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Introduction

Simon Jewell’s box

Suffering from the plague, Simon Jewell made his last will and testament in 1592. A sharer in the Queen’s Men Company, Jewell reveals the intertwining of his personal and professional affairs.1 Jewell meticulously recorded the substantial sums for apparel and other necessaries for touring that he had paid out to the company, which were owing to his estate. He also noted what he owed to others: four pounds to Mr Fletcher and five to Mr Mathews, 30 shillings to Mr Brookes for a pair of velvet hose, among others. He also made a number of bequests: to Robert Scott he gave his black coat lined with taffeta; his wife received his livery suit, presumably to sell; and to Robert Nicholls he bequeathed ‘all my playing things in a box and my black velvet shewes’.

Sadly, Jewell’s box is lost. This book aims to reconstruct that box, conceived both literally and metaphorically. What was in such a box, and how might it differ from the boxes of today’s actors? Up through the mid-twentieth century, it was not uncommon for actors to own trunks of acting equipment – they might have in them props such as daggers or swords, costumes, wigs or false beards, perhaps musical instruments.2 Today it would be unusual for actors to haul their own gear around with them; once cast in a play, actors rely upon the company for costumes and properties, which follow an overall look or design decided by the director, in consultation with other specialists, within the constraints of the budget. Today’s actor is not expected to bring with her a particular set of material objects. But in another sense, of course, all actors bring their boxes with them – the sum of their experience, their training, the past roles that they have played, their physical and mental preparations, as well as specialized knowledge such as fight experience and training, musical accomplishments, knowledge of dialects and so on.

What might have been in Jewell’s box? The will of Augustine Phillips of the King’s Men, made on 4 May 1606, gives us some idea of what may have been inside.3 Amongst many monetary bequests to ‘hired men’ of the company as well as to his ‘fellows’ (including Shakespeare, Christopher Beeston and Henry Condell), Phillips bequeathed to his ‘late apprentice’ Samuel Gisborne 40 shillings ‘and my mouse Colloured veluit hose and a white Taffety dublet A blacke Taffety sute my purple Cloke sword and dagger’. In addition, he bequeaths to his current apprentice, James Sandes, a ‘Citterne a Bandore and a Lute’.4 These were valuable bequests. We know from Henslowe’s diary and Alleyn’s inventory of costumes – and indeed from Jewell’s will itself – that special costumes were purchased and owned by the company; Jewell calculates that he has paid out £13 6s 8d for his ‘share of apparel’, thus making its total cost the vast sum of 80 pounds.5 The records of Henslowe and Alleyn show that some actors had their own garments in addition to company-owned apparel; Jean McIntyre, noting the relative ‘paucity of women’s clothing’, suggests that adult actors to whom boys were apprenticed may have owned some female garments.6 ‘Taffety’ suits and purple cloaks would have been valuable personal property, which could have been used both to outfit the player for a role and to provide capital (there are examples in Henslowe’s diary of actors buying, selling and pawning garments). Items such as hangers or carriages for a rapier could be seen in the category of fashionable apparel as much as tools, and it is very likely that Jewell’s box might have contained a rapier with its accoutrements. Other playhouse wills, including that of William Shakespeare, bequeath swords. The possibility that a sword and dagger were in the box is bolstered by two of the outstanding debts Jewell mentions: Mr Mathew’s five pounds and Mr Fletcher’s four. As Hanabusa has established, these men were fencing masters; the relatively large sums owing to them indicate the commitment to the art of defence that must have been a vital component of skilled practice on the part of the accomplished actor.

The box, then, may well have contained expensive clothing suitable for the stage, swords, hangers and girdles, daggers, musical instruments and other specialized equipment such as dancing pumps. Our hypothetical box accords well with the enumeration of the skills of the early modern player as recorded in The Rich Cabinet, probably written by Thomas Gainsford:

Player hath many times, many excellent qualities: as dancing, actiuitie, musicke, song, elloqution, abilitie of body, memory, vigilancy, skill of weapon, pregnancy of wit, and such like: in all which hee resembleth an excellent spring of water, which growes the more sweeter, and the more plentifull by the often drawing out of it: so are all these the more perfect and plausible by the often practice.7

To a modern eye, this list might well seem like an indiscriminate mix of proper actorly skills and specialized physical or athletic abilities. Particular physical abilities such as fencing, dance and agility might be helpful marketable skills for actors, and they are often specified in casting calls for certain kinds of roles – for instance, calls for Tybalt in Romeo and Juliet and Laertes in Hamlet list stage combat experience as essential. But skills such as these are seldom seen as integral to the individual preparation for a role. In modern productions, stage combat and dance are overseen by fight and dance choreographers, who create convincing displays using actors who may well have very unequal levels of skill and training.

However different contemporary and early modern actors may be, both work within distributed cognitive ecologies. As I have written elsewhere,8 early modern players coped with seemingly overwhelming cognitive loads as they dealt with the constant demand of the purpose-built playhouse system for new material. It was often said that players could only have managed by using stock practices or routines, pandering to the groundlings, and so forth. But a model of distributed cognition can help us see that they succeeded by creating and embedding themselves within physical, social and material smart structures. These structures included the playhouse itself, governed by shared conventions of movement across the stage; cognitive artefacts such as the part and the plot; the strong social bonds fostered by the system of sharers in the playhouses; and the regimes of training and education that undergirded their practice. Playing companies were in fact building such structures as they went along, in an instance of cognitive niche construction: ‘organizing our physical environment in ways that enhance our information-processing capacities’.9

Distributed cognition posits that a complex activity such as performance is spread, smeared or extended across mechanisms such as attention, perception and memory; the experience of training as it is sedimented in the body; social structures and the material environment. Another way of describing this concept is as a ‘cognitive ecology’, which emphasizes the interplay of internal cognitive mechanisms and social and physical environment.10 Cognitive ecologies are dynamic, changing to accommodate new circumstances: some systems will place more or less weight on internal mechanisms, on central control or on particular forms of cognitive artefacts and social systems. Such an approach lends itself to a variety of historical and theoretical approaches to performance. It predicts historical change and variation as new configurations of material and social practices emerge. For example, technical innovations in theatre such as lighting and sound boards in turn trigger fundamental shifts in how actors
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