a sieve through 

which these ideas flow into the public consciousness, Castiglione, like 
the majority of early modern intelligentsia, re-articulates this important 
neo-Plutarchian distinction which continues its spread throughout 
Europe in derivative works: for example, Thomas Hoby's translation The 
Coyrtyer of Count Baldessar Castilio (1561) was widely known and read 
in the Elizabethan England. Perhaps the most important observation 
Castiglione makes in recycling his Plutarchian commonplaces lies in the 
expression “under the cloak of pleasure” (Castiglione 2003, 100), which 
eloquently outlines the Erasmian argument that certain forms of ethically 
driven flattery do function as the vital condition of the well-being of early 
modern political community.  
This expression highlights individual's agency as concrete political 

force, for even though the latter must perform his agency by covert 
action, there nonetheless exists a conscious interaction between the 
ruler and his subordinates. The same would not apply to a less mobile 
society, say, serfdom based on caste system, in which the even more 
static structure of society makes such semi-reciprocal flux of power a 
near impossibility.  
The position of early modern subject is therefore not exclusively a 

passive state of being, but instead something that seeks to indirectly 
guide the political power. Poets possess special capacity for political 
agency, and theatrical performance is an especially political medium, 
since persuasion lies at the very core of early modern participatory 
politics. There is conscious interaction between the power and the 
individual here, and although it might not resemble our modern, less 
hierarchical notions of political agency, it remains no less political in 
essence. This is most evident in all the Public Negotiations taking place 
in the court theatre.  
However, the depictions of demagoguery and rebellion in early 

modern theatre makes it evident that in the playhouses the object of 
praise and flattery was the commonwealth; for where Shakespeare's 
history plays showed the contemporary audience England at its noblest, 
they likewise presented in public the likes of Jack Cade the rabble-
rouser in Shakespeare's Henry VI, Part 2 (1591), in essence a plebeian 
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analogue to the tyrant Cambises, therefore consciously participating in 
the manipulation of public opinion. In short, the playhouses made 
laudando praecipere (teaching by praising) possible in a national scale.  

2.5.2 Moralization  
 

Enchiridion Militis Christiani (1503) by Erasmus instructs its readers: 
“you should observe in all your reading those things consisting of a 
surface meaning and a hidden one – comparable to body and spirit – so 
that, indifferent to the merely literal sense, you may examine most 
keenly the hidden. Of this sort are all the poets and the Platonists in 
philosophy” (1970, 105). This allegorical approach to poetry is called 
moralization, and it was as much a mode of transferring a meaning to an 
audience as it was a mode of deciphering.  
We find a rather banal example of medieval moralization in Gesta 

Romanorum, which always forces a Christian rationalization (application) 
on its pseudo-classical stories:  
 

TALE XCVII. 
 

OF DEATH. 
 

We read in the Roman chronicles that, about twenty second year from the building 
of the city, the people erected in the Forum a marble column, and on the top of it 
placed an image of Julius Caesar. Upon the head they inscribed his name, because 
it was erected in his honour. The same Julius Caesar received three signs which 
were to happen at his death, or just before he was to die. On the hundredth day 
preceding this event, the effigy in the Forum was struck by lightning, and the first 
letter of his name erased. The very night before his death, the windows of his bed-
chamber burst open with such a tremendous noise, that he thought the whole 
building had been overturned. And on the same day that he died, when about to go 
into the Capitol, letters were given him, declaring the danger in which he stood. If he 
had read them he would have been saved.  
 

APPLICATION. 
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My beloved, God does thus with mankind. We receive many warnings, but not 
attending to them are eternally destroyed. (tr. Charles Swan 1876 and republished 
by Dover Publications in 1959) 
 
The writer here tells a delightful story (dulce) of Julius Caesar which 

needs a Christian moral (utile) to justify its existence. However, this 
exegetic attitude does not obviously disappear in the Renaissance, but 
merely takes even more byzantine forms, as poet-translator Sir John 
Poet-translator Sir John Harington's (1561-1613) reading of the slaying 
of the Gorgon Medusa by Perseus in A Preface, or rather a Briefe 
Apologie of Poetrie (1591) prefixed to his English translation of Ludovico 
Ariosto’s Orlando Furioso (1516) demonstrates us: 
 
“Perseus sonne of Jupiter is fained by the Poets to have slaine Gorgon, and, after 
that conquest achieved, to have flown up to heaven. The Historicall sence is this, 
Perseus, the sonne of Jupiter, by the participation of Jupiters vertues which were in 
him, or rather coming of the stock of one of the kings of Creet, or Athens so called, 
slew Gorgon, a tyrant in that countrey (Gorgon in Greeke signifieth earth), and was 
for his vertuous parts exalted by men up unto heaven. Morally it signifieth this 
much: Perseus a wise man, sonne of Jupiter, endewed with vertue from above, 
slayeth sinne and vice, a thing base & earthly signified by Gorgon, and so mounteth 
up to the skie of vertue. It signifies in one kind of Allegorie thus much: the mind of 
man being gotten by God, and so the childe God killing and vanquishing the 
earthlinesse of this Gorgonicall nature, ascendeth up to the understanding of 
heavenly things, of high things, of eternal things, in which contemplacion consisteth 
the perfection of man: this is the naturall allegory, because man [is] one of the 
chiefe works of nature. It hath also a more high and heavenly Allegorie, that the 
heavenly nature, daughter of Jupiter, procuring with her continuall motion corruption 
and mortality in the inferiour bodies, severed it selfe at last from these earthly 
bodies, and flew up on high, and there remaineth for ever. It hath also another 
Theological Allegorie: that the angelicall nature, daughter of the most high God the 
creator of all things, killing & overcomming all bodily substance, signified by 
Gorgon, ascended into heaven. The like infinite Allegories I could pike out of other 
Poeticall fictions, save that I should avoid tediousnes” (quoted in Bate 1998, 10-11) 
 
Harington tells that the story of Perseus has (i) historical sense, (ii) 

moral sense, (iii) natural sense, (iv) heavenly sense, and (vi) theological 
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sense. We should not, with our modern sensibilities, expect 
programmatic explanation of the differences of these categories from an 
Elizabethan (that is, Harington), who summarizes his account the best 
possible way: “The like infinite Allegories I could pike out of other 
Poeticall fictions, save that I should avoid tedousnes” (ibid). The 
universe around the early moderns is pregnant with deeper semiotic 
meaning(s), calling for constant interpretation, containing infinite 
possibilities and conflicting yet co-current truths. 
Nor did the moralizing tradition of Gesta Romanorum did not 

disappear in the Renaissance, as The Tragical History of Romeus and 
Juliet (1562) by poet Arthur Brooke tells its readers:  
 
“The God of all Glory created, universally, all creatures to set forth His praise; both 
those which we esteem profitable in use and pleasure, and also those which we 
accompt noisome and loathsome. But principally He hath appointed man the 
chiefest instrument of His honour, bot only for ministering matter thereof in man 
himself, but as well in gathering ot of other the occasions of publishing God's 
goodness, wisdom, and power. And in like sort, every doing of man hath, by God's 
dispensation, something whereby God may and ought to be honoured. So the good 
doings of the and the evil acts of the wicked, the happy success of the blessed and 
the woeful proceedings of the miserable, do in divers sort sound one praise of God. 
And as each flower yieldeth honey to the bee, so every example ministereth good 
lessons to the well-disposed mind. The glorious triumph of the continent man upon 
the lusts of wanton flesh, encourageth men to honest restraint of wild affections; the 
shameful and wretched ends of such as have yielded their liberty thrall to foul 
desires teach men to withold themselves from the headlong fall of loose dishonesty. 
So, to like effect, by sundry means the good man's example biddeth men to be be 
good, and the evil man's mischief warneth men not to be evil. To this good end 
serve all ill ends of ill beginnings. And to this end, good Reader, is this tragical 
matter written, to describe unto thee a couple of unfortunate lovers, thralling 
themselves to unhonest desire; neglecting the authority and advice of parents and 
friends; conferring their principal counsels with drunken gossips and superstitious 
friars (the naturally fit instrument of unchastity); attempting all adventure of peril for 
th' attaining of their wished lust; using auricular confession, the key of whoredom 
and treason, for furtherance of their purpose; abusing the honourable name of 
lawful marriage to cloak the shame of stolen contracts; finally by all means of 
unhonest life hasting to most unhappy death. This precedent, good Reader, shall 
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be to thee, as the slaves of Lacecdemon, oppressed with excess of drink, deformed 
and altered from likeness of men both in mind and use of body, were to the free-
born children, so shewed to them by their parents, to th' intent to raise in them an 
hateful loathing of so filthy beastliness. Hereunto, if you apply it, ye shall deliver my 
doing from the offence and profit yourselves.” 
(Brooke 1908, lxv-lxvi).  
 
Our familiarity with Shakespeare's version makes this early modern 

reading of the love story as alien to our modern sensibilities as the 
medieval Caesar of Gesta Romanorum. However, Brooke's manifesto-
like preface to The Tragical History of Romeus and Juliet (1562) is 
serious about the high moral purpose of poetry (and poet), showing 
sincere belief in the Herodotean power of moralization in reforming the 
human soul. In fact, one could even argue that Shakespeare's Verona is 
something of a Thucydidean reading of the same story, where the moral 
sense gives room to the concerns about civil war between the 
Montagues and the Capulets, treating the young love in the Ovidian 
fashion, shifting therefore the spiritual focus of Brooke to the body politic. 
Every Man Out of His Humour (1600) by Ben Jonson addresses its 
audience:  
 

“No more, assure you, will any grave, wise citizen, or modes matron, take object of 

this folly in Deliro and his wife; but rather apply it as the foil to their own virtue. For 
that were to affirm, that a man writing of Nero, should mean all emperors; or 

speaking of Machiavel, comprehend all statesmen; or in our Sordido, all farmers; 

and so of the rest: that which nothing can be uttered more malicious or absurd. 

Indeed there are a sort of these narrow-eyed decypherers, I confess, that will extort 

strange and abtruse meanings out of any subject, be it never so conspicuous and 

innocently delivered. But to such, where'er they sit concealed, let them know, the 

author defies them and their writing-tables; and hopes no sound or safe judgment 

will infect itself with their contagious comments, who, indeed, come here only to 
pervert and poison the sense of what they hear, and nought for else” (II.VI.163-179)  

 

In short, Jonson's authorial voice condemns the “narrow-eyed 
decypherers” who “extort strange and abtruse meanings out of any 
subject,” that is, those who seek to moralize his play in ways that would 
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be harmful to the poet-playwright. This demonstrates that the audience 
possessed a moralizing mindset and those who wrote for the stage 
acknowledged this; moralization was therefore a rhetorical mode of 
exercising poet's agency.  
Indeed, the authors certainly gave thought to the moralization of their 

plays, as we can see from Thomas Hughe's description of the dumb 
show in The Misfortunes of Arthur (1587) which also gives us a rare 
glimpse of early modern performance in action: 
 

“Sounding the musicke, there rose three furies from under the stage appareled 
accordingly with snakes and flames about their black haires and garments. The first 
with a Snake in the right hand and a cup of wine with a Snake athwart the cup in the 
left hand. The second with a firebrand in the right hand, and a Cupid in the left: The 
third with a whip in the right hand and a Paegasus in the left. Whiles they went 
masking about the stage, there came from another place three Nuns which walked 
by them selues. Then after a full sight giuen to the beholders, they all parted, the 
furies to Mordreds house, and Cup was signified the Banquet of Vther Pendragon, 
and afterward his death which insued by poysoned cup. The second furry with her 
firebrand & Cupid represented Vthers unlawful hate and love conveyed at the 
banquet, which never ceased in his posteritie. By the third with her whip and 
Pegasus was prefigured the cruelty and ambition which thence issued and 
continued to th’ effecting and despair of Gueneuora, that wanting other hope took a 
Nunrie for her refuge. After their departure, the fowre which represented the Chorus 
took their places” (Hughes 1900, 115-116). 
 
It is impossible to say whether the audience interpreted this dumb 

show according to its author’s design, but the detailed and precise care 
with which this account approaches moralization as means of conveying 
meaning cannot be overlooked. 
Shakespeare's Richard III (1593) likewise shows that the idea of 

moralization was a commonly known practice in early modern England: 
“Thus like the formal Vice, iniquity,” Richard tells to his audience, “I 
moralize two meanings in one word” (3.1.82-83). Indeed, the audience in 
the playhouse was obviously familiar with the stock character from the 
moralities and his rhetoric, and in Shakespeare's Richard III (1593) the 
evil of Richard in-itself is presented to an audience who shares or at 
least is capable of sharing the playwright's rhetorico-critical mindset:  
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“But then I sigh, and, with a piece of scripture,  
Tell them that God bids us do good for evil:  
And thus I clothe my naked villainy  
With odd old ends, stol'n out of holy writ;  
And seem a saint, when most I play the devil.” (1.3.334-338)  
 
We likewise find this use of moralization for devious purposes in 

Marlowe's Edward II (1592), where Mortimer plays with the ambivalence 
of Latin in sentencing his king to death: 
 

“Edwardum occidere nolite timere, bonum est, 
Fear not to kill the king, 'tis good he die.”(5.4.6-7) 

 

The punctuation of the sentence is the morbid punchline and 
Mortimer's alibi:  
 

Edwardum occidere nolite, timere bonum est  
Kill not the king, 'tis good to fear the worst. (5.4.10-11) 
 
This manipulation of meaning is rhetoric and the same means that 

sealed the fictional Edward's fate no doubt saved many writers of 
subversive passages from the authorities, creating likewise a channel for 
safe distribution of social criticism and free speech. Obviously this 
freedom is a double-bladed sword, as Jonson knew, since the informers 
and other malignant characters could moralize a treason where there 
was none. 
Marlowe's Edward II contains a scene where “[the] lords bear heraldic 

devices on their shields” (2.2) which essentially shows us, not only a 
fictionalized Public Negotiation, but also a moralization. “Mortimer, 
what's thy device?” (2.2.10) Edward asks and Mortimer answers to his 
king: 
 

“A lofty cedar tree, fair flourishing,  
On whose top branches kingly eagles perch, 
And by the bark a canker creeps me up  
And gets unto the highest bough of all.  
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The motto: Aeque tandem.” (2.2.16-20) 

Edward then asks Lancaster the same question and receives this 
answer:  
 

Pliny reports there is a flying fish  
Which all the other fishes deadly hate,  
And therefore, being pursued, it takes the air;  
No sooner it is up, but there's a fowl  
That seitzeth it. This fish, my lord, I bear;  
The motto this: Undique mors est.” (2.2.23-28) 
 
Edward successfully moralizes the meaning of the heraldic devices, 

scolding Mortimer and Lancaster for their pride and arrogance:  
 

“Is this the love you bear your sovereign?  
Is this the fruit your reconcilement bears?  
Can you in words make show of amity,  
And in your shields display your rancorous minds?  
What call you this but private libelling 
Against the earl of Cornwall and my brother?” (2.2.30-35) 
 
However, while Edward speaks here of “private libelling” (2.2.33) 

referring to his court, we should remember that the whole 
commonwealth hates the ruler, as Mortimer tells later to his king: “Libels 
are cast again thee in the street; / Ballads and rhymes made of thy 
overthrow.” ( 2.2.176-177). In the early modern context, this free speech 
from the mouths (or shields) of Edward's subordinates is a direct 
reflection of the king's weakness, for something like this would never 
happen with a strong prince on the throne.  
Marlowe's Edward II (1592) shows a successful act of moralization 

that nonetheless fails to persuade the king: 
 

“I am that cedar. Shake me not too much. 
[To the lords]  
And you the eagles, soar ye ne'er so high,  
I have the jesses that will pull you down,  
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And Aeque tandem shall that canker cry  
Unto the proudest peer of Britainy 
[To Lancaster] 
Though thou compar'st him to a flying fish,  
And threatenest death whether he rise or fall,  
'Tis not the hugest monster of the sea 
Nor foulest harpy that shall follow him.” (2.2.38-46) 
 
Moralization has neither Herodotean (moral reformation) or 

Thucydidean (persuasion) effect on Edward's actions, but to the contrary 
provokes the king to attach himself even more closer to his favorites and 
flatterers, leading Edward ultimately to a civil war against his peers.  
Let us now turn our attention from moralization in Marlowe's drama to 

a presumably somewhat earlier influence on Shakespeare. Arthur 
Golding (c. 1536-1606) was a prolific English translator best known for 
his translation of Ovid's Metamorphoses (1567/1587/1603/1612) which 
contained a moralizing Preface and Epistle explaining for the Christian 
readers the narrative poem allegorically. Bate argues that “[Arthur] 
Golding's Epistle probably constituted Shakespeare's only sustained 
direct confrontation with the moralizing tradition – that is, if he bothered 
to read it and did not skip straight to the English text of his admired Ovid” 
(Bate 1998, 31). This statement under-stresses the interpretative 
tradition of moralization, making Shakespeare too much our 
contemporary. However, even more importantly, we should take a look 
at what for Shakespeare's generation constituted a 'direct confrontation 
with the moralizing tradition' through a short close reading of Golding's 
Preface and Epistle in Ovid's Metamorphoses (1567-1612) 
The ideal poet is a moral poet, Golding argues, for the poets of 

antiquity wrote moral allegories, and when correctly interpreted, these 
pleasantly disguised parables are no less applicable to Christian life: 
 

“For under feyned names of Goddes it was the Poets guyse,  
The vice and faultes of all estates to taunt in covert wyse.  

And likewise to extoll with prayse such things as doo deserve,  

Observing alwayes comlynesse from which they doo not swerve”  
(Pref. 83-6)  
 



 

177 

Furthermore, the ideal poet serves his commonwealth as a moral 
agent, for ideally, to write moral poetry is to exercise moral agency:  
 

“And as the persone greater is of birth, renowne or fame,  
The greater ever is his laud, or fouler is his shame,  
For if the States that on the earth the roome of God supply,  
Declyne from vertue unto vice and live disorderly,  
To Eagles, Tygres, Bulles, and Beares, and other figures straunge 
Bothe to theyr people and themselves most hurtfull doo they chaunge,  
And when the people give themselves to filthie life and synne,  
What other kinde of shape thereby than filthie can they winne?” 
(Pref. 87-94)  
 
The universe in which the ideal poet operates exists within the 

framework of Christian metaphysics. In this Christian universe virtue and 
vice possess tangible power, for whereas the former remains the vital 
condition of commonwealths, the latter poses a mortal danger to them, 
as the fatal nature of vice must inevitably lead to communal perdition. 
Because the categories of moral and political co-exist in metaphysical 
singularity, the ideal poet – a moral agent – is also a political agent. In 
praising virtue and condemning vice, the ideal poetry seeks to direct 
their tangible power for the preservation of commonwealth. Therefore, 
within the framework of Christian metaphysics, where moral and political 
co-exist in singularity, to write moral poetry is to exercise political 
agency.  
We learn here that the ideal poet has a motive for writing his poetry: 

the edification of his fellow men. In practice, this edification consists of 
profit and delight, and to demonstrate the relationship between the two, 
how the two relate to the purpose of poetry, Golding makes the following 
comparison between painting and storytelling:  
 
“This surely did the Poets meene when in such sundry wyse 
There purpose was to profite men, and also to delyght  
And so to handle every thing as best might like the sight.  
For as the Image potrayd out in simple whight and blacke 
Though well proportiond, trew and faire) if comly colours lacke,  
Delyghteth not the eyes so much, nor yet contentes the mynde 
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So much as that that shadowed is with colours of his kynde: 
Even so a playne and naked tale or storie simply told  
(Although the matter bee in deede of valewe more than gold) 
Makes not the hearer so attent to print it in his hart,  
As when the thing is well declarde, with pleasant terms and art.”  
(Pref. 115-126) 
 
First, a beautiful picture in black and white pleases our eyes and 

mind, yet in color such picture would certainly please them even more, 
for delight makes us more attentive towards the object of delight. 
Second, a good story containing a moral possesses intrinsic value; 
however, the more artfully the story is told, not only do we become more 
receptive towards the object of delight, as the artfully told story pleases 
us, but also more receptive towards the moral the story contains. While 
Golding sees no conflict between profit and delight, the former remains 
the primary quality of ideal poetry, whereas the latter is only secondary 
to profit. In conclusion, the value of delight is instrumental; the more 
delightful the imago, the more attentive and receptive we are towards the 
suprascriptio.  
Golding then continues by making the following comparison between 

poetry and Persian kings: 
 

“All which the Poets knew right well: and for the greater grace,  
As Persian kings did never go abrode with open face,  
But with some lawne or silken skarf, for reverence of theyr state: 
Even so they following in their woorkes the selfsame trade and rate, 
Did under covert names and termes theyr doctriness emplye,  
As that it is ryghte darke and hard theyr meening to espye.  
But beeing found it is more sweete and makes the mynd more glad, 
Than if a man of tried gold a treasure gayned had.”  
(Pref. 127-134) 

 
When Persian kings left their palaces, they masked themselves in 

regal attire, for this made them look more majestic, thus demanding the 
attention of their subjects. Furthermore, the regal attire made them 
revere their kings even more, making the subjects therefore more 
receptive towards their authority.  
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Where the first duty of ideal subject is obedience towards his king, 
whether or not the king is dressed in regal attire, for the ideal reader, 
whether or not the poem is delightful, the primary purpose for reading 
poetry is self-edification. Similar to these regal attires, as the ideal poet 
acts like Persian kings by masking profit in delight, delight in poetry 
serves an instrumental purpose.  
In addition to this delight, which by pleasing our senses makes us 

more attentive and receptive, there also exists a kind of intellectual – if 
not altogether spiritual – delight. Golding writes:  
 

“For as the body hath his joy in pleasant smelles and syghts: 

Even so in knowledge and in artes the mynd as much delights.” (Pref. 135-136) 

 
This delight, a counterpart to sensual delight, comes into existence as 

a consequence of moralization. First, sensual delight makes us more 
attentive and receptive towards the imago, and because the imago 
contains the suprascriptio, delight here serves an instrumental purpose, 
and therefore sensual delight is instrumental delight. Second, when we 
moralize the suprascriptio, the consequence is edification, and as 
edification is the primary purpose of poetry, moralistic delight is 
consequential delight.  
Where the ideal poet is an allegorist, the ideal reader is a moralist. 

Furthermore, in comparing moralization to seafaring, Golding presents 
his ideal reader as an exegetic merchant-adventurer, who dares the 
allegorical seas of poetry for moral profit:  
 

“Whereof aboundant hoordes and heapes in Poets packed beene  
So hid that (saving unto fewe) they are not to bee seene.  
And therefore whooso dooth attempt the Poets woorkes to reede,  
Must bring with him a stayed head and judgment to proceede.  
For there bee most wholsom hestes and precepts to bee found,  
So are theyr rockes and shallowe shelves to ronne the ship aground.” (Pref. 137-142) 

 
In contrast to the ideal reader, Golding presents the opposites, the 

severe and the naughty reader:  
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“Some naughtie persone seeing vyce shewd lyvely in his hew,  
These persons overshoote themselves, and other folkes deceyve: 
Dooth take occasion by and by like vices to ensew.  
Another beeing more severe than wisdome dooth requyre,  
Beeholding vice (to outward shewe) exalted in desyre, 
Condemneth by and by the booke and him that did it make.  
And willes it to be burnd with fyre for lewd example sake.  
Not able of the authors mynd the meening to conceyve.” (Pref. 142-149) 
 
First, for the naughty reader, while the instrumental delight attracts 

him to read poetry, the primary attraction is the delightful presentation of 
vice. A false moralist, the naughty reader fails to moralize the true 
suprascriptio, for when his false moralization of the imago supplants it 
with a false suprascriptio, these delightful presentations transform into 
praxis for vice.  
Second, though attracted by the instrumental delight, the severe 

reader finds the delightful presentation of vice repulsive. The severe 
reader, like the naughty reader, fails to moralize the imago for the true 
suprascriptio, seeing these presentations as examples for practicing 
vice. Yet unlike the naughty reader, the severe reader refuses to put 
these examples into execution. Because the latter is incapable to 
moralize the imago successfully, and sees only the false suprascriptio, 
the severe reader condemns poetry to destruction for serving vice.  
In comparison, neither the naughty nor the severe reader experience 

the consequential delight of poetry, for neither of them achieves its 
primary purpose: edification. The former perverts the instrumental delight 
to serve vice, thus becoming a cancerous member of political body. The 
latter reacts to this by condemning and seeking to destroy poetry, which 
the severe reader misidentifies as the source of corruption, thereby 
forming an obstacle for the spread of virtue within commonwealth.  
The ideal reader, in the other hand, experiences the consequential 

delight, and becomes a healthy member of political body, exhorting – like 
Golding himself – the others to likewise moralize poetry for self-
edification which, member by member, ultimately makes the 
commonwealth virtuous. 
The ideal poet depicts a conflict in which virtue and vice seek to 

persuade the reader to join them: 
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“The Authors purpose is to paint and set before our eyes  
The lyvely Image of the thoughts that in our stomackes ryse.  
Eche vice and vertue seems to speake and argue to our face,  
With such perswasions as they have theyr dooinges to embrace.  
And if a wicked persone seeme his vices to exalt,  
Esteeme not him that wrate the woorke in such defaultes to halt.  
But rather with an upryght eye consyder well thy thought: 
See if corrupted nature have the like within thee wrought.  
Marke what affection dooth perswade in every kynd of matter.  
Judge if that even in heynous crymes thy fancy doo not flatter.  
And were it not for dread of lawe or dread of God above,  
Most men (I feare) would doo the things that fond affections move.” (Pref. 151-162) 
 
Where the ideal reader correctly moralizes these fictional conflicts, by 

choosing virtue instead of vice, the naughty reader chooses the latter. 
That the naughty reader fails to moralize the conflict is not, according to 
Golding, the fault of the ideal poet, but instead that of the naughty reader 
himself: 
 
“Then take theis woorkes as fragrant flowers most full of pleasant juce,  
The which the Bee conveying home may put to wholesome use: 
And which the spyder sucking on to poyson may convert,  
Through venym spred in all her limbes and native in her hart.  
For to the pure and Godly mynd, are all things pure and cleene,  
And unto such as are corrupt and the best corrupted beene: 
Lyke as the fynest meates and drinkes that can bee made by art  
In sickly folkes to nourishment of sicknesse doo convert.” (Pref. 163-170) 
 
Moreover, where the severe reader would condemn the ideal poet for 

presenting vice, as the naughty readers justify their vice by these 
presentations, the ideal reader engages in moral introspection.The 
poetic conflict is thus ultimately a rhetorical juxtaposition that serves 
edification; for those who misapply the rhetorical function of this 
juxtaposition, that is, by turning the presentations into praxis for vice, act 
in this way because of their nature. In short, naughty readers make 
naughty readings.  
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Golding then continues by telling us that he neither regards the 
severe readers “whose dyet is so fyne / That nothing can digest with 
them onlesse it bee devine,” nor the naughty readers who “theyr proper 
harme doo wrest and wring awrye, / The things that to a good intent are 
written pleasantly”(Pref. 171-174) belonging to his target audience. Here 
follows a summary: Failing to understand the intention of the ideal poet, 
the former are unable to look beyond what they perceive as immoral 
delightfulness, whereas the latter see nothing but delightful immorality. In 
contrast, the ideal reader, understanding the intention of the ideal poet, 
sees moral delightfulness and delightful morality. With the severe 
readers, there is no praxis; with the naughty readers, a praxis for vice; 
with the ideal readers, a praxis for virtue.  
For Golding, the target audience is that of the ideal readers, because 

the severe readers, in rejecting and desisting, and the naughty readers, 
in perverting and misapplying, show themselves incapable of self-
edification through poetry. While the ideal reader is not a perfect human 
being, but someone who possesses the capacity to become more 
virtuous, his receptiveness and moral potential make him capable of self-
edification via poetry. The ideal readers form the target audience, 
because they can be made into better members of the commonwealth, 
and conversely, as the commonwealth consists of these members, the 
commonwealth in-itself becomes better.  
 
“Yit (gentle Reader) doo I trust my travail in this cace 
May purchase purchase favour in thy sight and my dooings to embrace:  
Considiring what a sea of goodes and Jewelles thou shalt fynd,  
Not more delyghtfull to the eare than frutefull to the mynd.  
For this doo lerned persons deeme, of Ovids present woorke: 
That in no one of all his bookes the which he wrate, doo lurke  
Mo darke and secret misteries, mo counselles wyse and sage, 
Mo good ensamples, mo reprooves of vyce in youth and age,  
Mo fyne inventions to delight, mo matters clerkly knit,  
No, nor more straunge varietie to shew a lerned wit.” (Pref. 181-190)  
 
In translating Ovid, since the Metamorphoses provides for the 

potential ideal readers a praxis for virtue, Golding exercises both moral 
and political agency in his commonwealth. The delight here is both 
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instrumental (eare) and consequential (mynd). That the Metamorphoses 
contain most allegories for the ideal readers to moralize implies, 
furthermore, that the other works of Ovid likewise contain, although in 
lesser extent, such allegories for profitable moralization. The preface 
continues: 

 
The high, the lowe: the riche, the poore: the mayster, and the slave: 
The mayd, the wife: the countrie cloyne: the lerned and the brave: 
The yoong, the old: the good, the bad: the warriour strong and stout: 
The wyse, the foole: the countrie cloyne: the lerned and the lout: 
And every other living wight shall in this mirrour see 
His whole estate, thoughtes, woordes and deedes expresly shewd to bee.  
Whereof if more particular examples thou doo crave,  
In reading the Epistle through thou shalt thy longing have.“ (Pref. 190-197) 
 
The ideal readers are to be found from all parts of commonwealth, for 

everyone who is able to read this translation, excluding the naughty and 
severe readers, remains likewise capable to derive profit by moralization 
from Ovid. A category distinct from the naughty readers, Golding counts 
even “the bad” among his ideal readers, showing again that, whereas 
the naughty readers cannot be reformed, the ideal readers are human 
beings with potential for edification.  
Due to their reformability, these prodigal sons and daughters of 

commonwealth, namely, the less than ideal readers who constitute part 
of the ideal readership, become a living testament to the potential of 
poetry. For instead of providing a contemplative pleasance, poetry is 
shown playing an active role in commonwealth; the potential to reform 
those members of community whose existence and actions could, 
without the poetic intervention, form a communal threat. Translator 
serves his commonwealth, as his translation makes this beneficial 
process more widely available to the reformable individuals.  
For those readers who still crave “more particular examples” (Pref. 

196), Golding provides his Epistles which contain pre-moralizations for 
the stories. Where “the naughty” and “the severe” readers form the polar 
extremes, there exists a large reformable readership of potential ideal 
readers between these two, the target audience for whom the vernacular 
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translation, including the pre-moralizations, makes the source of profit 
more available and accessible.  
To derive profit by moralization profits the individuals, so reciprocally 

these profitable individuals profit the commonwealth. Where translation 
seeks to make edification more available, pre-moralization acts as a 
measure to secure the actualization of the reforming potential; for more 
available (translation) and accessible (pre-moralization) the source of 
profit, the better for the commonwealth.  
Golding perceives his audience via Christianized civic humanism, as 

citizen-subjects who are expected to show both Christian obedience and 
civic consciousness. The stress lies upon the former quality, for while the 
poetry of Ovid, by serving public virtue, participates in maintaining the 
commonwealth, the nature of this participation remains inherently 
reflective. Despite the occasional glimpses of civic consciousness, as in 
the Golding's reading of the story of Phaeton that demonstrates “how the 
weaknesse and the want of wit in magistrate / Confoundeth both his 
common weale and eeke his own estate” (Ep. 75-6), Golding's focus lies 
upon Christian submissiveness. Where a modern political agent, 
operating within a democratic society, might seek to reform or to 
terminate the structures of existing hierarchies, the political objective for 
Golding is (i) the maintenance of existing hierarchies and (ii) to reform or 
(iii) to terminate the corrupt parts existing within the hierarchical society.  
Where a modern political agent may – at least in theory – change the 

physiology of body politic via democratic participation, his early modern 
counterpart executes his agency in exclusively maintaining the health of 
political body, as in the case of Golding.  
In Shakespeare, the reflectiveness that serves the maintenance of 

healthy commonwealth takes a dramatic form. While no lay sermons, the 
histories of Shakespeare show, through the horrors of civil war and 
paeans of national unity, that the consistent objective of political 
communities is social harmony. The same applies to his comedies and 
tragedies, for though Shakespeare might occasionally flirt with the idea 
of social disharmony, his drama remains conservative in the 
etymological sense of the word (the Latin “conservare” might be 
translated as e.g. to keep, to preserve, to keep intact, or to guard).  
The main difference between Golding and Shakespeare is the critical 

way in which Shakespeare approaches the questions regarding the 



 

185 

hierarchies, for Golding is content to merely provide public reflections, 
whereas Shakespeare publicly examines the world and the reflections of 
that world on the face of that mirror. While the reflective nature of the 
early modern agency of Golding and Shakespeare remains the same, 
the difference lies in the individual quality of that reflectiveness. 
Moralization had the power to cure the individual and communal vice, 
and the potential to provide an interpretative medium for expressing and 
deciphering covert messages.  

2.5.3 Poetaster (1601) 
 
Ben Jonson’s Poetaster (1601) is a metadramatic play about poets and 
poet-apes. Set in the Augustan Rome, it dramatizes the careers of Ovid, 
Virgil, and Horace and their poetry's relationship with the ruler and his 
government. Jonson’s Ovid is a law student who chooses to become a 
poet against his father’s wishes, and who later in the play falls in love 
with the daughter of Emperor Augustus which ultimately leads to his 
exile. Jonson’s Virgil is a commoner who becomes the royal favorite of 
Augustus, uniting poetry with the imperial power. Jonson’s Horace is the 
author’s alter ego who becomes the innocent victim of envy and libel by 
the poet-apes - presumably stand-ins for Jonson's rivals - Crispinus 
(John Marston) and Demetrius (Thomas Dekker), but is ultimately saved 
by the Roman law and Augustus, who gives Horace the authority to 
select an appropriate punishment to his rivals. 
As an answer to those who criticize the poets and poetry, Jonson puts 

on the stage Marlowe's translation (with Jonson's corrections) of Ovid's 
Amores (I.xv), making the theatrical version of the Roman poet a curious 
amalgamation of Ovid-Marlowe-Jonson:  
 
“Envy, why twit'st thou me my time's spent ill, 
And call'st my verse fruits of an idle quill?  
Or that (unlike the line from whence I sprung)  
War's dusty honours I pursue not young?  
Or that I study not the tedious laws  
And prostitute my voice in every cause?  
Thy scope is mortal; mine, eternal fame,  
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Which through the world shall ever chant my name. (I.i.43-50) 
 
That writing poetry is “time spent ill” and “idleness” echoes both 

Protestantism and proto-capitalism, and Ovid-Marlowe-Jonson criticizes 
the more conventional ways to serve his commonwealth, that is, military 
service and law, as inferior, if not outright mercenary drudge, compared 
to the poetry's might to grant immortality to poets and their subject 
matter. Furthermore, the stage Ovid then tells his audience that the 
Roman poetry, a continuation of the Greek literary tradition, is an integral 
part of the Augustan empire-building:  
 

Homer will live whilst Tenedos stands, and Ide,  
Or to the sea fleet Simois doth slide:  
And so shall Hesiod too, while vines do bear,  
Or cooked sickles crop the ripened ear.  
Callimachus, though in invention low,  
Shall still be sung, since he in art doth flow.  
No loss shall come to Sophocles' proud vein. 
With sun and moon Aratus shall remain.  
Whilst slaves be false, fathers hard, and bawds be whorish,  
Whilst harlots flatter, shall Menander flourish.  
Ennius though rude, and Accius' high-reared strain  
A fresh applause in every age shall gain.  
Of Varro's name, what ear shall not be told?  
Of Jason's Argo, and the fleece of gold?  
Then shall Lucretius' lofty numbers die  
When earth and seas in fire and flames shall fry.  
Tityrus, Tillage, Aenee, shall be read  
Whilst Rome of all the conquered world is head.  
Till Cupid's fires be out, and his bow broken,  
Thy verses (neat Tibullus) shall be spoken.  
Our Gallus shall be known from east to west:  
So shall Lycoris, whom he now loves best.  
The suffering ploughshare or the flint may wear,  
But heavenly poesy no death can fear.  
Kings shall give place to it, and kingly shows,  
The banks o'er which gold-bearing Targus flows.  
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Kneel hinds to thrash: me let bright Phoebus swell,  
With cups full-flowing from the Muses' well.  

 
Poetry not only makes a poet such as Ovid immortal, but it likewise 

immortalizes Rome, for it is the poet's desire for glory (gloriae cupiditas) 
which grants fame (fama) to him and his country (patria). While poet is 
an individual, his creativity serves a communal purpose, and Ovid then 
closes his eloquent speech by extolling his future immortality:  
 

Frost-fearing myrtle shall impale my head,  
And of sad lovers I'll be often read.  
Envy the living not the dead doth bite:  
For after death all men receive their right.  
Then, when this body falls in funeral fire,  
My name shall live, and my best part aspire.” (I.i.43-84)  
 
Ovid's father “Sir Marcus Ovid” responds to his son's lofty idealism, 

criticizing with his associates the poverty of Homer and the detestability 
of playwrights and theatre: 
 

“Your name shall live indeed, sir, you say true! But how infamously, how scorned and 
contemned in the eyes and ears of the best and gravest Romans, that you think not on; you 
never so much as dream of that. Are these the fruits of all my travail and expenses? Is this 
the scope and aim of thy studies? Are these the hopeful courses wherewith I have so long 
flattered my expectation from thee? Verses! Poetry! Ovid, whom I though to see the pleader, 
become Ovid the playmaker?” (I.ii.1-9) 
 
These critical sentiments of Ovid's father apply to all those poet-

playwrights of whom the Renaissance pedagogy, whether in the 
Grammar school or the University, sought to make public servants. 
However, Ovid's father is blind to the fact that “Ovid the playmaker” 
serves his commonwealth and country (officium) by writing poetry 
motivated by his civic virtue. 
Ironically enough, Ovid's father and his associates care only about 

money and social status, seeing the law studies as only means to this 
prosaic end, whereas the poet-apes Demetrius and Crispinus seek 
patronage, using poetry as their lever to monetary gain, so while the 
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poets are despised in the play's fictional Rome, the true poets are the 
only ones who dedicate their lives to the common good (bonum 
commune) in the world where money trumps virtue. In short, “Ovid the 
playmaker” has become a pleader like Cicero - his law court is the stage 
and his rhetoric is poetry.  
We can likewise hear echoes of anti-theatrical polemic in the words of 

Lupus: 
 

“[These] players are an idle generation, and do much harm in sate, corrupt young gentry very 
much, I know it; I have not been a tribune thus long and observed nothing. Besides, they will 
rob us, us that are magistrates, of our respect, bring us upon their stages, and make us 
ridiculous to the plebeians. They will play you or me, the wisest men they can come by still. 
Me! Only to bring us in contempt with the vulgar, and make us cheap.” (I.ii.36-44) 
 
This anxiety is pure hypocrisy, since Lupus himself is a corrupt 

informer, an infected part of the body politic, whose provoked reaction 
has nothing to do with sincere moral concern; it is selfish fear of being 
outed in public by theatrical satire. Poets have the power to save their 
commonwealth(s) from such corrupt individuals who would otherwise 
poison their community, but this requires freedom of speech - as in 
Jonson's translation of Horace's Ars Poetica. 
Furthermore, when Horace is mocked for his poverty in the court, the 

stage poet turns into his prince's philosopher-counsellor, expounding to 
the audience the humanist notion of true virtue (vera nobilitas) that is 
based on merit instead of one's lineage and wealth: 
 

“Caesar speaks after common men in this,  
To make a difference of me for my poorness,  
As if the filth of poverty sunk as deep  
Into a knowing spirit as the bane  
Of riches doth into an ignorant soul.  
No Caesar, they be pathless, moorish minds  
That being once made rotten with the dung  
Of damnèd riches ever after sink  
Beneath the steps of any villainy.  
But knowledge is the nectar that keeps sweet  
A perfect soul even in this grave of sin;  
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And for my soul, it is as free as Caesar's,  
For what I know is due, I'll give to all.  
He that detracts or envies virtuous merit  
Is still covetous and the ignorant spirit.” (V.i.79-.93) 
 
This is an example of teaching by praising (laudando praecipere), for 

Jonson's Horace speaks politely yet honestly to his Augustus, trusting in 
the virtuousness of his prince. Where Preston's Praxaspes faced the 
tyrannical wrath of Cambises, Augustus recognizes the value of honesty, 
condemns the flatterers, and rewards his truth-speaking poet: 
 

“Thanks, Horace, for thy free and wholesome sharpness,  
Which pleaseth Caesar more than servile fawns.  
A flattered prince soon turns the prince of fools  
And for thy sake we'll put no difference more  
'Twixt knights and knightly spirits, for being poor” (V.i. 94-98)” 
 
In this idealized scenario, the poet saves his political community by 

speaking to the head of the body politic, and becomes not only a public 
servant, but also a philosopher who teaches virtue to his ruler thus 
creating a more virtuous commonwealth. In short, Jonson's ideal poet 
both (i) persuades and (ii) moralizes, with no intent of changing the 
existing structure, seeking to conserve a stabile and healthy 
commonwealth, while retaining his own resources.  
This is civic participation which requires communal freedom (libertas) 

for polite criticism, and Jonson puts this sentiment into the mouth of his 
Virgil:  
 

“Caesar hath done like Caesar. Fair and just  
Is his award against those brainless creatures.  
'Tis not the wholesome sharp morality  
Or modest anger of satiric spirit  
That hurts or wounds the body of a state,  
But the sinister application  
Of the malicious ignorant and base  
Interpreter, who will distort and strain  
The general scope and purpose of an author  
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To his particular and private spleen.” (V.iii.130-139) 
 
The ideal ruler punishes flatterers, informers, and poet-apes, 

rewarding truth-speakers, allowing free speech, and acknowledging the 
true poets as public servants. In the last scene, the false poets Crispinus 
and Demetrius are “led out by lictors” (V.iii.599) while Horace, Tibullus, 
Gallus, Maecenas, and Virgil receive their ruler's undying gratitude. 
“[You] worthiest friends of Caesar,” Augustus declaims to his poets and 
their patrons, “It is the bane and torment of our ears / To hear the 
discords of those jangling rhymers / That with their bad and scandalous 
practices / Bring all the true arts and learning in contempt” (V.iii. 600-
604).  
However, perhaps the most important detail in the end scene is the 

omission of Ovid, who, though a true poet, faces a life-long exile for his 
affair with Julia the daughter of Augustus, being Jonson's cautionary 
analogue to Baldwin's Collingbourne and Shakespeare's Cinna, that is, a 
poet who by meddling with politics loses his capacity to exercise his 
agency:  
 

“Banished the court?”Let me be banished life,  
Since the chief end of life is there concluded:  
Within the court is all the kingdom bounded,  
And as her sacred sphere doth comprehend  
Ten thousand times so much, as so much place  
In any part of all the empire else;  
So every body moving in her sphere  
Contains ten thousand times as much in him 
As any other her choice orb excludes.  
As in a circle a magician then  
Is safe against the spirit he excites, 
But out of it is subject to his rage 
And loseth all the virtue of his art,  
So I exiled the circle of the court  
Lose all the good gifts that in it I 'joyed.” (IV.ix. 1-15, ) 
 
Poets are nothing without the magic circle of the court that gives them 

both the resources and the public license. If the governmental authority 
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has the duty to allow freedom of speech to poetry, the poets in turn have 
the duty of not transgressing those limits. Indeed, “There's justice, and 
great action may be sued,” Trebantius warns Horace, “Gainst such as 
wrong men's fames with verses lewd” (III.v.128-129).  
Horace then defines the acceptable limits of the freedom of speech 

for poetry and theatre:  
 
“Ay, with lewd verses, such as libels be,  
And aimed at persons of good quality.  
I reverence and adore that just decree;  
But if they shall be sharp yet modest rhymes,  
That spare men's persons and but tax their crimes,  
Such shall in open court find current pass,  
Were Caesar judge, and with the maker's grace.” (III.v.130-136) 
 
To use once again the Arendtian terminology to elucidate my 

argument, where Jonson’s Sejanus (1603) presented us a dystopia 
under the tyranny of Tiberius, Jonson's idealized Augustus rewards “[the] 
first rate-talents” and his government supports “every higher form of 
intellectual talent” in Rome, therefore allowing the “[the] free initiative” 
(civic virtue) to prosper in the commonwealth (Arendt 1976, 416). I 
therefore argue that it is poetry’s Horatian “force” and “license” to critique 
the society that saves Jonson’s Rome from the social instability and 
political corruption presented by the poet-apes and flatterers. In 
conclusion, Poetaster (1601) communicates a strong vision of poet’s 
communal officium and presents the commonwealth a model for 
incorporating the poets into its politico-moral sphere. 

2.5.4 The Roman Actor (1626-1629) 
 

The Roman Actor (1626-1629) by Philip Massinger tells the story of the 
last days of Emperor Domitian’s tyranny. Where Jonson’s Poetaster 
(1601) is preoccupied with poet’s and poetry’s role in public, Massinger’s 
play, telling the story a troupe of actors living under a tyrant’s rule, 
concentrates on the public role of theatre in the commonwealth.  
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In Domitian's Rome, “They are onely safe / That know to sooth the 
Princes appetite, / And serve his lusts” (I.i. 79-81). The flatterers and 
informers prosper in this early modern dystopia, and Massinger's tyrant 
sees poetry and theatre as nothing but pleasurable entertainment that 
celebrates his achievements in public: 
 
“The wars are ended, and our arms laid by  
We are for soft delights. Command the Poets  
To use their choisest, and most rare invention  
To entertain the time, and be you careful  
To give it action, Wee'l provide the people  
Pleasures of all kinds” (I.4. 77-81) 
 
In short, the poets are commanded to create plays, the theatre 

practitioners put them to life, and the ultimate reason for poetry's 
existence is pleasure that serves Massinger's Domitian. This view of 
spectacle as part of tyranny’s ideological arsenal echoes of Etienne La 
Boétie and Guy Debord, demonstrating that the poet-playwrights of the 
English Renaissance understood their role as part of the political 
machinery.  
The fictional tragedian Paris tells us how for the “the salary / Of six 

sestertii” (I.i. 25-26) the theatre practitioners will:  
 

“[...] with delight join profit, and endeavour  
To build their minds up fair, and on the stage  
Decipher to the life what honours wait  
On good, and glorious actions, and the shame  
That stands upon the heels of vice” (I.i.21-25).  
 
To summarize, the theatre practitioners exercise their communal 

agency through public moralization, by making their audiences more 
virtuous through the persuasive rhetoric of theatre. In the same lofty 
spirit, the actor Aesopus adds that “profits … And mercenary gain … are 
things beyond us” (I.i. 26-27) stressing here that even the actors, and not 
only the poets, see theatre as something more significant than simply a 
source of income. Paris continues: 
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PARIS. Our aim is glory, and to leave our names  
To aftertimes.  
LATINUS. And would they give us leave,  
There ends all our ambition. (I.I.31-33) 
 
The theatre practitioners accept willingly their place in the hierarchical 

world, so there is no conflict between the common good and the 
personal glory (gloriae cupiditas) motivating them. This is civic 
participation that takes place within the structure of early modern reality, 
through which the agents attain glory and greatness, while making their 
political community better.  
When the lictors summon the theatre troupe to senate to answer 

criminal charges, the innocent actors respond with obeisance and 
sincere faith in the Roman justice, while Aelius Lamia comments on the 
farcical nature of putting theatre into a public trial: “That reverend place, 
in which the affairs of Kings / And provinces were determin'd, to defend / 
To the censure of the bitter word, or jest / Drop'd from a Poet's pen!” 
(I.i.60). Domitian's Rome is a tyrannical regime, where something as 
harmless as theatre has become a political entity.  
Furthermore, when the theatre troupe finally arrives to senate, they 

are accused of “treason / As libellers against the state and Caesar” 
(I.3.34-35). Aretinus, the Caesar's spy, then tells the accusations: “You 
are they / That search into the secrets of the time, / And under the fain'd 
names on the Stage present / Actions not to be toucht at; and traduce / 
Persons on rancke, and qualitie of both Sexes, / And with Satiricall and 
bitter jests / Make even the Senators ridiculous / To the Plebeans” 
(I.3.36-43). Similar to Jonson's Poetaster (1601), the motivating force 
behind the anti-theatrical polemic here is selfishness disguised as moral 
concern, since theatre possesses the power to unmask the hypocrisy 
that would otherwise go unpunished. 
Massinger's fictional theatre practitioners defend their craft as a form 

of public moralization:  
 
“If to express a man sold to his lusts,  
Wasting the treasure of his time and Fortunes,  
In wanton dalliance, and to what sad end  
A wretch thats so given over does arrive at,  
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Deterring careless youth, by his example,  
From such licentious courses; laying open  
The snares of bawds, and the consuming arts  
Of prodigal strumpets, can deserve reproof,  
Why are not all your golden principles  
Writ down by grave Philosophers to instruct us  
To choose fair Virtue for our guide, not pleasure,  
Condemn[d] unto the fire?” (I.3.56-67)  
 
This notion of moral theatre contains not only the idea of poetry as 

crypto-philosophy, but that the playhouses function as the most effective 
means of mass persuasion:  
 
“Or if desire of honour was the base  
On which the building of the Roman Empire  
Was rais'd up to this height; if to inflame 
The noble youth with an ambitious heat  
T'indure the frosts of danger, nay of Death  
To be thought worthy of the triumphall wreath  
By glorious undertakings, may deserve  
Reward, or favour, from the common wealth.  
Actors may put in for as large a share  
As all the sects of the Philosophers;  
They [with] cold precepts (perhaps seldom read)  
Deliver what an honourable thing  
The active virtue is. But does that fire  
The blood, or swell the veins with emulation  
To be both good, and great, equall to that  
Which is presented on our Theaters?” (I.3.68-83) 
 
The theatre practitioners acknowledge their communal duty (officium) 

and their value in the political community, teaching civic virtue, desire for 
glory (gloriae cupiditas) and love for one's country (patria) to their 
audiences:  
 
“Let a good Actor in a loftie Sc[e]ne  
Show great Alcides honour'd in the sweate  
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Of his twelve labours; or a bould [Camillus]  
Forbidding Rome to be redeem'd with gold  
From the insulting Gaul's; or Scipio 
After his victories imposing Tribute  
Or conquer'd Carthage. If done to the life,  
As if they saw their dangers, and their glories,  
And did partake with them in their rewardes,  
All that have any sparke of Roman in them  
The slothfull artes layd by, contend to bee 
Like those they see presented” (I.3.83-94)  
 
Massinger's fictional theatre practitioners possess conservative 

agency which co-operates with the existing hierarchies. The theatre 
practitioners then ask a rhetorical question from the senate: “When doe 
we bring a vice upon the Stage, / That goes off unpunish'd? Do we teach 
/ By the successe of the wicked undertakings, / Others to tread, in their 
forbidden steps?” (I.3.98-101). In short, while the plays show 
dramatizations of immorality and viciousness, these repulsive elements 
exist only for pedagogico-moral purposes. The theatre practitioners 
likewise humbly acknowledge their place in the social hierarchy, for 
when their plays criticize those in power, they merely reflect the ugly 
reality: “for traducing such / That are above us, publishing to the world / 
Their secret crimes we are as innocent / As such as are borne dumbe” 
(I.3.104-109). In short, theatre offers a mirror – nothing more.  
If someone in the audience feels the pangs of conscience, seeing a 

parallel with the dramatized history and the contemporary reality, it is not 
the fault of theatre: “If any in this reverend assemblie, / Nay e'ne your 
selfe my Lord, that are the image / Of absent Caesar feele something in 
your bosome / That puts you in remembrance of things past, / Or things 
intended tis not in us to help it.” (I.3.136-140). Those who blame the 
theatre practitioners of dramatizing history for covert purposes are 
wrong, since the nature of their agency is conservative and reflective. In 
other words, the poets and actors are loyal subject-citizens. 
In a darkly humorous sub-plot, the fictional actors hear how 

Parthenius laments that his father “is deafe / To all perswasion” (II.i. 88-
89) and offer theatre as a moral cure to his predicament: 
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“Sir with your pardon,  
I'll offer my advice! I once observ'd  
In a Tragedie of ours, in which a murther  
Was acted to the life, a guiltie hearer  
Forc'd by the terror of a wounded conscience , 
To make a discoverie of that, which torture  
Could not wring from him. Nor can it appeare  
Like an impossibilitie, but that  
Your father looking on a covetous man  
Presented on the Stage as in a mirror  
May see his owne deformity, and loath it.  
Now could you but perswade the Emperour  
To see a Comedie we haue that's stilde  
The Cure of Avarice, and to command  
Your Father to be a spectator of it,  
He shall be so An[ato]miz'd in the Scene,  
And see himsel so personated; the basenes  
Of a selfe torturing miserable wretch 
Truely describ'd that I much hope the object  
Will worke compunction in him.” (II.i.89-108) 
 
However, the father of Parthenius sympathizes with the stage miser 

and moralizes the play-within-a-play as an exhortation to persist in his 
course. While Massinger’s play shares the same civic humanist 
sentiment as Jonson’s Poetaster (1601), and though the fictional theatre 
practitioners obviously possess a sense of agency, this short burlesque 
of moralization seems to suggest that theatre’s persuasive power (or 
rhetoric) is ultimately as powerless against vice as it is against tyranny. 
Theatrical performance is not a passive entity, and the interpreter has as 
much agency as its creators. Nonetheless, Massinger's theatre 
practitioners show no sign of cynicism and virtuously seek to serve their 
political community, exercising their Ciceronian officium and striving for 
the common good even under a tyrant’s rule.  
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2.6 Taxonomy of Historical Agency  
 

The political and moral were inseparable dimensions in the early modern 
thinking; the poet-playwrights were therefore moralists who possessed a 
reflective and conservative agency, which is not unlike that of a 
preacher, and their plays share some similarities with the sermons as 
Public Displays. Effectively a playscript for state-sanctioned 
performance, An Exhortation to Obedience (1547), a widely preached 
sermon from the Book of Homilies, lays a theological foundation for the 
current state of affairs, seeking to accomplish three theologically self-
justified objectives: 
 
(1) to legitimize the existing hierarchies 
(2) to ostracize those who by criticism or opposition threaten the 

status quo 
(3)  to de-legitimize the competing hierarchies 
 
From the angels to the laws of nature, according to this Tudor 

absolutism of An Exhortation to Obedience (1547), the ”most excellent 
and perfect order” (I.10.1-3-4) set by God himself applies in equal terms 
to the whole society. As the existing hierarchies in society reflect the 
divine order, disobedience against the hierachy equals disobedience 
against God; thus the thiswordly rebels, in essence, the miniatures of 
Lucifer, re-enact the Fall through their rebellion, creating a Hell on Earth: 
 
”[...] For where there is no right order, there reigneth all abuse, carnall liberty, 
enormitie, sinne, and Babylonicall confusion. Take away Kings, Princes, Rulers, 
Magistrates, Iudges, and such estates of GODS order, no man shall ride or goe by 
the high way vnrobbed, no man shall sleepe in his owne house or bedde vnkilled, 
no man shall keepe his wife, children, and possession in quietnesse, all things shall 
bee common, and there must needes follow all mischiefe, and vtter destruction both 
of soules, bodies, goodes, and common wealthes” (1.10.1-30-37) 
 
The Faerie Queene (1590/96) by Edmund Spenser, strongly echoes 

with similar anxieties. For should the ”heav'nly justice” (V.II.36.1) through 
which ”every one do know their certain bound” (V.II.36.2) become 
compromised, the result, when the Public Authority ceases to exist, will 
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be descent into utter chaos, a nightmare-scenario in which a new, 
illegitimate hierarchy shall be built unto the ruins of the old, legitimate 
hierarchy. Heading the ”lawless Multitude” (V.II.52.1) and proclaiming 
the rightful rulers and their laws as tyranny, the rebellious Giant in The 
Faerie Queene embodies the very same anxieties that lie at the heart of 
the Exhortation: 
 

”Tyrants, that make Men subject to their Law, 
I will suppress, that they no more may reign; 
And Lordings curb, that Commons over-awe; 
And all the Wealth of rich Men, to the Poor will draw.” (V.II.38.6-9) 
 
These authoritarian objectives and the anxiety regarding social 

disorder are equally present in the drama of the English Renaissance. 
However, although the poet-playwrights were licensed by the 
governmental authority, they served no particular ideology, possessing a 
degree of creative and intellectual freedom. Instead of pulpit, the same 
civic humanism that motivated the clergymen to care for the soul of 
England manifested itself on the public stage, that provided the poet-
playwrights' conservative and reflective agency a public platform.  
The Discourses (1531) by Machiavelli give us a glimpse of the 

potential the playhouses possessed from the perspective of civic 
humanism: 

”[...] The demands of a free populace, too, are very seldom harmful to liberty, for 
they are either due to the populace being oppressed or to the suspicion that it is 
going to be oppressed, and, should these impressions be false, a remedy is 
provided in the public platform on which some man of standing can get up, appeal 
to the crowd, and show that it is mistaken. And though, as Tully remarks, the 
populace may be ignorant, it is capable of grasping the truth and readily yields 
when a man, worthy of confidence, lays the truth before it” (Machiavelli 1998, 114-
115) 
 
Indeed, in the preface to Cynthia's Revels (1600) by Ben Jonson, a 

late Elizabethan play that was acted at the English Royal Court, Jonson 
states to his ruler “Thy servant, but not slave” (Prol. 24), embodying in 
one bold statement what the Renaissance poets were at their absolute 
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best. Had Percy Bysshe Shelley been born in Jonson's England, and 
Jonson in Shelley's, doubtlessly they would have exercised and 
expressed their agency within the structure(s) of their respective worlds. 
While the Renaissance idea of poet-as-moralist might sound repulsive 

to our post-romantic ears, it is not that far off from Percy Bysshe 
Shelley's romantic manifesto, A Defence of Poetry (1821), written in the 
Sidneian tradition, according to which “[the] Poets are the 
unacknowledged legislators of the World” (Shelley 2016, 678). I would 
even go as far in the genealogy of poet's agency, as to suggest that the 
existence of a Romantic poet such as Shelley was, in fact, a distant 
byproduct of the late Renaissance process in which the civic humanism 
and medieval moralization merged together. 
But where Shelley's poetry was written by a freethinker, in a world that 

both could and should actively be changed for the better through poet's 
revolutionary agency, the renaissance poets, though certainly no slaves, 
remained at their hearts servants to the existing state of things, seeking 
to conserve the social stability and communal cohesion. 
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3 ROSTRA 

This part seeks to understand the nature of dramatic and theatrical 
recycling during the playhouse period (1576-1642), and even more 
precisely, that of dialogic recycling. Yuri Lotman's semiotics, Susan 
Blackmore's memetics, and Marvin Carlson's ghosting form together the 
theoretical framework through which the contextual analysis takes place.  
Marvin Carlson (b. 1935) is an American theatrologist who presents in 

his book The Haunted Stage: The Theatre as Memory Machine (2001) a 
concept of theatrical recycling which he calls by the name ghosting. 
Theatre, according to Carlson, recycles narratives, characters, actors, 
costumes, props and staging. This recycling creates a sense of 
continuity in the minds of the audiences, so - figuratively speaking - the 
previous lives of these recycled elements continue to live a “haunted” 
existence on stage. While theatrical and dramatic recycling is a factual 
reality in the world of theatre, Carlson argues that theatre practitioners 
do consciously utilize ghosting to create a sense of interconnectedness 
in the minds of their audiences.  
Susan Blackmore (b. 1951) is a British writer best known for her book 

The Meme Machine (1999) which tries to present consistent definitions 
and vocabulary for the study of memes – memetics. A term originally 
coined by the British evolutionary biologist Richard Dawkins (b. 1941) in 
his book The Selfish Gene (1976), the now ubiquitous meme is perhaps 
best defined as a cultural analogue to gene, that is, a self-replicating unit 
for carrying ideas, symbols, and/or practices from mind to mind.  
Yuri Lotman (1922-1993) was a Russian-Estonian literary scholar and 

semitotician, who came up with the idea of semiosphere in Universe of 
the Mind: A Semiotic Theory of Culture (1990) as a semiotic analogue to 
biosphere.  
This doctoral dissertation will not enter into metaphysical and 

ontological debates about the existence of memes or semiosphere, but 
instead these concepts will be used to better articulate and therefore to 
better elucidate the nature of dramatic and theatrical recycling in the 
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world of Shakespeare and his contemporaries, which had through the 
advent of printing press undergone a rapid technologico-cultural 
transition from manuscript culture to print culture, not completely unlike 
the post-print culture digital world in which we now live.  

3.1 Renaissance Theatre as Memory Machine: A Semio-Memetic 
Nexus for Rhetorical Agon 

 
In Part 1. Early Modern Performance – which detailed the mechanics of 
subversion, we saw how theatre and drama provided a public medium 
for circulating volatile ideas in the hierarchical world of the English 
Renaissance. Consequently, Part 2. The Models Agency for Early 
Modern Poet – showed us that the agents (poet-playwrights) with access 
to this medium did indeed possess agency, instead of being merely 
passive entities. The research questions are: 
 
i) What cultural forces lead to dramatic and theatrical recycling? 
 
ii) What were the forms of recycling in English Renaissance theatre? 
 
Iii) What cultural forces lead to dialogue and debate? 
 
iv) What is dialogic recycling as opposed to recycling in general? 
 
v) From dialogic recycling to public dialogue and public debate? 
 
Part 3. Rostra – shall show the public medium of playhouse theatre 

and early modern print culture as forum for these agents (playwrights) in 
which dialogue and even debate takes place, leading to Part 4. Jew 
Plays: The Stage Jew as a Rhetorical Device in Public Debate which 
covers three Elizabethan plays featuring a stage Jew:  
 

i.The Three Ladies of London (1581) by Robert Wilson, an actor-
playwright; 
ii.The Jew of Malta (1589, 1594) by Christopher Marlowe, a University Wit; 
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iii.The Merchant of Venice (1596) by William Shakespeare, an actor-
playwright. 
 
My study explores these plays as a metatheatrical dialogue in the 

proto-public sphere. When read in chronological order, the works seem 
to form a continuity: my hypotheosis is that they create a self-reflexive, 
interconnected network of plays (by playwrights) that communicate with 
one another. Furthermore, the plays consistently utilize their respective 
stage Jews to probe questions pertaining to religion, protocapitalism and 
immigration. The three plays, in this aforementioned Elizabethan 
context, form a public debate on these issues. Consequently, each play 
becomes a public statement by its playwright.  

3.2 The Genesis of Dramatic & Theatrical Recycling  
 
A Short Account of the Destruction of the Indies (1552) is an account 
about the injustices against the indigenous peoples in the Spanish 
colonies of the Caribbean, written by the Spanish Dominican friar 
Bartolomé de las Casas (1484-1566), which contains a description of a 
native American performance, interrupted by the Spanish conquistadors:  
 
“[The] soldiers drew their swords … [and] proceeded to slice open the lithe and 
naked bodies of the dancers and to spill their noble blood. Not one dancer was left 
alive, and the same story was repeated in the other squares throughout the city. 
This series of events caused horror, anguish and bitterness throughout the land; the 
whole nation was plunged into mourning, and, until the end of time, or at least as 
long as a few of these people survive, they will not cease to tell and re-tell, in their 
areitos and dances, just as we do at home in Spain with our ballads, this sad story 
of a massacre which wiped out their entire nobility, beloved and respected by them 
for generations and generations (Las Casas 2004, 50-51) 
 
This melancholy account of Las Casas (1484-1566) is not only, from 

the perspective of early modern thinking, an important document in the 
development of human rights, but it also makes evident that, from the 
perspective of performance studies, despite their apparent otherness, 
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“[the] areitos and dances” performed by the natives function no different 
from “our ballads” as preservers and generators of cultural memory.  
Las Casas (1484-1566), to translate this into the theoretical language 

of the semiotician Yuri Lotman (1922-1993), seems to speak here of 
native and Spanish semiospheres:  
 
“[Throughout] the whole space of semiosis, from social jargon and age-group slang 
to fashion, there is also a constant renewal of codes. So any language turns out to 
be immersed in a semiotic space and it can only function by interaction with that 
space. The unit of semiosis, the smallest functioning mechanism, is not the 
separate language but the whole semiotic space we term the semiosphere. The 
semiosphere is the result and the condition for the development of culture; we 
justify our term by analogy with the biosphere” (Lotman 1990, 125) 
 
Las Casas (1484-1566) comes from the Spanish semiosphere, so 

while able to perceive the parallelisms between ballads and the native 
forms of performance, like any product of alien semiosphere he would be 
incapable to fully understand these “areitos and dances” unless he were 
to assimilate into the native culture. Even then his understanding and 
reception, the self-centered world the semiotics call umwelt, would 
undoubtedly remain somewhat alien compared to those born in the 
native semiosphere.  
In theory, if continuously performed until this day, these Spanish and 

native performances from the 1550s would not only carry the memory of 
historical events from which they originated, but also their respective 
interpretations all the way into the 2020s, as Lotman's suggestive 
argument about the cultural afterlife of Shakespeare demonstrates:  
 
“One might expect a text as it lives through the centuries to become faded and to 
lose the information contained in it. Yet texts that preserve their cultural activity 
reveal a capacity to accumulate information, i.e. a capacity for memory. Nowadays 
Hamlet is not just a play by Shakespeare, but it is also the memory of all its 
interpretations, and what is more, it is also the memory of all those historical events 
which occurred outside the text but with which Shakespeare's text can evoke 
associations. We may have forgotten what Shakespeare and his spectators knew, 
but we cannot forget what we have learnt since their time. And this is what gives the 
text new meanings” (Lotman 1990, 18-19) 
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Perhaps the students of Shakespeare and English Renaissance 

working outside the anglosphere understand this alien perspective better 
than many others. 
Essayist and philosopher Ralph Waldo Emerson (1803-1882) writes 

about Shakespeare in one of his lectures contained in Representative 
Men (1850), making the eloquent argument that  
 

“[a] great poet who appears in illiterate times, absorbs into his sphere all the light 
which is any where radiating. Every intellectual jewel, every flower of sentiment it is 
is his fine office to bring to his people; and he comes to value his memory equally 
with his invention. He is therefore little solicitous whence his thoughts have been 
derived; whether through translation, whether through tradition, whether by travel in 
distant countries, whether by inspiration; from whatever source, they are equally 
welcome to his uncritical audience.” (Emerson 1902, 188)  
 
Emerson paints here a florid picture of the English Renaissance as a 

bygone epoch in which the torrent of print-powered information irrigates 
the receptive and fertile minds of Shakespeare and his contemporaries, 
whose plant-like imaginations now start to bloom with unparalleled 
creativity. In short, Emerson sees the Renaissance mind as a somewhat 
passive if undeniably creative and naively omnivorous receiver of new 
information to which literacy and print culture now provide an access.  
Memeticist Susan Blackmore (b. 1951) explains the now ubiquitous 

idea of memes with the following analogy “genes are instructions 
encoded in molecules of DNA – memes are instructions embedded in 
human brains, or in artefacts such as books, pictures, bridges or steam 
trains … Each of us creates or comes cross countless memes every time 
we speak, but most of these are quickly snuffed out in their travels. 
Other memes are carried on radio and television, in written words, in 
other people's actions, or the products of technology, films, and 
pictures.” (Blackmore 1999, 15, 37)  
We know that Shakespeare certainly did not live “in illiterate times” as 

Emerson eloquently though misguidedly argues from his 19th century 
perspective, and neither was Shakespeare's contemporary audience (as 
Emerson likewise argues) “uncritical”. Indeed, the English Renaissance 
schoolmaster William Kempe gives us in his pedagogical treatise The 
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Education of Children (1588) a wonderful summary of what the 
renaissance notion of imitatio meant to Shakespeare's contemporaries: 
“first scholar shall learn the precepts, secondly, he shall learn to note the 
examples of the precepts in unfolding other men's works; thirdly, to 
imitate the examples in some work of his own; fourthly and lastly, to 
make somewhat alone without an example” (quoted in Taylor 2007, 32).  
However, in other aspects Emerson's eloquent description is apt and 

factual, for by advocating creative imitation renaissance was (to use 
Blackmore's theoretical language) a meme-friendly epoch, and we need 
to look no further than Petrach and Seneca to understand this. Gillian 
Jondorf points out in her study Robert Garnier and the Themes of 
Political Tragedy in the Sixteenth Century (1969) that it was exactly the 
imitability of Petrarch and Seneca which explains the popularity of these 
authors throughout early modern Europe.  
Indeed, “[the] reason why Petrarch was so widely imitated,” according 

to Jondorf, “was that so much of the Canzoniere was imitable. For 
writers trying out a new poetic language (in England, the Tudor lyricists; 
in France, the Pléiade) the set of easily translatable themes and images 
which they found in Petrarch, and even more clearly in his Italian 
imitators, provided convenient basic material to work on. By taking over 
the Petrarchan convention they simplified their task because they had 
not to work out their own solutions to problems about the nature of love, 
the relationship between lovers and so on, but could use the ready-made 
attitudes of Petrarch and his imitators; thus they were free to concentrate 
on finding solutions to equally important problems concerning, form, 
style, sound-patterns and the manipulation of their own language.” 
(Jondorf 1969, 9)  
In his preface to Robert Greene’s Menaphon (1587), the university 

educated Thomas Nashe mocks those rival playwrights who “could 
scarcely latinize their neck-verse if they should have need”, drawing their 
classical knowledge from translations: “English Seneca read by 
candlelight yields many good sentences, as ‘Blood is beggar’ and so 
forth; and if you entreat him in a frosty morning, he will afford you whole 
Hamlets, I should say handfuls, of tragical speeches. But oh grief! 
Tempus edax rerum: what’s that will last always? The sea exhaled by 
drops will in continuance be dry, and Seneca, let blood line by line and 
page by page, at length must needs die to our stage” (Nashe 1987, 474). 
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In other words, the Senecan memes had become, through translation 
and grammar school, a cornerstone of the Elizabethan popular culture.  
In Senecan drama, Jondorf writes, “[the Renaissance writers] found 

what amounted to a guide for their own experiments. They found a 
certain form – the use of few characters, the technique of launching a 
play in medias res, alternation of dialogue and chorus, with the chorus 
used to mark pauses in action and thus to stress the shape of the play. 
They found conventions – some stock characters, a habit of keeping 
most violent action off the stage, the use of a confidant to avoid 
soliloquies by the leading characters, the use of dreams, of the 
supernatural and of dramatic irony. They found a highly sophisticated 
rhetorical use of language which, in spite of its sophistication, included 
simple, striking, easily imitable devices and effects.” (Jondorf 1969, 9).  
The sonnets and tragedies of Shakespeare derive from the 

Petrarchan and Senecan models, for “[memes] come with variation – 
stories are rarely told exactly the same way twice, no two buildings are 
absolutely identical, and every conversation is unique – and when 
memes are passed on, the copying is not always perfect … There is a 
memetic selection – some memes grab the attention, are faithfully 
remembered and passed on to other people, while others fail to get 
copied at all. Then, when memes are passed on there is retention of 
some of the ideas or behaviours in that meme – something of the 
original meme must be retained for us to call it imitation or copying or 
learning by example.” (Blackmore 1999, 14)  
This memetic selection is a pragmatic process, and arguably one of 

the reasons why Gabriel Harvey's (c. 1552/3-1631) passionately 
championed - and equally ridiculed - English hexameter never attained 
popularity, and why blank verse ultimately became the dominant form of 
stage language in Shakespeare's England. It is not entirely impossible 
that Senecan memes were a partial factor in this development: “I believe 
that the establishment of blank verse as the vehicle of drama,” writes 
T.S. Eliot, “instead of the old fourteener, or the heroic couplet, or (what 
might have happened) a particular form of prose rhythm, received a 
considerable support from its being obviously the nearest equivalent to 
the solemnity and weight of the Senecan iambic” (Eliot 1927, xxx). The 
English popular consciousness had started to associate dramatic 
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“solemnity” and tragic “weight” as Senecan qualities, so a verse form 
resembling the latter is one factor which might explain its success.  
Speculation aside, anyone who has written formal poetry knows that 

blank verse is easy to copy, yet hard to master, and the former memetic 
quality – its copiability - is (in my opinion as poet-translator) the most 
credible explanation for its triumph over the competing verse forms, for 
as Blackmore argues “If a meme can get itself successfully copied it will. 
One way to do so is to command the resources of someone's brain and 
make them keep on rehearsing it, so giving that meme a competitive 
edge over memes that do not get rehearsed. Memes like this are not 
only more likely to be remembered but also to be 'on your mind' when 
you next speak to someone else. If we take stories as an example, a 
story that has great emotional impact, or for any other reason has the 
effect that you just cannot stop thinking about it, will go round and round 
in your head. This will consolidate the memory for that story and will also 
mean that, since you are thinking about it a lot, you are more likely to 
pass it on to someone else, who may be similarly affected” (Blackmore 
1999, 40-41).  
We have only an impartial glimpse of the meme pool created during 

the playhouse period which lasted over forty years, as Andrew Gurr 
laments “[In] print and manuscript, we have lost more than three quarters 
of the 800 or more plays that we usually assume were written and 
staged professionally during the Shakespeare period … The body of 
splendid plays that have survived until today should never let us assume 
that we have the best of what was then staged. Not many of us have 
even read all of that 200 or so, let alone seen them modern stagings, 
and we have no guarantee that modern criteria of value would leave the 
lost 600 very far behind the few that we esteem highly now” (Gurr 2014, 
56).  
It is unnecessary to delve into the esoteric depths of the English 

Renaissance drama to find examples of the public theatre as meme 
pool, for three demonstrative examples from Shakespeare's plays shall 
suffice: “I could have such a fellow whipped for o'erdoing Termagant” 
Hamlet directs his actors, adding “it out Herods-Herod” (3.2.9). 
Termagant and Herod are both references to the mystery plays which 
the Protestant government had suppressed in the 1570s. Furthermore, 
the public theatre was a living memory bank for theatrical forms 
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predating the playhouses, as we can see from these examples where 
the plays from the 1590s and early 1600s refer to plays printed during 
the late 1560s and early 1570s: In Henry the Fourth, First Part 
(1596/1597) Falstaff says “I must speak in passion, and I will do it in 
King Cambyses' vein” (2.4.284) making a reference to Thomas Preston's 
Life of Cambyses, King of Persia (1569). We find another such reference 
in Hamlet (1603) when the eponymous prince calls Horatio “Damon” 
(3.2.243) of Richard Edwards play Damon and Pythias (1571).16 I would 
like to argue, therefore, that through print, performance and theatrical 
recycling the likes Termagant, Herod, Cambyses and Damon attained 
memetic existence, becoming (in my own words) English Renaissance 
memes.  
It is not entirely out of question to speculate, that playhouses in 

England functioned as living audio books (and/or podcasts), from which 
Shakespeare himself might have gleaned some of his learning. 
Consequently, I would like to make the argument, that the meme pool 
from which the poet-playwrights drew and into which they contributed 
also created a phenomenon that could be described as early modern 
mediatization; Queen Elizabeth is famously said to have remarked “I am 
Richard II, know ye not?” and people even named their children after 
Marlowe’s Tamburlaine (Honan 2005, 183). In short, theatre was a 
medium which shaped and framed the society in early modern England.  
Yet to fully understand the semiosphere and meme pool of the 

playhouse period, let us make a short survey on theatrical culture 
outside early modern England.  
In the 16th century Paris, Confrérie de la Passion, a confraternity 

which had originally produced religious drama, now likewise had a 
monopoly on secular drama. In stark contrast to Shakespeare’s England 
with its multiple playhouses, the professional companies in France could 
only stage theatrical productions in their capital by paying fees to the 
Confrérie, and if these visitors wanted to use a public theatre for their 
performances, the only option was to lease the Confrérie-owned Hotel 
de Bourgogne - the only public theatre in Paris - for short periods. It is 
                                                   
16 It is also possible that Damon is only a typical classical allusion (or merely a traditional 
pastoral name), but Arden Shakespeare's critically acclaimed edition of Hamlet (2006) 
edited by Neil Taylor and Ann Thompson argues that this particular line in Shakespeare's 
Hamlet (1603) refers to Damon and Pythias (1571) by Richard Edwards. 
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therefore obvious, even though this monopoly started to loosen by the 
end of the 16th century, why the drama and theatre of the likes of 
Alexandre Hardy (c.1572-1623), that is, French playwrights not unlike 
Shakespeare and his contemporaries, never created a semiosphere and 
meme pool comparable to London's early modern entertainment industry 
in this monopolized environment (Brockett & Hildy 2003, 187-188).  
Not unlike François Rabelais (1483/94-1553) before him, Michel de 

Montaigne (1533-1592) had fond memories of being an actor in 
university theatre productions. While France never developed a 
playhouse-based theatre culture like England, Montaigne thought highly 
of public theatre, seeing its potential for collectively fortifying the civic 
virtue of a nation, as John Florio's translation of Montaigne's Essays 
(1603) tells us: 
 
“[...] I have ever accused them of impertinencie, that condemne and disalow such 
kindes of recreations, and blame those of injustice that refuse good and honest 
Comedians, or (as we call them) Players, to enter our good townes, and grudge the 
common people such publike sports. Politike and wel ordered commonwealths 
endevour rather carefully to unite and assemble their Citizens together; as in 
serious offices of devotion, so in honest exercises of recreation. Common societie 
and loving friendship is thereby cherished and increased. And besides, they cannot 
have more formal and regular pastimes allowed them, than such as are acted and 
represented in open view of all, and in the presence of the magistrates themselves: 
And if I might beare sway I would thinke it reasonable, that Princes should 
sometimes, at their proper charges, gratifie the common people with them as an 
argument of a fatherly affection, and loving goodness towards them: and that in 
populous and frequented cities, there should be Theatres and places appointed for 
such spectacles; as a diverting of worse inconveniences, and secret actions. 
(Montaigne 1928, I.XXV, p. 207) 
 
Gonzalo’s ‘golden age’ speech (2.1) from Shakespeare's The 

Tempest (1611) is based on Montaigne’s essay Of the Cannibals, so its 
is likely that Shakespeare was familiar with Florio’s translation.  
In the 16th century Germany, Nürnberg and Augsburg had 

playhouses, although these were built for the accommodation of 
traveling troupes, of which the most famous were the “Englische 
Comödianten” (Brennecke 1964, 5). As a sidenote, I would imagine that 
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the playhouses of Nürnberg and Augsburg which served the traveling 
troupes were not that different from those in Bristol, York and Preston 
(see Pilkington 1997). Under the patronage of the local rulers, the 
English actors toured both German courts and and cities, adapting and 
simplifying their exported plays from the London public theaters for their 
new German-speaking audiences. Though these adaptations depending 
little on language were simplified, they nonetheless carried memes from 
Shakespeare’s London to German public consciousness, as we can see 
from such local adaptations as Titus Andronicus, Der Bestrafte 
Brudermord, and Der Jud von Venedig, not to speak of the stock 
characters and theatrical conventions drawn from these Germanized 
English plays. It should likewise be acknowledged, that the English 
actors themselves, known throughout the land for their high quality, 
provided a template for what theatre ideally should - or could - be to the 
yet unsophisticated German audiences (Brockett & Hildy 2003, 268-
270).  
To give some perspective of the scale of this cultural exchange, the 

compilation entitled as Englische Comedien und Tragedien (1620) lists 
plays acted by the English in Germany, containing such titles as Esther, 
The Prodigal Son, Fortunatus, The King's Son from England, Sidonia 
and Theagena, Somebody and Nobody, Julius and Hippolyta, Titus 
Andronicus, The Merry Play of Pickelherring and the Old Cuckold, and 
elsewhere there are records of German performances of Julius Caesar, 
The Spanish Tragedy, Dr. Faust [sic], The Jew of Malta, Orlando 
Furioso, Edward IV, The Maid's Tragedy, The Virgin Martyr, Lear, The 
Comedy of Errors, and Othello (Brennecke 1964, 9).  
In an extract from Röshell’s Chronicles of the City of Münster (trans. 

Albert Cohn) we get a wonderful little glimpse into this bicultural world of 
theatre from German perspective:  
 

“On the 26. 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 several musical instruments, 
such as lutes, citterns, viols, recorders and the like; they dance many new and 
foreign dances (not usual in this country) at the beginning and at the of their 
comedies. They were accompanied by a clown, who when a new act had to begin 
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and when they had to change their costumes, made many antics and pranks in 
German during the performance, by which he amused the audience. They were 
licensed by the Town Council for six days only, after which they had to depart. 
During those five days they took a great deal of money from those who wished to 
hear and see them, for every person had to give a shilling to each of them at their 
departure” (quoted in Brennecke 1964, 6). 
 
It is evident, since theatrical performances were sporadic occurences 

even in the purpose-built playhouses of Nürnberg and Augsburg, that 
these cities never produced semiospheres and meme pools comparable 
to early modern London. The contemporary eye-witness account of 
Fynes Morison (1592) describes such performance at the fair at 
Frankfurt, showing us how someone accustomed to the London 
playhouses and their repertoire would have viewed these germanized 
adaptations:  
 
“I remember that when some of our cast and disposed Stage players came out of 
England into Germany, and played at Franckford in the time of the Mart, having 
nether a Complete number of Actors, nor any good Apparell, nor any ornament of 
the Stage, yet the Germans, not understanding a word they sayde, both men and 
women, flocked to see their gesture and Action, rather then heare them, speaking 
English which they vnderstoode not, and pronowncing peces and Patches of 
English played, which my self and some English men there present could not hear 
without great wearysomenes” (quoted in Brennecke 1964, 5-6). 
 
Whereas these unfortunate “peces and Patches of English” are 

unintelligible echoes from an alien semisophere to the German 
audiences, “[the] gesture and Action” is something that transcends 
cultural boundaries. Because of the obvious linguistic challenges, it is 
understandable that the English clown became the most popular and the 
most important character of these adaptations, in which blank verse 
gave way to improvisation, broken German and physical comedy.  
However, the body language and the non-verbal structures of 

theatrical performance are no less memetic than English dialogue, for 
according to Susan Blackmore “[new memes] come about through 
variation and combination of old ones - either inside one person's mind, 
or when memes are passed from person to person” (Blackmore 1999, 
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15). Therefore, as this Anglo-German cultural exchange unwittingly 
created the ubiquitous clown character known as Pickelherring, it is not 
altogether unfair to argue that these adaptations, combining old and new 
material in an alien environment, gave birth to a new memetic entity that 
would continue its life in German public consciousness.  
In the sixteenth century Italy, although theatrical productions were 

presented by courts and academies on special occasions, the first 
record of a public theatre building is found in 1565 at Venice (Brockett & 
Hildy 2003, 171-170). Jacob Burckhardt famously laments in his 
Civilization of the Renaissance in Italy (1867) that the Italian 
Renaissance never produced a Shakespeare of its own (Burckhardt 
2004, 204-205). However, we should not underestimate the influence of 
commedia erudita for the fact that philosophers such as Giordano Bruno, 
the author of Candelaio (1582), and Niccolò Machiavelli, the author of 
Mandragola (1524), used theatre as vehicle for articulating their 
philosophies in dramatic form must have struck a chord in the minds of 
the brightest and the artistically most ambitious of the English poet-
playwrights. In other words, through commedia erudita the notions of 
philosopher-as-playwright and play-as-vehicle-for-philosophy attained a 
memetic existence, that is, a notion of contemporary applicability in the 
minds that had already derived a strong sense of poetic agency from the 
classical texts.  
During the Spanish Golden Age (1580-1680) there were playhouses 

in Seville, Toledo, Valencia, Granada, Cordova, and Madrid which was 
the dominant theatrical center. In addition to these purpose-built places 
for performance, the Spanish theatre practitioners staged their plays in 
city squares, courtyards, great halls at court, and houses of the nobles. It 
should likewise be remembered that there were playhouses not only in 
many other Spanish cities but also in the New World (Brockett & Hildy 
2003, 142-144).  
“Picture an alternative world in which Spain triumphed over England” 

writes the Shakespeare scholar Jonathan Bate “Lope then would have 
triumphed over Shakespeare and I would be writing a book called The 
Genius of Vega” (Bate 1998, 340). The Spain of the Golden Age 
undoubtedly had semiospheres and meme pools comparable (if not 
superior in size) to early modern England; Lope de Vega wrote as many 
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as 800-1800 plays, of which 331 are extant, compared to Shakespeare's 
dramatic oeuvre which consists of approximately 37 plays.17 
Indeed, the striking similarity between Shakespeare and Lope seems 

not to have gone unnoticed by those Englishmen familiar with Spanish 
literature, as we can see from the short inscription at the front a copy of 
Lope’s sonnets - Rimas (1602) - written by the Hispanist and poet 
Leonard Digges (1558-1635) to his friend scholar-poet James Mab 
(1572-1642). This dedicatory inscription reads as follows: 
 

Will Baker: Knowinge 
that M[r] Mab: was to 
send you this Booke 
of sonnets, w[i]th Spaniards 
here is accounted of their 
lope de Vega as in Englande 
wee should of o[u]r: Will 
Shakespeare. I colde not 
but insert thus much to 
you, that if you like 
him not, you must neuer 
neuer rede Spanishe Poet 
Leo: Digges  
 
These two men who most likely knew Shakespeare personally also 

contributed to his later immortality, for Digges wrote the third and Mab 
the fourth commendatory verse to the First Folio which was published 
1623 (Morgan 1963, 118). 
In addition to this fascinating isolated incident, the memes from the 

Spanish meme pool did enter the London semiosphere in Jacobean 
                                                   
17 The exact numbers vary, as one can see by comparing this estimate in History of 
Theatre (2003) by Oscar Brockett and Franklin Hildy with Encyclopedia Britannica, but 
Hispanist Gwynne Edwards in her introduction to Lope de Vega - Three Major Plays 
(2008) writes that “one of [Lope de Vega's] contemporaries, Juan Pérez de Montalbán, 
claimed after Lope’s death that 1,800 secular plays and 400 religious plays had been 
performed. Modern scholarship points to around 340 extant plays - many have 
disappeared - which are definitely by Lope. These alone are ten times as many plays as 
Shakespeare wrote, and as many as all the works of the other Elizabethan and Jacobean 
dramatist put together” (Edwards 2008, x). 
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England, as we can see from multiple plays by John Fletcher (1579-
1625) which are based on Cervantes's Novelas Ejemplares (1613). It is 
known that Fletcher likewise used Lope de Vega's play El gran duque de 
Moscovia (c. 1613) as a source for his own play The Loyal Subject 
(1616-1619). Even Shakespeare himself worked with Spanish material 
at least once in his late career; Cardenio (1613), the lost play attributed 
to Shakespeare and Fletcher, was likely based on the eponymous 
character in the first part of Cervantes's Don Quixote, of which Thomas 
Shelton's translation was available in 1612. This shows us that the 
commercial writing for the playhouses functioned as a lightning rod for 
the spread of new ideas and contemporary influences on a transnational 
scale.  
The chapter XII in John Shelton's translation of The Second Part of 

The Historie of Don Quixote (1620) by Miguel Cervantes – who himself 
was a Spanish poet-playwright - shows us that, like their English 
counterparts, the early modern theatre practitioners in Spain had a 
sense of agency:  
 
Your Players scepters and Emperors crownes (sayd Sancho) are never pure gold, 
but leave and Tinne.  
 
Tis true (answered Don Quixote) for it is very necessary, that your Play-ornaments 
bee not fine, but counterfeit and seeming, as the Play it self is, which I would have 
thee, Sancho, to esteem of, and consequently the Actors too, and the Authors, 
because they are the Instruments of much good to a Commonwealth, being like 
Looking-glasses, where the actions of humane life are lively represented, and there 
is no comparison, that doth more truly present to us, what we are, or what we 
should be, then the Comedy and Comedians: If not, tell mee hast thou not seen a 
Play acted, where Kings, Emperours, Bishops, Knights, Dames, and other 
personages are introduced? One playes a Ruffian, another the Cheater, this a 
Merchant, t’other a Souldier, one a crafty Foole, another a foolish Lover: And the 
Comedy ended, and the apparell taken away, all the rehearsers are the same they 
were. 
 
Yes, marry I have, quoth Sancho. Why, the same thing (sayd Don Quixote) 
happens in the Comedy and Theater of this world, where some play the Emperours, 
other the Bishops: and lastly, all the parts that may be in a Comedy: but in the end, 



 

215 

that is, the end of our life, Death takes away all the robes that made them differ, and 
at their buriall they are equall” (Cervantes 1896, 89-90) 
 
In the sixteenth century Madrid, three charitable confraternities 

controlled the public theatres, so the performances staged at these 
playhouses raised money for charity, thereby helping to isolate theatre 
from public criticism (Brockett & Hildy 2003, 148).  
An echo of this moral dimension of commercial theatre is found in 

fourth book, chapter XXI of The History of the Valorous and Wittie 
Knight-Errant Don-Quixote of the Mancha (1612), in which Cervantes 
presents us his fantasy of a court ordained “examinador” of theatre and 
drama in Spain. Thomas Shelton's translation reads as follows:  
 
“[The] comedy, as Tully affirms, ought to be a mirror of man’s life, a pattern of 
manners, and an image of truth, those that are now exhibited are mirrors of vanity, 
patterns of folly, and images of voluptuousness. ... if there were some 
understanding and discreet person ordained at the court to examine all comedies 
before they were acted, and that not only such as were played at the court itself, but 
also all others that were to be acted throughout Spain, without whose allowance, 
under his hand and seal, the magistrate of no town should permit any comedy to be 
played; by which means the players would diligently send their plays to the court, 
and might boldly afterwards act them, and the composers would, with more care 
and study, examine their labours, knowing that they should pass the strict censure 
of him that could understand them; and by this means would good comedies be 
written, and the thing intended by them most easily attained to, viz. entertainment of 
the people, the good opinion of Spanish wits, the profit and security of the players, 
and the saving of the care that is now employed in chastising their rashness.” 
(Cervantes 1612, IV.XXI) 
 
The comedy in Jacobean playwright Francis Beaumont’s (1584-1616) 

The Knight of the Burning Pestle (1613), a burlesque of Iberian chivalric 
romances and middle-class plays, derives from literary and theatrical 
recycling. Its references to other English plays include the anonymous 
The London Merchant (Prol. 9-10), the anonymous and lost The History 
of Richard Whittington (Prol. 20), Thomas Heywood’s If You Know Not 
Me, You Know Nobody, Part Two (Prol. 20-21), George Peele’s Edward 
I (Prol. 22-23), Thomas Heywood’s Edward IV (Prol. 52), Thomas 
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Heywood’s lost Bold Beauchamps (Prol. 54), William Shakespeare’s I 
Henry IV (Prol. 77-81), the anonymous Mucedorus (Prol. 84), Thomas 
Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy (Prol. 85), the Prodigal Son plays (I.19-25), 
possibly Thomas Middleton’s Family of Love (II.64-65), the popular 
puppet show Nineveh (III.278), The Travels of the Three English 
Brothers by John Day, William Rowley, and George Wilkins (IV.29-30), 
and The Four Prentices of London by Thomas Heywood (IV.49). 
In his preface to the play, Robert Keysar - the manager of the 

Children of the Queen’s Revels - says humorously that Beaumont’s 
comedy springs from “the race of Don Quixote” (Pref. 27). No doubt 
Lionel Abel (1910-2001) who invented the concept of metatheatre would 
gladly agree with this early modern observation. Furthermore, one could 
argue that Beaumont’s satire is a perfect example of how Cervantesian 
memes successfully found their place through mutation in the English 
meme pool. The Knight of the Burning Pestle (1613) is likewise a good 
demonstration of the semiosphere in which the playhouses existed, for 
most of the play’s brilliant comedy unfortunately remains partially opaque 
to contemporary audiences, since our semiotic umwelt differs from that 
of a Jacobean theatergoer.  
Ultimately, even as students of the English Renaissance drama, we 

can only try our best in reconstructing the social meaning and context of 
Beaumont’s play. It is the extent of dramatic interrelatedness and its vital 
significance in understanding The Knight of the Burning Pestle (1613) 
which should guide us to approach even Shakespeare’s plays as only 
islands, no matter how glorious, in a larger and unfortunately mostly lost 
archipelago.  

3.2.1 Recycling, Dialogue & Debate 
 

Nothing comes from nothing. It is self-evident that literary and theatrical 
recycling happens inevitably, as we learn from James Knowles, who 
describes the realities of commercial theatre in Shakespeare's England: 
“Companies used what we would now recognize as standard marketing 
techniques, such as mounting sequels (1 and 2 Henry IV), staging 
connected plays (such as Every Man Out of His Humour (1599) to follow 
Every Man In His Humour) or commissioning plays which deliberately 
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imitated the success of other companies hits and revivals – usually with 
revisions – of old successes (such as The Spanish Tragedy, Dr Faustus, 
The Jew of Malta, and Mucedorus). A good example of these 
commercial tactics would be the fashion for humour plays, which began 
with Chapman's A Humorous Day's Mirth (Admiral's 1957) and then 
spread, taking in The Merry Wives of Windsor (1597), Every Man In His 
Humour (1598), and Every Man Out Of His Humour (1599; all 
Chamberlain's Men), while the Admiral's Men probably hit back with The 
Fount of New Fashions and The London Florentine, Part Two (both lost 
plays).” (Knowles 2008, xii) Our interest here does not therefore lie in 
general recycling, but specifically in what I would describe as dialogic 
recycling.  
“[The] Puritan, in the day of his power, banished the drama from the 

'kingdom of the saints', and closed the theatres where the lofty teachings 
of Shakespeare and Jonson had humanized and exalted their fellow-
men” (Stanton Austin & Ralph 1835, 69). Today the majority of people 
would no doubt agree with the assessment that Ben Jonson (1572-1637) 
was a moralist, but the idea of moral Shakespeare sounds almost 
sacrilegious in our ears, because we are heirs of the Romantic era in a 
world where the industrialization and the world wars have disconnected 
us from the classical tradition. However, the renaissance classicism of 
Jonson – and that of Shakespeare – is not identical to the later 
neoclassicism(s) of John Dryden (1631-1700), Alexander Pope (1688-
1744), and Samuel Johnson (1709-1784).  
The Romantics merely appropriated the classical idea of 

furor poeticus, the divine frenzy and poetic madness which was a 
seminal part of the early modern idea of poethood. For example, when 
Ben Jonson in his De Shakespeare Nostrat (1641) describes how the 
latter “flow'd with that facility, that sometimes it was necessary he should 
be stopp'd: Sufflaminandus erat;’ as Augustus said of Haterius” (Jonson 
1954, 584), he alludes here to Shakespeare’s furor poeticus which is a 
necessary quality for a true poet. This idea of artistic inspiration was by 
no means something the Romantics - as much as they perhaps wanted 
to make their contemporaries to believe so - invented ex nihilo.  
To the contrary, its seminal importance was acknowledged by all the 

theorists of poetry in early modern Europe; intellectual and artistic 
luminaries such as Sir Philip Sidney (1554-1586) in England, La Pléiade 
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in France and the poets of the Golden Age in Spain, to name a few. The 
later Neoclassicism merely downplayed the importance of this poetic 
quality in the name of reason and moderation, so perhaps it would be 
fitting to say that while the Romantics did not create it, by appropriating 
furor poeticus they rejuvenated this classical concept which is to this day 
visible in Shakespeare’s most passionate works. To use anachronistic 
language, the ideal Renaissance poet was as Classical as he was 
Romantic.  
Indeed, Grahame Castor in his study of renaissance poetics makes 

the important observation that “Even from its very early days the 
discipline of rhetoric, as treated by Isocrates and Aristotle, had been 
concerned with both prose and verse … poetry was considered to have 
exactly the same object as any other form of discourse, namely to 
persuade an audience either that something is so, or that it should act in 
particular manner”. In short, “poetry [was] a form of rhetoric” (Castor 
1964,18-19). I argue that Shakespeare the moralist is closer to us than 
we may realize; like a councillor persuading his ruler with pleasure, the 
speaker of Shakespeare's Sonnets (1609) exhorts a younger man in 
position of power to continue his family line. This is poetic rhetoric and 
rhetorical poetry par excellence.  
The English Renaissance was a thoroughly rhetorical culture. From 

academic disputations and pamphlet wars to the discourse of parliament 
and the playhouses, eloquence was more than merely ornamental. Self-
presentation was the key to success for Elizabethan and Jacobean 
writers, statesmen and priests. Correspondingly, the playhouses and 
print culture made self-projection possible on an unprecedented scale. In 
a culture as equally hierarchical as it was rhetorical, a man skilled in the 
art of speaking – be that through letters, orations or playwriting – had 
access to power (see Mack 2002).  
Furthermore, as Markku Peltonen argues in Rhetoric, Politics and 

Popularity in Pre-Revolutionary England (2013), a defining feature of the 
rhetorical culture of Elizabethan and early Stuart England was its 
competitive spirit. Peltonen writes:  
 

”[...] The ars rhetorica provided theoretical and practical tools for adversary politics. 
Whether it was in the form of manuscript or print and whether it was in a libel or 
newsletter, rhetoric furnished the pre-revolutionary Englishman with a full-scale 
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programme of adversary politics. From elementary training in letter-writing to 
rhetoric proper, schoolboys and university students learned as much about conflicts 
and adversaries as about harmony and consensus. They were habitually told that a 
chief aim of an oration – whether oral or written – is to move the audience to their 
own side and to destroy and demolish the opponent. Rhetorical training thus took it 
for granted that there was always the other or contrary side, and no matter what 
kinds of views or policies were put forward and supported, there was always room 
for a counterargument” (Peltonen 2013, 7).  
 
Rhetoric was an all-pervasive and ever-present part of both education 

and quotidian life. Providing historical role models for dissent, the 
rhetoric at the very heart of the educational system offered alternatives 
to the status quo. The rhetorical art was as much about words as it was 
about performance. Consequently, performance in Elizabethan and 
Jacobean England, whether theatrical or non-theatrical, was by default 
both political and rhetorical. Preoccupied with arguments and counter-
arguments, rhetoric imposed a fundamentally agonistic mind-set on 
society as a whole.  
I argue that this agonism manifested itself most visibly during the 

playhouse period. While the rhetorical element was already strongly 
present in early Tudor drama, the building of permanent theatres made 
the medium of performance an even more potent vehicle for public 
debate (see Walker 1991; 1998).  
I believe certain memetic entities underlying these cultural forces 

deserve a mention, as factors in the makings of the agonistic mentality 
that gave birth to dialogic response drama. One such element is no 
doubt the Scholastic disputatio, the formalized method of debate used by 
the medieval and subsequently early modern universities.  
“[Scholastic argument]” Gary Remer writes “did not always betoken 

skepticism. The example of the scholastic disputatio, 'a formal 
discussion of a subject by two or more people, who take opposite or 
differing sides,' is instructive. Although the disputatio consisted of 
arguments pro and contra, it was usually resolved by the master's 
determinatio (determination) of the correct or approved answer. That 
question can be argued on either side, therefore, does not preclude the 
right answer.” (Remer 1996, 98)  
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Marlowe's Doctor Faustus (c. 1592) owes much of its power and 
comedy to the theologico-philosophical debates between Faustus and 
Mephistopheles, which follow the contemporary conventions of 
academic disputation. Ironically enough, the disputes that ended with 
master's determinations ultimately evolved into disputes with masterless 
perspectives, as we can see from the best of the English Renaissance 
drama. Indeed, John Florio's translation of the second book of 
Montaigne's Essays in Chapter XII: An Apologie of Raymond Sebond 
(1603) gives us an autobiographical testimony of how the rhetorical 
exercise known as argumentum in utramque partem (defending both 
sides of a debating question) played an integral part in creating the 
questioning and aporetic Renaissance mind: 
 

“Many times (as commonly it is my hap to doe) having for exercise and sport-sake 
undertaken to maintaine an opinion contrarie to mine, my minde applying and 
turning it selfe that way doth so tie me unto it, as I finde no more the reason of my 
former conceit, and so I leave it. Where I encline, there I entertaine my selfe 
howsoever it be, and am carried away by mine owne weight. Every man could neer-
hand say as much of himselfe would he but looke into himselfe as I doe.” 
(Montaigne 1603) 
 
Imagination and debate were parts of the same intellectual whole; 

Roleplaying as an educational tool of Erasmian pedagogy was not 
limited to grammar schools, for the Inns of Court used mooting as a 
training method for lawyers-in-the-making, and in these debates the 
moot court participants debated competitively in simulated proceedings. 
This the memetic stuff from which the English Renaissance drama is 
made of.  
From the tragedies of Seneca, the playwrights of the English 

Renaissance inherited the dramatic technique known as stichomythia, of 
which the argument between Shylock and Bassanio in The Merchant of 
Venice (1593) provides us a lively demonstration:  
 

Shylock. I am not bound to please thee with my answers. 
Bassanio. Do all men kill the things they do not love? 
Shylock. Hates any man the thing he would not kill? 
Bassanio. Every offence is not a hate at first.  
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Shylock. What, woulds thou have a serpent sting thee twice? (4.1.65-9) 
 
The rhetorical heritage of the English Renaissance drama is not only 

discernible in its internal structures but also in its external qualities. The 
Flyting of Dumbar and Kennedy (c. 1500) is a Scottish example of the 
flyting genre of poetry, in which two poets seek to outclass each other in 
verbal combat. Margaret Galway’s article Flyting in Shakespeare 
Comedies (1935) shows us multiple examples of how this medieval 
tradition manifested itself in the English Renaissance literature. Several 
critics have compared flyting to modern rap battles, and the Finnish 
language has a word of its own for this tradition: “kilpalaulanta” (duel 
singing).  
I consider the flyting genre as one of the memetic entities which co-

mingled with the classical influences, such as stichomythia, in the 
collective unconsciousness of the early moderns. 
Cento18 is a poem that is composed of verses or passages taken from 

other authors, and the sonnet 112, consisting of “De versos diferentres, 
tomados de Horacio, Ariosto, Petrarca, Camoes, Tasso, el Serafino, 
Boscán y Garcilaso” from Lope de Vega's Rimas (1603), gives us a 
demonstration specimen of this intertextual genre in the early modern 
literature:  
 

SONETO CXII 
 
Le donne, i cavalier, le arme, gli amori A. 
en dolces jogos, en pracer contino, C. 
fuggo per più no esse pellegrino, P. 
ma su nel cielo infra i beati chori; T. 
 
dulce et decorum est pro patria mori: H. 
sforçame amor, fortuna, el mio destino; S.  
ni es mucho en tanto mal ser adivino, B. 
sequendo le ire e giovenil furori. A. 
                                                   
18 Shakespeare's England was familiar with this intertextual genre; in The Anatomy of 
Melancholy (1621) by Robert Burton (1577-1640) the author calls his widely-read prose 
work a cento: “I have laboriously collected this Cento out of diverse Writers” (Burton 2021, 
26) and then gives his readers a large and detailed explanation of his intertextual method.  
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Satis beautis unicis Sabinis, H. 
parlo in rime aspre, e di dolceza ignude, P. 
deste passado ben que nunca fora. C. 
 
No ay bien que en mal no se convierta y mude, G.  
nec prata canis albicant pruinis, H.  
la vita fugge, e non se arresta un ora. P. 
 
While this multilingual cento in Latin (H.), Italian (A., P., S., T.), 

Spanish (B., G.) and Portuguese (C.) is a charming testament to the 
creative interextuality of the early moderns, we should nonetheless 
remain critical about the free nature of such literary recycling, for Ben 
Jonson's Epigrams (1616) contains three entire poems about the 
subject:  
 

LVI. ON POET-APE  
 
Poor Poet-Ape that would be thought our chiefe,  
Whose workes are eene the fripperie of wit,  
From brocage is become so bold a thiefe,  
As we, the rob'd leave rage and pittie it.  
At first he made low shifts, would picke and gleane,  
Buy reversion of old playes; now growne  
To'a little wealth, and credit in the scene,  
He takes up all, he slights it. Tut, such crimes  
The sluggish gaping auditor devoures;  
He markes not whose 'twas first: and after-times  
May judge it to be his, as well as ours.  
Foole, as if halfe eyes will not know a fleece  
from locks of wool, or shres from the whole peece?  (Jonson 1963, 24) 
 
Here, according to Jonson’s epigram (LVI.), an ambitious poet-ape 

who used to revise old plays not only steals without a hint of shame from 
the works of other poet-playwrights, but is also now praised and hailed 
as the supreme poet by the ignorant audiences. However, Jonson 
believes that ultimately creative thievery like this will come to light, for 
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despite such violent plagiarism there is a clear difference between the 
quality writing of real poets and the less than mediocre scribbling of the 
poet-apes who opportunistically steal from their betters.  
The next epigram by Jonson (LXXXI.) continues the same theme:  
 

LXXXI. TO PROULE THE PLAGIARY  
 
Forbeare to tempt me, Proule, I will show  
A line unto thee, till the world it know;  
Or that I'have by two good sufficient men,  
To be the wealthy witnesse of my pen:  
For all thou hear'st, thou swear'st thy selfe didst doo.  
Thy wit lives by it, Proule, and belly too.  
Which, if thou leave not soone (though I am Loth)  
I must a libell make, and cosen both. (Jonson 1963, 34) 
 
There is a thriving plagiarist who steals Jonson's incipient ideas, 

calling them in public as his own inventions. Unfortunately, Jonson has 
no witnesses to prove this constant plagiarism, so now, in the spirit of 
creative self-defense, he reluctantly threatens the plagiarist with a libel, 
unless the latter immediately stops plagiarizing Jonson.  
 
The Jonson's next epigram (C.) describes creative theft as a reality in 

the ruthless world of commercial playwriting:  
 

C. ON PLAY-WRIGHT  
 
Play-wright, by chance, hearing some toyes I'had writ, 
Cry'd to my face, they were th' elixir of wit:  
And I must now beleeve him: for to day,  
Five of my jests, then stolne, past him a play. (Jonson 1963, 46)  
 
In this epigram (C.), a friendly playwright-colleague of Jonson lavishly 

praises his writing. However, the next day this same playwright is 
revealed to be a plagiarist, since Jonson now hears those exact lines of 
his in a play written by his sycophantic colleague.  
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To understand Jonson's exceptional auteurism by the Jacobean 
standards, we should acknowledge that Ben Jonson died 1637, over 
seventy years before the Statute of Anne (1710), that is, the first real 
copyright statute in England. Jonson's articulate criticism in these three 
epigrams paints us therefore a vignette of the contemporary attitudes 
towards intertextuality and what we now understand as creative rights.  
The readers and writers of Renaissance pastorals were familiar with 

the poetic form known as Amoebaean singing, a form of bucolic verse 
dialogue in which the first interlocutor sings according to a topic and 
verse structure of their choosing. The second interlocutor subsequently 
responds with the same verse structure and on a related topic. This 
poetic form of singing contest is most prominent in the Idylls of 
Theocritus (c. 300-260 BCE) and the Eclogues of Virgil (70-19 BCE). 
Undoubtedly the finest example of Amoeabaean singing comes from the 
bucolic verse dialogue between Christopher Marlowe's and Sir Walter 
Raleigh's poems:  

Table 5.  The Bucolic Verse Dialogue Between Christopher Marlowe’s & Sir Walter Raleigh’s 
Poems 

 

The Passionate Shepherd to His Love 
by Christopher Marlowe 

(1599) 

Come live with me and be my love, 
And we will all the pleasures prove 
That valleys, groves, hills, and fields 
Woods or steepy mountain yields 

And we will sit upon the rocks, 
Seeing the shepherds feed their flocks 

By shallow rivers to whose falls 
Melodious birds sing madrigals. 

And I will make thee beds of roses 
And a thousand fragrant posies, 
A cap of flower, and a kirtle 

Embroidered all with leaves of myrtle; 

A gown made of the finest wool 
Which from our pretty lambs we pull; 

 

The Nymph's Reply to the Shepherd 
by Sir Walter Raleigh 

(1600) 

If all the world and love were young, 
And truth in every shepherd's tongue, 
These pretty pleasures might me move 
To live with thee and be thy love. 

Time drives the flocks from field to fold, 
When rivers rage and rocks grow cold; 

And Philomel becometh dumb; 
The rest complain of cares to come. 

The flowers do fade, and wanton fields 
To wayward winter reckoning yields; 
A honey tongue, a heart of gall, 
Is fancy's spring, but sorrow's fall. 

Thy gowns, thy shoes, thy bed of roses, 
Thy cap, thy kirtle, and thy posies, 
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Fair lined slippers for the cold 
With buckles of the purest gold; 

A belt of straw and ivy buds, 
With coral clasps and amber studs; 

And if these pleasures may thee move, 
Come live with me and be my love. 

The shepherds' swains shall dance and sing 
For thy delight each May morning: 
If these delights thy mind may move, 
Then live with me and be my love. 

Soon break, soon wither, soon forgotten, 
In folly ripe, in reason rotten. 

Thy belt of straw and ivy buds, 
Thy coral clasps and amber studs, 
All these in me no means can move 
To come to thee and be thy love. 

But could youth last and love still breed, 
Had joys no date nor age no need, 

Then these delights my mind might move 
To live with thee and be thy love. 

 
In both structure and content Raleigh creates a mirror image of 

Marlowe's original poem, namely, a response to the original. This is 
dialogic recycling in its purest and most extreme form.  
Where the previous humanist generations warred over the rival 

systems of teaching Latin in the conflict known as the Grammarians' War 
(1519-1521), James Bednarz’s Shakespeare and the Poets’ War (2001) 
gives a detailed account of the War of the Theatres, a clash of opposing 
dramatic ideologies waged by Ben Jonson, William Shakespeare, John 
Marston and Thomas Dekker, which manifested itself as a series of 
interrelated plays between 1599 and 1601. This network of self-reflexive 
plays was simultaneously philosophical and personal (to quote Bednarz), 
a ‘public dialogue’ (Bednarz 2001, 2). The whole metatheatrical conflict 
was based upon what I myself have termed as dialogue-cum-dialogue, 
which I shall explain in further detail later in this part. 
Shakespeare refers to the War of the Theatres in Hamlet (1603), 

when Rosencrantz says to Hamlet “There was for a while no money bid 
for argument unless the poet and the player went to cuffs in the 
question” (2.2.318-319). Guildenstern adds ”O, there has been much 
throwing about of brains” (2.2.321) further alluding to this metatheatrical 
conflict in which poet-playwrights engaged in public dialogue with one 
another through the medium of stage. Thomas Dekker’s response to 
Jonson’s Poetaster (1601) - of which there is a close reading in Part 3. 
The Models of Agency for Early Modern Poet - gives us a demonstration 
of how the playhouses provided a public forum for debate.  
The War of the Theatres can be summarized in this convoluted 

sequence of events: In the beginning, Marston in his play Histriomastix 
(1599) satirized Jonson, who in turn the satirized Marston in Every Man 



 

226 

out of His Humour (1599). Marston responded to Jonson by satirizing 
him yet again in his play Jack Drum’s Entertainment (1600). Jonson 
counter-response was Cynthia’s Revels (1600) which satirized not only 
Marston, but also Thomas Dekker. Marston then responded to Jonson’s 
counter-response by writing his play What You Will (1601) and Jonson 
subsequently responded to Marston’s response to his counter-response 
with Poetaster (1601) in which Jonson-Horace defeats and humiliates 
both Marston-Crispinus and Dekker-Demetrius4 in public.19  
The last sequence in this War of the Theatres is supposedly Dekker's 

Satiromastix (1601) in which the pamphleteer-playwright responds to his 
stage caricature's public humiliation in Jonson's Roman power fantasy. 
Dekker’s response play is a sequel to Jonson’s Poetaster (1601) and 
here we have a scene in which Jonson-Horace now presents his 
true colours after his victory:  
 
“What could I doe, out of a iust reuenge,  
But bring them to the Stage? they enuy me  
Because I holde more worthy company.” (iv.iii.208-210)  
 
Jonson-Horace's true motive for humiliating Marston-Crispinus and 

Dekker-Demetrius is not so much poetic crusade against the poet-apes, 
but in reality, his superiority complex and snobbery. Jonson-Horace 
thinks his detractors envy him for successfully gaining the social 
acceptance and favour of the ruling class. However, Dekker-Demetrius 
disagrees with this and explains his perspective to Jonson-Horace:  
 

“[...] we enuy not to see,  
Thy friends with Bayes to crown thy Poesie.  
No, heere the gall lyes; we that know what stuffe  
Thy verie heart is made of, know the stalke  
On which thy learning growes, and can giue life  

                                                   
19 My close reading of the War of the Theatres (1599-1602) follows the sequence of events 
presented by James P. Bednarz in Shakespeare and the Poets' War (2001). Horace is 
Jonson in his metatheatrical play Poetaster (1601) and his rivals John Marston and 
Thomas Dekker are supposedly the poet-apes Crispinus and Demetrius, so therefore - 
for the sake of clarity - I shall call them Jonson-Horace, Marston-Crispinus and Dekker-
Demetrius in this doctoral dissertation.  
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To thy (once dying) basenes; yet must we  
Dance Antickes on your Paper.” (iv.iii.2017-223) 
 
Dekker-Demetrius is happy for Jonson-Horace's well-deserved 

success and recognition as poet. The problem is Jonson-Horace's 
excessive pride about his erudition and his aggressive narcissism which 
manifests itself in making of humiliating stage caricatures of his innocent 
playwright-colleagues. Marston-Crispinus agrees with the latter and adds 
the following remark: 
 

“This makes vs angry, but not enuious,  
No, were thy warpt soule, put in a new molde,  
Ide weare thee as a Iewell set in golde.” (iv.iii. 224-226)  
 
Neither Marston-Crispinus nor Dekker-Demetrius envies Jonson-

Horace for his undeniable greatness as a poet and playwright. Instead 
Jonson-Horace's colleagues are understandably angered about his 
libelous bad-mouthing and mean-spirited slander. However, if Jonson-
Horace were to reform his personality defects, Marston-Crispinus tells 
us, he would be not only be a great poet, but also in addition a decent 
human being. Marston-Crispinus then accuses Jonson-Horace for not 
living up to his own ethical standards as satirist, reminding the audience 
of the unfair public humiliation in Poetaster (1601) which Jonson-Horace 
mercilessly administered to his colleagues:  
 
“Vnder controule of my dread Soueraigne,  
We are thy Iudges; thou that didst Arraigne  
art now prepar'd for condemnation;  
Should I but bid thy Muse stand the Barre,  
Thy selfe against her wouldst giue euidence:  
For flat rebellion gainst the Sacred laws,  
Of diuine Poesie: heerein most she mist,  
Thy pride and scorne made her turn Saterist,  
And not her loue to vertue (as thou Preachest)  
Or should we minister strong pilles to thee:  
What lumpes of hard and indigested stuffe,  
Of bitter Satirisme, or Arrogance,  
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Of Selfe-loue, of Detraction, of a blacke  
And stinking Insolence should we fetch vp?  
But none of these, we giue thee what's more fit,  
With sting nettles Crowne his stinging wit.” (v.ii.209-224)  
 
The revenge of Marston-Crispinus and Dekker-Demetrius is to crown 

Jonson-Horace with a crown of stinging nettles which is a parody of 
laurel crown (v.ii. 239-240). It is not Jonson’s conviction in the 
Renaissance poet’s social mission but his artistic egotistism “All poets 
shall be Poet-Apes but you” (v.ii.339) which offends his colleagues. 
Marston-Crispinus and Dekker-Demetrius actually completely agree with 
Jonson-Horace’s poetics, sharing his idea of the ideal ruler “Learnings 
true Mecaenas, Poesies king” (v.ii.340) who grants true poets license to 
exercise their public agency. 
The most well known metatheatrical concept is the play-within-a-play, 

a dramatic vehicle utilized by Thomas Kyd in The Spanish Tragedy and 
William Shakespeare in A Midsummer Night’s Dream and Hamlet. 
However, I would like to propose that another hitherto unnamed 
metatheatrical concept exists: the dialogue-cum-dialogue. This new 
metatheatrical concept refers to a play’s consciousness of another play, 
a dialogue interacting with other dialogues, in other words, dialogues 
that communicate with dialogues. Jonson's Poetaster (1601) and 
Dekker's Satiromastix (1601) are two such metatheatrical dialogues in a 
long chain of multiple dialogic plays which recycle material from one 
another. This is essentially the theatrical analogue to the Amoebaean 
singing competition between Marlowe's and Raleigh's poems.  
Instigated by the early print culture, a mindset as fundamentally 

rhetorical as it was agonistic manifested itself in metatheatrical debates. 
Moreover, Tobin Nellhaus argues that metatheatre resulted from 
changes in communication structures. Leading to the formation of 
modern authorship and theatrical self-reflexion, the transition from a 
manuscript culture to a print culture made the metatheatrical phenomena 
possible on an unprecedented scale (Nellhaus 2010). Dialogue-cum-
dialogue, a metatheatrical phenomenon, is thus a product of both print 
culture and rhetorical agonism.  
Furthermore, although performance had been a political entity in the 

early Tudor period, before the playhouses and the printing revolution, 
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such a metatheatrical phenomenon as the War of the Theatres (1599-
1602) – a manifestation of dialogue-cum-dialogue in large scale – would 
have been impossible. Waged between four playwrights, the War of the 
Theatres was fought dialogue-cum-dialogue. While the Elizabethan and 
Jacobean playwrights had to operate within the limits of state-sanctioned 
censorship, like their early Tudor predecessors, they did communicate 
their ethical, aesthetic, ideological, and political views through drama. 
Unlike their predecessors, however, the playwrights of the playhouse 
period could debate with one another over their ethico-aesthetic and 
ideologico-political views in a public dialogue.  
The American theatrologist Marvin Carlson in his influential book The 

Haunted Stage: The Theatre as Memory Machine (2001) has labelled 
the phenomenon of theatrical recycling as ‘ghosting’. From the 
perspective of the audience, theatre – in recycling both specific 
narratives and specific characters – creates a continuity. Obviously, the 
same applies to actors, costumes, props, and staging. Carlson, speaking 
of dramatic reworkings, describes how each ghosting inevitably 
encourages ‘audiences to be alert to the particular features of the new 
version and to experience it in part as a contribution to an ongoing 
comparative process if not a direct competition’ (Carlson 2004, 26).  
Kent’s question “Is this the promised end?” (5.3) in Shakespeare’s 

King Lear (1605) strikes me as almost perfect example of early modern 
ghosting. I have personally experienced an echo of this by reading first 
the anonymous King Leir (1605) from the 1590s, and since I have not 
read Shakespeare’s tragedy for many years, the effect of subsequently 
reading his King Lear (1605) was almost physically unpleasant. The 
English philologist J.R.R. Tolkien in his scholarly essay On Fairy Stories 
(1947) coined the elegant terms eucatastrophe and its opposite 
dyscatastrophe. 
Where eucatastrophe means a sudden turn to good, as in the story of 

the Gospels, its opposite dyscatastrophe means a sudden turn to evil, as 
in Oedipus Rex by Sophocles (Tolkien 1973, 60). I personally believe 
that the source of my aforementioned shock is therefore the fact that 
Shakespeare's King Lear (1605) taps into something primal, visceral and 
archetypal by supplanting the eucatastrophe of King Leir (1605) with its 
dyscatastrophe. To fully experience this, however, one must be familiar 
with the fairy-tale version of King Lear's trials and tribulations. 
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Indeed, the legend that was familiar to contemporary audiences from 
Holinshed’s Chronicles, Geoffrey of Monmouth’s Historia Regum 
Britannia, The Mirror for Magistrates, William Warner’s Albion’s England, 
Edmund’s Spensers’s The Faerie Queene, and from its previous 
dramatization turns on its head in the most hideous way imaginable. 
While the Elizabethan King Leir and the Jacobean King Lear were 
obviously performed at different playhouses, it seems that ghosting in 
this particular tragedy was essential to Shakespeare’s dramaturgy.  
In this respect Shakespeare was far from unique, for The Blind 

Beggar of Alexandria (1598) by George Chapman tells the story of the 
shepherd who becomes king through his mastery of disguise and 
trickery. This eponymous beggar is Irus the fortune-teller, whose alter 
egos include Duke Cleanthes and Count Hermes. The play took place at 
the Rose theatre and the part of Irus the Beggar was played by Edward 
Alleyn, that is, the man who was famous for playing Marlowe’s 
Tamburlaine. Chapman’s play is a great example of ghosting in early 
modern theatre, for having Alleyn to burlesque Tamburlaine at the very 
same playhouse (Rose) by the same acting company (Admiral's men) 
must have created an extra level of metatheatrical significance and 
intertextual comedy (Gurr 2009, 22-24). Consequently, one could even 
playfully argue that Marlowe's infamous dramaturgy, which subverts the 
expectations created by the morality plays, is likewise a form of early 
modern ghosting.  
Lasting for over sixty years, the playhouse period (1576–1642) 

created a continuous repertory of play-actors, playwrights, and plays. 
Moreover, the repertory continuously recycled, not only props and 
costumes, but also stock characters and plot-elements. This continuous 
recycling created a web of associations, and ultimately, the audiences 
shared a communal horizon of expectations. Playing with those 
associations and expectations, the playwrights consciously manipulated 
the reception of their plays by referring to other plays, stock characters, 
and plot-elements. The theatrical life in early modern London, by 
constantly stimulating and manipulating the collective memory, thus 
formed a unique semiosphere  
In the metatheatrical opening of Cynthia's Revels (1601) by Ben 

Jonson, one of the stage audience members tells the boy actor playing 
Prologue that “the Umbrae, or Ghosts of some three or foure Playes, 
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departed a dozen years since, have bene sene walking on your stage 
here” further warning him to “Take heed Boy, if your House be haunted 
with such Hob-goblins 'twill fright away all your Spectators quickly” 
(Induction 194-198). In modern English, Jonson criticizes here the 
playing company's decision to stage old plays at the new playhouse, 
instead of choosing to stage new material. The equally metatheatrical 
question of Marcellus “What, has this thing appeared again tonight?” 
(1.1.19) in Shakespeare's Hamlet (1599/1601) likewise shows that 
Carlson's ghosting would not have been an incomprehensible concept to 
the early moderns, even if they did not have name for this practice.  
Eventually, the rhetorical agonism that manifested itself through 

playhouses and print culture turned London into a metatheatrical 
Pasquino:  
 

“[Pasquino] was the name given to an antique statue on the Piazza Navona in 
Rome. By the beginning of the sixteenth century the custom had grown up using it 
as a kind of notice-board for comment on public and especially Papal affairs. This 
became increasingly satirical and outspoken. It was usually in verse, and often 
distributed in fly-sheets [...] two statues (‘Pasquino’ and ‘Marforio’) were in use in 
Rome to carry on public question in question and answer form. Then process 
acquired notoriety and came to be imitated in other European countries.” (Bull 1976, 
20)  
 
Offering a public platform from which the playwrights could appeal to 

the public consciousness, the playhouses, like the talking statues of 
Rome, provided a forum for public debate. The Jacobean sermon 
Abrahams Sute for Sodome (1612) by the preacher Robert Milles shows 
an aggressive counter-reaction to this novel and unprecedented 
medium:  
 
“The licentious Poet and Player together are growne to such impudence, as with 
shameless Shemai, they teach Nobilitie, Knighthood, grave Matrons & civill citizens, 
and like Countrey dogs snatch at everie passengers heeles. Yes, Playes are 
growne nowadaies into such high request (Horresco referens) as that some 
prophane persons affirme, they can learne as much both for example and edifying 
at a Play, as at a sermon. O tempora, O mores … To compare a lascivious Stage to 
this sacred Pulpit and oracle of trueth? To compare a silken counterfeit to a Prophet 
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to Gods Angell, to his Minister, to the distributor of Gods heavenly mysteries? And 
to compare the idle and scurrile invention of an illiterate bricklayer to the holy, pure, 
and powerfull word of God, which is the foode of our soules to eternal salvation?” 
(quoted in MacLure 1958, 140) 
 
The preacher Milles presents here the shocking argument that “Poet 

and Player together” teach Englishmen as if they were something like 
religious authorities. In other words, the activity of the theatre 
pracitioners has formed a public entity which threatens those ideological 
agents in the service of reigning ideology who have previously enjoyed 
an exclusive and legitimate access (sacred pulpit) to the proto-public 
sphere.  
Theatre is painted here not only as a serious rival but as an 

alternative to the teachings of the church, in other words, a man-made 
source of values. Milles also mentions Ben Jonson “an illiterate 
bricklayer” as one these false prophets of man, making an interesting 
reference to Cicero (O tempora, O mores) which shows that the 
preacher is here executing his own Ciceronian officium by attacking 
those who from his perspective are now seeking to supplant the true 
communal duty with their own false officium.20 
he Art of Memory (1966) and Theatre of the World (1969) by Frances 

Yates present an occult vision of the Elizabethan playhouses as 
products of Vitruvian principles.21 While I neither condone nor condemn 
these fanciful theories, there is no reason to delve into mnemotechnics 
and Renaissance magic to see that the playhouses did actually possess 
hidden power.  
Memes, according to the theories of memeticists, copy themselves 

more successfully when they are teamed up. Theory of memes explains 
that belief systems and ideologies, organizations and groups, and 
behavioral patterns as results of this process, and the name for these 
meme complexes is memeplex (see Blackmore 1999). I argue that the 
                                                   
20 For “officium” (communal duty), see Part 2. The Models of Agency for Early Modern 
Poet 
 
21 Frances Yates, in her book Theatre of the World (1969), explores the influence of the 
Roman architect and engineer Vitruvius (c. 80-70 – after c. 15 BCE) in late Tudor and 
Jacobean world.  
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English Renaissance stage not only created a meme pool, but it also 
played a major part in creating and spreading the memeplex of poet (or 
poethood), whose public agency now challenged the memeplex of the 
religiously ordained preachers. Theatre, in the otherwise hierarchic early 
modern society, gave in an unprecedented scale a voice to the critically 
thinking individual. The memeplex of poet-playwright therefore provided 
a model of semi-independent public agent which could be adopted the 
same way as the religious vocation. In this particular respect theatre was 
a counter-cultural force in the early modern world.  

3.3 Response Plays 
 

James P. Bednarz observes that in the 1590s “[the] University Wits 
unanimously responded to Tamburlaine by attempting to negate its 
disturbing vision of heroism in [Robert] Greene’s Alphonsus and Orlando 
Furioso; his collaboration with [Thomas] Lodge, A Looking-Glass for 
London and England; Lodge’s Wounds of Civil War; and [George] 
Peele’s Battle of Alcazar. Yet even when supplemented by the 
anonymous Locrine, Selimus, and the Troublesome Reign of King John, 
these plays collectively fail either to meet Marlowe’s intellectual 
challenge or match his literary standard” (Bednarz 2009, 97-98). In short, 
Bednarz here describes the English Renaissance phenomenon known 
as response plays, which was made possible by the printing press and 
public playhouses.  
I have also tried to retain a critical mindset towards interpreting every 

similarity as dialogic, since there are far more prosaic explanations for 
many seemingly dialogic elements in the early modern drama. For 
example, The Wounds of Civil War (1594) by Thomas Lodge contains a 
scene in which four moors draw a chariot possibly as an imitation of the 
similar scene in Marlowe’s Tamburlaine. While it is indeed possible to 
interpret this as an instance of dialogic recycling between two University 
Wits, it is equally possible - if one but takes a peek at theatrical 
entrepreneur and impresario Philip Henslowe’s (c. 1550-1616) Diary 
(1592-1609) which lists amongst the stage props a ‘charete’ (chariot) for 
Thomas Dekker's non-extant play Phaeton (1598) – that these evocative 
similarities are simply products of recycling  the limited number of stage 
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properties in different plays (Henslowe 2002, 319). 
Furthermore, the anonymous plays Locrine and Selimus contain 
identical lines which shows that Shakespeare’s colleagues were not 
unfamiliar with the practice we today know as copy-pasting. This textual 
form of practical recycling in the service of commercial playwriting is 
obviously not the focus of this dissertation.  
It is likewise important to remember that compared to our electronic 

age the early moderns had a rather limited number of printed sources 
which they all shared, so certain similarities between numerous plays 
and re-tellings of the same subjects are to be expected for practical 
realities their world. On the other hand, this constant recycling might 
have unwittingly created a sense of interconnectedness in the minds of 
the contemporary audiences, so while the final truth shall remain out of 
our hands, this approach nonetheless produces valuable insights on the 
workings of the early drama and theatre.  

3.4 Conqueror Plays  
 

The subsequent close readings of Greene's Alphonsus and – attributed 
to Greene in this doctoral dissertation – anonymous Selimus (to which 
both I refer as conqueror plays), devil plays, revenge tragedies and plays 
centered around the debate concerning women's role in early modern 
society give us a well-rounded picture of the nature of response plays in 
Shakespeare's England. This is the context against which the close 
reading of three interrelated plays centered around the stage Jews takes 
place at the conclusion of this dissertation in Part 4.  

3.4.1 Robert Greene - Alphonsus of Aragon (1588-1591)  
 
In his pamphlet, Groats-Worth of Wit Bought with a Million of 
Repentance (1592), the playwright Robert Greene22 (1558-1592) 
reminisces the days when he shared his rival’s suppposed atheism:  

                                                   
22 I acknowledge the possibility that Robert Greene (1558-1592) is not the real (or only) 
author of the pamphlet Groats-Worth of Wit Bought With a Million of Repentance (1592). 
For academic speculations about the subject, see (e.g.) the article “Forming Greene – 
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“Wonder not... thou famous gracer of Tragedians, that Greene, who hath said with 
thee (like a fool in his heart), There is no God, should now give glory to his 
greatness... Why should thy excellent wit, his gift, be so blinded that thou shouldst 
give no glory to the giver? Is it pestilent Machiavellian policy that thou hast 
studied?23 
 
Greene’s rival, the ‘famous gracer of Tragedians’ was no less than 

Christopher Marlowe (1564-1593), the playwright universally known for 
his atheism and interest in the political philosophy of Niccolò Machiavelli. 
In addition to dramatist, Greene was a prolific writer, whose interest in 
romance and chivalry stood in opposition to Marlowe’s religiopolitical 
transgressiveness.24 
Tamburlaine the Great (1590) is Christopher Marlowe’s (1564-1593) 

play in two parts, loosely based on the life of the Turco-Mongol 
conquerer Timur (1336-1405) who founded the Timurid empire and 
dynasty. In the first part, Marlowe’s semi-fictional Tamburlaine is a 
Scythian shepherd who turns into a godless warlord. Where Tamburlaine 
is but an upstart that rises to power through his own means, his enemies 
are the rulers and noble heirs of the ancient empires, embodying the 
divine justice and the royal succession in Marlowe’s transgressive 
drama. However, these dramatic personifications religion and monarchy 
lose time and time again to the upstart Tamburlaine throughout the play, 
and ultimately Marlowe’s Scythian villain-hero marries the Persian 
princess Xenocrate and becomes the emperor.  
In the second part, Marlowe’s Tamburlaine grooms his sons to 

continue his conquests. However, Tamburlaine’s eldest son Calyphas 
would rather stay by his queenly mother’s side and live a safe life of 
                                                   
theorising the early modern author in the Groatsworth of Wit” by Steve Mentz in Writing 
Robert Greene: Essays on England's First Notorious Professional Writer (2008).  
 
23 Quoted in Broadview Anthology of Sixteenth Century Poetry and Prose (2012) p. 1036  
 
24 I likewise acknowledge that Christopher Marlowe (1564-1593) has posthumously 
become something of a romanticized figure in (to use my own expression) the 
Shakespeare mythos. However, even the most anti-sensational of his biographies, such 
as Constance Brown Kuriyama's Christopher Marlowe: A Renaissance Life (2002), do 
agree about the transgressive nature of Marlowe's public image.  
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courtly pleasure. Tamburlaine, detesting weakness in all its forms, kills 
his effeminate son in cold blood as a cautionary example to his brothers. 
Furthermore, the forces of Tamburlaine’s defeated enemies are now 
regrouping under the banner of prince Calapine, who seeks to avenge 
the humiliation and death of his father Bajazeth, the emperor of the 
Turks. What happens, then? Calapine’s noble quest fails and 
Tamburlaine once again decimates his enemies, adding an insult to 
injury by forcing the utterly defeated kings to pulls his chariot: “Holla, ye 
pampered jades of Asia! / What, can ye draw but twenty miles a day / 
And have so proud a chariot at your heels / And such a coachman as 
great Tamburlaine” (4.3.1-4).  
Tamburlaine likewise shows his unbridled cruelty and godlessness, 

not only by executing the citizens of Babylon, but also by sacrilegiously 
burning the Qur’an and claiming that he now surpasses in greatness the 
God himself. In the end, Tamburlaine - whether due to natural causes or 
the divine providence - becomes mysteriously ill and leaves his empire 
to his strong sons, whom the the dying warlord bids to continue his life’s 
work by conquering the entire world.  
This analysis of drama studies Greene’s Alphonsus, King of Aragon 

as an ideo-aesthetic answer to Marlowe’s Tamburlaine. Even though the 
rival dramatists were both members of the University Wits, equally self-
aware of their intelligence and everything but tacit of their ambition, there 
exists a discernible conflict of ideological and aesthetic sympathies 
between the two, one that has not gained sufficient critical attention.25  
Ribner argues that Alphonsus is not simply a poor man's 

Tamburlaine, but an answer to its religious ”irreverence” and and 
”humanistic philosophy of history.” (Ribner 2011, 417-416 ). While I 
agree with this premise, I would go even further; Greene's Alphonsus is 
an anti-Machiavellian romance, and as such it is not only ideological but 
also aesthetical answer to Marlowe's drama.  
Despite his vocal criticism of the pestilent Machiavellian policy, 

Greene was something of a Machevil himself. As the Florentine 
philosopher instructs ”a prudent man must always follow in the footsteps 
                                                   
25 While the ahistorical term “University Wits” was coined by the English critic George 
Saintsbury (1845-1933) in his book History of Elizabethan Literature (1887) With this 
caveat in mind, I still find it useful in describing the loose group of university educated 
men in the service of the Elizabethan commercial theatre. 
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of great men and imitate those who are outstanding.” (Machiavelli 1986, 
49) While Machiavelli here speaks not of theatre, obviously, the maxim 
of imitation he proposes does contain a parallel concerning the 
development of early modern drama.  
Tragedy had, as Bednarz observes ”become the primary mode 

through which the two greatest dramatists of the period, Marlowe and 
Shakespeare, influenced each other’s interpretations of English history.” 
(Bednarz 2004, 94-95) Yet while Shakespeare forged his own path by 
engaging Marlowe in theatrical dialogue, ”Greene’s strategy for dealing 
with Marlowe in the theatre was to write morally acceptable alternatives 
to Tamburlaine and Doctor Faustus.” (Bednarz 2004, 97) Whatever 
resulted of Shakespeare’s imitative experiments needs no further 
elaboration.  
Where Marlowe's imagination is occupied with the effectual truth of 

Machiavelli, Greene, however, is a man of fantasy. Greene's broad 
literary sympathies extend into the the worlds of Lylian romance, Italian 
fiction, Greek romance, true-crime, repentance fiction, invective and 
satire. Despite his posthumous fama as something of a Salieri of 
Elizabethan drama, Greene was a multifaceted dramatist whose 
repertoire consists of, among other things, Marlovian tragicomedy, 
Biblical drama and romantic comedy (Melnikoff 2011, xviii).     
Dickinson’s vignette of Greene’s ”doctrine of beauty and simple 

philosophy of content’ wherein the ‘beauty lay in fresh and joyous 
colours and in uncomplex forms” (Dickinson 1936, liii-iv) illustrates well 
both the aesthetic and ideological gap between the rival playwrights. The 
source of Greene’s anxiety, therefore, is the effectual truth of Marlowe, a 
dramatic form of Machiavelli’s realism (verità effetuale). While Greene’s 
imagination is occupied with fantasy, one that is set within the limits of 
conventional morality, Marlovian drama is set out, in the spirit of The 
Prince ”to represent things as they are in real truth, rather than as they 
are imagined.” (Bull 1986, 17). Greene’s Alphonsus is, ultimately, an 
expression of anti-Machiavellian escapism.  
Marlowe's Tamburlaine plays and Greene's Alphonsus are 

meditations upon the quality of true virtue. Indeed, Machiavelli's The 
Prince (1532) is a kind of satire on mirrors for princes (principum 
specula), treatises that advocate the possession of the four cardinal 
virtues, in addition to regal qualities such as liberality and clemency.  
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If the ruler is about to be successful, he has to rule according to high 
standards of Christian morality, in other words, he has to possess the 
Christian virtue. Machiavelli, however, disagrees with this premise. The 
traditional requirement for a successful ruler to embody the 
aforementioned virtues is replaced in The Prince by the semblance of 
Christian virtue. While the ruler has to outwardly adhere to the 
conventional standards of morality, should the need arise, the ideal ruler 
of Machiavelli could act in dishonest and ruthless fashion. 
Machiavelli's concept of virtù refers to necessary qualities that the 

ruler must acquire in order to maintain his state. For one, he needs to 
have ”a flexible disposition,” in other words he must able to vary his 
conduct ”as fortune and circumstances dictate.” The sole end and 
purpose of Machiavelli's virtù is to ”achieve great things.” Tamburlaine 
and Alphonsus embody these two opposite notions of virtue (Machiavelli 
1965, 66).  
Greene's Alphonsus takes place in a magical Christendom similar to 

that of the Italian epics of Renaissance poets such as Ludovico Ariosto 
(1474-1533) and his Orlando Furioso (1516) or Torquato Tasso (1544-
1595) and his Jerusalem Delivered (1581). No wonder, then, that a 
number of Shakespeare scholars have attributed the Elizabethan play 
Orlando Furioso (1589) to Robert Greene. However, there is nothing left 
of Ariosto's chivalric friendship between ”two knights of different faiths” 
(22.2) in Marlowe's Tamburlaine, the ultimate travesty of chivalric ideas 
(Ariosto 2009, 6).  
Alphonsus seeks to rekindle the chivalric ideas Tamburlaine 

deconstructed: it is the drama of escape Greene is after, and in order to 
transmute virtù into virtue, the setting of Alphonsus has to be the mise 
en scène of chivalry's death, the place where both the medieval knight 
and the Christian soldier of Erasmus come to die. The Italy of realpolitik, 
Machiavelli's theatre of war, is plunged by Greene into the world of 
chivalric tradition, that of the ”realms of unfamiliar history: where victories 
are won single handed over odds that are incredible” (Maurice 1984, 3).  
Fortune plays a role in both Tamburlaine and Alphonsus. Fortuna, in 

Machiavelli's philosophy, is the figurative personification of the blind 
chance. Situations change, opportunities appear and disappear, 
however, those who possess virtù are able to utilize Fortuna's prospects. 
Fortuna favours the ruthless and the bold. However, she owes loyalty to 
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no one, and therefore men must either try to master Fortuna, or let 
Fortuna master themselves. The ideal prince is therefore initiative and 
resourceful individual, one that has internalized the nature of Fortuna, 
and knows that the destiny of man is either to dominate, or be 
dominated. Tamburlaine is such a man, as he boasts ”I hold the Fates 
bound fast in iron chains / And with my hand turn Fortune's wheel about” 
(1.2.75-6).  
Alphonsus, however, proclaims to ”clap up Fortune in a cage of gold / 

To make her turn the wheel as I think best” (IV.III. 1481). While the 
Fortuna of Machiavelli and Marlowe is a source of conflict and something 
to be dominated, Fortuna of Alphonsus is benign, and her fickleness is 
ultimately under the hand of Providence: Fortuna gives and takes away 
only according to God's grand scheme of things. Greene's Fortuna is on 
the side of those who believe, she is not the blind and hostile creature 
Tamburlaine boasts to master. Indeed, to the faithful Fortuna is a royal 
captive.  
Alphonsus is a mirror-image of Tamburlaine. Where Tamburlaine 

plays the role of the Scourge of God, justifying his misdeeds in the name 
of divine providence, Alphonsus, in the other hand, does not role-play. 
Greene's knight is a Christian hero, one that is not too effeminate to 
seize what Fortuna has to offer. However, his first duty is to be a virtuous 
man: Alphonsus does possess virtù, but he is virtue in the guise of virtù, 
therefore Tamburlaine is virtù disguised as virtue. The heroes of Greene 
and Marlowe are, indeed, the polar opposites of each others virtue. 
Machiavelli argues that ”it is far better to be feared than loved if you 

cannot be both,” because men are ”ungrateful, fickle, liars, and 
deceivers, they shun danger and are greedy for profit.” (Machiavelli 
1986, 96) Greene's Alphonsus and Marlowe's Tamburlaine are answers 
to this argument. Alphonsus is universally loved by his followers, men 
who are grateful, trustworthy, truthful, honest, bold and chivalrous. The 
reverence Tamburlaine's followers pay to their godlike master is, with 
perhaps the exception of noble Theridamas, ultimately fear-inspired. 
Effectually deserters and brigands, the followers of Tamburlaine are men 
of virtù, power-worshiping antiheroes who fit the description of 
Machiavelli. However, we never truly see the darker side of those who 
follow Tamburlaine, since the invincible Scythian marches from victory to 
victory. 
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Greene and Marlowe demonstrate their philosophical disagreement 
by the way their respective heroes settle family affairs. Yet while those 
who follow Tamburlaine are rewarded with the victor's spoils, the 
Scythian's largesse is, however, a double-edged sword.  
The natural state of human existence is that of conflict; as a 

personification of virtù manifest, Tamburlaine's regime carries the seeds 
of its own destruction. Because it is impossible to exercise virtù without 
conflict, the most abominable thing in Tamburlaine's world is peacetime. 
Peace is goodness in the Machiavellian sense of the word illustrated by 
Mansfield, who argues that in Machiavelli's philosophy such goodness 
makes one lazy, weak, and unwilling to make the necessary sacrifices; it 
is something that, ultimately, corrupts virtù (Mansfield 1996, 28-29).  
Tamburlaine, in the second part of Tamburlaine, makes an example 

out of his unworthy son. While Tamburlaine cherishes courage, strength 
and wit (4.1.125), virtù in essence, Calyphas embodies folly, sloth, and 
damned idleness (4.1.126). However, Tamburlaine has a Machiavellian 
remedy for his son, that is, execution. It is a reminder to Tamburlaine's 
followers; they have enjoyed of his liberality during peacetime, not unlike 
Calyphas, and therefore their virtù is in mortal danger. Fear is the 
medicine that keeps alive the conflict that in turn makes exercising virtù 
possible.  
Yet while Marlowe's Tamburlaine embodies the maxim of Machiavelli 

ad extremum, Alphonsus, to the contrary, loves his ”fellow-peers in 
arms” (III.I.702) as well as his ”dear father” (I.I.118). Greene's knight, 
unlike Tamburlaine, treats even in victory his enemies with respect. 
There is not a trace of Machiavellian rhetoric in Alphonsus, who is 
honest in his dedication to ”the king of Heaven” (III.I. 766).  
Where Tamburlaine dies musing on the unconquered realms, 

Alphonsus, however, feels deep filial love that outweighs all the feats of 
arms. As Alphonsus testifies ”The mighty conquest which I have 
achiev'd, / And victories which I oft have won, / Bring not such pleasure 
to Alphonsus' heart / As now my father's presence doth impart” (V.III. 
1770-2). Alphonsus, like Tamburlaine, is a conquering hero, yet unlike 
Tamburlaine, a Christian first.  
Alphonsus is a play where the meek inherit the earth, where good 

things come to those who wait and have faith. Carinus, the father of 
Alphonsus, is the lord's suffering servant, a Job-like character that 
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Greene uses to establish the motive's of his hero's journey. While 
Tamburlaine was a fatherless renegade ”misled by dreaming 
prophecies” (1.1.41), the Aragonians in exile had ”the Diadem by right” 
(I.I.130). Despite all this, the father and son have passed their days in 
godfearing silence.Where Tamburlaine had no right to the empire, the 
Aragonians have the justified claim to the throne. Carinus endures his 
misfortune trusting in the Lord, proposing a philosophy of content and 
humility: men cannot fight against God; they must abide by his will and 
accept their lot.  
By making a king out of a pilgrim, that is, by crowning Carinus, 

Alphonsus essentially crowns his father's philosophy of life. Christian 
virtues such as caritas and eusebeia trump ultimately virtù in Greene's 
play. When it comes to Machiavelli's choice, figuratively speaking, 
Alphonsus succeeds to become, however, both feared by his enemies 
and loved by his followers. Greene's hero not only surpasses Marlowe's 
Tamburlaine by being able to be both, but by being true Christian and 
true prince.  
reene, as Preedy observes ”consistently stresses the role played by 

providential justice in hero’s success: Alphonsus is a divinely appointed 
king, the rightful heir by birth and legal right as well as force of arms.” 
Alphonsus's ”victory and subsequent marriage are openly credited to 
Jove’s divine intervention,” while Tamburlaine’s ”more dubious 
characteristics, including his willingness to attack the gods themselves, 
are cautiously displaced onto the villain Amurack” (Preedy 2012, 20-21).  
Alphonsus is a merciful ruler, who lets himself be ruled by his father 

Carinus. Greene's Christian hero succeeds in nothing less than the 
conversion of Islam, but not by adhering to the philosophy of Machiavelli. 
It is love that leads to the salvation of the Turks, indeed, by marrying 
Iphigena, Alphonsus succeeds in what Machiavelli himself thought as 
nigh impossible: ”it is difficult to win control of the Turkish empire but, 
once it has been conquered, it can be held with ease” (Machiavelli 1986, 
45). 
However, as Amurack is a stand-in for Tamburlaine, Alphonsus 

becomes the worthy son-in law of Tamburlaine. By giving Amurack only 
two options, obeyance or death, Greene gives Marlowe's villain-hero a 
taste of his own medicine. Instead of humiliation and gruesome death, 
Alphonsus tames Tamburlaine. Indeed, Greene countermands 
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Marlowe's bombast and blasphemy with humor and love, shows to his 
rival the true nature of virtue, and creates the Christian prince who 
usurps Tamburlaine's throne: this is Greene's ideo-aesthetic answer to 
Marlowe. 
Greene's answer, I suppose, fell on deaf ears. Marlowe's Tamburlaine 

plays make the transgressive suggestion that - the world as the early 
moderns know it - is a fantasy. Status quo is but a fiction dictated by 
those in power, their foundation myths and martyr stories serve to justify 
the existing state of affairs. God has no existential status in Marlowe's 
Tamburlaine plays where religion serves as rhetorical means of 
acquiring power.  
As political philosopher and Machiavelli scholar Harvey Mansfield (b. 

1932) puts it, the "providence explains why what has happened 
deserved to happen – why, in our view of the outcome, the suffering of 
the good and prosperity of the wicked were God's will, and thus 
'honourable means' to it." (Mansfield 1996, 27) History is, from this 
perspective, ultimately no more real than any other form of fiction. The 
dichotomy of good and evil is nothing but a rhetorical device. 
Tamburlaine inhabits such amoral dimension, one whereto we, the 
audience, root for the dragon triumphant, the slayer of Cadmus, and the 
sower of hero’s teeth.  
While Marlowe argues that hypocrisy lies at the very heart of 

established power, that virtue is the means of virtù, not the end of it, 
Greene's Alphonsus is a Christian power fantasy. Alphonsus has 
something of the greatness of Alexander in him, for Machiavelli 
describes Alexander as ”a man of such goodness that, among the other 
things for which he was given credit, it is said that during the fourteen 
years he reigned he never put anyone to death without trial. 
Nonetheless, as he was thought effeminate, and a man who let himself 
be ruled by his mother, he came to be scorned, and the army conspired 
against him and killed him.” (Machiavelli 1986, 108).  
While this Alexander is most likely the Roman Emperor Alexander 

Severus and not Alexander the Great, it should be kept in mind, that in 
Machiavelli’s early modern Italian “Alexander” is spelled “Alessandro” 
and “Caesar” as “Cesare”, so the contemporary reader must have 
paused to reflect upon which specific historical person the Florentine 
philosopher is actually referring to. However, judging by (for example) 



 

243 

Michel de Montaigne’s misquotations and conflations, no doubt this 
“Alessandro” could have passed for both Alexanders in the mind of the 
potential Elizabethan reader, who would have known “Alexander” as one 
of the Nine Worthies embodying the Christian ideals of chivalry.  
From the perspective of Machiavellian realpolitik such Alexandrian 

benignity leads to ruin. Alphonsus is therefore a refutation of the 
effectual truth, indeed, one that tries to silence the questions raised by 
Tamburlaine with plain-speaking fantasy of Christian heroism. Greene 
wants to show that the world is like his fantasy: virtù is the means of 
virtue, not the end of it.  
The greatest dramatic defect of Alphonsus is, arguably, how it 

reverses (in the words of Stephen Greenblatt) the way Tamburlaine 
”teases its audience with the form the of cautionary tale” (Greenblatt 
2005, 202). Indeed, in Alphonsus there exists no questioning of power, 
no room for doubt; even a play as far removed from the rebelliousness of 
Marlowe, such as, say, Gorboduc in its dark vision of political anarchy at 
least presents a glimpse of the dystopian world that could come to pass, 
should the forces of order in the play’s universe lose their Chaoskampf.  
While Tamburlaine shows the artificiality of heroism, the 

invincibleness of Alphonsus, however, makes Greene's ideals a matter 
of fairytales. Alphonsus, Greene's counter-argument fails both to assure 
its audiences and to argue with Marlowe inter pares.  
Ribner writes that Greene's Alphonsus is ”Marlovian in rhetoric but not 

in genius” (Ribner 2011, 414). One could, however, both agree and 
disagree. Greene was ultimately more conservative man than Marlowe. 
Obviously, reciting the critical reception and the dramatic defects of 
Alphonsus would be flogging a dead horse ad absurdum. Greene's 
intellect, however, is something not even his harshest critics can deny. 
Greene's unsatisfactory answer shows, that he understood the dark 
undercurrent of Marlowe's Tamburlaine more throughly than most of his 
contemporaries. If Alphonsus is anything, indeed, it is Marlovian in 
genius but not in rhetoric.  
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3.4.2 Robert Greene* - Selimus (1594) 
 

Daniel Vitkus is a Shakespeare scholar that is perhaps best known for 
his study Turning Turk: English Theater and the Multicultural 
Mediterranean (2003). Vitkus, an expert on early modern “Turk plays”, 
attributes the anonymous play The First Part of the Tragicall raigne of 
Selimus (1594) to Robert Greene (1558-1592), arguing that in this play 
“Greene expresses his ambition to outdo his predecessor, Marlowe, and 
supercede the Tamburlaine plays with his own (projected) Selimus 
plays” (Vitkus 2000, 147).  
Selimus (1594) is loosely based on the life of the Ottoman Emperor 

Selim I (1487-1510). In the play, the youngest son of the Turkish 
emperor Bajazet is the eponymous Selimus, a power-hungry atheist who 
plans to usurp his father's throne, by killing his brothers. This Bajazet is a 
descendant of Bajazet in Marlowe's Tamburlaine plays, whereas 
Selimus, who as the youngest son has no right to his father's throne, is – 
exactly like Marlowe's Scythian shepherd Tamburlaine – an unstoppable 
force of that triumphs over his enemies, blaspheming their cries for royal 
succession and divine justice.  
Acomat, the middle brother and the heir apparent to Bajazet, is a 

hedonist who renounces his idleness when his younger brother Selimus 
threatens his promised crown. However, Selimus murders his brother in 
cold blood and then sets his eyes upon Corcut, his eldest brother, who 
leads a life of a hermit in the disguise of shepherd. Corcut has converted 
to Christianity, prophecying with his dying breath that Selimus, his 
wicked murderer, must turn from his evil ways and repent, or face the 
wrath of God. Selimus kills Corcut without heeding his elder brothers 
prophetic warning, now standing victorious over his dead brothers, as 
the undisputed Emperor of Turkey.  
While the play's attribution remains somewhat doubtful, and though 

we cannot know with certainty whether Greene wrote it entirely himself, I 
personally consider Selimus a response play, since throughout the play 
the theatrical recycling of Marlovian elements is blatantly dialogic.  
ajazet laments how “poor Bajazet … That woeful emperor, first of my 

name, / Whom the Tartarians locked in a cage, / To be a spectacle to all 
the world, / Was ten times happier than I am now. / For Tamburlaine, the 
scourge of nations, / Was he that pulled him from his kingdom so, / But 
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mine own sons expel me from the throne” (18.3-10). Selimus makes it 
very clear through direct references that the play takes place in the same 
fictional universe as Marlowe's Tamburlaine.  
Tonombey, the sultan of Egypt, swears “by the great Usan Cassano's 

ghost, / Companion unto mighty Tamburlaine, / From whom my father 
lineally descends” (25.17-19) thus claiming descent from the 
Usumcasane of Marlowe's Tamburlaine. “Captain of Egypt” Selimus 
mocks Tonombey “thou that vaunt'st thyself / Sprung from the great 
Tamburlaine the Scythian thief” (28.6-7). However, a fate unlike that of 
Tamburlaine awaits Tonombey: “The field is lost, and Acomat is taken! / 
Ah Tonombey, how canst thou show thy face / To thy victorious sire, 
thus conquer’d? / A matchless knight is warlike Selimus, / And like a 
shepherd 'mongst a swarm of gnats, / Dings down the flying Persians 
with their swords. / Twice I encoutered with him hand to hand, / And 
twice returnèd foilèd and ashamed. / For never yet since I could manage 
arms / Could any match with mighty Tonombey / But this heroic emperor 
Selimus” (28. 29-39).  
Tonombey is Greene's proxy for Tamburlaine's strong son, and 

Selimus, by being “[a] matchless knight” and “a shepherd”, is 
simultaneously a darker version of the chivalric Alphonsus and the 
slayer-cum-heir of Tamburlaine. In the last scene of the play, the 
victorious Selimus tells the audience that he has beaten “the never-foilèd 
Tonombey” (29.5) and here Greene declares his triumph over Marlowe's 
invincible anti-hero.  
Where Greene's previous response Alphonsus of Aragon (c. 1590) 

sought to supercede Marlowe's Tamburlaine by creating a morally 
acceptable alternative to the Scythian warlord, Selimus is a product of a 
new strategy: an anti-Marlovian play with Marlovian exterior.  
Tonombey is Greene's proxy for Tamburlaine's strong son, and 

Selimus, by being “[a] matchless knight” and “a shepherd”, is 
simultaneously a darker version of the chivalric Alphonsus and the 
slayer-cum-heir of Tamburlaine. In the last scene of the play, the 
victorious Selimus tells the audience that he has beaten “the never-foilèd 
Tonombey” (29.5) and here Greene declares his triumph over Marlowe's 
invincible anti-hero.  
Where Greene's previous response Alphonsus of Aragon (c. 1590) 

sought to supercede Marlowe's Tamburlaine by creating a morally 



 

246 

acceptable alternative to the Scythian warlord, Selimus is a product of a 
new strategy: an anti-Marlovian play with Marlovian exterior.  
Selimus, underneath its faux-transgressiveness, is a play that 

contains a strong Christian ethos; for example, the stage philosopher 
Corcut, the brother of Selimus, swears to the clown Bullithrumble “by 
that blessèd Christ, / And by the tomb where he was burièd, / By 
sovereign hope which thou conceiv’st in him, / Whom dead, as everliving 
thou adorest.” (19.79-82) ultimately forsaking Islam and choosing 
Christianity. Corcut, a moment before his death, prophecies to his 
brother:  
 
“Selim, I have conversed with Christians  
And learned of them the way to save my soul  
And 'pease the anger of the highest God.  
'Tis he that made this pure crystalline vault  
Which hangeth over our unhappy heads.  
From thence he doth behold each sinner's fault,  
And though our sins under our feet he treads  
And for a while seems for to wink at us,  
It is but to recall us from our ways.  
But if we do, like headstrong sons, neglect  
To hearken to our loving father's voice;  
Then in his anger will he us reject 
And give us over to our wicked choice.  
Selim, before his dreadful majesty  
There lies a book written with bloody lines  
Where our offenses all are registered;  
Which if we do not hastily repent,  
We are deserved to lasting punishment.  
Thou, wretched Selimus, hast greatest need  
To ponder these things in thy secret thoughts;  
If thou consider what strange massacres 
And cruel murthers thou hast caused be done.  
Think on the death of woeful Bajazet:  
Doth not his ghost still haunt thee for revenge?  
Selim, in Chiurlu didst thou set upon 
Our agèd father in his sudden flight;  
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In Chiurlu shal thou die a grievous death.  
And if thou wilt not change thy greedy mind,  
Thy soul shall be tormented in dark hell;  
Where woe, and woe, and never-ceasing woe 
Shall sound about thy ever damnèd soul. 
Now Selim, I have spoken; let me die.  
I never will entreat thee for my life.  
Selim, farewell. Thou God of Christians,  
Receive my dying soul into thy hands.” (22.45-84) 
 
Those Elizabethan who read the histories of Turkey which were 

available in English translations were familiar with the story of Selim I, 
the Ottoman Sultan who after his conquests is suddenly overwhelmed by 
sickness (Vitkus 2000, 18). I argue that where Marlowe's Tamburlaine 
plays disguise their godlessness in Christian values, Greene's Selimus 
disguises its Christian values in godlessness. This is ideological and 
aesthetic recycling of Marlovian elements which seeks to transmute 
them into a mirror image of the original.  
Where the objective of Selimus is to out-Marlowe Marlowe by creating 

a villain-hero who leaves Tamburlaine in his shadow, the non-existent 
sequel would have then shown how Corcut's prophecy comes to pass; 
as Divine Providence destroys Tamburlaine's destroyer with sickness, 
Greene's Christian values simultaneously triumph over Marlowe's 
godlessness. In conclusion, Selimus - not unlike Alphonsus - is Greene's 
effort to dramaturgically reverse engineer Marlowe's transgressiveness. 
The intended end result would have no doubt been something like 
Tamburlaine, Part II without the anti-Providential irony. Even if this effort 
failed, it undeniably shows intellectual acumen and acute understanding 
of the dark undercurrents of Marlovian drama.  
Greene’s last wish was that the cobbler’s family that gave him bed 

and board in London would crown his dead body with a laurel wreath. 
The historical novel A Dead Man in Deptford (1993) by Anthony Burgess 
contains a wonderful fictional depiction this tragicomic incident from 
Marlowe’s perspective, when Thomas Nashe comes to announce 
Greene’s death: “You know Robin Greene is dead? No, not of the plague 
neither. A cracked heart and a burst liver … I blame myself a little. I fed 
him on pickled herrings and Rhenish, he drank thirstily and gorged 
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greedily, then collapsed in the street and was taken in by a kind 
cordwainer. His wife crowned him with bays or perhaps parsley, he 
rambled much about his greatness while dying.” (Burgess 1994, 225) It 
seems that most dialogic response plays come from those playwrights 
who identified as poets. While Greene is today remembered as the 
patron saint of mediocrity in the canon of the English Renaissance, there 
is no question - as we can see from his laurel (or parsley) crown - that he 
saw himself first and foremost as poet. 

3.5 Devil Plays  
 

The classification devil plays alludes here to plays which followed 
Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus (c. 1592) by treating demonic themes. This 
classification mostly excludes the Jacobean witch plays, which from the 
Renaissance standpoint are a completely different genres, since 
university educated mages - such as Doctor John Faustus of Wittenberg 
- and village wisewomen are two entirely different kinds of magic 
practitioner. Consequently, I have also decided to exclude plays such as 
The Birth of Merlin (1622) which despite its obvious devilry - for Merlin is 
the son of devil in the Arthurian mythology - takes place in the chivalric 
past.  
Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus (c. 1592) is a play about Doctor John 

Faustus, a low-born German university man, who sells his immortal soul 
to Lucifer for 24 years of magical omnipotence and infinite pleasure on 
earth. A devil by the name Mephistopheles serves Faustus and 
undergoes multiple darkly humorous misadventures with his master; 
Faustus sees the Seven Deadly Sins in person, humiliates the Pope and 
his priests in Rome with Mephistopheles, conjures up Alexander the 
Great and his paramour in the court of the Holy Roman emperor, where 
he also enchants one of the emperor’s knights with cuckold’s horns. 
Throughout the play Faustus, wavering between his Good and Bad 
Angels, poses theologico-philosophical questions to his demonic servant 
Mephistopheles, who merely gives equivocal answers to his master’s 
inquiries. 
Throughout Marlowe’s play, even though Faustus has moments in 

which he sincerely thinks about repenting, the infernal delights ultimately 
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prove themselves more potent than the promise of God’s forgiveness. 
Finally, when 24 years are nearly up, Faustus leaves his earthly 
possessions to his clownish servant Wagner and then proceeds to 
conjure up Helen of Troy in front of university students. Once again 
Faustus starts to think of repenting and thus saving his soul from the 
horrors of hell, but instead of denouncing the devil, he renews his pledge 
to Lucifer by asking Mephistopheles for Helen as his lover.  
In his last moments Faustus reveals to scholars the gruesome truth 

about his pact with Lucifer. The scholars then promise to pray for him, 
but despite their prayers the devils come and take Faustus alive to hell. 
“I’ll burn my books! Ah, Mephistopheles!” (5.2.115) is the last anguished 
cry that escapes from the once defiantly blasphemous and now 
irrevocably damned lips of Doctor John Faustus. 
The focus in the following close reading is in the plays that are clearly 

responses - whether dialogic or not - to Marlowe’s theological tragedy.  

3.5.1 Robert Greene - Friar Bacon and Friar Bungay (c. 1588-1592) 
 

The German magus Vandermast is challenged to a magical duel with 
Friar Bungay by the German emperor and King Henry the Third of 
England. Friar Bungay manages to conjure the tree of Hesperides that 
appears (according to the stage directions) “with the dragon shooting 
fire” (Greene 1958, 196). However, Vandermast shows himself superior 
to Friar Bungay by summoning the shade of Hercules clothed in the skin 
of the Nemean lion. The latter is commanded by the German magus to 
pick “the golden fruit" (1196) from the tree summoned by Friar Bungay. If 
the scene was not already clearly enough about Marlowe-Faustus, 
Greene’s triumphant Vandermast requests the English king “Crown me 
with laurel, as they all have done”  (1214). However, at this moment Friar 
Bacon - the wizardly colleague of Friar Bungay - makes his dramatic 
entrance. In the following magical battle Vandermast is utterly humiliated 
by Greene’s magus who merely laughs at his pitiful rival: “I came not, 
monarchs, to hold dispute / With such a move as is Vandermast” (1251-
1252). Consequently, Friar Bacon makes Vandermast and all his magics 
- including Hercules - disappear with a simple command “Vanish the 
tree, and thou way with him!” (1262). This whole scene is the dialogic 
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inversion of Marlowe's Doctor Faustus (IV.i) in which the Emperor of 
Germany – Charles V – asks Faustus to summon Alexander the Great. 
In Greene's play the Christian magicians humiliate Greene's analogue to 
Marlowe's Faustus (Vandermast) in a magical duel.  
Greene, in the character of Margaret, seeks to annul yet another facet 

of Doctor Faustus. From the very beginning of the play, Marlowe 
stresses the lowly origin of his protagonist. Faustus, in rising from the 
bottom to the top, defies all the existing hierarchies; a child born from the 
parents of “base stock” (Prol. 11) becomes a semi-omnipotent magus, in 
essence, a god among mortals (1.1.64). However, what makes this 
social ascension so repugnant to Greene is not the ascension as such, 
but its godlessness. For whatever a Marlovian anti-hero achieves comes 
through the excellence of man, exceptional individual ability that 
acknowledges neither God nor Providence. Greene responds to Faustus 
the self-made man with Margaret, a God-made woman. Where Faustus 
becomes a scholar and a magician through his exceptional intellect, 
humiliating the Pope and charming the court of the Emperor, Margaret 
attracts the eyes of Prince Edward and Lacy, Earl of Lincoln through her 
equally exceptional beauty. Equal to Faustus in her social inferiority, the 
“lovely maid of Fressingfield” (88) such as “simple Suffolk’s homely 
towns can yield” (64) nonetheless ends up marrying the Earl of Lincoln.  
However, before the happy ending, Lacy decides to test the moral 

character of Margaret. A messenger from the Earl brings a letter; 
according to the letter, the love of Lacy was nothing but youthful folly, 
and now that he has matured, Lacy forsakes Margaret and chooses 
instead “a Spanish lady to be my wife, chief waiting-woman to the 
Princess Elinor; a lady fair, and no less fair than thyself, honourable and 
wealthy” (1503-1505). This non-existent Spanish lady is not only the 
social equal of Lacy, but also equal to Margaret in beauty and moral 
character. Furthermore, where Margaret is poor, the Spanish lady is rich.  
Objectively, even if the young Earl has shown himself a somewhat 

inconstant lover, Margaret, by the hierarchic standards of early modern 
society, is undoubtedly an inferior match; for Lacy, the right thing to do is 
to marry the Spanish lady, not only a superior woman but also his social 
equal. In addition to the letter, the messenger also gives Margaret a bag 
of gold; thus, to add an insult to injury, the Earl sends her dowry - “an 
hundred pounds” (1488) – as something of a consolation prize. 
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If Margaret was only a social opportunist who sought power and 
riches by feigning to love the earl, she is now a well-connected and 
wealthy woman who enjoys for the rest of her days the Earl’s “favour, 
which shall avail thee and thine [husband] much” (1508-1509). 
Moreover, two suitors, Lambert and Serlsby, “men of great esteem” 
(1393) already seek Margaret’s hand; though obviously inferior to Prince 
Edward and Earl of Lincoln, the social standing of these gentlemen 
nonetheless far exceeds her “base estate” (1394).  
Moreover, the messenger also tells Margaret that “the earl is forc’d / 

To love the lady by the king’s command” (1521). In a providential world 
where kings are semi-divine beings, and where the structure of society is 
divinely ordained, disobedience, even for love, is not an option for a god-
fearing subject: Prince Edward marries Princess Elinor, Earl of Lincoln 
her chief-waiting woman, and likewise the keeper’s daughter one that is 
her social equal – most likely either Lambert or Serlsby. Indeed, as the 
structure of society is divinely ordained, Margaret has already enjoyed 
more good fortune than one in her state truly deserves.  
Furthermore, in rejecting the Prince for her true love, Margaret both 

shows her moral character and the fact that she voluntarily 
acknowledges her natural inferiority in the social hierarchy: a milkmaid 
should not wed the future king of England even in a pastoral fantasy. 
Indeed, the last speech of Margaret summarizes her dramatic function in 
the play: “ ‘Tis I, my lords, who humbly on my knee / Must yield her 
orisons to mighty Jove / For lifting up his handmaid to this state; Brought 
form her homely cottage to the court, / And grac’d with kings, princes, 
and emperors, / To whom (next to the noble Lincoln Earl) / I vow 
obedience, and such humble love, / As may a handmaid to such mighty 
men” (2058-2065). 
A confession of exalted inferiority, Margaret (i) kneels before her 

superiors, (ii) praises God for her social ascension instead of her 
exceptional beauty, and (iii) vows his obedience as a wife, in respect, a 
subject unto her husband. Where Icarus flew too high, Margaret has 
risen as high as is proper in the moral altitude of the play. Here, the 
acceptability of Margaret’s social ascension re-enforces the legitimacy of 
existing hierarchies; Margaret, like Alphonsus and Friar Bacon, thus 
exemplifies anti-Marlovian heroism in response to Marlovian anti-
heroism.  
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3.5.2 Anthony Munday - John a Kent and John a Cumber (1596)  
 

John a Kent and John a Cumber (1596) by Anthony Munday recycles 
elements from Doctor Faustus without engaging in dialogue with 
Marlowe. This comes as no suprise, since playwriting seems to have 
served a purely commercial purpose for Munday, whose dramatic 
oeuvre consists mainly of plays co-authored with Drayton and Wilson.  
The recycled elements in John a Kent and John a Cumber are drawn 

from the comical scenes of Doctor Faustus. Focusing on stage-magic, 
court antics, and clowning, Munday consciously downplays the risqué 
and transgressive qualities of Marlowe's play, thus catering to audiences 
who crave for supernatural comedy without moral ambiguity.  
Obviously, Munday's approach here resembles Greene's response 

strategy, yet there exists one important difference between the two; 
when we compare Munday's response play to Friar Bacon and Friar 
Bungay, it shows itself clearly less preoccupied with Christian anxiety. 
While the characters make references to devils, no demonic being 
makes an appearance in the play, unless we count the magical 
'Antiques' (xxx) – presumably living statues – as demon-like creatures.  
Unlike Greene's play, John a Kent and John a Cumber also contains 

very few (if any) scenes exemplifying Christian virtue; and when 
compared to Faustus and Friar Bacon, the nature of magic here seems 
to have less in common with grimoires and more with cunning men, as 
both the Welsh and the Scottish sorcerers are shape-shifters, and since 
the play likewise makes a direct reference to Owen Glendower.26 

3.5.3 Anonymous - John of Bordeaux (1590-1594) 
 

The anonymous John of Bordeaux (1590-1594) is a sequel to Greene's 
Friar Bacon and Friar Bungay. Though I do not consider this anonymous 

                                                   
26 Owen Glendower (c. 1359-1415) appears in William Shakespeare's Henry IV, Part 1 as 
mysterious Welshman whose reputed to be a conjurer.  
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play a dialogical response to Marlowe, the scene (628-710) between 
Emperor Ferdinand, Vandermast, and Asteroth – the play's ersatz-
Mephistophilis – obviously burlesques the court antics in Doctor Faustus. 
Vandermast summons Asteroth and commands the devil to fetch 
Rossalin (John's wife) for the lovesick Emperor. Yet once again, Friar 
Bacon shows himself mightier magician than his German rival, not only 
by taking the control of Asteroth, but also by making the devil to bring 
instead Vandermast's wife. Bacon's magical jest is an echo from Doctor 
Faustus in which the court-magician gives his detractor horns, thus 
figuratively cuckolding the man.  
 
It is worth noting that both scenes take place in front of a German 

emperor, who asks a German magician to serve him by performing 
magic feats; yet where Faustus tricks his enemies and wins praise, the 
ersatz-Faustus is tricked by his rival and, since the woman brought by 
Asteroth is his wife, the one who figuratively ends up cuckolded. 
Compared to the original, while the stress on Christian values is 
admittedly less heavy in the sequel, the author follows Greene's example 
by sanitizing the transgressive elements with parody.  

3.5.4 Thomas Dekker - Old Fortunatus (1599) 
 

Old Fortunatus (1599) by Thomas Dekker is based on the German 
legend of Fortunatus and his magic purse that contains inexhaustible 
riches. Though it can not be described a devil play, tit is essentially a 
Christian response to Doctor Faustus, which nonetheless shows respect 
towards Marlowe's artistry, as we can see from the following lines: “Poor 
Baiazet old Turkish Emperour, / And once the greatest Monarch in the 
East; / Fortune her selfe is sad to view thy fall, / And grieues to see thee 
glad to licke vp crommes / At the proud feete of that great Scithian 
swaine, / Fortunes best minion, warlike Tamberlaine: / Yet must thou in a 
cage of Iron be drawne / In triumph at his heeles, and there in griefe / 
Dash out thy braines.” (I.i.187-195).  
Dekker's play made the romantic critic Charles Lamb famously say 

that the man who wrote Old Fortunatus (1599) “had poetry enough for 
any thing” (Lamb 1808, 441). However that may be, It is undeniable that 
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Dekker's play succeeds in appropriating Marlovian eloquence and poetic 
diction for conservative and moralistic ends.  

3.5.5 Anonymous - The Merry Devil of Edmonton (1604) 
 
The play's opening scene is modeled after the ending of Doctor Faustus, 
yet here the magician Peter Fabell, “the merry Fiend of Edmonton” (Prol. 
15), triumphs over his devil Coreb, managing to trick seven more years 
on earth (Ind. 65-72). Described as “a Cambridge scholler,” Fabell read 
at the university “the liberall Arts, / The Metaphysickes, Magicke, and 
those parts / Of the most secret deepe philosophy” (I.III.14-16). While the 
character is rooted in English folklore, 27 Abell's portrayal explicitly as a 
university man and a renaissance magician, served by Coreb – the 
play's ersatz-Mephistophilis – clearly derives from Marlowe's original. 
The opening scene establishes a connection between the two plays, but 
the reason for alluding to the original seems to serve an entirely parodic 
purpose. Moreover, no analogue to Vandermast or John-a-Cumber 
makes an appearance, for the stage-magician seems to interest the 
anonymous playwright mainly as a trickster, who sets things right with 
his merry jests.  
The most obvious religious similarity between Doctor Faustus and this 

play is the anti-Catholic satire, since where Faustus and Mephistophilis 
humiliated the Pope and his cardinals, The Merry Devil of Edmonton 
parodies nuns and monastic life; both present Catholicism as 
synonymous with superstition. Theatrical recycling here, therefore, does 
not engage in proper dialogue with Marlowe or Greene, but instead 
alludes to the originals for exclusively parodic and commercial purposes.  

3.5.6 Ben Jonson - Devil is an Ass (1616) 
 

Ben Jonson’s The Devil Is an Ass (1616) presents us a world in which 
the Faustian anxieties have become nothing but matter for parody. Pug, 

                                                   
27 Peter Fabell (fl. 15th century) is reputed to have been an English magician who lived in 
Edmonton.  
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the inferior devil, wants to be sent to Earth to serve Satan as tempter. 
However, Pug should have been more careful with what he wished for, 
as throughout the play the inferior devil learns that the Jacobean London 
is far more devilish place than the Hell itself.  
A particularly Faustian moment takes place when Fabian Fitzdottrel, 

the mortal man who actually wishes to meet Satan, mentions the 
realities of summoning the prince of darkness: “[Why] are there 
conjurers? if they be not / Of Cambridge, Oxford, Middlesex and London, 
/ Essex and Kent, I have had in pay to raise him, / These fifty weeks, and 
yet he appears not. ‘Sdeath, / I shall suspect they can make circles only / 
Shortly, and know his hard names” (Jonson 1957, 269).  
Jonson, as in his play The Alchemist (1610), ridicules here the 

Renaissance beliefs in occult as something absurd. Jonson likewise 
includes a scene in which Satan ignores the old vice figure Iniquity from 
the morality plays as an outdated servant of hell, despite Pug’s 
enthusiasm for the latter’s legendary villainy. In conclusion, it seems that 
the Elizabethan anxieties of Marlowe’s Doctor Faustus were stuff of 
satire to the Jacobean audiences. 

3.5.7 Thomas Dekker - If This Be Not a Good Play, The Devil Is In It (1611)  
 

If This Be Not a Good Play, The Devil Is In It (1611) by Thomas Dekker 
is quite similar to Jonson’s Devil is an Ass (1616) as a Jacobean devil 
comedy. The play is supposedly based on The History of Friar Rush 
which describes the exploits of a devil who disguises himself as a friar to 
wreak havoc and confusion in a friary. Dekker’s play contains multiple 
scenes which take place in hell filled with all kinds of comical 
phantasmagoria. As in Jonson’s play we learn that the world of mortals 
is far more sinful than that of the traditional morality devils.  
Dekker likewise expands the story described in his source by adding 

two other devils of which the first one goes to corrupt the court and the 
second the merchants who dwell in the city. In more ways than one the 
devil plays of Jonson and Dekker remind me of Machiavelli's novella 
Belfagor arcidiavalo (1549) in which the eponymous devil ascends to 
earth and marries a mortal woman, only to find out that marriage is 
worse than any hell imaginable.  
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Belfagor willingly returns to hell, cursing the institution of marriage. I 
will later refer to certain aspects of Dekker’s play (i.e. Bartervile, Lurchall) 
in my close readings of the plays featuring stage Jews. In short, 
Dekker’s play shows recycles Faustian elements - such as the hellish 
imagery - merely for comedic purposes. There is no sign of the same 
religious anxieties which according to William Prynne’s anti-theatrical 
polemic Histriomastix (1623) manifested themselves in he appearance of 
actual devils on the stage during the performance of Doctor Faustus. 

3.5.8 William Shakespeare - The Tempest (1610-1611) 
 

While being devoured by hellmouth, the eponymous anti-hero of Doctor 
Faustus (c. 1592) utters his last intelligible sentence “I'll burn my books!” 
(5.3.191). Similar to Marlowe's Faustus, Shakespeare's Prospero is a 
Renaissance magus, who unlike his dark double chooses ultimately to 
abjure magic of his own accord:  
 
But this rough magic  
I here abjure, and when I have required  
Some heavenly music, which even now I do, 
To work mine end upon their senses that  
This airy charm is for, I'll break my staff, 
Bury it certain fathoms in the earth,  
And deeper than did ever plummet sound  
I'll drown my book. (5.1.55-62) 
 
The Tempest (1610-1611) completely reverses the very last scene of 

Marlowe's Doctor Faustus.28 The familiar spirit Ariel serves roughly the 
same function as Mephistopheles, and one could also argue that 
Caliban, though he is a human being enslaved by Prospero, counts as a 
semi-demonic servant. There are many valid readings of this play which 
see Shakespeare's Prospero as a stand-in for the poet-playwright's 
personal history at the end of his theatrical career.  

                                                   
28 The Latin adjectives “prosperus” and “faustus” both mean prosperous in English. In 
modern Italy “Prospero” and “Fausto” are still used as male given names.  
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Marlowe's personal significance Shakespeare is made clear by the 
quoting and alluding to he former's Hero and Leander (1598) in As You 
Like It (1599/1600) “Dead shepherd, now I find thy saw of might. / 
Whoever loved that loved not at first sight” (3.5.80-81). While 
Shakespeare's Macbeth (1606) does not qualify by my standards as 
proper devil play, one should nonetheless take note of its clearly 
Faustian themes.  
It seems that the Jacobean devil plays – with the exception of 

Shakespeare's Tempest (and possibly Macbeth) – do not take their 
subject matter seriously. While it is true that satire – in addition to 
tragicomedy – was one of the most prominent genres (or subgenres) in 
Jacobean theatre, I cannot but wonder whether Greene's anti-Marlovian 
strategy which failed in tragedy actually triumphed in comedy. We should 
not downplay the fact that Friar Bacon and Friar Bungay (1594) was – 
and to some extent still is – a popular and competent play.  
Tellingly enough, Marlowe's Doctor Faustus did not spawn a legion of 

similar plays blasphemously exploring and thereby questioning 
theological truths. Instead, most of the devil plays either recycle the 
phantasmagorical elements, or if they recycle anything from Marlowe, it 
is usually in the way of burlesque and parody – not unlike in Greene's 
comedy. In fact, Shakespeare himself was evidently aware about this 
unintentional comedic potential, as we can see from the character of 
Ancient Pistol in Henry IV, Part 2 (1596-1599) whose speech parodies 
Marlovian bombast.29 

3.6 Revenge Tragedies  
 

I do not obviously believe that all recycling is necessarily dialogic, and a 
good example of this is the macabre - and ultimately almost campy - 
paraphernalia of the revenge tragedies. However, even when theatrical 
recycling is not dialogic, it shows that the early modern theatre 

                                                   
29 Pistol's fustian tirade “Shall pack-horses / And hollow pampered jades of Asia, / Which 
cannot go but thirty miles a day, / Compare with Caesar and with cannibals, / And Trojan 
Greeks?” (2.4.114-117) is blatantly modeled on Christopher Marlowe's Tamburlaine Part 
II (4.3.1-2).  
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practitioners actively explored the dramatic possibilities of stage 
properties and stock characters, as we can see from the following 
observations.  
The Senecan ghost originates from the philosopher-dramatist’s 1st 

century plays Thyestes and Agamemnon. The ghost of Don Andrea in 
The Spanish Tragedy (1592) by Thomas Kyd and the ghost of Hamlet’s 
father in Shakespeare’s eponymous play (1599/1601) are the most 
famous examples of this Senecan convention. Antonio’s Revenge 
(1600/1601) by John Marston includes in its dramatic personae the 
ghost of Andrugio, Duke of Genoa and father of Antonio. Andrugio’s 
ghost tells his son to “Revenge!” (3.3.30) his poisoning by Piero, Duke of 
Venice - who also seeks to marry Andrugio’s wife Maria - and the stage 
directions after the exit of this ghost specify “From under the stage a 
groan”(3.3.) similar to Hamlet’s ghost scene in in almost every respect. 
Marston’s play also uses Andrugio’s ghost exactly the same way the 
Senecan ghost is used in the prologue of The Spanish Tragedy, in which 
the personification of Revenge bids Don Andrea’s ghost to watch the 
revenge tragedy unfold with him “Here sit we down to see the mystery, / 
An serve for Chorus in this tragedy” (Prol. 90-91).  
Indeed, when Andrugio’s ghost comes to witness the weddings of 

Piero and Maria, the ghost says “Here I will sit, spectator of revenge, / 
And glad my ghost in anguish of my foe” (5.5.21-22). In The Atheist’s 
Tragedy by Cyril Tourneur (1611) the ghost of Montferrer’s not only tells 
his son, the would-be avenger to Charlemont, to “leave revenge unto the 
King of kings” (2.6.23) but also curses his brother, the villainous atheist 
D’Amville - in a manner reminiscent to the prophesying ghosts in 
Shakespeare’s Richard III - “Thy projects, with despair thou shalt behold” 
(5.1.31). It is possible to see a Calvinistic response to Shakespeare's 
Hamlet here, and we likewise detect such interpretive possibility of 
Christian-Stoic response in George Chapman's The Revenge of Bussy 
D'ambois (1613).  
The play's dramatis personae includes “The ghosts of Bussy, 

Monsieur, Guise, Cardinal Guise, Chatillon”. Unlike Hamlet's father who 
asks his son to revenge his death, Bussy D'Ambois – the hero of 
Chapman's eponymous play who in this sequel is now himself a ghost – 
gives a detailed lecture (or sermon) to mankind about the philosophico-
theological ramifications of revenge: “Reform, ye ignorant men, your 
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manless lives, / Whose laws, ye think, are nothing but your lusts; / When 
leaving, but for supposition sake, / The body of felicity, religion / (Set in 
the midst of Christendom, and her head / Cleft to her bosom, one half 
one way swaying, / Another th' other), all the Christian world / And all her 
laws, whose observation / Stands upon faith, above the power of reason” 
(5.1.15-23). This is only one particular selection from the lengthy 
monologue given by Chapman's version of Senecan ghost.  
Ultimately Bussy's ghost tells his Stoic brother Clermont D'Ambois to 

take revenge on his former lover's (Tamyra) husband Montsurry, who 
played a major part in Bussy's destruction. In the end, Clermont, after 
avenging his brother's death, undertakes a Christian-Stoic suicide.  
Poison does play a part in Hamlet, Antonio's Revenge, Revenger's 

Tragedy, The Tragedy of Hoffman, and the play-within-a-play which 
originated in The Spanish Tragedy continues its life most famously in 
Hamlet. In many of these plays the revenger also covers his true intents 
with feigned madness (or foolishness). In addition to the Senecan 
ghosts, skulls and skeletons are yet another meme the revenge 
tragedies recycled.  
The Tragedy of Hoffman (1602) by Henry Chettle recycle’s and 

combines both the corpse of Hieronimo’s son from The Spanish Tragedy 
and Yorick’s skull from Hamlet into “the bones of [Clois Hoffman's] 
offended father … a bare anatomy … chained unto the common gallows” 
(1.166-168). In The Revenger’s Tragedy (1605) by Thomas Middleton, 
the protagonist Vindice enters the stage “holding a skull” (1.1) speaking - 
according to the stage directions - “To the skull” (1.1) which belongs to 
his dead lover Gloriana. Vindice smears Gloriana’s skull with the same 
poison that killed his lover later in Middleton’s play, using the withered 
lips of her skull as a poisoned instrument of revenge, as Vindice fools 
the old duke - who murdered Gloriana for refusing his sexual advances - 
to kiss the skull - disguised as the head of country wench - which is 
actually a puppet (3.5)  
Skulls resurface yet again in The Atheist’s Tragedy (1611) by 

Cyril Tourneur that contains macabre stage directions according to 
which Charlemont and Castabella “lie down with death’s head for a 
pillow” (4.3). 
It is hard to say whether these plays, especially the Jacobean ones, 

are meant to be received as serious tragedies or – as many close 
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readings of these plays argue – parody. However, these plays are in 
every case a testament to the public playhouses as meme factories, 
since even this day the paraphernalia of these revenge tragedies is 
instantly recognizable as signifying the aforementioned genre.  
Furthermore, there remains the possibility that some of these plays 

were – not unlike Shakespeare's Hamlet – sincere and personal 
explorations about the philosophical and political ramifications of 
revenge. If so, these plays exploring the theme of revenge would then be 
a form of philosophical dialogue exercised through the medium of 
playhouses. However, exploring this possibility would need its own 
dissertation.  

3.7 Woman Plays: Renaissance Plays About Women  
 

In the third book of Thomas Hoby's translation (1561) of Castiglione's 
The Book of the Courtier (1528) the Elizabethan readers would have 
come across multiple passages extolling women as equal – or even 
superior – to men. Indeed, Castiglione writes that “[women] both in old 
time and presently have shewed stoutnesse of courage, and brought 
matters to passe in the worlde worthie infinite prayse, no less than men 
have done” (Castiglione 1937, 202). While the ancient history provided 
the Englishmen multiple examples of women as rulers, warriors, poets 
and philosophers, there was no need for a collection of biographies of 
famous women such as Giovanni Boccacio's De Mulieribus Claris 
(1361/62) to remind – or convince – the Elizabethans [sic] of their 
existence, since a living proof sat on the throne of England.  
However, in the Jacobean England open misogyny entered the proto-

public sphere and therefore public discourse in the form of a particularly 
vicious pamphlet, Joseph Swetnam's Arraignment of Lwede, idle, 
froward, and vnconstant women (1615), which was followed by four 
response-pamphlets: Daniel Tuvil's Asylum Veneris (1616), Rachel 
Speght's A Mouzell for Melostomus (1617), Ester Sowernam's Ester hath 
hang'd Haman (1617), and Constantia Munda's The Worming of a mad 
Dogge (1617) of which the last two are pseudonymous. Ultimately, as in 
the Marprelate Controversy (1588-1589) waged between the 
pseudonymous puritan writer and the Elizabethan church, this Jacobean 
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war of pamphlets found its way to the playhouses in the form of the 
anonymous play Swetnam the Woman-Hater (1620) that presents 
Joseph Swetnam as the character Misogynos.  
Plays exploring woman's perspective were by no means a novelty in 

the English Renaissance theatre, as we can infer from the domestic 
tragedies seeking to realistically depict the life and the problems of 
women in the early modern world, such as Arden of Faversham (1592), 
by an anonymous author, A Woman Killed With Kindness (1603) and 
The English English Traveller by Thomas Heywood (1623), and The 
Witch of Edmonton (1621) by William Rowley, Thomas Dekker and John 
Ford.  
In Swetnam the Woman-Hater (1620) Misogynos falsely claims that 

bonum commune is the motive for his crusade against the womankind: 
“Truth will preuaile, you see. I speake not for my selfe, / In my owne 
quarrel; but the general good / Of all men in the world” (IIII.i. 54-56). This 
obviously creates a comic parallel between the misogynist and 
Shakespeare's Brutus, of which the anonymous author of the play must 
have been conscious. for the scene between Scanfardo and Loretta (II.ii) 
is likewise a comic parallel to Shakespeare's scene between Brutus and 
Portia in Julius Caesar. However, here the wife, who knows the secret of 
the lover's meeting, plays the part of Brutus, whereas the husband, who 
tries to find out what she is hiding, that of Porcia. These instances of 
dramatic recycling, though by no means dialogic, show that 
Shakespeare's Julius Caesar was firmly established in the Jacobean 
semiosphere and meme pool by the 1620s.  
Misogynos puts the entire female sex on trial in the play. When the 

amazon Atlanta – who is secretly a man disguised as woman – defends 
women with multiple noble examples drawn from history and mythology, 
Misogynos answers “What hath been is not now” continuing “The 
Kalender / Of Women-Saints is fild vp long agoe: / For now a vniuersall 
leprosie, / Like to an Inundationn, ouer-flowes, / And breakes vpon you 
all: scarce one is free / From wanton lightnesse and vaine leuitie” (III. iiii. 
227-232). This attack against women is then followed by a stichomythic 
dialogue between Atlanta and Misogynos:  
 

Atlan. None like to Nero, and Heliogabalus.  
Misog. Yes, wanton Hellen and Cleopatra.  
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Atlan. I cou'd name more.  
Misog. I ten for one, of Women.  
Atlan. Sense-pleasing Sadranapalus is beyond  
All Women that can be nam'd.  
Misog. Ile name you one 
Beyond all Men, th' instatiate Messalina:  
Who when she had to satisfie her lust,  
Imbrac'd the change of Louers, and was weakened  
So farre, she could no longer hold it out:  
And being askt if then she were satisfied,  
She answered, No: for though she then were tyr'd,  
No change could satisfie her appetite. (III.iii, 233-244) 
 
Outside the courtroom, Misogynos tells his confidante that he wishes 

to impregnate Atlanta: “Oh, what a Race of wittie Oratours / Shall be we 
beget betwixt vs” (III.iii, 73-74). While this short rhapsody is comical, it 
echoes the impregnation fantasies of Shakespeare's Richard III “I will 
beget / Mine issue of your blood upon your daughter” (IV.iv. 303-304) 
and Caliban “I had peopled else / This isle with Calibans” (I.ii.409-410). 
Shakespeare's sonnets contain a passage which demonstrates the early 
modern attitude towards evil, physical abnormality and alienness: “Let 
those whom nature hath not made for store, / Harsh, featureless, and 
rude, barrenly perish” (XI. 10-11). Procreation is ideally reserved for the 
good, the physically normal and the non-alien. Misogynos is a parody of 
villain-monster who seeks to fill and therefore corrupt a fictional island 
with his progeny.  
This nightmare vision is deeply embedded in the English imagination, 

for the Protestants lived in a constant fear of Catholic ruler. The fictional 
Sicily of Misogynos, the Ricardian England, and Prospero's island are 
dramatic manifestations of this particular anxiety. It is interesting that this 
fear is here placed on the incarnation of misogyny. 
Swetnam the Woman-Hater (1620) also contains passages which 

show influence of classical republicanism, such as the rhetorical 
question that drops from the lips of king Atticus when he is criticized by 
his subjects: “Must a Prince / Be checkt, and schooled, pursued and 
scolded at, / For executing Iustice?” (V.iii.12-14) Indeed, we should not 
forget that the author of Basilikon Doron (1599) which extolled the divine 
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right of kings sat on the throne while these lines were uttered at the 
stage of the Red Bull.  
My personal favourite line in this play appears in the courtroom scene 

that takes place between Misogynos and his opponents defending 
women's rights: 
 

“You are impartiall, and we doe appeale  
From you to Iudges more indifferent:  
You are all men, and in this weightie businesse,  
Graue Women should haue sate as Iudges with you” (III.iii, 262-265) 
 
If the trial were to be actually fair (to modernize the spelling) “You are 

all men, and in this weighty business / Grave women should have sat as 
judges with you” (III.iii.264-265). Consequently, this open sympathy 
towards women cannot but make me to speculate, that perhaps some 
members of the contemporary audiences might have felt this way about 
Shylock's trial – who is condemned exclusively by Christians. The 
questioning of the patriarchy inherent in the justice system as such 
demonstrates that the early moderns were critical thinkers despite their 
limitations. Even though my opinion is unorthodox, I see no reason why 
Renaissance studies to this day presumes that the anonymous plays are 
by default written by male authors.  
Renaissance Drama by Women (1996) by S.P. Cerasano and Marion 

Wynne-Davies has shown that the early modern female writers were 
more than capable playwrights, even if they did not – as far as we know 
– work in the commercial theatre. One of the first response pamphlets to 
Swetnam was written by Rachel Speght (b. 1597), who herself was a 
poet and polemicist. While I do not argue that the writer of Swetnam the 
Woman-Hater (1620) is a woman, there still in my opinion remains an 
unspoken prejudice towards the possibility of the existence of female 
playwrights, which is absurd when one looks at how relatively small the 
corpus of extant English Renaissance plays actually is, not to speak of 
the literary talent of someone like Speght. However that may be, 
Misogynos receives his punishment in the end of the play; the Sicilian 
women capture the misogynist and force him to recant his every hateful 
word in public.  
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In this context, it is impossible not to mention The Tamer Tamed 
(1633) by John Fletcher, a response play to Shakespeare’s The Taming 
of The Shrew (1590/1592). This sequel whose prologue tells “Ladies to 
you, in whose defense and right, / Fletcher’s brave muse prepared 
herself to fight / A battle without blood” (Prol.1-3) reverses the original 
scenario, for after the death of Katherine, his first wife and the original 
Shrew, it is now Petruchio who is about to be tamed by his second wife, 
the untamable Maria. Petruchio’s friend Tranio tells that the memory of 
Katherine makes the former “start in’s sleep, and very often / Cry out for 
cudgels, cowl-staves, anything, / Hiding his breeches out of fear her 
ghost / Should walk and wear ‘em yet”.” (I.i.33-36) In other words, 
Petruchio subconsciously fears the reversal of traditional gender roles. “I 
have tamed ye,” tells victorious Maria to defeated Petruchio who has 
undergone the same treatment as Katherine once underwent at the end 
of the play “And now am vowed your servant.” (VI.iv.45-46)  
Fletcher’s play, even though the early modern England remains a 

patriarchy, succeeds in creating a more balanced vision of marriage than 
that of Shakespeare in The Taming of The Shrew. This play likewise 
shows by its existence  that the early moderns did not uniformly accept 
Shakespeare's disturbing treatment of Katherine in the original play. 
The third book of Thomas Hoby's translation (1561) of Castiglione's 

The Book of the Courtier (1528) even contains a fascinating passage 
which states that “Orpheus saide that Jupiter was both male and female: 
And its is read in the scripture that God fashioned male and female to his 
likenesse. And the Poets many times speaking of the Gods, meddle the 
kindes together” (Castiglione 1937, 199). These proto-feminist 
sentiments and plays show that our cultural debates regarding misogyny 
and more inclusive vision of sexuality and gender had indeed their early 
modern counterparts.  
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 



 

265 

4 JEW PLAYS: THE STAGE JEW AS A 
RHETORICAL DEVICE IN PUBLIC DEBATE 

The forced conversion of Shakespeare's Shylock, the most famous stage 
Jew in theatre history, continues to haunt the Western canon. When 
focusing on Shakespeare and the Jews in the early modern English 
imagination, previous critical approaches have centered predominantly on 
modern- or early modern anti-semitism. To some extent, this focus on anti-
semitism still dominates the readings of Robert Wilson's The Three Ladies 
of London (1581), Christopher Marlowe's The Jew of Malta (1589, 1594), 
and William Shakespeare's The Merchant of Venice (1596), plays which I 
here read as response plays. 
This case study is the culmination of this dissertation, which also 

includes as part of it an analysis of the hitherto ignored, anonymous and 
undated seventeenth century play Der Jud von Venedig. Indeed, English 
playing companies toured Germany at the end of the sixteenth century 
performing this German play, which is possibly based upon Thomas 
Dekker’s lost Jew of Venice, so I have here decided to place Der Jud 
von Venedig in the metatheatrical context of the three other ‘Jewish’ 
response plays.  
As products of (in words of Grafton and Weinberg) ‘conventional anti-

semitism’, plays featuring stage Jews reflect the prevailing attitudes 
among early modern Christians (Grafton and Weinberg 2011, 262). 
Therefore, I argue that the exclusive preoccupation with the Shylock 
question and conventional anti-semitism has over-simplified a far more 
complex theatrical phenomenon. Medieval drama utilized the stage Jew 
as a vehicle for Christian truth. However, in early modern Europe, this 
truth had been fractured by the Reformation – there were now competing 
truths, each claiming to be the Christian truth. The stage Jews of early 
modern England represent a Reformation fiction. Serving as a vehicle for 
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contested truth, a stage Jew such as Shylock can be seen as an 
unintentional by-product of the Reformation.30  
Indeed, to quote The Unintended Reformation: “Despite the many 

convictions shared by sixteenth century Catholics and most Protestants, 
their disagreements and concomitant disruptions would be the 
unintended springboard for ideological and institutional innovations they 
would certainly have found inimical’” (Gregory 2012, 202).  
The stage Jews of Elizabethan England – a country simultaneously 

torn between religious extremes and harbouring a growing number of 
‘nulla fidians’ (nothing-believers) – are a dramatic extension of that same 
unintended springboard. Moreover, in expressing their individual ‘truths’ 
in public, the Elizabethan playwrights utilized the stage Jew to explore 
the most volatile theme in early modern England – the nature of religion.  
The Dutch, French, and Walloon immigrants – the Strangers – were 

Protestant exiles from the continent, but since these continental 
Protestants were Calvinist, their brand of Christianity was effectively 
seen almost as another religion. By the middle of the sixteenth century, 
the foreigners made up between five and eight per cent of London’s 
inhabitants and over twenty per cent in the parishes where the Strangers 
congregated. Feeling that the foreigners’ economic activity infringed on 
native civic privileges, Englishmen accused them of stealing their work, 
markets, and even their wives. Furthermore, there were serious 
outbreaks of violence against the foreigners. A contemporary libel 
against the Strangers (c. 1600) refers to the three plays featuring stage 
Jews and stresses the similarity between the foreigners and the fictional 
Jews: 
 

”Your Machiavellian Marchant spoyles the state, / Your usery doth leave us all for deade / 
Your Artifex & craftesman works our fate, / And like the Jewes, you eate us up as bread / [...] 
Weele cutt your throtes, in your temples praying / Not paris massacre so much blood did 
spill.” (II. 5-8, 39-40)  
 

                                                   
30 While the focus of this dissertation is not the early modern antisemitism, it is important 
to remember that the Jews were expelled from the Kingdom of England in 1290 by Edward 
I (1239-1307), whereas the resettlement of the Jews in England (1656) took place during 
the Protectorate of Oliver Cromwell (1599-1658).  
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The stage Jews seem to have played a part in early modern 
immigration discourse, since the libel alludes to (i) Barabas – the 
Machiavellian merchant in The Jew of Malta, (ii) usury – the character 
Usury in The Three Ladies of London and Shylock the usurer in The 
Merchant of Venice, and (iii) Artifex – a character in The Three Ladies of 
London. Moreover, the immigrants share a number of similarities with 
the fictional Jews.  
For example, the marginal notes to Leicester's Commonwealth (1584) 

tell us of the insidious “Strangers within the land” who hold secretive 
“Assemblies at communions”. In this pro-Catholic piece of propaganda, a 
friendly dialogue takes place between two fictional interlocutors: a 
Protestant gentleman and a scholar-lawyer who is a moderate English 
Catholic. The latter asks for religious toleration from his fellow 
countryman, painting the extremist Protestants who favor Robert Dudley, 
Earl of Leicester as common enemies to all Englishmen, whether they 
be moderate Protestants or moderate Catholics. The Protestant exiles 
from the Spanish Netherlands are therefore in league with Leicester's 
devilry: 
 
“[...] the public communions which were made throughout so many shires the matter 
became more common, especially among the strangers that inhabit (as you know) 
in great numbers with us at this day. All which (as they say) are made most assured 
to this faction and ready to assist the same with great forces at all occasions. Good 
Lord (quoth the lawyer), how many mysteries & secrets be there abroad in the world 
whereof we simple men know nothing & suspect less. This watchword should I 
never have imagined, and for the great and often assemblies under pretence of 
communions, though of themselves & of their own nature they were unaccustomed 
& consequently subject to suspicion, yet did I never conceive so far forth as now I 
do, as neither of the lodging and entertaining of so many strangers in the realm, 
whereof our artisans do complain everywhere.” (LC 2004, 58-59)  
 
We find here the same anti-immigrant spirit as in the anonymous libel 

(c. 1600) against the Strangers, for according to Leicester's 
Commonwealth (1584) there now are “so many strangers in the realm, 
whereof our artisans complain everywhere” (LC 2004, 59). In short, the 
Strangers had their own places of worship and a religion that differed 
from the mainstream (“public communions”), they enjoyed certain 
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economic privileges (cf. usury), and like the Jews, they were both vilified 
and on the receiving end of violent attacks. Since there were relatively 
few Jews in Elizabethan England, the stage Jew seems to have reflected 
anxieties pertaining to the Strangers and protocapitalism.  
John Calvin in Institutes of the Christian Religion (1559) lays the 

theological foundation for how the Christian commonwealths should deal 
with the non-natives: “[Whoever] be the man that is presented to you 
needing your assistance, you have no ground for declining to give it to 
him. Say he is a stranger. The Lord has given him a mark which ought to 
be familiar to you: for which reason he forbids to despise your own flesh 
(Gal 6:10). Say he is mean and of no consideration. The Lord points him 
out as one whom he has distinguished by the lustre of his own image 
(Isa 58:7). Say that you are bound to him by no ties of duty. The Lord 
has substituted him as it were into his own place, that in him you may 
recognize the great many obligations under which the Lord has laid you 
to himself.” (3.6) In secular language, Calvin tells in this passage that all 
human beings are essentially images of God, so it is one's Christian duty 
to treat even strangers with loving-kindness. This theology-based 
attitude which somewhat resembles our modern notion of 
multiculturalism (or ethnic pluralism) is also visible in the plays of Wilson, 
Marlowe, and Shakespeare.  
Wilson’s Artifex is the personification of English artisan, who asks 

help from Master Dissimulation, blaming the Strangers for stealing his 
job: “Good Master Dissimulation, help me. I am almost quite undone, / 
But yet my living hitherto with good Conscience I have won, / But my 
true working, my early rising, and my late going to bed / Is scant able to 
find myself, wife and children dry bread, / For there be such a sort of 
strangers in this country, / That work fine to please the eye, though it be 
deceitfully, / And that which is slight, and seems to the eye well, / Shall 
sooner than a piece of good work be proffered to sell, / And our 
Englishmen be grown so foolish and nice, / That they will not give a 
penny above the ordinary price." (3.86-95) Ironically, later in the play 
Artifex works under the command of Fraud, doing himself exactly the 
kind of inferior and deceptive work of which he blames the Strangers. 
We likewise see the Strangers as victims to the Englishmen's un-

Christian greed and ruthless business practices in a dialogue that takes 
place between the Italian merchant Mercadorus and Lady Lucre, the 
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English personification of wealth. “Madonna,”says Mercadorus to Lady 
Lucre “me tell ye vat you shall do: let dem to stranger that are content / 
To dwell in a little room, and to pay much rent, / For you know da 
Frenchmans and Flemings in dis country be many, / So dat they make 
shift to dwell ten houses in one very gladly, / And be content-a pay fifty 
or threescore pound a year / For dat which da Englishmans say twenty 
mark is too dear” (5.72-77).  
Wilson's play acknowledges the social issues which follow 

immigration, but the blame ultimately lies in the hands of the Englishmen 
themselves, for those with financial power in England have exchanged 
the Protestant virtues for monetary gain: “Why, Signiore Mercadore, 
think you not that I / Have infinite numbers in London that my want doth 
supply, / Beside in Bristol, Northampton, Norwich, Westchester, 
Canterbury, / Dover, Sandwich, Rye, Portsmouth, and many more, / That 
great rents upon little room do bestow? / Yes, I warrant you and truly I 
may thank the strangers for this, / That they have made houses so dear, 
whereby I live in bliss” (5.78-84).  
It is likely that this explicit Protestant sympathy towards the plight of 

the Strangers is partially due to the fact that Wilson was a member and a 
shareholder of Leicester's men, and therefore had ideological and 
financial connections to Robert Dudley, 1st Earl of Leicester.  
In Marlowe's The Jew of Malta (1589, 1594) we have all the same 

native hypocrisy and xenophobic animus, yet unlike Wilson's play it 
contains no supernatural entities confirming the existence of Divine 
Providence, so the non-native victims can only accept their meaningless 
suffering, or become as bad as their native victimizers:  
 
BARABAS Are strangers with your tribute to be taxed? 
SECOND KNIGHT Have strangers with us to get their wealth? 
Then let them with us contribute. 
BARABAS How, equally? 
FERNEZE No, Jew, like infidels. 
For through our sufferance of your hateful lives, 
These taxes and afflictions are befall’n, 
And therefore thus we are determinèd. (1.2.59-66) 
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The law, in Marlowe's fictional Malta, serves purely Machiavellian 
purposes. Without delving too deeply into biographical readings, it 
should also be remembered that Marlowe himself was from Canterbury, 
where the Strangers maintained a separate existence from the 
Englishmen. As an interesting side note, It seems that the Christian 
parents in The Jew of Malta show no qualms about the idea of their sons 
marrying the Jewish Abigail, so perhaps this partially reflects the fact that 
many of the Strangers in Canterbury ultimately assimilated and 
intermarried with the local people. In conclusion, Marlowe's play shows 
us a world in which not only the Protestant virtues but also the laws are 
nothing but vehicles for the self-serving human nature, no matter 
whether one is a native or a non-native.  
Shakespeare understands and subsequently responds to this dark 

vision presented in The Jew of Malta with his own play, as we can 
discern from Bassanio's words “In law, what plea so tainted and corrupt, 
/ But, being seasoned with gracious voice, / Obscures the show of evil?” 
(3.2.77-79) The Merchant of Venice therefore stresses the paramount 
importance of equality before the law for both natives and Strangers 
living in the commonwealth: 
 
“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, 
Since that the trade and profit of the city 
Consisteth of all nations.” (3.3.26-31) 
 
In dramatic fiction, we have a contemporary example of what happens 

when these principles which protect the co-existence of different cultures 
are violently ignored, for the collaborative play Sir Thomas More (c. 
1604) presents us a burning London, plunged to chaos by the anti-
immigrant mob leader John Lincoln who encourages his rioting followers 
to take the law into their own hands:  
 
“Then gallant bloods, you whose free souls do scorn 
To bear th’enforcèd wrongs of aliens. 
Add rage to resolution, fire the houses 
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Of these audacious strangers. This is St Martin’s, 
And yonder dwells Mutas, a wealthy Picard 
At the Green Gate. 
De Bard, Peter Van Hollocke, Adrian Martine, 
With many more outlandish fugitives. 
Shall these enjoy more privilege than we 
In our own country? Let’s, then, become their slaves. 
Since justice keeps not them in greater awe, 
We’ll be ourselves rough ministers at law.” (2.2.19-30) 
 
In this context, it is imperative that even Shylock's inhuman claim for a 

pound of Antonio's flesh receives a court hearing, for equality before the 
law is the only power that stops the Venetian commonwealth from 
burning in the hands of demagogues. Shylock the Stranger understands 
this precarious balance of terror, reminding the Christians of the 
multicultural republic that “If you deny me, fie upon your law: / There is 
no force in the decrees of Venice.” (4.1.100-101)  
This reverent attitude towards the law combined with disgust towards 

demagoguery is something we also find in Shakespeare's potrayal of 
Jack Cade in The Second Part of Henry the Sixth (1591). It seems, 
interestingly enough, that Shakespeare was thinking about the Strangers 
while co-writing the first Henriad, since The First Part of Henry the Sixth 
(1592) contains the following mention: “A base Walloon, to win the 
dauphin's grace, / Thrust Talbot with a spear into his back” (1.1. 137-
138). I will later return to Shylock's daughter Jessica when discussing 
Der Jud von Venedig.  
Where The Merchant of Venice refuses to solve the problems with the 

lay theology of Wilson's Protestant morality play, it likewise 
acknowledges and simultaneously refutes the Marlovian disbelief in the 
just world. Shakespeare's play makes a strong argument for the 
paramount importance of humane law in a world that is not, as we can 
see from Shylock's punishment, the best of all possible worlds.  
John Calvin in Institutes of the Christian Religion (1559) 

acknowledges the challenges the protocapitalism poses to Christian 
charity and hospitality: “such a calamitous condition have we come in 
this unhappy age, that the greater part of men never almost give alms 
without contumely. Such conduct ought not to have been tolerated even 
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among the heathen; but from Christians something more is required than 
to carry cheerfulness in their looks, and give attractiveness to the 
discharge of their duties by courteous language.” (3.7) n short, Calvin 
here stresses the importance of conscience as an antidote to the 
challenges of worldliness. 
In Wilson's The Three Ladies of London (c. 1584) the embodiment of 

Conscience tries to persuade Usury to spare Hospitality's life: “Usury, 
consider the lamentable cry of the poor: / For lack of Hospitality 
fatherless children are turned out of door. / Consider again the complaint 
of the sick, blind, and lame, / That will cry unto the Lord for vengeance 
on thy head in his name. / Is the fear of God so far from thee that thou 
hast no feeling at all? / O, repent, Usury! Leave Hospitality, and for 
mercy at the Lord's/ hand call.” (8.23-27). It is the Christians themselves 
who are to blame for the state of the world, as we learn from Simony 
”For Usury in this country hath many a good friend” (8.83) and 
Conscience ”But Usury is made tolerable amongst Christians / as a 
necessary thing / So that, going beyond the limits of our law, they extort, 
and many / to misery bring.” (10.25-26)  
It should be noted that Usury himself is an Englishman of Jewish 

descent. While usury unlike the other vices remains “a necessary thing” 
in Christian societies, Wilson's sequel The Three Lords and Three 
Ladies of London (c. 1590) presents the argument “that Londons Pomp 
is not sustained by vsury,/ But by well ventured marchandise and honest 
industrie.” (1958-1959) In short, Wilson believes in the Protestant virtues 
as something ultimately more powerful than usury, even though the 
character Usury murdered Hospitality in his play.  
While The Three Ladies of London depicts the Strangers in 

sympathetic way, the personified vices are nonetheless foreigners; 
Dissimulation is half-Italian and half-Dutch, Fraud half-French and Half-
Scottish, whereas Simony is a Roman Catholic. However, these living 
incarnations of evil have no power over the English society, unless the 
Englishmen themselves give in to the temptations these vice characters 
represent. In Wilson’s sequel the Three Lords of Lincoln (Desire, Delight 
and Devotion), the Three Lords of London (Policy, Pleasure and Pomp) 
and the Three Lords of Spain (Ambition, Tyranny and Pride) compete for 
the hands of the now reformed Three Ladies of London.  This constant 
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association with the number three and competing suitors no doubt later 
echoes in Portia’s suitors and her three caskets.  
Ironically (and perhaps most importantly) Usury who appears in both 

plays is an Englishman of Jewish descent. "Who cares for Conscience 
but dies a begger?” (836) asks Usury of Conscience in The Three Lords 
and Three Ladies of London, sounding like Marlowe’s Barabas,31 and 
then surprisingly like Shakespeare’s Shylock “For you I reck not, but if 
God me hate, / Why dooth the Law allow me in some rate? (879-880)32 
Conscience’s refutation of Usury likewise bears resemblance to the 
dynamics between Shylock and Portia in The Merchant of Venice, for 
according to Conscience “[Usury] slanders both Law and state, / the 
Law allows not though it tollerate, / And thou art sure be shut out 
at heauen gate” (881-883).33 In short, the necessity of usury makes it no 
more acceptable in-itself by Wilson's Protestant standards. 
When the Spanish invasion seems imminent, the Roman Catholic 

Simony, followed by Fraud and Dissimulation, asks the English-Jewish 
Usury to "ioine with vs man to better thy state, for in Spain preaching 
toucheth vs not” (1443-1444). However, Usury refuses this offer, since 
his existence is bound to the stability of society, now threatened by the 
Spanish invasion:  
 
"[to] better my state, nay, to alter my state, for here where I am, I know the 
gouernment, here can I liue for all their threatning, if strangers p[r]euaile, I know not 
their lawes nor their vsage, they may bée oppressore, & take al I haue, and it is like 
                                                   
31 Barabas quips “Haply some hapless man hath conscience, / And for his conscience 
lives in beggary.” (1.1.116-117) and Wilson's Lady Conscience also lives in beggary 
when she is reduced to selling brooms. 
 
32 cf. the usurer's (i.e. Shylock's) rhetorical question “What judgment shall I dread, doing 
no wrong?” (4.1.90) 
 
33 e.g., in the court scene (4.1.) in The Merchant of Venice Portia acknowledges that law 
allows Shylock's hideous demand for a pound of human flesh, but she constantly reminds 
him constantly of the importance of mercy “Why, this bond is forfeit, / And lawfully by this 
the Jew may claim / A pound of flesh, to be by him cut off / Nearest the merchant's heart. 
Be merciful. / Take thrice thy money, bid me tear the bond.” (4.1.231-235). and the 
consequences of mercilessness “Though justice be thy plea, consider this, / That in the 
cause of of justice, none of us / Should see salvation” (4.1.198-200). In other words, Portia 
is trying to appeal to Shylock's conscience.  
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they are so, for they s[ee]k that's not their owne. Therfore here will I stay sure, to 
keepe what I haue, rather than be a traitor vpon hap and had I wist: and stay you if 
ye be wise, and pray as I pray, that the preachers and all other good men may die, 
and then we shall flourish, but neuer trust to strangers curtesie.” (1445-1453) 
 
This demonstrates that Usury is ultimately as much English as he is 

Jewish. It is likely that Wilson’s Protestant London with its 
Catholic invaders and its nativized Vices is a fictional precursor 
to Marlowe’s Christian Malta, which harbors a Jewish community and 
fears the Turkish invasion. Usury, in the end of Wilson’s sequel, tries to 
present himself as a servant to one of the English lords (Policy), 
but instead the English lords see through his deception, and brand Usury 
with the sign which signifies that interest is henceforth capped a ten 
percent.  
Wilson, as in The Three Ladies of London, solves the problems of 

England in his sequel with the Biblical fairy tale logic of a Protestantized 
morality play. Marlowe’s Ferneze - who corrupts the law with 
mercilessness - and Shakespeare’s Portia - who redeems the law with 
mercy - are both re-workings of Wilson’s judge character Nicholas 
Nemo, who is the personification of harsh punishment and impeccable 
judgment.  
While the Spanish lords mock the Englishmen as “Lutheranos 

angleses” (1649 & 1819), the strict and clear-cut quality of Wilson’s 
mercy is perhaps best described as Calvinistic, even though (despite his 
connections with Leicester's Men) mapping with certainty the exact 
nature of Wilson's simplistic English Protestantism is not a viable option 
with the few extant plays and the lack of biographical information. 
However, I would like to argue that we do see a probable Leicesterian 

echo in the propagandistic anti-Catholicism of Wilson's plays, for 
Leicester advocated military aid to foreign Calvinists suffering in the 
Catholic continent, which – as in Wilson's plays – tries to corrupt and 
conquer the Protestant England. In this context, it is possible and even 
plausible that Leicester's solidarity for the Strangers might have to some 
extent influenced Wilson's sympathetic depiction of the good usurer, 
Gerontus the Jew.  
The only direct reference to the practice of usury in Marlowe's The 

Jew of Malta appears in the dubious catalogue of villainy which Barabas 
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presents to his slave Ithamore, claiming that he once was “an usurer” 
who "with extorting, cozening, forfeiting, / And tricks belonging unto 
brokery, / I fill’d the the gaols with bankrouts in a year” (II.iii. 192-195). 
However, this is only one aspect of “The wind that bloweth all the world 
besides, / Desire of gold” (III.v.3-4) which is essentially the only godlike 
power in Marlowe’s amoral play. 
The Merchant of Venice does not condemn the practice of usury in-

itself, and the play also contains a sympathetic portrayal of usurer in 
Shylock’s answer to Antonio, which paints a vignette of his perspective: 
“you come to me, and you say / ‘Shylock, we would have moneys;’, you 
say so; / You, that did void your rheum upon my beard / And foot me as 
you spurn a stranger cur / Over your threshold” (1.3.442-446). It should 
be noticed that Shylock refers here to himself as “a stranger cur”, which 
associates the stage Jew with the Strangers.  
Perhaps it would not be out of question to compare the practice usury 

to dogs, for when Shylock presents his claim for Antonio’s flesh he is 
compared to a “wolf” (4.1.2002 & 4.1.2063) and described as “wolvish” 
(4.1.2067) In this context Shylock’s vengeful usury has proverbially 
undergone a transformation from a dog which serves humans into a wolf 
that seeks to destroy them.  
If the Venetian Christians had not treated Shylock with malice, no 

doubt this act of money-lending would have happened without leading 
into the play’s bitter denouement. The Merchant of Venice does not 
criticize protocapitalism, instead it stresses the importance of human 
kindness in business transactions.  
While one should be extremely wary of biographical readings, I 

believe the medievalist and Renaissance scholar Jayne Archer gives us 
the most historically accurate perspective Shakespeare’s ideological 
position towards protocapitalism: “In February 1598 [Shakespeare] was 
prosecuted for holding 80 bushels of malt or corn during a time of 
shortage. He pursued those who could not pay him in full for these 
staples and used the profits to further his own money-lending activities. 
Profits were channelled into land purchases. He also acquired tithes on 
local produce, including corn, grain, and hay, allowing him to cream off 
the profits from others’ manual work." (quoted in Spragg 2016, 39) 
Archer’s description of Shakespeare here does not in my perspective 

differ that much from the “wolvishness” of the fictional Shylock, and one 
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could imagine that perhaps this partially explains why this particular 
character still retains his dramatic vitality to this day: “There was another 
side to Shakespeare besides the brilliant playwright, as a ruthless 
businessman who did all he could to avoid taxes, maximise profits at 
others’ expense and exploit the vulnerable while also writing plays about 
their plight to entertain them … It’s one of the things that we’ve forgotten 
about Shakespeare. As well as writing for people who were experiencing 
hunger, he was exploiting that need himself. He was using his role as a 
playwright and the public playhouses, gathering coin, in order to take 
advantage of the marker when it’s at its most profitable and selling food 
at inflated prices to secure the long-term future for his family.” (quoted in 
Spragg 2016, 38-39) I argue, that It is not impossible that the 
businessman-playwright who not only was “hauled before the courts for 
grain hoarding” but also ”repeatedly threatened with prison for tax 
evasion” might have projected – whether consciously or unconsciously – 
something of himself to Shylock and the stage Jews (quoted in Spragg 
2016, 38).  
Early Tudor drama is characterized by rhetoric. As Vickers observes 

‘[the] technique of rhetorical debate, in utramque partem, where 
participants were aligned on opposite sides, was enormously influential 
on medieval literature and was given a new lease of life by humanist 
education. Its marks are visible in much Tudor drama’ (Vickers 2007, 
744). Rhetorical agonism not only manifested itself in Elizabethan and 
early Stuart society, but also in dramatic fiction.  
This is especially visible in the contrasting visions of religion 

presented in the plays of Wilson, Marlowe, and Shakespeare, which 
reflect not only national but also international anxieties in the early 
modern Europe.  
John Florio's translation of Montaigne's Essays (1603) gives us a 

Catholic and French perspective to religious settlements by Parliaments 
under Henry VIII, Edward VI, Mary I and Elizabeth I. Montaigne writes:  
 
“Nothing is more subject unto a continuall agitation then the laws. I have, since I 
was borne, seene those of our neighbours, the English-men, changed and re-
changed three or foure times, not only in politike subjects, which is that some will 
dispense of constancy, but in the most important subject that possibly can be, that 
is to say, in religion: whereof I am so much the more ashamed, because it is a 
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nation with which my countriemen have heretofore had so inward and familiar 
acquaintance, that even to this day there remain in my house some ancient 
monuments of our former alliance.” (Montaigne 1603) 
 
The English have effectually changed and re-changed, not only their 

laws, but most shockingly, their religion three or four times within 
Montaigne's lifetime, thereby alienating their former allies. Next, in 
addition to these melancholy observations, Montaigne turns his eyes 
towards France and its religious conflicts:  
 
“Nay, I have seene amongst our selves some things become lawfull which erst were 
deemed capitall: and we that hold some others, are likewise in possibilitie, 
according to the uncertainty of warring fortune, one day or other, to be offenders 
against the Majestie both of God and man, if our justice chance to fall under the 
mercy of justice; and in the space of few yeares possession, taking a contrary 
essence. How could that ancient God more evidently accuse, in humane 
knowledge, the ignorance of divine essence, and teach men that their religion was 
but a peece of their owne invention, fit to combine their societies then in declaring, 
as he did, to those which sought the instruction of it, by his sacred Tripos, that the 
true worshipping of God was that which he found to be observed by the custome of 
the place where he lived?” (Montaigne 1603) 
 
The religio-political doctrine of cuius regio, eius religio, Montaigne 

argues, poses unwittingly nothing less than an existential danger to the 
fractured Christendom, for the ceaseless and unexpected changes in 
religion teach men that Christianity is “but a peece of their owne 
invention”, that is, something artificial and therefore man-made.  
Simony, a Vice character in Robert Wilson's The Three Ladies of 

London, asks Peter Pleaseman a question “But of what religion are you, 
can ye tell?” (6.26) that resonates with Montaigne's meditations about 
the soul of England, to which Peter Pleaseman subsequently answers 
“Marry, sir, of all religions: I know not myself very well.” (6.27). Simony 
then makes a further question “You are a Protestant now, and I think to 
that you will grant?”, followed by Peter Pleaseman's answer “Indeed I 
have been a Catholic: marry, now for the most part, a Protestant / But, 
and if my service may please her – hark in your ear, sir – / I warrant you 
my religion shall not offend her.” (6.28-31). We see here that 
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Montaigne's religious concern about the spiritual ramifications of 
England's multiple conversions was something that equally disturbed 
both Protestants and Catholics in early modern Europe.  
It is important to remember that Robert Wilson (c. 1540-1600), the 

clown and playwright known for his “quicke, delicate, refined, 
extemporall witt” in John Stow’s The Annales of England (1615), was not 
only a member of Leicester’s Men, but also a sharer in the playing 
company. While I see Wilson’s plays as public statements in the proto-
public sphere, we must nonetheless acknowledge his ideological and 
financial connections to Robert Dudley, 1st Earl of Leicester. Andrew 
Gurr tells us that “Leicester as the outstanding leader of the activists 
against the threat from Catholic Spain thought the 1570s and 1580s, 
when Philip II looked likely to insist on his right as Mary’s husband and a 
lineal descendant from John of Gaunt to claim the throne of England 
from Elizabeth, may have used his players to reinforce his case and his 
position. In any case it is almost inconceivable that the players 
themselves would not have known what their patron stood for, and 
supported it in their plays.” (Gurr 1996,192) 
To some extent, Wilson’s plays were certainly mouthpieces to 

Leicester’s Protestantism, yet we should also grant him as much agency 
and semi-autonomy as to someone like Shakespeare, who wrote for the 
Lord Chamberlaine’s Men which later changed its name to King’s Men. 
In fact, Shakespeare’s plays are in essence no less propaganda than 
those of Wilson, and to argue otherwise is Shakespearean 
exceptionalism. Though we can not make windows into men’s souls, The 
Three Ladies of London (c. 1584), its sequel The Three Lords and The 
Three Ladies of London (c. 1590) and The Cobbler’s Prophecy (c. 1594) 
are filled with sincere moral purpose and social awareness.  
Wilson’s plays are well-written Protestant entertainment from a real 

man of the theatre - a clown-playwright and his company’s shareholder – 
and Thomas Lodge, one of the University Wits, even refers to Wilson as 
“a good scholler” circa 1579 (quoted in Kermode 2009, 32). While the 
critics today accept Marlowe as Shakespeare's dramatic and poetic 
predecessor, I argue that Wilson's equal significance as a theatrical 
predecessor of Shakespeare has been seriously underestimated, though 
the clown-playwright was both a successful businessman, dramatist and 
theatre practitioner, thereby a perfect role model for the ambitious actor-
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playwright from the provinces whom his competitors famously dubbed 
“Johannes Factotum” (Jack of all trades).  
The stage Jews and The Three Ladies of London were engaged in 

public debate and dialogue before either The Jew of Malta or The 
Merchant of Venice existed: The School of Abuse (1579) by Stephen 
Gosson exhorts ”The Iew,” a lost play ”representing the greedinesse of 
wordly chusers, and bloody minds of usurers” (quoted in Chambers Vol. 
4, 1923, 204); moreover, as Kermode observes ”Gosson critiques Three 
Ladies and notes (a now lost) response play, London Against the Three 
Ladies, in his Plays Confuted in Five Actions of 1582” (Kermode 2009, 
28). Although little can be safely deduced from Gosson's remark about 
The Iew, the stage-Jew seems to have served a didactic purpose. 
Furthermore, by writing a dramatic refutation, a rival playwright answered 
Wilson's play dialogue-cum-dialogue fashion.  
De Copia (1512), a widely used rhetoric textbook by Erasmus, 

provides Exercises to develop the powers of expression to its readers, 
telling them that "We must keep our eyes open to observe every figure of 
speech [the great authors] use, store it in our memory once observed, 
imitate it once remembered, and by constant employment develop and 
expertise by which we may call upon it instantly” (Erasmus 1978, 303). 
This is the mindset instilled into the poet-playwrights by the Humanist 
pedagogy, which instead of “the great authors” of the classics now 
interacted with public theatre and material for new plays. Erasmus 
likewise tells his readers that “It will be of enormous value to take apart 
the fabric of poetry and reweave it in prose, and, vice versa, to bind the 
fear language of prose under the rules of metre, and also to pour the 
same subject-matter from one form of poetic container into another. It 
will also be very helpful to emulate a passage from some author where 
the spring of eloquence seems to bubble up particularly richly, and 
endeavour in our own strength to equal or even surpass it” (Erasmus 
1978, 303). In conclusion, the echoes in the plays of Wilson, Marlowe, 
and Shakespeare are therefore Erasmian rewritings of pre-existing texts. 
Gerontus is a Turkish Jew who makes an appearance in two scenes 

of Wilson’s The Three Ladies of London. In the first scene Gerontus 
lends the Italian merchant Mercadorus two thousand ducats, wondering 
the immorality of Christians: ”Surely, if we that be Jews should deal so 
one with another, / We should not be trusted again of our own brother; / 
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But many of you Christians make no conscience to falsify your faith, / 
and break your day.” (9.7-9)  
While the deceitful Mercadorus has no intent to pay back the loan, 

Gerontus takes the Italian merchant’s word, saying ”Well, I'll take your 
faith and troth once more; and trust to / your honesty.” (9.23) As a 
business partner, Gerontus shows exemplary humility and 
trustworthiness "Well, look you do keep your promise, and another time / 
you shall command me.” (9.37-38)  
In multiple respects, Wilson’s stage Jew is a himself a personification 

of Protestant virtues, and we can likewise see this in the trial scene that 
takes place in Turkey, in which Gerontus shows both reverence towards 
the law ”Most true, reverend judge, we may not; nor I will not / against 
our laws grudge.” (14.17) and faith in the innate goodness of the 
Christian who has abused his trust ”But, I trow, he will not forsake his 
faith, I deem he hath more honesty.” (14.14)  
In the trial, Gerontus gives the following summary of what has passed 

between him and Mercadorus to the Turkish judge: ”Then, learned 
judge, attend. This Mercadorus, whom you see in place, / Did borrow 
two thousand ducats of me but for a five weeks' space. / Then, sir, 
before the day came, by his flattery he obtained one thousand more, / 
And promis'd me at two months' end I should receive my store. / But 
before the time expired, he was closely fled away, / So that I never heard 
of him at least this two years' day; / Till at the last I met with him, and my 
money did demand, / Who sware to me at five days' end he would pay 
me out of hand. / The five days came, and three days more, then one 
day he requested; / I, perceiving that he flouted me, have got him thus 
arrested. / And now he comes in Turkish weeds to defeat me of my 
money, / But, I trow, he will not forsake his faith, I deem he hath more 
honesty.” (14.2-14) 
This is the scene, in the Elizabethan semiosphere, that in Marvin 

Carlson’s terminology “ghosts” the trial of Shylock, for here we have a 
Christian merchant who has done great wrong a to a Jewish usurer, yet 
the latter surprises everyone with his mercy and loving-kindness: 
”Shylock, the world thinks and I think so too, / That thou but lead'st this 
fashion of thy malice / To the last hour of act, and then 'tis thought / 
Thou'lt show thy mercy and remorse more strange / Than is thy apparent 
cruelty;” (4.1.18-22)  
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The Turkish judge subsequently tells that there is a way for 
Mercadorus to pay his debts: ”Sir Gerontus, you know, if any man 
forsake his faith, king, country, / and become a Mahomet, / All debts are 
paid: 'tis the law of our realm, and you may not / gainsay it.” (14.15-
16) The Turkish judge then continues: ”Say: I, Mercadorus, do utterly 
renounce before all the world my duty to / my Prince, my honour to my 
parents, and my good-will to my country.-- “ (and Mercadorus then 
concludes the Turkish judge's oath) “Furthermore, I protest and swear to 
be true to this country during life, / and thereupon I forsake my Christian 
faith---- ” (14.25-28) 
To the horror of Gerontus, it seems that Mercadorus treats his 

Christian faith as something expendable: ”Signiore Mercadorus, consider 
what you do. / Pay me the principal; as for the interest, I forgive it you, / 
And yet the interest is allowed amongst you Christians, as well as in 
Turkey; / Therefore, respect your faith, and do not seek to deceive me.” 
(14.30-34) Mercadorus simply laughs off this gracious offer ”No point da 
interest, no point da principal.” (14.34), but Gerontus refuses to back 
down ”Then pay me the one half, if you will not pay me all.” (14.35) The 
Italian merchant then finds a way to sink even lower ”No point da half, no 
point denier: me will be a Turk, I say. / Me be weary of my Christ's 
religion, and for dat me come away.” (14.36-37) Even though the 
devious Christian does not deserve mercy, Gerontus makes the ultimate 
act of kindness and forgives his untrustworthy debtor: ”Well, seeing it is 
so, I would be loath to hear the people say, it was 'long of me / Thou 
forsakest thy faith, wherefore I forgive thee frank and free, / Protesting 
before the judge and all the world never to demand penny nor 
halfpenny.” (14.38-40) 
Mercadorus takes his usurer's gracious offer ”O, Sir Gerontus, me 

take-a your proffer, and tank you most heartily.” (14.41) When the 
Jewish benefactor naively asks ”But, Signiore Mercadorus, I trow, ye will 
be a Turk for all this” (14.42)  the Christian merchant simply 
quips ”Signiore, no: not for all da good in da world me forsake-a my 
Christ” (14.43), laughing at the spiritual gravity of the situation.  
The line in The Merchant of Venice “We all expect a gentle answer, 

Jew” (4.1.33) would have instantly reminded Shakespeare’s audience of 
this scene in Wilson’s play, and The Merchant of Venice consciously 
stresses these similarities, as we can see from the Duke’s speech: 
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“Shylock, the world thinks, and I think so too, / That thou but leased this 
fashion of thy malice / To the last hour of act, and then ’tis thought / 
Thou’lt show thy mercy and remorse more strange / Than is thy strange 
apparent cruelty” (4.1.16-20). This scene in The Merchant of Venice 
even refers to “Turks and Tartars” (4.1.31) which strengthens this 
association with the trial in Turkey. Gerontus “the gentle Jew” is a meme 
that originated from Wilson’s play, one which is here recycled and 
subverted for a new dramatic purpose.  
The Turkish Judge in The Three Ladies of London is shocked as he 

witnesses the Christian merchant’s blasphemous ungratefulness ”Why, 
then, it is as Sir Gerontus said: you did more for the greediness of the 
money / Than for any zeal or goodwill you bear to Turkey.” (14.44-45), 
for whom flirting with the prospect of converting to Islam was nothing but 
a clever ploy:”O sir, you make a great offence: / You must not judge-a 
my conscience.” (14.46-47) Antonio is a Christian merchant whose 
somewhat un-Shakespearean resolution to die a martyr is likewise a 
reverse version of the godlessness Mercadorus shows in Wilson’s play.  
The sententia presented by the Turkish judge ”One may judge and 

speak truth, as appears by this; / Jews seek to excel in Christianity and 
Christians in Jewishness.” (14.48-49) echoes likewise in Shakespeare’s 
famous question ”Which is the merchant here, and which the Jew?” 
(4.1.171). This moral juxtaposition between the Christian merchant and 
the stage Jew echoes from as far as The Croxton Play of the Sacrament 
(c. 1491), showing us how effectively the Elizabethan semiosphere and 
meme pool contained what we now understand as cultural memory. 
Mercadorus shows his true quality by gloating over the ingenuity of 

his shameless ruse ”Me be a Turk? no: it will make my Lady Lucre to 
smile, / When she knows how me did da scal' Jew beguile” (14.57-58) 
making it clear to the audience that Gerontus was the victim of Christian 
duplicity. The Merchant of Venice shows that the roles of victim and 
victimizer in an analogous scenario are far more complicated, yet this 
complexity owes its origin and much of its power to Wilson's didactic 
play.  
As in Wilson’s Turkey and Shakespeare’s Venice, there is a trial 

scene in The Jew of Malta, “[the] meeting in the senate house” where 
“[all] the Jews of Malta must be” (1.1.165-166). In Marlowe’s play, 
Wilson’s villainous Mercadorus and virtuous Gerontus have their 
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analogues in Barabas and the Christian governor Ferneze who are both 
equally Machiavellian characters. Maltese officer presents three 
ultimatums to the Jewish citizens in the senate house: “First, the tribute 
money of the Turks shall all be levied amongst the Jews, and each of 
them to pay one half of his estate” (1.2.68-70), “Secondly, he that that 
denies to pay shall straight become a Christian” (1.2.73-74) and “Lastly, 
he that denies this shall absolutely lose all he has.” (1.2.76-77). The 
Maltese Christians, who ideally should defend their island from the 
infidels, demand money from the poor Jews of Malta to pay tribute to the 
Turkish empire. This scene contains clear dialogic recycling from 
Wilson’s play, although the vicious Christians and the nobly suffering 
Jews are here shown to be equally hypocritical in the characters of 
Ferneze and Barabas, for where the former masquerades his 
opportunism in the guise of Christianity, the latter unlike the poor Jews 
“has enough [money] in store” (1.2.228) for himself and his daughter 
Abigail. Furthermore, the three ultimatums presented here are clearly 
detectable in The Merchant of Venice, for Shylock not only undergoes a 
forced conversion, but also loses all he has to the Christians. 
Shakespeare recycles the unused possibility of forcibly converting 
Barabas in his own play: 
 

FERNEZE Why, Barabas, wilt thou be christenèd? 
BARABAS No, governor, I will be no convertite. (1.2.82-83) 
 
At fist glance, Barabas shows as much religious integrity as Gerontus, 

though paradoxically his motives for this religious dissent are as self-
seeking as those of Mercadorus, who at the last moment refused to 
convert to Islam. Wilson’s Gerontus was more Christian than the 
Christians, and Barabas likewise gives Marlowe's analogue 
Shakespeare's “Hath not a Jew eyes?” speech to his Christian 
oppressors:  
 

“What? Bring you scripture to confirm your wrongs? 
Preach me not out of my possessions. 
Some Jews are wicked, as all Christians are; 
But say the tribe that I descended of 
Were all in general cast away for sin,  
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Shall I be tried by their transgression? 
The man that dealeth righteously shall live, 
And which of you can charge me otherwise?” (1.2.111-118) 
 
The trial scene in The Jew of Malta also contains instances of 

stichomythia which seem to echo in heated exchanges between Shylock 
and Christians in the senate house in Venice: “Content thee, Barabas. 
Thou hast naught but right” (1.2.153) says Ferneze to the Jewish 
merchant, who answers “Your extreme right does me exceeding wrong.” 
(1.2.154) Furthermore, it is likely that Marlowe understands the 
problematic nature of forced conversion, for when Ferneze hypocritically 
defends his ultimatums to the Maltese Jews by saying “to stain our 
hands with blood / Is far from us and our profession” (1.2.145-146), 
Barabas answers “Why. I esteem the injury far less / To take the lives of 
miserable men / Than be the causers of their misery.” (1.2.147-149) 
Shylock's fate, in the context of The Jew of Malta, is worse than death.  
Yuri Lotman remarks that “[the] text is not only the generator of new 

meanings, but also a condenser of cultural memory. A text has the 
capacity to preserve the memory of its previous contexts.” (Lotman 
1990, 18) This observation applies to the plays where stage Jews play a 
central part, as we can see from these historically informed close 
readings.  
The printer’s (Richard Jones) preface (1590) to the first part of 

Tamburlaine (1590) contains interesting mentions of the differences 
between the stage and the now surviving print version of Marlowe’s play: 
“I have purposely omitted and and left out some fond and frivolous 
gestures, digressing and, in my poor opinion, far unmeet for the matter, 
which I thought might seem more tedious unto the wise than any way 
else to be regarded. Though haply they have been of some vain-
conceited fondlings greatly gaped at, what times they were showed upon 
the stage in their graceless deformities” (Jones 1996, 5).  
While there is obviously no certainty regarding the exact nature of 

these disgraceful theatrics, they show us the existence of a divide that 
no doubt existed between the aesthetics of university educated poet and 
professional theatre practitioners. Indeed, The Jew of Malta contains an 
interesting amount of semi-clowning almost to a point of mean-spirited 
parody, and the play is clearly a response to the moral conservatism of 
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The Three Ladies of London. I argue that Wilson the actor-playwright 
would have been exactly the kind of “rhyming mother-wit” (Prol. 1.) from 
the previous theatrical generation that the University Wit scorned in his 
prologue to the first part of Tamburlaine, which famously contains the 
following manifesto:  

 
”From jigging veins of rhyming mother-wits,  
And such conceits as clownage keeps in pay,  
We'll lead you to the stately tent of War,  
Where you shall hear the Scythian Tamburlaine  
Threat'ning the world with high astounding terms  
And scourging kingdoms with his conquering sword.” (Prol.1-5)  
 
Where the clown-playwright might have represented a business role 

model to Shakespeare, from Marlowe’s perspective Wilson was most 
likely both an ideo-aesthetic and theatrical anathema who stood in the 
way of the University Wits. In the light of Lodge’s positive remark about 
Wilson’s intellectual capacity, if Marlowe’s aggressive prologue truly 
alludes to the clown-playwright, the accusation comes from the same 
academic sense of superiority that was later targeted towards the 
supposedly unlearned actor-playwright Shakespeare, who received his 
education – as did Wilson most likely – from grammar school.  
As mentioned in the previous part, Marlowe’s translation of the first 

book of Lucan’s godless epic Pharsalia is one example of his interest in 
atheism. Whether Marlowe himself was a professing atheist remains an 
open question, yet his public persona as a poet and playwright 
consistently returns to and therefore associates itself with atheistic 
subjects and themes in the public consciousness of his 
contemporaries.34 

                                                   
34 In the future, i would be fascinating to compare the life and beliefs of Menocchio 
(Domenico Scandella, 1532-1599) with those of Marlowe. Italian historian Carlo Ginzburg 
(b. 1939) writes in his book The Cheese and The Worms (1976) about Menocchio, a self-
taught Italian miller who said (amongst other things) that Mary was not a Virgin, that the 
Pope had no power given to him from God, that Christ had not died to redeem humanity, 
and that Christians, heretics, Turks, and Jews are all equally loved and saved by God. 
Menocchio was tried for heresy by the Roman inquisition and burnt at the stake in 1599.  
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I would like to argue that Jean Calvin’s Institutes of Christian Religion 
(1559) unwittingly presented Marlowe a foundation for atheism during his 
theology studies, as we can see from the third chapter describing The 
Knowledge of God Naturally Implanted in the Human Mind which starts 
with three detailed sections concerning the subject: 
 
1. The knowledge of God being manifested to all makes the reprobate without 
excuse. Universal belief and acknowledgement of the existence of God. 
 
2. Objection - that religion and the belief of a deity are the inventions of crafty 
politicians. Refutation of the objection. This universal belief confirmed by the 
examples of wicked men and atheists. 
 
3. Confirmed also by the vain endeavors of the wicked to banish all fear of God 
from their minds. Conclusion, that the knowledge of God is naturally implanted in 
the human mind. 
 
The existence of God is practically axiomatic to the early moderns, so 

in addition to rare deluded individuals, one might theoretically find atheist 
societies “[if] there is any quarter where it may be supposed that God is 
unknown, the most likely for such an instance to exist is among the 
dullest tribes farthest removed from civilization” (Calvin 2012, 11) 
It takes no Marlowe scholar to notice that the section two describing 

Machiavellianism combined with the section three which describes the 
fearless godlessness are the beginnings of what would later develop into 
Marlovian memes, present in the later villain-heroes from Shakespeare’s 
Richard III to Milton’s Lucifer.35 
Calvin’s fifth chapter describing The Knowledge of God Conspicuous 

in the Creation, and Continual Government of the World likewise contain 
Marlovian sounding arguments, which Calvin seeks to refute: 
 

                                                   
35 The Baines note (1593) describing Marlowe's transgressive character is no less reliable 
source than the posthumously published autobiography of the Italian goldsmith, sculptor, 
and author Benvenuto Cellini (1500-1571). When comparing these two historical figures 
who both have posthumously undergone a romantic apotheosis, Marlowe's supposed 
“atheism” seems nonetheless quite believable in comparison to Cellini's self-professed 
adventures, which include a necromantic encounter with demons at the Colosseum.  
 



 

287 

11. […] the stupidity both of learned and unlearned, in ascribing the whole order of 
things, and the admirable arrangement of divine providence, to fortune. 
 
12. Hence polytheism, with all its abominations, and the endless and irreconcilable 
opinions of the philosophers concerning God. 
 
13. All guilty revolt from God, corrupting pure religion, either by following general 
custom, or the impious consent of antiquity. 
 
14. Though irradiated by the wondrous glories of creation, we cease not to follow 
our own ways. 
 
Classical materialism, challenging Christianity with Graeco-Roman 

tradition, and choosing the creation instead of the creator are the 
opposing viewpoints here presented by Calvin, who gives this 
demonstration only in order to show them as intellectually invalid. 
However, to articulate such viewpoints is to give them substance in the 
rhetorically trained Renaissance minds of the early modern theology 
students. Calvin also makes a direct reference to “the profane verses 
which the licentious Lucretius has written” while blaming the Epicurean 
poet for impiously and falsely confounding God with nature (Calvin 2012, 
19).  
The demonization of Machiavelli originates from the Huguenot lawyer 

and politician Innocent Gentillet’s book Anti-Machiavel (1577) which 
stigmatized the Florentine philosopher’s writings as atheistic and 
immoral throughout the early modern Europe, creating the still existing 
memetic entity we know as “Machiavellism” that is closer to caricature 
than reality. The Jew of Malta begins with a prologue given by Machiavel 
(Make-Evil), the ghost of Niccolò Machiavelli who comes to lecture from 
Gentillet's France torn by the wars of religion (Prol. 3) to his English 
audience in a provocative manner, telling the Englishmen that 
Christianity is nothing “but a childish toy” (Prol. 14) which now serves the 
immoral power-seekers – such as the Duke of Guise - in the intra-
Christian conflicts. Barabas is therefore Marlowe's personification of this 
Gentillet-ized vision of Machiavellian philosophy.  
Though most of the Englishmen were familiar only with Gentillet's 

polemic representation of Machiavelli, there exists an Elizabethan 
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translation of The Prince, and Renaissance scholar Hardin Craig 
speculates that this manuscript's copyist might have even been Thomas 
Kyd (1558-1594), the playwright who shared lodgings with Marlowe (see 
Craig 1944).  
“I thought it most conveniente to follow the substance not the 

shaddowe, the truth by imitation and not the counterfeit by imagination,” 
reads in the anonymous Elizabethan manuscript translation of 
Machiavelli's The Prince “for mane in their writinges have fayned 
common wealthes and principalities, that were never seene by others, 
nor heard of but by themselues, nor are not indeede any where to be 
fownde; and so greate is the difference between the lyves wee 
doe leade, and the lives wee shoulde leade; that he which respectes not 
what is doon, but studies only to  earn  thatt which should be down, is 
liker by his knowledge to purchase his own subversion, then by 
his conninge to provide his safetie; for he that in everie respect needs to 
be a good man cannot choose but be overthrowne emonge so many that 
are ill.” (Machiavelli 1944, 66) 
While this anonymous manuscript does not stylistically belong to 

the greatest of the Tudor translations, it shows us how accurately an 
Elizabethan translating Machiavelli understood his philosophy. This 
quotation contains what I believe to be the heart of Marlowe’s 
dramaturgy, which is Machiavelli’s la verità effetuale della cosa, the 
effectual truth of the thing[s], the philosophical idea of concentrating on 
how things “are” instead of how they “ought to be”. 
The anonymous Elizabethan also translates accurately what I 

perceive as Machiavelli’s idea of performativity: “men generally are 
carried away with the showe of things, not with the substance, every 
man can see but fewe can iudge, there is noe man but seeth what 
thow seemest to bee, but few can deserne what thow arte indeede.” 
(Machiavelli 1944, 77) It is impossible to say what the historical Marlowe 
believed in, but I argue that spirit of his transgressive drama comes from 
a combination of Calvinian atheism [sic] and Machiavelli’s philosophy 
filtered through Gentillet's polemics.  
We see in The Jew of Malta the logical outcome of Machiavelli's 

effectual truth, for Abigail’s second and sincere conversion to Christianity 
is represented as an act of desperation in a godless and virtueless 
world: ”But I perceive there is no love on earth, / Pity in Jews, nor piety in 
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Turks.” (3.3.50-51) Barabas himself acknowledges the possibility, there 
there truly exist sincere believers, but such religious sincerity is merely a 
form of self-delusion that makes one vulnerable to abuse: “Haply some 
hapless man hath conscience, / And for his conscience lives in beggary” 
(1.1.117-118) This line might also be an indirect reference to Wilson’s 
Lady Conscience who in The Three Ladies of London is reduced to 
selling brooms, when the vices seduce Lady Lucre and Lady Love. 
Shakespeare’s source for Venice’s political system was the English 

translation of Gasparo Contarini's Commonwealth and Government of 
Venice (1599) which paints an idealized and durable vision of Venetian 
society (Drakakis 2010, 31). Shakespeare's Venice is therefore a mirror-
image of Marlowe's anti-idealized and volatile Malta. However, l argue 
that we can likewise detect an echo of Machiavelli's la verità effetuale in 
Shylock's words about the Christian hypocrisy of Venice: 
 

“You have among you many a purchased slave, 
Which, like your asses, and your dogs and mules,  
You use in abject and in slavish parts, 
Because you bought them. Shall I say to you, 
‘Let them be free, marry them to your heirs. 
Why sweat they under burdens? Let their beds 
Be made as soft as yours, and let their palates 
Be seasoned with such viands?’ You will answer 
‘The slaves are ours.’ So do I answer you.” (4.1. 89-97) 
 
Indeed, Machiavelli most likely refers to Thomas More's Utopia (1516) 

by criticizing those who “in their writinges have fayned common wealthes 
and principalities, that were never seene by others” (Machiavelli 1944, 
66). Shakespeare's contemporaries had access to the Latin original and 
the English translation (1556) by Ralph Robinson, which tells that “[the] 
virtues of the Utopians have caused their next neigbours and borderers, 
which live free and under no subjection (for the Utopians have long ago, 
have delivered many of them from tyranny) to take magistrates of them 
… seeing that both the making and marring of the weal public doth 
depend and hang upon the manners of the rulers and magistrates, what 
officers could they have more wisely have chosen, than those which 
cannot be led from honesty by bribes (for to them that shortly after shall 
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depart thence into their own country money should be unprofitable) nor 
yet moved by favour, or malice towards any man, as being strangers, 
and unacquainted with the people?” (More 1941, 164-163) Portia's 
dramatic function as an incorruptible stranger from Belmont reminds one 
these Utopian officers who help foreign commonwealths with their 
wisdom. In this respect, Shakespeare's play responds ideologically to 
Marlowe and Machiavelli with the Christian humanism of Thomas More's 
Utopia.  
Shakespeare acknowledges that religion frequently serves 

Machiavellian purposes, as we can learn from Bassanio “In religion, / 
What damned error, but some sober brow / Will bless it and approve it 
with a text, / Hiding the grossness with fair ornament?” (3.2.79-81) We 
may likewise discern this from Antonio's line about the Bible and its 
power-hungry interpreters: 
 

“The devil can cite Scripture for his purpose. 
An evil soul producing holy witness 
Is like a villain with a smiling cheek, 
A goodly apple rotten at the heart: 
O, what a goodly outside falsehood hath!” (1.3.89-93) 
 
Where Wilson's judge character Nicholas Nemo belongs to the world 

of medieval moralities, being therefore impotent to face Marlowe's 
intellectual challenge, Shakespeare's Portia embodies the essence of 
Christian humanism which both acknowledges and refutes Machiavelli's 
vision of religion and justice.  
Unlike Wilson's three ladies - Lucre, Love, and Conscience – who 

were corrupted, or Marlowe's Virtue-like Abigail who was manipulated 
and murdered by his Vice-like Father, Portia in The Merchant of Venice 
can not be corrupted, manipulated, or murdered. Shakespeare 
synthesizes Wilson's judge, Nicholas Nemo from the world of medieval 
moralities with the female personification of Virtue in Portia's character, 
who herself in many ways is the embodiment of lucre, love, and 
conscience. The riddle of the three caskets in Belmont might therefore 
be yet another echo from Wilson's play.  
It is intriguing to speculate, since Shakespeare the businessman was 

certainly no Utopian, that perhaps the poet-playwright both criticizes and 
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defends himself and - in early modern sense - his own 'Jewishness', that 
is, ruthless business practices through the detestable yet sympathetic 
character of Shylock. Furthermore, while there are multiple well-argued 
explanations for Shylock's name, I cannot but wonder if its original intent 
was simply to sound like a Walloon-ish name, or perhaps even more 
intriguingly, as English as Shakespeare's own surname, which 
phonetically does bear some resemblance to Shylock. Knowing the 
Elizabethan love for playing with language, it is possible that all our 
historically educated guesses are to some extent equally true. However 
it may be, despite our modern sympathy for Shylock, we should 
remember that Portia gives him multiple chances to show mercy for 
another human being, no matter how detestable. Aristotle has argued in 
his Poetics that we feel fear if the person we pity is something like 
ourselves, and perhaps this sentiment applies to Shakespeare's 
potential self-identification – whether conscious or unconscious – with 
his fictional stage Jew. It might be that Shakespeare on some level 
imagines his destruction in Shylock and his salvation in Antonio, playing 
fictionally with two archetypal merchants, his own ethico-religious self-
reflections.36 
The stage Jew had particular multivalency in early modern drama, 

and I agree with Dessen when he argues that ‘in morality play, tragedy, 
or comedy, the stage Jew could function as a dramatic scalpel with 
which the Elizabethan dramatist could anatomize the inner reality of a 
society Christian in name but not necessarily in deed’ (Dessen 1974, 
244). This scalpel-like meme has a long history of mutations through 
constant recycling, as we can see from both the contemporary fiction 
and medieval literature in England.  
I would also like to argue that it was as typical as it is today for the 

memes to combine and fuse together, for Shakespeare’s closest 
precedent to the choice between three caskets, according to Drakakis, 
seems to come from the medieval Gesta Romanorum, translated by 
Richard Robinson, available in two editions (1595/1577). The other 
                                                   
36 The Renaissance imagination was no stranger to the idea of projecting oneself onto 
multiple opposing viewpoints; French Renaissance philosopher Jean Bodin (c. 1530-
1596) wrote a philosophical dialogue Colloquium heptaplomeres (c. 1587-1593) which 
uses a Catholic, a Jew, a Lutheran, a Calvinist, a Muslim, a skeptic, and a philosophical 
naturalist as the interlocutors. 
 



 

292 

potential sources for Portia’s three caskets are Boccacio’s Decameron 
and John Gower’s Confessio Amantis, Book 5 (Drakakis 2010, 31). No 
doubt Wilson’s two plays about the Three Ladies with their multiple trios 
of morality-characters-as-potential-marriage-partners merged with these 
medieval influences in Shakespeare’s imagination resulting in Portia and 
her three suitors. 
The undated broadside ballad The Cruelty of Gernutus the Jew 

contains both narrative and verbal parallels to The Merchant of Venice, 
yet whether this ballad was published before or after Shakespeare’s play 
still remains a matter of debate. If the ballad was written before The 
Merchant of Venice, then Gernutus - who obviously sounds like Wilson’s 
Gerontus - is the missing link in the memetic evolution of the Elizabethan 
stage Jew, for in this scenario the anonymous balladeer managed to 
combine Wilson’s usurer with Marlowe’s evil Barabas , or alternatively 
some non-extant villainous stage Jew, before Shakespeare created 
Shylock, who in this scenario would be a re-working of the knife-wielding 
Gernutus. However, if the ballad was written after The Merchant of 
Venice, then we have an interesting case of memetic atavism, for the 
purely evil Gernutus would be an ersatz Shylock now with a name 
resembling Wilson’s stage Jew, so the circle of memetic recycling comes 
back to the source of Marlowe and Shakespeare, showing that the 
anonymous balladeer saw the analogue between Shylock and Gerontus 
- and therefore most likely with Barabas.  
However, Ser Giovanni Fiorentino’s story collection Il Pecorone 

(1558), of which no English translation is known to have existed in 
Shakespeare’s England, contains a story that takes place in Venice, 
setting "the pursuit of 'the lady of Belmonte’ as the reason the hero 
needs the money, the bond being made by a friend rather than the hero 
himself, the identification of the moneylender as a Jew, and the lady 
disguising herself as a male lawyer, coming to Venice and arguing that 
the bond does not allow the shedding of blood.” (Bate 2007, 417) While 
this seems the most credible source for Shakespeare’s plot for The 
Merchant of Venice, it is no way impossible that multiple similar memetic 
entities simultaneously contributed to the creative process, as we can 
see from these potential scenarios. 
In Chaucer’s Prioress’s Tale (c. 1400), we find the Chaucerian 

memes which continue to circulate in plays centered around stage Jews: 
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“There was in Asye, in a greet citee,  
Amonges Cristene folk a Jewerye,  
Sustened by a lord of that contree  
For foule usure and lucre of vileynye,  
Hateful to Crist and to his compaignye” (4888-4992) 
 
A great foreign city, ghetto (Jewerye), usury, and Judaism as anti-

Christianity are all elements which we find in Shakespeare’s Venice, and 
it could also be argued that Shylock’s "pound of flesh" is an Elizabethan 
analogue for the ritual murder that takes place in Chaucer’s antisemitic 
tale. Shakespeare’s familiarity with Chaucer is undeniable, as we can 
see from Jacobean plays such as Troilus and Cressida (1602) and The 
Two Noble Kinsmen (1613/14). Unlike Chaucer's child martyr, Antonio 
never undergoes a Christian martyrdom, but is clearly ready to die as 
one - a quality which makes this Christian merchant a rather un-
Shakespearean character. From these medieval examples we can also 
once again see how multiple similar memes combine and merge into 
new memetic entities.  
The Jewish other in medieval dramas such as The Croxton Play of 

the Sacrament (c. 1491) already served as a stand-in for those who 
doubted the divinity of the consecrated host, and for sceptics in general 
(see Dutton 2012). The play shows us stage Jews in their most 
archetypal function, that is, as vehicles for Christian truth. In this 
medieval play, the Mohammed-worshipping [sic] Jews – Jonathas, 
Jason, Jasdon, Masphat, and Malchus – express their scepticism about 
the Catholic doctrine of transsubstantiation, deciding to disprove it by 
torturing the consecrated host.  
For “an hundder pownd” (315) the Christian merchant Aristorius steals 

and sells Christ's body to the Jews. The host survives stabbing, being 
boiled in oil, the heat of an oven, ultimately transforming into a speaking 
image of Christ-child. When the Mohammed-worshipping sceptic-Jews 
witness this miracle, they ask for forgiveness and convert to Christianity. 
Seeing this, Aristorius now repents his wickedness: “I sold owr Lordys 
body for Lucre of mony / And delyueryd to the wyckyd with cursyd 
advyce. / And for that pres[u]mpcion gretly I agryse / That I presumed to 
go to the autere / There to hadfyll [th]e holy sacryfyce – I were worthy to 
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be putt in brennyng fere” (902-907). In response, Episcopus (bishop) 
tells the repentant merchant to fast, pray, and do good deeds, thus 
absolving Aristorius.  
There are two scenes in this fifteenth century miracle play which 

seem to echo the Elizabethan stage works of Robert Wilson (9.29-34) 
and Christopher Marlowe (1.1-47) which both present us stage Jews 
who boast of their awesome wealth. In the first of these, the Christian 
merchant Aristorius boasts that “No man in thys world may weld more 
rychesse” (117), consequently giving us a long and colorful inventory of 
his marvelous wealth:  
 
“Syr Arystory ys my name, 
A merchaunte myghty of a royall araye, 
Ful wyde in this worlde spryngyth my fame, 
Fere kend and knowen, the sothe for to saye. 
In all maner of londys, without ony naye, 
My merchaundyse renneth, the sothe for to telle, 
In Gene and in Jenyse and in Genewaye, 
In Surrey and in Saby and in Salern I sell. 
In Antyoche and in Almayn moch ys my myght. 
In Braban and in Brytayn I am full bold. 
In Calabre and in Coleyn ther rynge I full ryght. 
In Dordrede and in Denmark, be the clyffys cold, 
In Alysander I have abundawnse in the wyde world. 
In France and in Farre fresshe be my flowerys. 
In Gyldre and in Galys have I bowght and sold. 
In Hamborowhe and in Holond moch merchantdyse ys owrys. 
In Jerusalem and in Jherico among the Jewes jentle, 
Among the Caldeys and Cattlyngys, kend ys my komyng.  
In Raynes and in Rome to Seynt Petyrs temple, 
I am knowen certenly for bying and sellyng. 
In Mayn and in Melan full mery have I be. 
Owt of Navern to Naples moch good ys that I bryng. 
In Pondere and in Portyngale moche ys my gle. 
In Spayne and in Spruce moche ys my spedyng.  
In Lombardy and in Lachborn there ledde ys my lykyng; 
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In Taryse and in Turkey there told ys my tale. 
And in the dukedom of Oryon moche have I in weldyng, 
And thus thorowght all this world sett ys my sale.” (89-116) 
 
In the second, Jonathas the Jew gives a similar description of his 

riches:  
 

“I thanke thee [Mahomet] hayly, that hast me sent  
Gold, sylver, and presyous stonys, 
And abunddaunce of spycys thou hast me lent, 
As I shall reherse before yow onys: 
I have amatystys ryche for the nonys, 
And baryllys that be bryght of ble, 
And saphyre semely I may show yow attonys, 
And crystalys clere for to se. 
I have dyamantys derewourthy to dresse, 
And emerawdys ryche — I trow they be — 
Onys and achatys, both more and lesse, 
Tonpazyouns, smaragdys of grete degré, 
Perlys precyous grete plenté; 
Of rubés ryche I have grete renown, 
Crepawdys and calcedonyes, semely to se, 
And curyous carbunclys here ye fynd mown. 
Spycys I hawe, both grete and smale, 
In my shyppes, the sothe for to saye: 
Gyngere, lycoresse, and cannyngalle, 
And fygys fatte to plesere yow to paye; 
Peper and saffyron and spycys smale, 
And datys wole dulcett, forto dresse; 
Almundys and rys, full every male, 
And reysones, both more and lesse; 
Clowys, greynis, and gynger grene, 
Mace, mastyk, that myght ys, 
Synymone, suger, as yow may sene, 
Long peper and Indas lycorys; 
Orengys and apples of grete apryce, 
Pungarnetys and many other spycys. 
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To tell yow all I have now, iwyse, 
And moche other merchandyse of sondry spycys.” (157-188)  
 
The Croxton Play of the Sacrament (c. 1491) is the primordial soup of 

from which Gerontus, Mercadorus, Barabas, Ferneze, Shylock, Antonio, 
Josephus-Barrabas, and the Prince of Cyprus will later crawl into 
existence, giving birth to the question “Which is the Merchant here? And 
Which the Jew?” (4.1.169). Furthermore, I would like to argue that 
Shylock’s knife (which also appears as the knife of Gernutus in the 
anonymous ballad) might be a meme that originated in Medieval 
England, for where the stage Jews in the Croxton Play of the Sacrament 
threaten to mutilate the body of Christ with their knives, the knife-
wielding Shylock analogously threatens to mutilate the Christian body 
politic embodied in Antonio, who is both accused and saved by the laws 
of Venice. It is possible that the stage Jews of The Croxton Play of the 
Sacrament symbolized lollards in the Medieval context (Cutts 1944, 45-
60).  
On the other hand, The Enterlude of Godly Queene Hester (1525-

1529), an early Tudor drama, utilized the Biblical story of Esther and 
Ahasuerus as an allegorical defence of monasticism, thereby making the 
play's oppressed stage Jews into symbols for the English Catholics 
(Walker 2009, 409–10). The French Renaissance dramatist Robert 
Garnier (1545-1590) likewise used the stage Jews as an allegory for the 
French Christians suffering from the Wars of the Religion in his Biblical 
play Les Juives (1583). In Elizabethan England, a world fractured by the 
Reformation, the playwrights not only found new uses for the memetic 
multivalency of the stage Jew, but used the stock character as a 
rhetorical device in a rhetorical world: In the words of memeticist Susan 
Blackmore “the memes are tools for thinking with” (Blackmore 1999, 40).  
To utilize a stage Jew was therefore a conscious choice by Wilson, 

Marlowe, and Shakespeare, for they could have used other means to 
explore religious themes, if that had been their desire: George Peele’s 
David and Bethsabe (1588) is an extant specimen of Biblical drama, The 
Virgin Martyr (1621) by Dekker and Massinger a post-Reformation saints 
play about the Saint Dorothea of Caesarea, and we even find a religio-
patriotic morality play in Dekker’s allegorical The Whore of Babylon 
(1607).  
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We also find multiple religious history plays written and staged during 
the playhouse period. For example, Sir John Oldcastle (1600) by 
Anthony Munday, Michael Drayton, Richard Hathwaye and Robert 
Wilson is a response to Shakespeare’s Falstaff, as the play’s prologue 
tells its audience: “It is no pampered glutton we present, / Nor aged 
Councellor to youthful sinne, / A valiant Martyr and a vertuous peere; / In 
whose true faith and loyalty exprest / Vnto his soueraigne, and his 
countries weave, / We strive to pay that tribute of our Loue, / Your 
fauours merit. Let faire Truthe be grac’te, / Since forg’de invention former 
times defac’te” (Prol. 6-14). This play even includes a straight reference 
to Shakespeare's Falstaff, so that the audience definitely understands 
that the latter and Oldcastle are two different men: “”Where the diuel are 
all my old theeues, that were wont to keepe this walke?” asks King 
Henry “Falstaffe, the villaine, is so fat, he cannot get on's horse, but me 
thinkes Poines and Peto should be stirring here abouts.” (IV.I.62-65)  
Oldcastle likewise appears as a member of the young prince’s unruly 

posse in The Famous Victories of Henry the Fifth (1598), an anonymous 
play by the Queen’s Men. However, this minor character possesses no 
substantial Ur-Falstaffian qualities. Oldcastle, a Lollard dissenter, was 
most famous to Shakespeare’s contemporaries as a proto-Protestant 
hero from John Foxe's Book of Martyrs (1563), who rebelled against the 
Catholic tyranny, and who was hanged and burned as heretic and traitor. 
This play dramatizes religious persecution in vivid detail, so the story of 
Oldcastle “this heretike, / This Iewe, this traitor” (II.II.53-54) shows us 
that one could write an openly religious history play for the stage.  
Take for example the following scene between King Henry (Harry) 

and his rebellious subjects:  
 

Har. Bring in those traitors, whose aspiring minds,  
Thought to haue triumpht in our ouerthrow.  
But now ye see, base villaines, what successe  
Attends ill actious wrongfully attempted. (IV.II.1-4)  
 
Sir Roger Acton and Master Beverly stand accused, answering to 

these accusations:  
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Act. Pardon, my Lord; my conscience vrg'd me to it. 
Har. Thy conscience? then thy conscience is corrupt.  
For in thy conscience thy art bound to vs,  
And in thy conscience thy shoulds loue thy country;  
Else what's the difference twixt a Christian  
And the vnciuil manners of the Turke?  
 
Beuer. We meant no hurt unto your maiesty,  
But reformation of Religion.  
Har. Reforme Religion? Was it that ye sought?  
I pray who gaue you the authority?  
Belike, then, we do hold the scepter vp 
And sit within the throne but for a cipher.  
Time was, good subiects would make knowne their griefe  
And pray amendment, not inforce the same,  
Vnlesse their King were tyrant, which I hope  
You cannot iustly sau that Harry is. (IV.II. 9-24) 
 
The four playwrights here presents us a historical drama that openly 

deals with civil disobedience and freedom of religion. It is likewise 
important to notice that “Jew” and “Turk” appear here amongst the 
names for religious dissenters, showing us the multivalence of these 
derogatory terms in early modern Christian discourse. Other examples of 
dramatizing history, religion and even contemporary religious conflicts 
include plays such as Sir Thomas Wyatt (1602) by Thomas Dekker and 
John Fletcher’s and Philip Massinger’s collaboration The Tragedy of Sir 
John van Olden Barnavelt (1619).  
The Three Ladies of London, The Jew of Malta, and The Merchant of 

Venice should not be seen as independent and self- sufficient entities, 
but as fragments of public dialogue. When Usury in The Three Ladies of 
London tells to Lady Lucre that he served her grandmother, Lady Lucre 
of Venice, living “in bliss” (1.216), there is no reason why this Venetian 
meme from Wilson’s play cannot be as much Shakespeare’s incentive 
as Florentino’s Il Pecorone for setting his play in Venice, since during the 
creative process these two sources most likely merged together in his 
imagination, and the same non-dichotomous logic applies to Shylock’s 
mention of “Barrabas" (4.1.292) which can be understood as a 
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simultaneous reference to The Jew of Malta and the New Testament. 
The self-centered world (umwelt) of Shakespeare’s contemporaries was 
strongly influenced by multivalent allegory, and this imaginative flexibility 
was doubtlessly also one of the creative key factors in the making of the 
English Renaissance drama. 
As multiple critics have observed, prose works such as Anthony 

Munday’s Zelauto (1584/1592) which features a Christian 
usurer Truculento and Declamation 95 from The Orator (1596) by 
Alexander Silvayan that contains the origin of “the pound of flesh” both 
echo in The Merchant of Venice. Truculento’s daughter Brisana plays 
exactly the same role as Jessica, whereas The Orator (1596) gives us a 
better understanding of Shylock’s plans for Antonio’s intended 
punishment: “[What] matter were it then, if I should cut off his priuie 
members,” Silvayan’s Jew asks, “supposing that the same would 
altogether weigh a iust pound?” (quoted in Drakakis 350, n229) This 
possibility of Antonio’s circumcision (or castration) by Shylock is treated 
in greater detail by James Shapiro in Shakespeare and the 
Jews (1996).Munday’s Brisana and Marlowe’s Abigail combine into 
Shakespeare’s Jessica, and the existence of Munday's Truculento 
shows that Shakespeare could have written Shylock as Christian usurer, 
whose so-called ‘Jewishness’ would be figurative in this imaginary 
scenario. In the context of Wilson’s and Marlowe’s plays, Shakespeare’s 
use of stage Jew is deliberate and calculated dramaturgic choice; an act 
of dialogic recycling. 

4.1 The Haunted Afterlife of the Elizabethan Stage Jew 
 

I have excluded minor Jewish characters from this dissertation, but for 
those interested in this subject I can recommend The Early Modern 
Stage-Jew (2017) by Saskia Zinsser-Krys. However, the memetic 
afterlives of the Elizabethan stage Jews in the Jacobean theatre and 
drama show us how not only how the memes inherited from both the 
Italian literature and the medieval England continued to evolve after The 
Merchant of Venice, but they likewise give us tools for memetic 
reverse engineering, through which we may gain better understanding of 
these plays in the context of the Elizabethan semiosphere. 
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The Devil’s Law Case (1623) by John Webster demonstrates us that 
the stage Jews had become a firmly established meme in the Jacobean 
semiosphere:  
 

3.2. 
 
Enter Romelio in the habit of a Jew  
 
ROMELIO Excellently well habited! Why, methinks  
That I could play with mine own shadow now,  
And be a rare Italianated Jew:  
To have as many several change of faces  
As I have seen carved upon cherrystone;  
To wind about a man like rotten ivy,  
Eat into him like quicksilver, poison a friend  
With pulling but a loose hair from's beard, or give a drench, 
He should linger of't nine years, and ne'er complain  
Imputed to the disease natural. For slight villainies,  
As to coin money, corrupt ladies' honours,  
Betray a town to th' Turk, or make a bonfire  
O'th Christian navy, I could settle to't,  
As if I had eat a politician,  
And digested him to nothing but pure blood. (3.2.1-16) 
 
The stage directions describe“the habit of a Jew” implying that the 

latter was instantly recognizable stock character to the Jacobean 
audiences. This alter ego “a rare Italianated Jew” 
(3.2.3) likewise possesses most characteristics of Marlowe’s Barabas, as 
the Christian Romelio gloats about his ability to change faces (3.2.4) - for 
Barabas disguises himself as a French fiddler in The Jew of Malta 
-  to “poison a friend” (3.2.7) - which is something Barabas ultimately 
does to his allies Ithamore and Abigail - and perhaps most 
obviously “[betray] the town to th’ Turk” (3.2.13) while alluding “As if I 
had eat a politician” (3.2.15) to his inherent Machiavellianism.  
We also have a reference to the ducats which seem to have become 

an auxiliary meme associated with the stage Jews: 
 



 

301 

FIRST SURGEON Will you give's ten thousand ducats? 
ROMELIO Upon my Jewism. (3.2.62-63) 
 
In addition to these echoes of Gerontus, Barabas and Shylock, the 

Christian Romelio describes his alter ego’s faith as “Jewism” (3.2.63) 
which shows that the fictional Jewish paraphernalia is also something 
instantly recognizable and therefore recyclable. 
Webster likewise alludes to the villainy of Mercadorus, the mock-

conversion of Barabas and the forced conversion of Shylock in the 
following dialogue:  
 

FIRST SURGEON You rogue mountebank, 
I will try whether your inwards can endure  
To be washed in scalding lead.  
ROMELIO Hold, I turn Christian.  
SECON SURGEON Nay, prithee be a Jew still;  
I would not have a Christian be guilty  
Of such a villainous act as this is.  
ROMELIO I am Romelio the merchant.  
FIRST SURGEON Romelio! You have proved yourself 
a cunning merchant indeed. (3.2.109-118) 
 
At this point Webster’s Christian disguised as stage Jew refers to 

himself triumphantly as “Romelio the merchant” (3.2.116), thus creating 
a parallel with Aristorius from The Croxton Play of the Sacrament (c. 
1491) and obviously Shakespeare’s Antonio. 
The Jacobean comedy If This Be Not a Good Play, the Devil is In It 

(1611) by Thomas Dekker presents us a similar scenario, when 
Bartervile the merchant, in the habit of a Turk, comes to meet the devil 
Lurchall:  
 
[ACT IV, SCENE I]  
 
Enter Barteruile like a Turk; - Lurchall.  
Bar. Thou hadst like t’ha sent em swearing into Hell, 
Ile wee my Nettes my selfe, how does thou like em? 
Is not this habite Turke-Merchant-like? 
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Lurch. A meere Turke sir, none can take you for lesse. 
Bart. King borrow thirty thousand Chequines of mee! ha, ha! 
Lurch. But pray sir, what is turned you into Turke? 
Bart. That, for which manie Religion, 
Most men their Faith, all chaunge their honesty, 
Profite, (that guilded god) Commoditie. 
Here that would grow damnd-Rich, yet liue secure, 
Must keepe a case of Faces, sometimes demure, 
Sometimes a grumly-surly sir, now play the Iewe 
Then the Precisian; Not a man weele view, 
But varies so. (IV.i. 1-14) 
 
The merchant Bartervile, in Dekker's play, is more devilish than 

Lurchall the devil who was sent to corrupt him. Not unlike Webster’s 
Romelio, Dekker’s Bartervile has concocted an alter ego for himself, 
using a disguise which makes him an instantly recognizable 
stock character. Dekker’s play is yet another example of the playhouse’s 
capacity to function as memory banks, for the “Turke-Merchant-like” 
(IV.i.3) Bartervile  tells that the reason for his alter ego’s turn “into Turke” 
(IV.i.6) was the guilded God commodity (IV.9), thereby we are instantly 
reminded of Wilson’s Mercadorus in The Three Ladies of London. The 
only true God in the mortal realm, Dekker’s false Turk argues, is money. 
This creates also an inevitable association with Marlowe’s The Jew of 
Malta, as we learn that religious roles such as “Precisian” (IV.i.13) - 
which is another word for Puritan - are nothing but Machiavellian tools 
for those who want to prosper in this world. Dekker's idea that many 
change their (i) religion, most their (ii) faith, all their (iii) honesty (IV.i. 7-8) 
provides us also an interesting insight to the nature of Christianity in 
early modern England. The finest metatheatrical expression in this 
speech is “play the Iewe” (IV.i.12) in Bartervile’s catalogue of religious 
roles in the service of profit-seeking, showing Jewishness both  as 
performative as Christianity,  and also as reference to the stage Jews. 
Lurchall then asks how Bartervile is supposed to defend his apostasy: 
 

Lurch. But how can you excuse your turning Turke? 
Bart. Easiest of all: Ile sweare, this saude my life, 
Pursued by kennels of barking creditors, 
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For my much loue to him: and thus being forcde 
To walke obscure, my credit fell to wracke, 
Want of return made all my factors breake, 
In parts remote; to recompense which lose, 
And that with safety I may giue direction 
To my disturbd state, craue I the Kings protection. (IV.i. 47-55)  
 
Subsequently Lurchall inquires “Protection! whats that?” (IV.i.56) to 

which Bartervile who has effectively out-deviled the poor devil responds 
“A merchant, and yet know'st not / What protection is?” (IV.i.56-57) This 
scene contains thematic echoes of The Three Ladies of London and The 
Merchant of Venice. Bartervile the merchant's alter ego, going one step 
further than Wilson’s Mercadorus, “saued [his] life” (IV.i.48) from his 
creditors by turning Turk. 
We see that the royal court is everything but incorruptible in Dekker’s 

play, for while its anti-establishment figures (François Ravillac, the 
Prodigal, Guy Fawkes, Puritan) suffer as caricatures in hell, Bartervile 
believes that King’s nepotism will pardon his earthly alter ego’s 
apostasy. In this scene, Dekker’s play indirectly shows reverent yet 
critical attitude towards James I and his court. Furthermore, Bartervile's 
end also bears some parodic resemblance to that of Marlowe's Barabas, 
as the infernal court dooms the merchant who out-deviled the devils 
themselves to drown in a lake of molten gold.  
John Fletcher's The Laws of Candy (c. 1619-23) contains yet another 

fascinating example of public theatre as container of cultural memory:  
 
Arcanes. So a usurer  
Or Lumbard-Jew, might with some bags of thrash,  
Buy halfe the Westerne world.  
 
Cassilane. Money Arcanes  
Is now a God on earth, it cracks virginities,  
And turns a Christian, Turke;  
Bribes justice, cut-throats honour, does what not? (IV.ii.32-37)  
 
Fletcher’s dialogue obviously refers to “usurer” (Gerontus, Shylock) 

and further echoes include “Fie, what a trouble ’tis to count this thrash!” 
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(1.1.7)  and the “bags” (2.1.55) from The Jew of Malta. The subsequent 
notion of money as Machiavellian substitute for God and religion (V.ii.36) 
is specifically present in the plays of Wilson, Marlowe and Shakespeare. 
It power to turn a Christian Turk (Mercadorus) and to corrupt the law 
(Ferneze, Shylock) is also a thematic echo from these three now famous 
plays from the 1590s.  
Yet perhaps the most interesting line here is the “Lumbard-Jew” 

(IV.ii.33) which obviously might refer to Lombard-Street in London, which 
was known as the den of bankers and usurers. However, I would like to 
present another explanation for the “Lumbard-Jew” (IV.ii.33) here, for 
according to Jonathan Bate’s introduction to the anonymous Sir Thomas 
More (c. 1604):“[The] identification [Lombard] originally applied 
to immigrants from Lombardy in northern Italy, famous for its banking, 
but it had gradually become a term of abuse for all foreigners engaged in 
trade or banking, a word bandied around in the same way as ‘Jew’.” 
(Bate 2012, 349)  
In this context, Fletcher’s “Lumbard-Jew” is a textual remain from a 

public debate (or dialogue) from the previous generation of theatre 
practitioners, now stored in the figurative memory bank of the public 
playhouses, which refers to the Strangers and associates them 
specifically with the stage Jews of the 1590s.  
The Three Ladies was successful enough to get a sequel – The Three 

Lords and the Three Ladies of London (1589) – and perhaps even a 
revival accompanying The Three Lords (Kermode 2009, 38). I argue the 
public dialogue did not end in either the response play, London Against 
the Three Ladies, or the sequel, Three Lords. On the contrary, Three 
Ladies ignited a metatheatrical dialogue. The Jew of Malta and The 
Merchant of Venice, as Jowitt points out, echo lines from Three Ladies 
and even share thematic similarities with Wilson’s play (Jowitt 2012, 
320).  
Furthermore, I argue that similar to the War of the Theatres, these 

echoes and similarities constitute a metatheatrical dialogue between 
Robert Wilson’s The Three Ladies of London (1581), Christopher 
Marlowe’s The Jew of Malta (1589, 1594), and William Shakespeare’s 
The Merchant of Venice (1596). Wilson was an entertainer-moralist, 
whereas Shakespeare and Marlowe identified themselves as poets, so 
the three men clearly had both agency and through the playhouses 
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access to public sphere. Their Elizabethan dialogue-cum-dialogue 
continues to echo in the Jacobean drama, even if we have only an 
incomplete picture of this public debate over values, in which The 
Merchant of Venice was therefore a public statement.  
I count Claire Asquith’s Shadowplay (2005) among the most 

problematic books written of Shakespeare. Asquith is a private scholar 
who seeks to prove with partisan zeal that each and every play by 
Shakespeare is a Catholic allegory in coded writing, and this 
questionable reasoning likewise applies to Shakespeare's long narrative 
poems and sonnets.  
Personally, I tend to believe that since Shakespeare came from a 

family with Catholic connections, he most likely sympathized with the 
plight of the English recusants. However, as a thinker Shakespeare must 
not have been an unchanging and monolithic being, for when we 
compare The Merchant of Venice (1596) with King Lear (1606) it is hard 
not to discern two entirely opposite views on God, religion, and Divine 
Providence.  
In her book, Asquith makes a partially true argument about Shylock: 

“Jews were officially banned from England, and most of Shylock’s 
attributes would have reminded Shakespeare’s contemporaries a group 
closer to home - London’s Puritan usurers, nicknamed ‘Christian Jews’. 
They, too, kept themselves scrupulously apart from the idle and ungodly; 
they were ‘precise’ and legalistic; they too, harboured vengeful hatred for 
the old order that had persecuted and burned them in Queen Mary’s 
time and which now borrowed money from them while condemning the 
un-Christian practice of lending money at interest” (Asquith 2005, 114).  
No doubt some audience members might have seen the stage Jew as 

a Puritan, but is it not equally possible to see a Catholic recusant in 
Shylock? If we were to approach Shakespeare’s plays as biographical 
fiction, we know that John Shakespeare was twice in trouble for charging 
interest of 20 percent and 25 percent loans of 100 pounds (Shapiro 
1996; 256, n.35). Shylock has likewise little or nothing in common with 
Ben Jonson’s stage Puritans, that is, Zeal-of-the-land- Busy, Tribulation, 
and Ananais. I therefore believe that an equally credible argument for 
the stage Jew as an English Catholic could be built from the same facts.  
Sir Francis Walsingham, Queen Elizabeth's Secretary of State, writes: 

“[In] the reading of histories [you have] to apply them to these our times 
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and states and see how they may be made serviceable to our age” 
(quoted in Bate 2008, 1801). In short, the Elizabethan and Jacobean 
readers studied history with an eye to its contemporary applications the 
same way the theatre practitioners today approach Shakespeare's plays.  
In this context, a brief look at A Survey of London (1598; 2nd edition 

1603) by the English historian and antiquarian John Stow (1524/25-
1605) tells us at least two extremely important historical anecdotes 
concerning the history of Jews in England, which must have resonated in 
the public consciousness of Shakespeare's contemporaries. The first of 
these is Stow's remark about the history of London, for “[in] Red Cross 
Street, on the west side of St. Giles' churchyard up to the said cross, be 
many fair houses built outward, with divers alleys turning into a large plot 
of ground, called the Jews's Garden, as being the only place appointed 
them in England, wherein to bury their dead, till the year 1177, the 24th of 
Henry II, that it was permitted to them (after long suit to the king and 
parliament at Oxford) to have a special place assigned them in every 
quarter where they dwelt. This plot of ground remained to the said Jews 
till the time of their final banishment out of England, and is now turned 
into fair garden plots and summer-houses for pleasure” (Stow 1929, 
270).  
From Elizabethan and Jacobean perspective, this detail in the 

cityscape of early modern London is a living testament to a brief time in 
English history, when a demonized and persecuted religious minority, 
not unlike the religious minorities of Shakespeare's England, 
nonetheless enjoyed a level of religious toleration. An English reader 
with Catholic sympathies would no doubt have projected something of 
himself to the Jews expelled from England by Edward 1290, and 
obviously this same logic of historical projection would likewise apply to 
an English Protestant reader sympathizing with the persecution 
continental Protestants.  
Indeed, the second remark of Stow regarding the subject comes from 

the reign of King John (1166-1216), when the English barons “brake into 
the Jews' houses, searched their coffers to fill their own purses, and after 
with great diligence repaired the walls and gates with stone taken from 
the Jews' broken houses” (Stow 1929, 11). The English Catholics 
reading Stowe's history would no doubt see obvious parallels with the 
dissolution of the monasteries (1536-1541) and the recusancy laws, 
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whereas the English Protestants could read Stow's history in the context 
of the Marian persecutions (1553-1558) and the current plight of the 
continental Protestants.  
When it comes to the religious sympathies of this Elizabethan 

antiquarian himself, Stow's historical research was seen as suspicious 
by the ecclesiastical authorities, who describe the historian as someone 
“with many dangerous and superstitious books in his possession”. 
Stow's house was searched 1569, the authorities made an official 
inventory of his book collection (which also contained books “in defence 
of papistry”), but he was ultimately able to convince his interrogators 
about his loyalty to the Church of England. A second unsuccessful 
attempt to incriminate Stowe followed in 1570 (see Wilson 1991, 1-30).  
We do not know about the “true” beliefs of Stow, whose life and works 

give us a glimpse of early Modern English Christian intellectual, yet his 
representation of medieval Jews shows once again the religious 
multivalency of Judaism in the English Renaissance imagination.  
Indeed, I do agree with those critics who have proposed that The 

Merchant of Venice has its roots in medieval morality plays, in which 
Virgin Mary pleads mercy for mankind against the Devil’s prosecution. I 
would like to propose that Shylock’s forced conversion is perhaps a 
distant echo from the early Christian scholar Origen of Alexandria (c. 
185—c.253), who toyed with the idea of universal salvation, thereby 
suggesting the salvation for the Devil.  
It is not impossible to imagine, especially in the light of Paul 

Edmondson's critically acclaimed study All the Sonnets of Shakespeare 
(2020) which makes the definitive and historically contextualized 
argument for Shakespeare's bisexuality,37 that Antonio is likewise a kind 
of Neoplatonized analogy to the Christ of morality plays, and perhaps the 
erotico-spiritual love between him and Bassanio is therefore 
Shakespeare's response to the blasphemous and possibly misconstrued 

                                                   
37 To say that Shakespeare was any kind of “-sexual” is obviously anachronistic by 
default. Drawing such definitive conclusions from his plays and sonnets presents the 
danger of unwittingly lending credence to the conspiracy theorists, who write about the 
Shakespeare authorship question. However, the latent heteronormativity and bisexual 
erasure in academia is even more dangerous than any fringe theory made up by the 
Oxfordians, Baconians, and Marlovians, so I do concur with Sir Stanley Wells and Dr Paul 
Edmondson (with certain reservations) about Shakespeare’s “bisexuality”. 
 



 

308 

claim alleged to Marlowe “That St John the Evangelist was bedfellow to 
Christ … that he used him as the Sinners of Sodoma” (Baines 1996, 
513). This would fall in line with Shakespeare's apotheosis of romantic 
love which is most strongly present in his sonnets. 
In my mind, Bushy’s advice to the mourning Queen in Richard II 

contains the aporetic essence of Shakespearean dramaturgy and thus 
the key to understanding the character of Shylock in the historical 
context:  
 
Each substance of a grief hath twenty shadows, 
Which shows like grief itself, but is not so, 
For sorrow’s eye, glazèd with blinding tears, 
Divides one thing entire to many objects, 
Like perspectives, which rightly gazed upon 
Show nothing but confusion: eyed awry 
Distinguish form. So your sweet majesty, 
Looking awry upon your lord’s departure, 
Find shapes of grief, more than himself to wail, 
Which, looked on as it is, is naught but shadows 
Of what it is not. Then, thrice-gracious queen, 
More than your lord’s departure weep not. More’s not seen; 
Or if it be, ’tis with false sorrow’s eye, 
Which for things true weeps things imaginary. (2.2.14-27) 
 
The perspectives mentioned here are “optical devices incorporating 

mirrors that produce distorted images / seemingly distorted paintings that 
only become clear when viewed from a particular angle” (Bate 2008, 
853).  
We do find this same idea of multivalency in Shakespeare’s other 

works, such as Julius Caesar (1599), in which Casca, afraid of the 
ominous storm, asks Cicero “Are you not moved, when all the sway of 
earth / Shakes like a thing uniform?” (1.3.3-4), whose subsequent 
answer is one of perspective: 
 

“Indeed, it is a strange-disposèd time: 
But men may construe things after their fashion 
Clean from the purpose of the things themselves.”(1.3.33-35) 
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Shylock is a Venetian Jew, yet depending on our point of view, it is 

possible to see him simultaneously as English Catholic, Puritan, 
Stranger, or even the Devil himself. Writing of proverbs, Erasmus 
remarks in De Copia that “allegory often results in enigma. This is no 
bad thing if you are speaking or writing for an educated audience, and 
not even if you are writing for the general public, for one should not write 
so that everyone can understand everything, but so that people should 
be compelled to investigate and learn some things themselves.” 
(Erasmus 1978, 336)  
Where Plutarch instructed the early moderns to read everything 

critically, Erasmus acknowledges that the meaning of allegories not only 
differs from person to person, but that it is a personal and subjective 
intellectual process.  
In the same spirit, William Tyndale's Obedience of A Christian Man 

(1528) instructs the lay readers of the Bible “that one thing in the 
scripture representeth divers things. A serpent figureth Christ in one 
place, and the devil in another; and a lion doth likewise” (Tyndale 2000, 
69). 
 However, we must likewise remember Jean Calvin's Institutes of the 

Christian Religion (1559) which presents the argument that “Allegories 
ought to be carried no further than Scripture expressly sanctions” 
(2.5.19), but this obviously applies to Biblical exegesis instead of secular 
fiction.  
The stage Jew possessed unparalleled multivalency in the England 

that had changed and re-changed its religion, and Shylock is therefore a 
Shakespearen perspective par exellence.  
Michel de Montaigne “loathed fanaticism and cruelties of the religious 

wars of the period, but sided with Catholic orthodoxy and legitimate 
monarchy” (Screech 2003, cover text), so it would not be out place to 
say that Shakespeare is the essayist's mirror image - an English 
politique. While the classically educated Montaigne acutely understood 
the problems and discrepancies of religion, he could not ultimately 
conceive a meaningful alternative to Christianity:  
 

“[Human reason] is ever straying but especially when she medleth with divine 
matters. Who feeles it more evidently than we? For, although we have ascribed 
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unto her assured and infallible Principles, albeit wee enlighten her steps with the 
holy lampe of that truth which God hath been pleased to impart unto us, we 
notwithstanding see daily, how little soever she stray from the ordinary path that she 
start or stragle out of the way traced and measured out by the Church, how soone 
she loseth, entangleth and confoundeth her selfe; turning, tossing and floating up 
and downe in this vast, troublesome and tempestuous sea of mans opinions without 
restraint or scope. So soone as she loseth this high and common way, shee 
divideth and scattereth herselfe a thousand diverse ways.” (Montaigne 1603) 
 
The French philosopher's Catholicism and Shylock's forced 

conversion are both forms of self-chosen determinatio in a mental 
disputatio that takes place in the souls of Montaigne and Shakespeare. 
To use Foucauldian terminology, conforming to the Christian truth – no 
matter how contested – is an understandable existential choice within 
the episteme in which Shakespeare and Montaigne exist.  
These both intelligent and imaginative men acknowledge the 

problematic nature of religion, but since the only option to conformity is 
“[the] troublesome and tempestuous sea of mans opinions without 
restrait or scope”, it is best to answer to authority in Shylock's words “I 
am content”. This religious conformity does not make the problems and 
injustices of Christianity to vanish, but it is both an existential and 
pragmatic choice that ensures one's well-being in the early modern 
episteme.  
Perhaps the best and most historically accurate description of religion 

in Shakespeare’s family comes from the critically acclaimed historical 
novel Nothing like the Sun (2005) by Anthony Burgess, in a scene in 
which William Shakespeare has come from London to visit his parents 
and family: 
 

“[Your Venus and Adonis] is not the poem that a Stratford glover should write” Dick 
Field tells to Shakespeare “Nor a Stratford printer print. It is altogether too pagan, it 
is not a dirge of Brownist godliness.” 
 
“So” Shakespeare then responds with sarcasm "a good Stratford tradesman is 
corrupted by wicked London and his son starts to die.”  
 



 

311 

“Oh, your father is no longer inclined that way” Dick Field answers “He talks now of 
saints and candles. As for your mother, she will not look at your poems, nor will 
your wife. They are become great readers of tracts.” (Burgess 2012, 225) 
 
In Shakespeare's England, a person's religion was not necessarily 

any more stable than it is today, for even the early moderns were not 
monoliths, but multifaceted human beings in a ideologically fractured 
world mushrooming with contradictions and yet undreamt possibilities.  
Erasmus of Rotterdam (1466-1536) writes in his book Enchiridion 

militis Christiani (1501), of which this anonymous translation (1534) was 
available to Englishmen, teaching the Christian laymen that “[the] best 
way and most effectuell to ouercome and wyn the turkes / shulde be if 
they shal perceyve yt thyng which Christ taught and expressed in his 
lyuing, to shyne in vs” (Erasmus 1981, 9). 
According to its editor, Anne M. O'Donnell “Tudor monarchs obviously 

considered the Enchiridion a book for all seasons since – with only a few 
emendations – it was acceptable to the religious position of Henry (six 
editions), Edward (one edition), Mary (two editions), and Elizabeth (one 
edition)” (O'Donnell 1981, xiv).  
Shakespeare's contemporaries were therefore more than familiar with 

its Erasmian quality of mercy: “[We] seke nothynge els but only their [i.e. 
the Turks'] soules helth and the glory of god … For trewly it is not mete 
nor conuenient to declare oure selues christen men by this profe or 
token, / if we kyll very many / but rather if we saue very many: / not if we 
sende thousandes of hethen people to hell / but if we make many 
infydels faythful: / not if we cruelly curse and excommunycate them / but 
if we with deuout prayers and with all our hertes desyre their helth, and 
pray vnto god to sende them better myndes. If this be not our entent it 
shall soner come to passe yt we shall degenerate and turne in to turkes 
our selues / than we shal cause them to become christen men.” 
(Erasmus 1981, 9-10) This is Erasmian Christianity, and from this 
theologico-historical perspective we should approach the conversions 
from Jew to Christian in The Merchant of Venice.  
Unlike Erasmus, Shakespeare comes from a family that has 

experienced the effects of forced conversion, yet the poet-playwright 
seems to have agreed with this Erasmian sentiment, although 
acknowledging this ideal's disturbing and problematic dimensions.  
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“[Most] sweet Jew!” says Lancelet Gobbo to Jessica ““If the Christian do not play the knave 
and get thee, I am much deceived” (2.3.11-12).  
 
This original “do” that anticipates the romance of Jessica and Lorenzo 

seems to have disturbed the Christian readership of Shakespeare, so 
“most pre 20th century editors [followed the Second Folio's] 'did' … 
[which] suggests that Jessica's father was not the Jew but a Christian, 
and that therefore she is illegitimate” (Drakakis 2010, 245 n11). Jessica's 
problematic Jewishness must have been a conscious choice by 
Shakespeare, for the easiest way to please everyone would have been 
to write Shylock's daughter like the beautiful gypsy girl Preciosa of La 
gitanilla in Cervantes' Novelas ejemplares (1613) who in the end is 
revealed to be the daughter of Spanish nobles. Indeed, Shakespeare 
lived in a country where not only Catholics and Protestants, but also the 
Strangers and Englishmen, would eventually intermarry and produce 
children, no matter how much this thought might have disturbed the rigid 
ideas about religious and national purity.  
However, if Shakespeare had wanted to write a detailed conversion 

scene for Jessica, perhaps it could have played out like the one in John 
Fletcher's The Island Princess (1620/1) which shows us how the virtuous 
pagan princess Quisara accepts the Christian truth. 
First we are shown the dangers of interfaith love: “Change your 

religion” Quisara tells her Christian suitor Armusia “And be of one 
beleefe with me” (IV.v. 34-25). The scene continues: 
 
Armusia. How?  
Quisara. Marke  
Worship our Gods, renounce that faith you are bred in;  
'Tis easily done, I'le teach ye suddenly; 
And humbly on your knees -  
Armusia. Ha, I'le be hang'd first. 
Quisara. Offer as we do.  
Armusia. To the Devill, Lady?  
Offer to him I hate? I know the devill; 
To dogs and cats? You make offer to them;  
To every bird that flies, and every worme.  
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How terribly I shake? Is this the venture?  
The tryall that you talkt off? how lost my memories? 
When did I pray or looke up steadfastly?  
Had any goodness in my heart to guide me?  
That I should give this vantage to mine enemie,  
The enemie to my piece; forsake my faith? (IV.v. 35-49)  
 
The Christian here finds the idea of conversion so repulsive that he 

starts to shake, and after long proclamations of his unwavering faith 
Armusia makes it clear that he will under no circumstances exchange 
“Eternitie of blessedness for a woman” (IV.v. 61). Later in the play, the 
pagan governor is about to torture Armusia, and as Quisara now sees 
how steadfastly her lover is ready to die a martyr, she decides to convert 
to Christianity on the spot:  
 

Quisara. 
I do embrace your faith, sir, and your fortune;  
Go one, I will assist ye, I feele a sparkle here,  
A lively sparke that kindles my affection,  
And tels me it will rise to flames of glory;  
Let 'em put on their angers, suffer nobly,  
Shew me the way, and when I faint instruct me;  
And if I follow not - “  
 
Armusia.  
O blessed lady, [Embraces her.] 
Since thou art won, let me being my triumph, -  
Come clap your terrors on.  
 
Armusia is saved from suffering his martyrdom and the lovers end up 

together in Christian matrimony. Furthermore, I believe there is possibly 
an answer to the question whether Shakespeare understood the 
ramifications of Shylock's forced conversion.  
In Robert Daborne's A Christian Turned Turk (c. 1609-1612) the 

English pirate captain Ward falls in love with Voada, the sister of 
Crosman the Turk. Disguised as boy, Alizia the Frenchwoman tells Ward 
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that converting to Islam is “[the] denial / Of your redeemer, religion, 
country, / Of him that gave you being” (7.198-200).  
Ward then answers to Alizia's spiritual concern like a Marlovian hero-

villain “The slavery of man, how this religion rides us! / Deprives us of 
our freedom from our cradles, / Ties us in superstitious bondage” (7.201-
203). However, when the moment of truth draws nigh, Ward's 
blasphemous eloquence suddenly dries up: 
 

CROSMAN: Why are you mute, sir? 
WARD: I am not well.  
[ALIZIA]: Alas! How can he, being so near to hell? (7.225-227) 
 
Compare this conversion to Islam to Shylock's forced conversion to 

Christianity: 
 

PORTIA 
Art thou contented, Jew? What dost thou say?  
 
JEW  
I am content.  
 
PORTIA  
Clerk, draw a deed of gift.  
 
JEW 
I pray you, give me a leave to go from hence.  
I am not well. Send the deed after me  
And I will sign it.  
(4.1.389-393) 
 
“I am not well” is the exact reaction of both Ward and Shylock, who 

are both in their own ways “near to hell” in these scenes. Indeed, 
Shakespeare was most likely familiar with Thomas Coryat's (1577-1617) 
travel writings about Italy, and especially with a certain passage 
concerning Italian Jews and their reluctance to convert to Christianity: 
“All their goodes are confiscated as soone as they embrace Christianity: 
and this I heard is the reason, because whereas many of them doe 
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sometimes not only sheare, but also flea many a poore Christians estate 
by their griping extortion; it is therefore decreed by the Pope, and other 
free Princes in whose territories they liue, that they shall make a 
restitution of all their ill gotten goods, and so disclogge their soules and 
consciences, when they are admitted by holy baptisme into the bosome 
of Christs Church” (quoted in Drakakis 2010, n383). Shakespeare's 
punishment to Shylock is therefore not that far from Martin Luther's An 
Admonition Against the Jews (1546) which argues that “[If] they convert, 
give up usury, and receive Christ, then we will gladly regard them as our 
brothers” (Luther 2010, 458).  
I have always considered Shylock’s forced conversion as tantamount 

to demoting Medea from Jason’s wife to a wet nurse, who for the rest of 
her life shall breast feed the children of her former husband and his fair 
new bride. However, in Shakespeare’s episteme Shylock’s religio-
financial emasculation was likely the most humane solution conceivable, 
nor should we forget that the commercial theatre, dubbed as “Sathans 
synagogue” in the anti-theatrical polemic, was in some respects as 
maligned and un-Christian as usury. We should also not forget 
Shakespeare's similarities with his fictional Jew when it comes to 
practicing business, for the playwright no doubt fully understood the 
horror of Shylock's financial emasculation. In early modern sense, 
commercial theatre was indeed as 'Jewish' as usury.  
I argue that there likewise exists an interesting historical instance in 

which The Merchant of Venice might have functioned as Public 
Negotiation, for the play was revived in 1605 when Shakespeare’s 
company (King’s Men) acted it before James I at the Palace of Whitehall, 
even performing the play again two days later at the king’s personal 
request (Drakakis 2010, 113). James I hoped for a national church in 
which the religious moderates of all persuasions could dwell together. 
The ascension of James I was seen by the English Catholics as a 
promise of a more tolerant society, one in which they would be able to 
worship more freely. It is therefore hard to imagine that Shylock’s 
multivalent character would not have struck a chord in the university 
educated mind of the king who himself was the son of Mary Stuart. In 
court performance, the forcibly converted stage Jew would have been a 
perfect dramatic vehicle to call for an end to the oppression of the 
English Catholics, for Shakespeare and James I were both men who due 
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to their family connections understood the nature of religious cruelty and 
the need for religious toleration, even though these lofty dreams for 
better England were to explode with the Gunpowder Plot (1605) later in 
the same year.  
Although we cannot be certain, all the three plays might have 

premiered at the Theatre (Gurr 1999, 242, 237, 239). Thus, there exists 
the intriguing possibility that Gerontus, Barabas, and Shylock strutted 
across the same stage. However, whether or not The Three Ladies of 
London, The Jew of Malta, and The Merchant of Venice premiered at the 
Theatre, they must have struck a chord in the collective memory of the 
audience. Carlson writes: “When in the case of well-known or often 
revived plays, actors, directors, and designers can assume that their 
audiences will remember certain key interpretive moments from previous 
productions, they will often build upon that memory to achieve a 
particular contrasting effect whose power lies largely in the contrast with 
its ghostly predecessor or predecessors” (Carlson 2004, 99–100).  
In a culture of rhetorical agonism, the echoes and similarities between 

these plays would have been no mere coincidences. The Jew of Malta is 
a response to Three Ladies; consequently, The Merchant of Venice is a 
response to both Three Ladies and The Jew of Malta. To Marlowe, 
Wilson the actor-playwright was exactly the kind of ‘rhyming mother-wit’ 
(Prol. 1.) from the previous theatrical generation that the University Wit 
scorned.  
Manipulating the audience via ghosting, that is, through echoes and 

structural similarities, The Jew of Malta becomes a counterargument to 
Three Ladies. The Merchant of Venice, in turn, is a counterargument to 
Marlowe’s counterargument, an answer to the metatheatrical dialogue 
instigated by Three Ladies. Shakespeare the actor-playwright likewise 
utilizes thematic echoes and similarities between the plays, 
simultaneously establishing his place in the theatrical hierarchy of 
London. 
From this standpoint, The Three Ladies of London, The Jew of Malta, 

and The Merchant of Venice become public statements in a public 
dialogue. The themes in the plays that I find particularly resonant – 
namely religion, protocapitalism, and immigration – reveal themselves on 
closer examination as the playwrights’ public statements upon these 
issues.  
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4.1.1 Anonymous - Der Jud von Venedig  
 

The anonymous sixteenth century German play Der Jud von Venedig is 
a curious amalgam of Marlowe's Jew of Malta and Shakespeare's 
Merchant of Venice. Even though some commentators have conjectured 
that Der Jud might be partially based on Thomas Dekker's lost The Jew 
of Venice, it should not be forgotten that according to the Lost Plays 
Database the only mention of Dekker's Jewish play appears as late as 
1653. Unless new evidence comes to light, we can neither completely 
dismiss the possibility that such play never existed, nor that it did exist. If 
nothing else, it is not too hard to imagine that Dekker, the author of The 
Whore of Babylon (1607), an unabashedly Protestant writer whose 
dramatic works consistently show a moralistic tone, and who played a 
major part in the War of the Theatres, might have written his own Jewish 
play at some point.  
However that may be, Der Jud von Venedig consists of four 

recognizable elements (i) Marlowe's Jew of Malta (ii) Shakespeare's 
Merchant of Venice (iii) the clownery of Pickelherring and (iv) the “French 
doctor” courtship (Brennecke 1963, 108). Der Jud Von Venedig starts 
with a reference to Marlowe's play “What they [the Jews] have recently 
undertaken at Malta is well known.  
They might indeed some day betray this kingdom to the Turks” (1). In 

response to what happened at Malta, the Christian rulers of Cyprus have 
decided to banish all the Jews from their island, so the stage Jew who in 
his own words “was called Barrabas” (4.27) in Cyprus now disguises 
himself as “a soldier, with a patch over one eye” (4.1) to enter in the 
company of his Christian enemies to Venice. Seeking to take revenge on 
the Christians, Barrabas takes “the name Joseph” (4.28), calling himself 
“the pious Jew, Josephus” (III.5.57), and becomes “a resident citizen of 
Venice” (III.3.6). The echoes here are obvious, for Marlowe's Barabas 
was once a mercenary “in the wars 'twixt France and Germany” 
(2.3.187-188) whereas Shakespeare's Shylock is a Venetian merchant.  
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The trial scene at the end of Der Jud von Venedig is likewise taken 
straight from The Merchant of Venice, though it contains no forced 
conversion:  
 

Jew. Oh you Christians, you unrighteous judges.  
You help only one another and rob the poor Jews of their possessions!  
 
Duke. What is this rogue saying? Hurry, have him thrashed and thrown out.  
 
They beat him and throw him out. (V.7.84-89) 
 
The ending following the trial echoes The Jew of Malta, although here 

without irony, as the Duke of Venice thanks God: “Harmony dwells 
amongst us, the enemy's filled with fear; / Heaven smiles upon us. Oh 
Turk, your end is near!” (V.8.149-150) It is safe to say that unlike 
Gerontus, Barabas, and Shylock, the character of Josephus the Jew 
serves no higher purpose in Der Jud von Venedig, which is a confused 
mixture of elements from Marlowe and Shakespeare.  
Perhaps the best demonstration of this play's almost farcical quality is 

Pickelherring's reaction when Josephus draws out a knife, about to cut 
his pound of flesh from the Prince of Cyprus: “If you are going to mutilate 
my master's side” says Pickelherring “I'll give an even bigger piece from 
your podex” preparing to (according the stage directions) “knife [the Jew] 
in the arse” (V.7.46-47).  
Pickelherring fantasizes about killing of the Jews throughout the play: 

“Oh King and Monsieur Prince, please don't have the thieving, swindling 
Jews expelled from the land. Have them all, one and all, strung up on 
gallows” (I.3. 47-49) and even gloats to Josephus “If you were in 
[Cyprus]” the Prince would “have the power to have you hanged. He's 
already sent a few thousand Jews, along with their wives and children, to 
the devil” (V.5.26-29).  
For all their Christian prejudices, we do not hear such genocidal 

sentiments in the plays of Wilson, Marlowe, or Shakespeare, and here 
lies perhaps the most striking cultural difference between England and 
Germany in early modern period. Indeed, Pickelherring's Jew-killing 
fantasies could just as easily come out of Martin Luther's mouth.  
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When the Jew of Cyprus tries to explain to his Christian rulers who 
are about to expel his people that “We are of more use than harm to the 
land” (I.3.22), defending the practice of usury as lawful business, 
Pickelherring cries “Jew, I know that's a lie. My father once pawned a 
blind horse with you for half a dollar, but when he brought back the 
money the horse was dead” (I.3.23-25). This might in fact be an echo of 
Wilson's Simplicity, a clown character whose father likewise suffered 
because of usury: ”O, that vile Usury! He lent my father a little money, 
and for / breaking one day / He took the fee-simple of his house and mill 
quite away: And yet he borrowed not half a quarter as much as it cost; / 
But I think, if it had been a shilling, it had been lost. So he kill'd my father 
with sorrow, and undoed me quite. / And you deal with him, sirs, you 
shall find him a knave full of spite” (2.101-106). In this case Pickelherring 
would not only be a Germanized composite of Gratiano and Launcelot 
Gobbo, but also a passionately Jew-hating analogy of Wilson's good 
hearted clown.  
While it is possible that the Der Jud von Venedig's wooing scene in 

which the Prince of Cyprus disguises himself as a French physician 
might originate from the non-extant play The French Doctor from the 
1590s, as some have conjectured, I find it a fascinating coincidence that 
in Wilson's The Three Lords and Three Ladies of London (c. 1590) “]the] 
halfe French, and the halfe Scottish” (1441) Fraud disguises himself as 
“stranger” (1353), that is, “an old French artificer” (2278-2279) to cheat 
the English Simplicity. But it is not only Wilson's Fraud who takes the 
shape of a Frenchman to further his evil, for “I will in some disguise go 
see the slave” (4.3.65) says Barabas in Marlowe's Jew of Malta (1590) 
appearing in the next scene as a “French musician” (4.4.29) “with a lute 
… and a [poisoned] nosegay in his hat” (4.4.27).  
This French connection may signify more than meets the eye. Joseph 

the Jew appears “dressed in splendid garments” (III. 3) as a Venetian 
usurer, from whom Pickelherring seeks to buy disguises for his master 
and himself, so that in the guise of Frenchmen they may court Anciletta 
and her servant Fransiscina. This business transaction provides Joseph 
an opportunity for exacting his revenge: “I must not worry about the 
clothes, even if they're worth a hundred crowns, for with them I can gain 
my end. I'll go inside and daub strong poison on the doctor's costume, 
and then he who drove me from Cyprus will never be able to reach his 
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native land again.” (III.5.31-36). However, this evil scheme fails, so 
Joseph has to find a more opportune moment when he “shall be better 
able to catch this accursed Prince [of Cyprus]” (III.5.77-78). After 
successful courtship the Prince tells Pickelherring to “[take] back the 
clothes to the Jew” (IV.5.1), and later in the play Anciletta likewise says 
to Franscicina that “the Jew will have a dress for you too, in which you 
can appear as a student's servant” (V.1.88-89). This constant 
association with strangers (Jews) and textiles makes me entertain the 
possibility that this is a distant echo from the London semiosphere, 
which obviously has lost its original significance in German cultural 
context.  
According to historian Roze Hentschell “[the] majority of food riots in 

the 1590s occurred in large cloth-producing centers and the participants 
were mainly clothworkers. Laborers who existed at a level of subsistence 
resorted to sometimes violent disturbances to make their plight known to 
an uncaring government” (Hentschell 2008, 49-50). In Shakespeare's 
England, these native clothworkers felt hostility towards their immigrant 
rivals, charging them of “producing inferior goods … trading secretly with 
each other, sending their profits home … and even conspiring against 
the state. It was also complained that they held themselves too much 
apart, and failed to share the secrets of their trade with the native 
population.” (Nigel Goose 1982, 271) Though we cannot uncover deeper 
philosophico-theological revelations, or traces proving (or disproving) the 
existence of Thomas Dekker's lost Jew of Venice, in Der Jud von 
Venedig, we can nonetheless detect here faint echoes of the cultural 
debate which took place in the English playhouses during the 1590s.  

4.1.2 The Renaissance Subtext(s) of the Stage Jew 
 

In his polemic That Jesus Christ was Born a Jew (1523), Martin Luther 
asks himself the disturbing question “If I had been a Jew” and the 
answer is - disturbingly enough - not that different from the one given by 
Shakespeare to his English audience:  
 

“If I had been a Jew and had seen such dolts and blockheads govern and teach the 
Christian faith, I would sooner have become a hog than a Christian. They have 
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dealt with the Jews as if they were dogs rather than human beings; they have done 
little else than deride them and seize their property. When they baptize them they 
show them nothing of Christian doctrine or life, but only subject them to popishness 
and mockery... If the apostles, who also were Jews, had dealt with us Gentiles as 
we Gentiles deal with the Jews, there would never have been a Christian among 
the Gentiles ... When we are inclined to boast of our position [as Christians] we 
should remember that we are but Gentiles, while the Jews are of the lineage of 
Christ. We are aliens and in-laws; they are blood relatives, cousins, and brothers of 
our Lord. Therefore, if one is to boast of flesh and blood the Jews are actually 
nearer to Christ than we are... If we really want to help them, we must be guided in 
our dealings with them not by papal law but by the law of Christian love. We must 
receive them cordially, and permit them to trade and work with us, that they may 
have occasion and opportunity to associate with us, hear our Christian teaching, 
and witness our Christian life. If some of them should prove stiff-necked, what of it? 
After all, we ourselves are not all good Christians either.” (Luther 1985, 200-229) 
 
The Luther of the 1520s and the Shakespeare of the 1590s who wrote 

The Merchant of Venice were neither uniquely nor exceptionally philo-
Judaic38 by the early modern standards, for we find these semi-tolerant 
attitudes from the writings of Montaigne, who himself might have even 
had Jewish ancestry. There is, however, an instance in Luther’s personal 
life which I have always thought as the key in understanding why the 
Jew haunts the collective subconsciousness of the early modern 
Christians. The father of the Reformation tells his readers On the Jews 
and Their Lies (1543) how “Three learned Jews came to me, hoping to 
discover a new Jew in me because we were beginning to read Hebrew 
here in Wittenberg, and remarking that matters would soon improve 
since we Christians were starting to read their books” (tr. Martin H. 
Bertram 1971, 191). 
The Protestant exegesis that challenged the Catholic tradition shows 

its intellectual self-destructiveness, if one applies the same textual 

                                                   
38 This passage in the incomplete utopian novel New Atlantis (1626) by philosopher Sir 
Francis Bacon (1561- 1626) is also worth mentioning: “[Joabin] was a Jew, and 
circumcised: for [the people of Bensalem] have some few strips of Jews yet remaining 
among them, whom they leave to their own religion” (Bacon 2008 475). Bensalem is 
Bacon's version utopia in which even the Jews “who hate the name of Christ” enjoy 
religious toleration (Bacon 2008, 476).  
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approach to the Scriptures by studying them in their original non-
Christian religious context. In other words, Luther himself is a half-way 
Jew and Lutheranism is half-way Judaism. Perhaps the most tragic part 
of this instance in Luther’s personal life is the Jews’ sincere belief that 
the matters were soon to improve, since the Christians were now starting 
to study the Jewish writings thereby gaining a better understanding of 
Judaism.  
It is not impossible to imagine an alternative world in which Martin 

Luther’s exegetic principles would have, instead of formulating a new 
form of Christianity, led him to convert to Judaism. However, there is 
actually no reason to play with science fiction, for there was a living 
analogue to the Father of the Reformation. The Catholic-born Nicolas 
Antoine (c. 1602-1632) was a French Protestant theologian and pastor 
who suffered a martyrdom by being burned at the stake for attempting to 
convert to Judaism. The same exegetic principles that ushered Luther 
away from the Catholic church of his day led Antoine to reject both 
Catholicism and Protestantism. Antoine was ultimately imprisoned and 
put on a trial in Geneva for his apostasy, where after theological debate 
he gave his immovable reply to his Christian judges 
“I am a Jew and all I ask of God’s grace is to die for Judaism.” 

Antoine’s refusal to recant despite his opponents persistence to 
reconvert him does not essentially differ from that of Luther.  
I argue that the intellectual power that lead Antoine and Luther to 

make their own conclusions about the religious truths that were 
axiomatic to the medievals originates from Pico della Mirandola’s Oration 
on the Dignity of Man (1468) which famously presents man as “a 
creature of indeterminate nature” placed by God “in the middle of the 
world” (Pico 1965, 224). Indeed, God addresses man in one of Pico's 
most eloquent passages:  
 

“Neither a fixed abode nor a form that is thine alone nor any function peculiar to 
thyself have we given thee, Adam, to the end that according to thy longing and 
according to thy judgment thou mayest have and possess what abode, what form, 
and what functions thou thyself shalt desire. The nature of all other beings is limited 
and constrained within the bounds of laws prescribed by Us. Thou, constrained by 
no limits, in accordance with thine own free will, in whose hand We have placed 
thee, shalt ordain for thyself the limits of thy nature. We have set thee at the world's 
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center that thou mayest from thence more easily observe whatever is in the world. 
We have made thee neither of heaven nor of earth, neither moral nor immortal, so 
that with freedom of choice and with honor, as though the maker and molder of 
thyself, thou mayest fashion thyself in whatever shape thou shalt prefer. Thou shalt 
have the power to degenerate into the lower forms of life, which are brutish. Thou 
shalt have the power, out of thy soul's judgment, to be reborn into the higher forms, 
which are divine” (Pico 1965, 224-225) 
 
Christian and Jew, in the cosmic perspective described by Pico, are 

nothing but roles which are either given - or chosen - by human beings. I 
believe the early moderns started to unconsciously acknowledge the 
artificiality of the world in which they existed, being yet unable to 
formulate a third viable option for either reformulating the axiomatic 
truths or changing them for the pre-existing competitors. Luther's 
exceptionally violent anti-Judaism and antisemitism is therefore a 
psychological defense mechanism protecting him from the moment of 
self-realization that would make his theology fall apart like a house of 
cards.39 On the other hand, Antoine who has renounced the Christian 
Trinity is now only one god away from entering “[the] troublesome and 
tempestuous sea of mans opinions without restrait or scope” which 
Montaigne fearfully describes.  
These religio-existential anxieties are visible In the drama of the 

English Renaissance. “What a work of art is man!” (2.2.284) cries 
Shakespeare's Hamlet in prose and we most likely hear echoes of Pico's 
lofty philosophy in this ironic speech, according to which the god-like 
human beings are “infinite in faculty” (2.2.285) yet ultimately nothing but 
“quintessence of dust” (2.2.287). In this context, we should remember 
that the final scene of The Merchant of Venice is not the forced 
conversion of Shylock, but the gathering of lovers under the moonlight.  
The moonlight here no doubt alludes to the sublunary sphere, the 

region of the geocentric cosmos below the moon in the classical 
astronomy, which is the realm of changing nature where Fortune rules 
and the human existence takes place. It opposite, the translunary 

                                                   
39 Martin Luther’s antisemitism was obviously not a by-product of the Protestant 
Reformation. The anti-Jewish sentiments of the medieval and the early modern German 
Catholics are a well-documented fact.  
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sphere, lies beyond the moon, being the place of the soul after death, a 
permanent, regular and unchanging region of aether where Fortune has 
no power, which contains the planets and stars. Lorenzo therefore raises 
his eyes towards the sky and asks the audience to listen:  
 
“How sweet the moonlight sleeps upon the bank, 
Here will we sit and let the sounds of music  
Creep in our ears: soft stillness and the night  
Become the touches of sweet harmony.” (5.1.60-64) 
 
Shakespeare describes here the music of the spheres (musica 

universalis), produced by the movements of these celestial bodies, 
composing a vision of an ordered universe, in which the only flaw is the 
weakness of our human ears:  
 

“Sit, Jessica. Look how the floor of heaven  
Is thick inlaid with patines of bright gold:  
There's not the smallest orb which thou behold'st  
But in his motion like an angel sings,  
Still quiring to the young-eyed cherubins;  
Such harmony is in immortal souls;  
But whilst this muddy vesture of decay  
Doth grossly close it, we cannot hear it.” (5.1.65-71) 
 
This de-religified epiphany designates man as being a microcosm, 

replacing theologies and philosophies with the focus on our common 
humanity:  
 

“The man that hath no music in himself,  
Nor is not moved with concord of sweet sounds,  
Is fit for treasons, stratagems and spoils;  
The motions of his spirit are dull as night  
And his affections dark as Erebus: 
Let no such man be trusted.” (5.1.89-94) 
 
In The Merchant of Venice, Shakespeare's ideological response to 

Wilson's simplistic English Protestantism and Marlowe's 
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Machiavellianism is Christian humanism that flirts in the spirit of 
Renaissance syncretism with philosophies such as Pythagoreanism and 
Neoplatonism.  
However, Christianity to Shakespeare is what the medieval cosmos is 

to C.S. Lewis in The Discarded Image (1964). “The human imagination 
has seldom had before it an object so sublimely ordered as the medieval 
cosmos” Lewis writes “If it has an aesthetic fault, it is perhaps, for us who 
have known romanticism, a shade too ordered. For all its vast spaces it 
might in the end afflict us with a kind of claustrophobia. Is there nowhere 
any vagueness? No undiscovered byways? No twilight? Can we never 
really get out of doors?” (Lewis 1964, 121) What truly fascinates 
Shakespeare, in this analogy, is the human vagueness that exists, with 
all its byways and twilights, outside the theological order and its Biblical 
claustrophobia.  
In this respect The Merchant of Venice reminds one of the apocryphal 

Persian rug makers, who are said to have introduced an intentional flaw 
to their otherwise flawless works to show that man is inherently flawed; 
perfection belongs to God alone. The forcibly converted Shylock, to put it 
differently, is the Persian flaw in Shakespeare’s cosmic tapestry. In 
conclusion, the ethical ambiguity of Shylock’s punishment demonstrates 
that religion to Shakespeare, despite its translunar core, is as sublunar 
as all things under the moon. Interestingly enough, while there is no 
scholarly consensus whether Shakespeare knew of the Copernican 
theory, this harmonious vision of the universe likewise functions as a 
refutation to the cosmic anxiety created by the Copernican view that 
discredited the Ptolemaic geocentrism.  
An Anatomy of the World (1611) by John Donne gives us a poetic 

taste of how Shakespeare's contemporaries felt about this scientific 
revelation “For heaven gives little, and the earth takes less, / And man 
least knows their trade and purposes” (397) and Donne's First 
Anniversary (1611) further illustrates this new feeling of cosmic 
senselessness:  
 
“And new Philosophy calls all in doubt,  
The Element of fire is quite put out;  
The Sun is lost, and th'earth, and no man's wit  
Can well direct him where to look for it.  
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And freely men confess that this world's spent,  
When in the Planets and the firmament  
They seek so many new; they see that this  
Is crumbled out again to his atomies.  
'Tis all in pieces, all coherence gone;  
All just supply, and all relation:  
Prince, subject, father, Son, are things forgot,  
For every man alone thinks he hath got 
To be a Phoenix, and that he can be  
None of that kind, of which he is, but he.” (205-218)  
 
If Shakespeare knew about the theories of Copernicus, The Merchant 

of Venice is not only an apology for the post-Reformation Christianity 
and a refutation of Machiavelli's political realism, but also a public 
response to the Copernican anxieties. The music of the spheres affirms 
the existence of cosmic harmony, so the question whether the universe 
is geocentric or heliocentric does not threaten the meaningfulness of 
human life. However that may be, no doubt some contemporary readers 
and members of theatre audience felt these anxieties, interpreting 
Shakespeare's harmonious vision of the Renaissance cosmos as a 
counter-argument to the existential challenge the theories of Copernicus 
now posed to the early modern world picture.  
How does the love story derived from the Italian novellas comport with 

this religio-cosmic vision? I answer by arguing that the fictional order of 
the Thelemites described in Gargantua (1535) by François Rabelais 
provides us the closest analogue to understanding the fifth act of The 
Merchant of Venice from Shakespeare's perspective. Rabelais scholar 
M.A. Screech gives us a description of this fictional order and its 
philosophy:  
 

“The famous Rule of the Order of the Thelemites contains only one clause: 'Do 
what thou wilt'. Such a rule cannot apply to everyone: it is restricted to the well-born 
and well-bred who have a developed trained synderesis. Synderesis is that guiding 
force of conscience which, though weakened at the Fall, was not obliterated by it 
and so can be cultivated … Pauline freedom (eleutheria) releases men and women 
from the 'yoke of bondage', the jugum servitutis (Galatians 5:1, 4:31); Christians are 
at liberty to do or not to do anything which is indifferent, that is, anything which does 
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not concern the salvation … [The] Christian is free and subject to no one: the 
Christian is the most obliging, the servant of all and subject to everyone. The 
Thelemites live in harmony because they are freely obliging and subject to each 
others in all matters good or indifferent” (Screech 2006, 372)  
 
Not only the analogues to Wilson’s three Ladies, Jessica, Portia, Nerissa, 

but also their three lords, Bassanio, Lorenzo, and Gratiano share the final 
scene of reconciliation under the moonlight. Furthermore, what might have 
been unless Barabas had succeeded in tricking the Governor’s son and his 
friend into fighting over Abigail finds its consummation in the marriage of 
Jessica and Lorenzo.  
These couples, like the sublunar inhabitants of the Abbey of Thelema, 

have achieved synderesis and attained the Pauline freedom (eleutheria), so 
they are now free to lawfully enjoy their love in harmony with God, according 
to their own free will and pleasure. Shakespeare's Christian humanism also 
sanctifies Antonio’s love for Bassanio - and perhaps therefore his own 
bisexuality - by including the merchant in this final scene, which 
encapsulates the closest thing we have to Shakespearean understanding of 
God, that is, the apotheosis of the erotic love and human imperfection we 
find from his Sonnets. In this respect, Shakespeare’s response to Wilson 
and Marlowe looks forward towards the future yet to come, gazing without 
fear at Montaigne's “troublesome and tempestuous sea of mans opinions 
without restrait or scope” that waits beyond the early modern episteme.  
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4.1.3 Visual Appendix to Jew Plays  

Table 6.  Visual Appendix to Jew Plays 

 

4.2 Coda (or “Shakespeare the Judaizer?”) 
 

The poet-playwrights of the English Renaissance, as this doctoral 
dissertation argues, possessed, in the form of the playhouses and 
printing press, an interactive forum through which they could express 
themselves and communicate their ideas. While the theatre practitioners 
of the English Renaissance served the dominant ideology, they were not 
merely passive and apathetic drones, but instead operated and 
navigated within the limits of their historical and cultural episteme.  
In fact, Shakespeare and his colleagues were the living byproducts of 

the Renaissance pedagogy and its inherent civic humanism, and the 
early modern performance, though regulated and censured, provided a 
public medium in which these English Renaissance poet-playwrights 
could exercise their communal agency. 
The extant English Renaissance plays are the incomplete fossil 

record of the now lost theatrical ecosystem that existed in London during 
the playhouse period 1567-1642. Despite this incompleteness and the 
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fact that we do not know for certain what precisely was the relationship 
between the extant dramatic texts and the theatrical performances, there 
are clearly plays which engage with one another thematically and 
textually.  
The early modern performance and this rhetoric of theatre are the 

historical context in which it becomes possible to gain a glimpse into 
Shakespeare as public agent, specifically in the case of The Merchant of 
Venice, since this play is part of a public dialogue and debate which 
manifested itself in theatrical and memetic recycling. I therefore argue 
that, when compared with the Jewish plays of Wilson and Marlowe, we 
do gain a newfound understanding of Shakespeare's views on 
protocapitalism, immigration and religion.  
This epilogue to my doctoral dissertation shall demonstrate its 

conclusion by comparing its findings with the accessible, authoritative 
and throughly researched compendium The Arden Shakespeare 
Miscellany (2011) by Jane Armstrong, which approaches the open 
question “Was Shakespeare a Catholic?” in three arguments (1) Family, 
(2) Life and (3) Works, both for and against this religious affiliation.  
 

Table 7.  Shakespeare’s Family  

 

For 

 

[1.] Family 

 

Shakespeare's father was probably the John 

Shakespeare listed amongst Warwickshire 

recusants (those who failed to take Holy 

Communion) in 1592. 

 

Edward Arden, a connection of his mother, 

was hanged in 1583, convicted of conspiracy 

to murder Queen Elizabeth. 

 

 

Against 

 

[1.] Family 

 

The simple documentary evidence of 

his baptism, marriage and will 

indicates and outwardly 

straightforward Anglican history. 

 

Anything else, though, would be 

unlikely, as any suggestion of Catholic 

sympathies in the wording of such 

documents would be risky.  
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There was a strong Catholic representation in 

the area round Stratford-upon-Avon. 

 

In 1606 Shakespeare's daughter Susanna was 

fined for recusancy. She rather swiftly married 

a staunch protestant. 

 

 

 

 

  

(Armstrong 2011, 8) 
 
Biographically, when it comes to Shakespeare's Catholicism, while 

there is (this far) no smoking gun, we can safely infer that the future 
poet-playwright was heavily exposed to English Catholicism due to his 
family connections and geographico-cultural factors.  
However, unless one willingly courted martyrdom and social rejection 

in Elizabethan England, the majority of English people with Catholic 
family background, connections and sympathies most likely left no extant 
archival trace of their religious affiliation, which no doubt fluctuated and 
changed its character throughout their existence. English first and 
Catholic second, the majority of these loyal and patriotic English 
Christians passed their lives as Anglicans.  

Table 8.  Shakespeare’s Life 

 

 

For 

 

[2.] Life 

 

 

 

Some scholars have argued that the 'lost'  

(i.e. undocumented) years between 

Shakespeare's youth in Stratford and his 

arrival on the theatrical scene were spent as a 

 

 

Against 

 

[2.] Life 

 

 

 

Lived for a six years in the house of a French 

Huguenot refugee in London.  
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(Armstrong 2011, 8) 

 

Shakespeare, whether he liked or not, was connected to these people 
from his mother's side, so for someone whose greatest power was 
immersion, the religious injustice could not but leave an indelible mark to 
his imagination. It is likely that Edward Arden's execution had the effect 
of a cautionary tale, which might have contributed to what I would like to 
call (in my own words) “Shakespearean caution”. Despite the obvious 
dangers of such biographical readings, I nonetheless argue that John 
Shakespeare, a merchant father convicted of recusancy and usury, must 
have been a crucial element in the dramatic fuel powering 
Shakespeare's fictional Shylock.  
This doctoral dissertation refuses to make conjectures about 

Shakespeare's lost years, since, despite the tempting speculations and 
educated guesses, there is no definitive proof that “William Shakeshaft” 
was the poet-playwright. However, I fail to see how the fact that 
Shakespeare used to live for six years in the house of a French 
Huguenot refugee is an argument against his religious affiliation.  
If anything, this experience might have broadened Shakespeare's 

provincial vision about the Europe outside Stratford-upon-Avon and 
Warwickshire, for where the English Catholics faced systematic 
persecution and social rejection in Elizabethan England, the Huguenots, 
Walloons, and Flemings were at the receiving end of religious injustice in 
the continent.  

private house in Lancashire, where one 

William Shakeshaft is recorded in a document 

of 1581 relating to players and properties 

belonging to the Catholic Alexander 

Houhghton of Lea Hall. Shakeshaft was, 

though, a common name in Lancashire.  
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From the early modern perspective, not only were the English 
Catholics and the Protestant Strangers both “Jews”, but perhaps even 
more startlingly, this also meant that the Jews were as human as 
Christians. In this respect, I argue that Shakespeare's thinking in 
Merchant of Venice shows, contrasted with Wilson's simplistic morality 
play and Marlowe's transgressive indictment of religion, the non-
denominational spirit of Christian Renaissance Humanism, of which the 
Renaissance philosopher Justus Lipsius' extremely popular Neostoic 
treatise De Constantia (1584), Englished by the poet, scholar and 
politician Sir John Stradling in 1595, gives us a powerful and lucid 
demonstration.  
“[If] war be among the Ethiopians or Indians”, Lipsius writes in 

Stradling's English translation “it moves you not (you are out of danger; if 
it be in [your own country] you weep, cry out, rub your forehead, and 
strike your thigh. But now if it were so that you did bewail the public evils 
as public, and for themselves, there should be no difference had of you 
between those countries and you” (Lipsius 2006, 45). In other words, 
even though patriotism is a Renaissance virtue, the early moderns 
should acknowledge that the whole of humanity does not exist merely 
within the narrow confines of their own religion or nation.  
“You will say”, Lipsius continues his argument “it is not my country. O 

fool: are not they men, sprung first out of the same stock with you? 
Living under the same globe of heaven? Upon the same mold of earth? 
Do you think that this little plot of ground environed by such and such 
mountains, compassed with with this or that river, is your country? You 
are deceived. The whole world is our country, wherever the race of 
mankind is sprung of that celestial seed” (Lipsius 2006, 46). I hereby 
argue that it is precisely this intellectual context of non-denominational 
Christian Humanism, against the fictional backdrop of the cosmopolitan 
and tolerant republic of Venice, in which Shakespeare's fictional Shylock 
pleads for common humanity that exceeds national, racial and religious 
differences.  
“I would have you learn this one hidden and deep mystery”, Lipsius 

addresses his readers “that if we respect the whole nature of man, all 
these earthly countries are vain and falsely so termed, except only in 
respect of the body, and not of the mind or soul, which descending down 
from that highest habitation, deems all the whole earth as a jail or prison, 
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but heaven is our true and rightful country” (Lipsius 2006, 51-52). In the 
history of ideas, this sixteenth century Christian Humanist notion of world 
citizen and therefore religious toleration, which likewise echoes in 
Shakespeare's works, is no doubt an emergent precursor of what later 
would fully develop into the ideals of enlightenment and universal human 
rights.  
I therefore argue that, in the final scene of Shakespeare's Merchant of 

Venice, it is indeed this cosmic perspective of Christian Humanism which 
manifests itself in the gathering of lovers under the heavenly spheres 
and their divine music, for as Lipsius poetically encapsulates “Let us 
advance all our thoughts that we may freely say with Anaxagoras to 
such as foolishly ask us whether we have no regard to our country, 'yes, 
verily, but yonder is our country', lifting our finger and mind towards 
heaven” (Lipsius 2006, 52). I would also like to argue, that this 
universality is one of the key reasons why Shakespeare, unlike many of 
his forgotten contemporaries, still matters and continues to resonate in 
our contemporary and global world. 
 

Table 9.  Shakespeare’s Works 

 

For 

[3.] Works 

Some have found embedded references to 
Catholic issues and specific events in many of 
the plays. In As You Like It, for example, the 
exiled aristocrats in the Forest of Arden (an 
imaginary place recalling Shakespeare's 
Warwickshire but also the Ardennes) could 
have called to mind Catholics exiled in 
Northern Europe.  

Some references to Bible may be taken from 
the Catholic Rheims version. 

The plays reveal an interest in issues where 
doctrinal differences affect politics, particularly 
questions of the legitimacy and divine right of 

Against 

[3.] Works 

Many would argue that there is no direct 
evidence for Catholic sympathies in the plays, 
and that they are secular in tone.  

They are generally warmly sympathetic to his 
characters' religious beliefs, and to romance 
religious figures such as friars. Sympathy is not 
extended, however, to cardinals and popes, nor 
to two Puritan figures: Malvolio (Twelfth Night), 
a humourless killjoy, is made fun of and 
brought low, socially excommunicated, as it 
were; the icy Angelo (Measure for Measure) is 
excoriated for his hypocrisy.  
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kings. There were, however, subjects under 
general (if cautious) debate at the time.  

There is nostalgia for happier times when the 
celebrations of holy days and popular festivals 
was part of the fabric of everyday life; and also 
for the monasteries and abbeys so recently 
destroyed, and now 'Bare ruined choirs' 
(Sonnet 73).  

This may or may not indicate Catholic 
sympathies.  

 

The play shows deep familiarity with the 
Protestant Geneva Bible of 1560 and other 
Protestant versions.  

 

 
 

(Armstrong 2011, 8-9) 

 
When it comes to arguments for the Catholic elements in 

Shakespeare's works, it would actually be curious, if there were no 
traces, no matter how dim, of English Catholicism in the vast literary 
oeuvre of someone who grew up in Stratford-upon-Avon and 
Warwickshire, the specific religious affiliation notwithstanding. However, 
the questions such as whether the imaginary forest of Arden is a fictional 
echo of sympathy for the English Catholics, or whether the Sonnet 73 
refers nostalgically to England's Catholic past, remain outside the focus 
of this doctoral dissertation.  
The arguments against Shakespeare's Catholic background here are 

not very substantial: both English Catholics and Protestants no doubt 
saw the fictional Catholics - such as sympathetic friars and brave knights 
- as either characters from the English Medieval literature in the vein of 
humorous Chaucer or chivalric Mallory, or alternatively, from the Italian 
novellas and epics, unless the source material was dealing with 
contemporary and national religio-political issues.  
From the perspective of patriotic English Catholics, then, the cardinals 

and popes were foreign agents serving the hostile international powers, 
whereas the Puritans simultaneously and actively threatened both 
English Catholicism and national unity with their Protestant extremism. 
Furthermore, Shakespeare's deep familiarity with the Protestant Geneva 
Bible of 1560 is not so much a testament of religious affiliation, as it is a 
historical proof about the availability and literary quality of the English 
Protestant Bibles, compared to their illegal Catholic counterparts written 
in Latin or Latinesque English (such as the Rheim's Bible).  



 

335 

Jean Bodin (c. 1530-1596) was a French Renaissance philosopher 
whose relationship with fictional Jews and the religio-philosophical 
aspects of Judaism give us perspective to the public dialogue which took 
place in the London playhouses. Bodin utilized multiple opposing 
viewpoints in his philosophical dialogue Colloquium heptaplomeres (c. 
1587-1593), which uses a Catholic, a Jew, a Lutheran, a Calvinist, a 
Muslim, a skeptic, and a philosophical naturalist as the interlocutors. I 
argue that Bodin's drama of ideas was essentially no different from that 
of the English playwrights, if we juxtapose Wilson, Marlowe, and 
Shakespeare with their stage Jews against the eminent Renaissance 
scholar Paul Lawrence Rose's vivid account of the significance of Jews 
and Judaism in Bodin's intellectual and imaginative landscape. 
Indeed, Salomon the Jew is a sympathetic character in Bodin's 

Colloquium heptaplomeres (c. 1587-1593), but as Rose points out 
“Bodin largely agreed with the sentiments he put in the mouth of 
Salomon, but not completely so; Bodin did not become a Jew but 
remained a Judaiser” (Rose 1980, 8). What here applies to Bodin and 
Salomon would be equally true of Shakespeare and Shylock, for in both 
cases the fictional Jew is a rhetorical device in a philosophical inquiry 
and introspection undertaken by a product of Christian culture.  
Bodin shows his exceptional affinity for Judaism in the character of 

Salomon the Jew, who articulately and politely “rejects belief in original 
sin (though accepting human impurity compared to the pureness of 
God), denies Christ to be the redeemer, and regards as misconceived 
the theological virtues and the Gospel's idea of grace” (Rose 1980, 94). 
In short, the fictional Jew deconstructs Christianity for the dialogue's 
Christian readership.  
Academically, Shakespeare is neither obviously nowhere near Bodin, 

yet I argue that in the realm of imagination Judaism possessed the same 
exact allure for these two extraordinary specimens Renaissance 
imagination, as Rose writes “[for] Bodin the real attraction of Judaism 
was that it supplied him with new ways of thinking about universal 
religion which broke out of the constricting area of Christian theology; for 
Bodin to have adhered to Judaism proper and to have observed Jewish 
rites would have meant renouncing that very universalism towards which 
his whole Judaising strategy was directed” (Rose 1980, 8).  
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Judaism, analogous to Bodin's position as a philosopher, supplied 
Shakespeare the poet-playwright with new ways of thinking about the 
nature of religion, as the two opposing extremes of Wilson's conventional 
Christianity and Marlowe's Machiavellian dystopia provided Shakespeare 
with an intellectual challenge.  
In dramatic sense, Shakespeare, the author of The Merchant of 

Venice, is as much a “Judaiser” as Bodin, even if this obviously was 
neither conscious nor intentional, for as Rose writes “two kinds of 
Judaising should be distinguished in the sixteenth century – that of 
[Michael] Servetus who availed himself of Jewish concepts in order to 
restore Christianity; and that of Bodin who Judaised in order to weaken 
the claims of Christianity to be the sole (or at least the highest) true 
religion and to downgrade it to being merely one variation of positive 
religion – and one inferior to Judaism at that” (Rose 1980, 91).  
I furthermore argue that Marlowe, by writing The Jew of Malta, was 

also a “Judaiser” in the same philosophical sense as Bodin, yet one who 
unlike the latter sought to weaken and downgrade Christianity without 
providing a positive alternative. Where the stage Jew served as a 
traditional vehicle for Christian truth in Wilson's play, for Marlowe the 
fictional Judaism provided a tool for demonstrating the falsehood of 
religion in dramatic form.  
Indeed, Bodin himself in his Colloquim Heptaplomeres presents 

atheism as a dangerous and repulsive viewpoint which is ultimately 
refuted as a moral dead end: “However great superstition may be, it is 
more tolerable than atheism. For the one who is bound by some 
superstition is kept by this awe of the divine in a certain way within the 
bounds of duty and the laws of nature. The atheist, on the other hand, 
who fears nothing except a witness or a judge, necessarily rushes 
headlong toward every crime” (Bodin 2008, 239). Ironically enough, the 
depiction of early modern “atheism” present in Marlowe's plays is exactly 
as bleak and simplistic as the one here described by Bodin.  
I therefore argue that Shakespeare shares the same pro-religious 

moral concern as Bodin, which manifests itself in The Merchant of 
Venice, a public response and positive alternative to Marlowe's nihilistic 
vision of the early modern world. 
Shakespeare's Shylock and Bodin's Salomon are both vehicles of 

truth, for Judaising did not lead “[Bodin] to Judaism, but rather to a vera 
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religio which united natural religion with prophetic revealation, a religion 
which was both natural and revealed, the true religion of the Great God 
of Nature” (Rose 1980, 148). Bodin was born a Catholic, adhered to this 
religion of the state during his life and was buried according to its 
conventional rites, despite his personal theology and philosophy.  
Shakespeare, as an English Christian and Christian Humanist, was 

paradoxically enough as conventional and revolutionary as Bodin, who 
“was willing to accept whichever confession was in command of the 
state. One might simulate adherence to a positive religion such as 
Catholicism without doing any injury to vera religio” (Rose 1980, 159). 
Indeed, according to Bodin “[state-religion] is a matter of external rites 
and uniformity, true religion one of inner spirituality” (Rose 1980, 160). 
This pragmatic attitude to life is something that a patriotic Englishman 
with family connections to English Catholicism would no doubt have 
internalized from an early age.  
Instead of merely expressions of conventional antisemitism or anti-

Judaism, the stage Jews of the Elizabethan poet-playwrights served in 
their own way a similar theologico-philosophical purpose as Salomon the 
Jew in Bodin's erudite dialogue. The religious naïveté of Wilson (thesis) 
and the anti-religious cynicism of Marlowe (antithesis) are both extremes 
which The Merchant of Venice deconstructs and reconfigures into a 
synthesis. Possessing the agency of Renaissance poet, Shakespeare 
articulated his personal vera religio in public debate, that took place in 
the dialogic platform provided by the London playhouses through the 
early modern performance and rhetoric of theatre. 
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EPILOGUE 

The first part of this dissertation, by anatomizing different forms of early 
modern performance which operated and interacted with (and within) the 
public and private spheres of the English Renaissance culture, makes 
the conclusion, that if the agency of Shakespeare’s contemporary 
theatre practitioners did not manifest in action the same way as our 
modern political theatre, the early modern performance in-itself and in its 
varied forms nonetheless provided a semi-autonomous sounding board 
in a hierarchical world, that existed before the individual rights and the 
advent of mass media.  
The Habermasian focus on the continental Europe has unintentionally 

downplayed and neglected the uniqueness of the English Renaissance, 
when it comes to the development of publicity and public sphere, as we 
can see from the numerous performance-based interactions between the 
(semi)individual voices and the establishment(s), taking place in both 
public and private dimensions of the early modern society.  
This semi-autonomy is most discernible in the theatre of the London 

playhouses, which operated under the sanction of the government, 
retaining their semi-autonomy and semi-individual voice through 
constant negotiations (and re-negotiations) with the establishment, one 
that continued to tolerate the existence of the playhouse culture as long 
as it served its material needs and ideological vision. 
The second part of this dissertation sets the questions about the 

nature of the early modern agency in the context of magical thinking and 
pre-modern notion(s) of history. Where playwrights and theatre 
practitioners were a conceived as mere craftsmen, it was the public 
identity of poet, when adopted by the subject-citizens of the English 
Renaissance, that now elevated these semi-autonomous voices into 
independent and demiurgic agents. In short, the poet-playwrights 
possessed a Biblical, Classical, and Medieval pedigree which justified 
their semi-independence in an otherwise hierarchical and servile culture. 
While serving the existing state of things, for the early modern poet 
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sought to conserve the social stability and communal cohesion, the 
English Renaissance theatre operated in a world where political and 
moral were inseparable dimensions: In fact, the early modern 
entertainment industry was not simply a precursor to our contemporary 
notion of consumer culture, but instead it would be more proper to speak 
of early modern participatory culture.  
The third part, after exploring the underlying mechanics of 

performance and agency in the world of Shakespeare and his 
contemporaries, approaches the London of the playhouse period (1567-
1642) as a semio-memetic nexus for rhetorical agon. The capital of 
England housed theatrical performances for over seventy years, and this 
continuous and centered theatre practice transformed London into a 
living memory machine. Where the Renaissance pedagogy had instilled 
the poet-playwrights with rhetorical mindset and persuasive eloquence, 
the interactive forum of playhouses and printing press offered them a 
personal rostra for communicating their ideas in dramatic form.  
Whether as Francis Kirkman's (1632-1680) The Wits upon Sport 

(1662) – a collection of drolls popular during the Commonwealth – or as 
critical editions by various distinguished modern publishers, the extant 
English Renaissance plays give us only a glimpse into a now lost 
theatrical ecosystem that existed in London during the playhouse period. 
However, while there is no certainty about the precise relationship 
between the extant dramatic texts and the theatrical performances, we 
can still discern in the inter-referentiality of certain surviving plays how 
the dramatic writers engaged with one another thematically and 
textually. While the most famous and well-documented of these cases 
remains the so-called 'War of the Theatres' (1599-1601), we should not 
ignore the fragments of other partially extant networks self-reflexive 
plays.  
The miniature case studies about the Conqueror plays, Devil plays, 

Revenge Tragedies, and Woman plays show how the poet-playwrights 
manipulated the public consciousness of their audiences by recycling 
familiar elements. At times this dramatic recycling was commercial 
exploitation, yet there are instances where elements of dialogue and 
debate enter the stage. Some of the so-called “response plays” are 
merely analogues to their more popular predecessors, but there are also 
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specimens which are in fact rhetorical counter-arguments to earlier plays 
about similar topoi.  
Despite its famousness, the philosophical and personal “public 

dialogue” (and debate) was not limited to the 'War of the Theatres' 
(1599-1601). The English Renaissance imagination inherited its gusto 
for arguments and counter-arguments from the classics and to some 
extent medieval sources. If we had all the non-extant plays in our hands, 
there is no knowing how far these dialogues-in-dialogue-with-other-
dialogues would lead us.  
The theatrical recycling of the London playhouses created a stock of 

Renaissance memes, and the last part of this dissertation shows my 
ideas of performance, agency, and rostra actualized in a singular close 
reading, which has also given a name for this dissertation.  
The fourth part consists of a close reading of three inter-referential 

Jew plays, in which the recycling of similar elements acts as 
philosophical and personal debate between three poet-playwrights. The 
stage Jews in these plays function as a rhetorical device in the public 
debate which takes place in the dialogic platform provided by the London 
playhouses. Instead of conventional antisemitism, this close reading 
sheds a new light on Shakespeare's public stance on protocapitalism, 
immigration, and religion in the 1590s  
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