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INTRODUCTION

Frank Kermode





All the plays in this collection were written and first performed during the reign of King James I of England and VI of Scotland. Queen Elizabeth died in 1603, and in that year James arrived in London to claim the throne. One of his earliest acts was to change the name of Shakespeare’s company from the Lord Chamberlain’s Men, as they had been called in the later years of Elizabeth, to The King’s Men, a gesture that enhanced the status of the theaters and the players.

Shakespeare’s company, performing at The Globe but frequently also at court, staged within the first decade of the reign an extraordinary series of masterpieces by Shakespeare himself, including Measure for Measure, Othello, King Lear, Macbeth, and Coriolanus. But Shakespeare, despite what the playwright Webster called his “copious industry,” could not provide all the material that was needed. Of the plays in this anthology, the following were produced by his company at The Globe or, after 1609, in the indoor Blackfriars Theatre: The Revenger’s Tragedy, Volpone, The Maid’s Tragedy, and The Duchess of Malfi. The third and fourth of these may also have been performed at The Blackfriars, a very successful investment by The King’s Men. It proved so profitable that in the future, no more open-air theaters were built. Among rival indoor playhouses, the most celebrated was The Phoenix; one play in this collection, A Chaste Maid in Cheapside, was performed there.

Older open-air theaters nevertheless continued to exist—one of them, The Rose, close to The Globe, was the venue of A Woman Killed with Kindness. The older, larger playhouses provided cheaper and generally cruder entertainment than The Globe and The Blackfriars, but still made a substantial contribution to the various and lively Jacobean theatrical scene. More plays have been lost than survive, but the evidence is still conclusive: The reign of James I was the great age of English drama. Patrons of The Globe in the early years of the reign could have seen, in repertory at various times, King Lear, Macbeth, Volpone, The Revenger’s Tragedy, and Antony and Cleopatra, as well as many plays by other authors.

The plays included in this anthology represent, as far as seven plays can, the variety and quality of the non-Shakespearean works presented during this period. With great regret I have had to omit plays by such important dramatists as John Marston, George Chapman, Philip Massinger, John Ford, and others. Thomas Middleton has claimed what might seem a disproportionate share of my space, the reason being that he excelled in city comedy as well as in tragedy.
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It used to be argued that there was a catastrophic change in the national mood about this time—a shift from Elizabethan to Jacobean, from a merry to a more melancholy, disillusioned England, from a society that had not yet quite lost touch with the religion and the customs so violently assailed by the reformers during the reigns of Henry VIII and Edward VI to one in which doubts and anxieties—economic, political, even metaphysical—took firmer hold. In fact, the last years of Queen Elizabeth were not very serene. She was aging and increasingly difficult; she had to suffer the treasonable conduct of her favorite Essex; there were bad harvests, inflation, severe visitations of the plague, and continuing foreign threats. The world was changing fast as the queen’s health failed. The question as to who should succeed her was made harder by her refusal to discuss it.

The arrival of James was a relief, but only until his own troubles imposed themselves. James prided himself on being a king by divine right, an absolutist claim that was to prove fatal to his son Charles I. James, with some justice, regarded himself a man of peace, though his relationship with his parliaments was anything but peaceful. Those who had welcomed him became disillusioned in their turn; there were manifold reasons for discontent, as there are under most governments. There were certainly grounds for it under so complex a monarch, with his pretensions to absolute power, his favorites, his passions for hunting and theology, and his unpopular way of encouraging the immigration into England of yet more alien Scotsmen.

When James changed the name of Shakespeare’s company to The King’s Men, the poet and his fellows became royal servants and had thereafter a valuable, though relatively humble, connection with the court, where they performed more than all the other companies put together. They had most of the best actors, and the best theaters. They kept on good terms with the Master of the Revels, the official in the Lord Chamberlain’s office who was responsible for licensing plays.

In the early days of the Elizabethan theater, many plays were thrown together by several writers, piecework done for the likes of the impresario Philip Henslowe. The days when actors were strolling players in the tradition of medieval entertainers, and liable to be treated as vagabonds, were still not so far away, but the case was different with independent, well-established companies, of which The King’s Men was the most powerful. The actors were now professionals, men of talent and experience. The “sharers” who held stock in the company and its theater, Shakespeare among them, grew rich. Shakespeare sued successfully for a grant of arms to his father, thus making himself a gentleman in an age when you could tell a gentleman from a yeoman or tradesman by the way he dressed. To support this social promotion, Shakespeare acquired a good deal of property, mostly in the Stratford area. But there were dramatists, contemporaries of Shakespeare, who did not prosper as he did, and they continued to collaborate in many hastily written plays to satisfy what seems to have been the virtually insatiable appetite of the playgoing public.
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THOMAS HEYWOOD (1574?–1641) was an actor and the author of a well-known and informative book about his trade called An Apology for Actors (1612), in which he claimed to have had a hand in 220 plays, of which only a handful survive. He wrote many other books, including a long poem called Troia Britannica about Troy and its fabled connection with English history, and a curious work of mystical theology called The Hierarchy of the Blessed Angels. Readers of A Woman Killed with Kindness may detect in it a pious strain consistent with his religious interests.

Heywood had a contract with the entrepreneur Philip Henslowe, who owned The Rose. He may have served both as actor and dramatist for this playhouse, which was smaller and less grand than The Globe, its younger Bankside neighbor. Yielding to the competition, Henslowe abandoned The Rose and the Bankside in 1600, and built a larger theater, The Fortune, in another part of the town. Henslowe often employed more than one playwright on a single play, and The Rose, like another popular playhouse, The Red Bull, catered primarily to a citizen audience, lacking the stronger middle- and upper-class connections of The Globe. Nevertheless, at least in the open-air theaters, there would still be a good mixture of social classes, citizens, apprentices, law students from the Inns of Court, gentlemen, and, somewhat to the surprise of foreign visitors, women.

It was for what might be called a bourgeois audience, united for the moment by their common interests and ethical assumptions, that Heywood wrote A Woman Killed with Kindness, by far the best known of his plays. It contains the lines of his that are most often quoted, namely Frankford’s lament:


O God! O God! That it were possible
To undo things done; to call back yesterday;
That Time could turn up his swift sandy glass,
To untell the days, and to redeem these hours!



Doubtless the note of genuine grief in these lines lifts the play above its more usual level of moralistic sentiment. A modern reader may find some cause for ridicule in the conduct of the story. Mistress Anne Frankford, a model of domestic virtue, needs only a few impassioned speeches by Wendoll to persuade her to disastrous adultery. And Acton suddenly and implausibly abandons a position of venomous retaliation and becomes a generous benefactor.

We are accustomed to rapid changes of attitude in the drama of the period. Time, in Elizabethan and Jacobean plays, does not simulate real time. The action of Heywood’s play stretches over several years, from the heroine’s wedding to her death, by which time she is the mother of two children. Events far apart can be crowded onto one another —think, for instance, of the speed with which Othello capitulates to Iago. Here it may seem merely a matter of substituting one pose for another, but we are expected to understand that the lapse of time between events and attitudes is for us to take into account. The time between the desire to retaliate and the readiness to forgive may seem too brief only if the audience does not supply that understanding.

We must also, of course, allow for the very different social conventions of the time—the upper-class insistence on personal and family honor, which demands the unconditional obedience of wives and endorses the notion that children are besmirched by the dishonorable acts of their mothers. It hardly needs adding that there was a general interest in questions relating to marriage and adultery—handbooks on marriage were numerous at the time. Divorce was unavailable to anybody who was not a grandee. Meanwhile, the honor of a woman was simply her chastity, and her husband’s honor also depended on that quality. It might have been thought by some auditors that it was by sparing his wife the proper punishment for her crime that Frankford could be said to have killed her with kindness.

The main points of both the main plot and the Mountford subplot are those at which the affected character gives way to lamentation and self-reproach:


My God, what have I done? What have I done?
My rage hath plunged me into a sea of blood,
In which my soul lies drowned.…



Frankford is dangerously certain of his happiness (2.1) and later equally sure of his misery. Wendoll is “melancholy” and full of self-condemnation before he seduces Anne. He blames his guilt on his passion, just as Mountford blames his rage, not himself, for committing murder, and can still feel, despite that crime, that he will inherit “Th’ immortal birthright which my Saviour keeps” (2.2). Anne’s deathbed scene is sentimental in the highest degree, and although moral warnings are frequently issued, the principals seem more conscious of their unhappiness than of their ruinous faults.

The subplot ends in improbable happiness: The heroine beautifully starves herself to death and is reconciled at the last moment with her wronged husband. The play is hardly a domestic tragedy; it is domestic but hardly tragic, for all except the false friends and usurers achieve the ending they desire; so it departs from Shakespeare’s concept of tragedy and by an even greater degree from the classically oriented doctrine of Ben Jonson. Yet it has a vitality absent from much later domestic drama, and that is in large part due to the liveliness of the minor characters and their sprightly allusions to falconry and card games.

These, which must have fascinated the original audience, are likely to be obscure to modern readers, who may need to imagine how they would enjoy a serious play that contained arcane references to football or baseball, pleasantly recognizable to them but obscure to strangers. The account of the falconry wager and quarrel contains many technical terms that would have been familiar to the first audiences, and a knowledge of several card games now obsolete would have afforded them the different kind of pleasure to be had from a series of sexual double meanings. Most of the technical terms, whether relating to falconry or cards, can be provided with learned explanations, but the labor of following them distracts attention from the play. It is enough for the modern reader to have a general understanding of what is going on, without going deeply into all the details.

With its mixture of sentimental propriety and adultery, its background of county sports, dances, and cards, A Woman Killed with Kindness has deserved its success in the minor league of Jacobean drama. In the years immediately following its production, London was to see plays much darker, more complex—as one might say, more modern.
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The achievement of BEN JONSON (1572–1637) is of quite another order, for he was a major poet, master of all the genres of contemporary verse except epic. A Londoner, he attended Westminster School, where he acquired his mastery of the classical languages. His career was adventurous; when fighting in Flanders he killed an enemy in single combat, and later he killed another actor in a duel, for which he was branded a felon. His contribution to the lost play The Isle of Dogs, deemed seditious, also won him a spell in prison. Eastward Ho!, another play to which he contributed, got him into trouble about the time he wrote Volpone, and he was again in prison. In 1618–19 he walked from London to Scotland, where William Drummond of Hawthornden kept a fascinating record of the great man’s conversation.

In 1597 he had begun to work for Henslowe, but his first play of importance, Everyman in His Humor, was written for Shakespeare’s company and performed in 1597 with Shakespeare in the cast. Jonson, as he himself remarked, was a follower of the ancients, but he treated them as “guides, not commanders,” and his comedies illustrate an independence and willingness to experiment that bears out that claim. They differ greatly from Shakespeare’s comedies, and may nowadays seem at times to be overloaded with learned allusions, but Jonson was also a master of the complex, fast-moving plot. Coleridge rated his play The Alchemist (1610) as one of the three best plots in the world, the others being Sophocles’ Oedipus Rex and Fielding’s Tom Jones. Among Jonson’s other admired comedies are Epicene, or the Silent Woman (1609) and the long, splendid Bartholemew Fair (1614) with its vivid scenes of London life in its carnival phase.

He was less successful in his tragedies, partly because a pedantic fidelity to their Latin sources makes them heavy and dull, especially when compared with the brilliance of Shakespeare’s less scholarly Roman plays. For the Jacobean court he wrote learned, ingenious masques, adorned with scenery and costumes by the great architect Inigo Jones. Their sophistication brought what had been a relatively simple ceremonious form to such a remarkable degree of refinement that it is only in recent years that scholars have come close to explaining their detail.

As a writer of lyrics and epigrams, Jonson became the model for a generation of excellent minor poets. He also wrote strong, effective prose. He was virtually the first poet laureate, and was awarded a pension by King James. He was teased for his presumption in publishing his collected Works in 1616, being the first dramatist to do so, and he saw the book through the press himself. Seven years later the First Folio of Shakespeare’s collected works, published posthumously by the poet’s friends and colleagues, followed Jonson’s example. Jonson admired Shakespeare “this side idolatry”—“There was ever more in him to be praised than to be pardoned.” He spoke deprecatingly of his friend’s “small Latin and less Greek,” but the verses he contributed to the Folio of 1623 reflect the genuine character of his admiration. The reputations of the two friends and rivals were long subject to comparison, Jonson escaping censure by critics who shared a revived interest in the rules of classical dramaturgy, Shakespeare proving more attractive to poets.

According to Jonson himself, Volpone was written in five weeks, and certainly it belongs to the period when he was close to the height of his powers. In giving the dramatis personae allegorical names—Fox, Fly, Vulture, Crow, Raven—he establishes the moralistic character of his fable while at the same time seizing on possibilities of caricature.

The ingenuity of the structure of the play makes up for the two-dimensional nature of characters involved in what G. K. Hunter, in modern terminology, calls the series of “scams” that make up the plot. Jonson accepted the classical requirement that poetry should instruct while it delighted. He was by nature a satirist in an age when satire was so popular, and thought so dangerous, that in 1598 it was banned, whereupon it was, for a time, to be found only on the stage, and principally in Jonson’s plays.

His later works—which Dryden unkindly called his “dotages”— were mostly failures, partly because his blend of caricature and didacticism no longer pleased. It succeeds in Volpone because of the richness of the language and the skillful presentation of the metropolitan setting. The Alchemist and Bartholomew Fair are celebrated because of the density of allusion to London life, especially low life—the thieves, pimps, and prostitutes, the con men, the bustle of the fair and the streets of the city. Volpone, though set in Venice, has its share of such detail, and Jonson is careful, as Shakespeare never would be, to sketch the topography of this city, probably to English audiences the most famous outside their own country, and to give realistic attention to its canals and gondolas, its hospitals and magistrates and policemen, as well as to such gullible tourists as Sir Politick Would-be and his lady.

The structure of the piece is classical, with the proper opening, development, catastrophe, and conclusion. Despite its affinity with popular speech, the language of the play is often classically derived. In the opening scene Volpone’s speech about his love of gold draws on an ode of the Greek poet Pindar, but it can be perfectly well understood without that information; an overwrought speech in praise of gold was exactly what the moment required, and Pindar offered a perfect precedent. One of the skills of a poet, according to Jonson, is “Invention”—finding and if possible overgoing the best models. Perhaps grandeur of theme calls for a lofty style; perhaps a passage might, on the other hand, call for a low style. We need “height as well as humbleness,” said Jonson, and he could provide both. For the most part the mood of Volpone is close to that of the Latin satirists, especially Juvenal and Martial, who commented on the corruptions of Rome.

“Language most shows a man: speak, that I may see thee.” So Jonson, advising poets. He set great store by language and the importance of saving it from corruption, for he held the view that language reflects the condition of the social order: “it imitates the public riot.” Where men are corrupt, so will their language be.

He thought a person’s speech reflected the speaker’s spirit—“speak, that I may see thee”—an excellent credo for a dramatist. We know what we need to know about Volpone by the false grandeur of his opening lines and the splendor of his talk when he attempts to seduce Celia, but also by the “humbleness” of his conversation with Mosca and his unnatural family of entertainers. Lady Politick is a joke, but her part is so written that we sympathize with the suffering of Volpone under the barrage of her conversation. Her scene in court is delightful because even the judges cannot shut her up. Sir Politick is a caricature of a type Jonson found especially ridiculous: the projector, peddling his absurd ideas, obsessed with secrets of state. Even the judges themselves are at once grave and corrupt—witness their attentiveness to Mosca when they believe him to have become rich, even a possible husband for one of their daughters. The fate of the criminals is harsh, but the depiction of vice and its consequences for the vicious is a proper part of the dramatist’s job, as Jonson explains at length in the prefatory letter to “The Two Famous universities.” The writing of that epistle, to those addressees, is further evidence of Jonson’s confidence in his own powers, and in the correctness of his practice. We may also reflect that this play was performed at The Globe, on the south bank of the Thames, where it stood among the inns, brothels, and bear pits, as well as at the universities. The popular theater could handle learned comedy, at least as long as it had a lively plot, energetic language, and some good jokes.

[image: ]

The Revenger’s Tragedy was published as a cheap quarto in 1607–08. Its authorship has been the subject of protracted scholarly argument: CYRIL TOURNEUR (1575–1626) or Thomas Middleton? The argument is best conducted in terms of what is known of the metrical and lexical habits of each writer, and the prevailing opinion of the learned seems to favor Middleton. It is true that in the early years of the century he was mostly occupied with comedies, often in collaboration with other playwrights, but he is celebrated for his versatility and productiveness, and there is no external evidence against his authorship. On the other hand, there is no such evidence in favor of it. Tourneur, a much more obscure figure, is known as the author of one other play, The Atheist’s Tragedy, and The Revenger’s Tragedy was ascribed to him only in 1656, forty years after his death. My own sense of the matter is that Middleton did not write the play. Its language and syntax are more bizarre than Middleton’s, and its treatment of aristocratic corruption even more gloatingly comical.

As an admittedly subjective test, consider the two most famous passages in The Revenger’s Tragedy and The Changeling, both of which were made famous by T. S. Eliot. This, from the former:


Does the silkworm expend her yellow labours
For thee? For thee does she undo herself?
Are lordships sold to maintain ladyships,
For the poor benefit of a bewitching minute?
Why does yon fellow falsify highways,
And put his life between the judge’s lips,
To refine such a thing—keeps horse and men
To beat their valors for her?



This from the latter:


O, come not near me, sir, I shall defile you!
I am that of your blood was taken from you
For your better health; look no more upon’t,
But cast it to the ground regardlessly,
Let the common sewer take it from distinction.…



In Tourneur’s lines we notice first a contraction of focus: Rich clothes are reduced to the silk laboriously produced by the silkworm from its yellow cocoon. From the idea of the silkworm undoing itself, we move to that of great men undoing themselves by squandering their estates (“lordships”) on women in return for what in the end is a “poor benefit,” the pleasure of sex (“a bewitching minute”—not, as Eliot thought, “a bewildering minute,” though that may be thought even finer). The rest is a development of the idea, showing that the same folly besets men lower in the social scale: The highwayman risks his life for the same moment of pleasure, and the horses and men, in their version of the labors of the silkworm, “beat their valors” for her (there is a move from the sexual act to the woman who provides it). Now there is great strength and activity in these lines. It is astonishing to the modern ear that such complex verse can play a part in a drama; it not only expresses Vendice’s contempt for riches and for women, part of his character, but also forces the auditor to make an intellectual effort that mimics the labors of lord, highwayman, and silkworm. Yet there are oddities in the diction that strike me as pointing to a difference in tone and manner from Middleton. “Falsify” is a strange word in the context; the commentators are not able to find a comparable use of the word elsewhere. “To beat their valors” is equally strange. These expressions seem to be well over the margin of normal Jacobean English, though they do enhance the speech and increase its already great distance from the commonplace.

Middleton’s lines, on the other hand, follow out, with great ingenuity, the metaphor with which Beatrice-Joanna begins. Her family is her “blood.” She presents herself as blood let by a surgeon to help cure a disease for which she is responsible. Her departure by bloodletting purifies the family’s body, and, since her blood is base, it should be disposed of basely: “Let the common sewer take it from distinction.” The discarded blood flows into the common sewer and away from—“distinction.” This word is strange and surprising but absolutely just; its abstractness allows it first to mean “the distinguished blood of my family,” but it then associates that idea with a much larger notion of distinction, of civility and honor, of a purity that is distinct from anything to be called “common.”

It would be wrong, I think, to say that one of these famous passages excels the other. Both are fine, both show us the strange world of Jacobean revenge tragedy at its most splendid, yet they seem to come not from one but from two different talents working in the same tradition.

Whoever wrote it, the peculiar greatness of The Revenger’s Tragedy has been widely acknowledged since the late Victorians put it into circulation and T. S. Eliot, who undertook but never finished a book on the drama of the period, gave it canonical sanction in an early essay on Thomas Middleton. The celebrity of this, and other, bloody Italianate tragedies has never waned, though they are sometimes subjected to ridicule and parody, of which hilarious examples occur in Thomas Pynchon’s novel The Crying of Lot 49 (1965) and Nigel Dennis’s Cards of Identity (1955). As John Kerrigan remarks in his book Revenge Tragedy, there is a natural affinity between revenge tragedy and the ridiculous. But we may think of these parodies as tributes as well as satires.

Tourneur’s play, like Middleton’s The Changeling, is a sophisticated development of a well-established genre, the revenge play. The vogue began with Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy and the lost Hamlet of the 1580s. Later examples include plays by Shakespeare, Marston, and Chapman. A favorite way to bring the drama to its climax was to stage a play or a masque or a banquet in the course of which the wicked are ingeniously slaughtered and the revengers themselves punished, as they are in Tourneur’s play and as they were in The Spanish Tragedy and Hamlet.

Tourneur gives his characters allegorical names—Vendice, the Revenger; Lussurioso, the libertine lecher; Spurio, the Bastard; Ambitioso; and so on. Vendice’s motives arise from the total corruption of the court. Though himself a malcontent, he has ethical standards, no doubt perverted; he enjoys all the “quaint” tricks by which he brings the royal family to grief, and is in any case a murderer himself. Readers of this play, and those of Middleton and others of the period, cannot help being struck by the omnipresence of the word “honor” and its derivatives. Everybody has it, seeks it, must hold on to it and, if possible, augment it. It is not a simple ideal. Women’s honor may seem simple, since it calls only for virginity and marital fidelity, but it is intricately entangled with men’s honor (brothers must, in the cause of honor, avenge dishonored sisters) because their blood is the blood of the family, and the loss of female honor affects all the kin. Honor has only the most tenuous connection with virtuous behavior. One is reminded of the Sicilian Mafia, “men of honor” whose compliance with the standards of conduct required of them has nothing whatever to do with virtue, and insists on the same immediate recourse to violence that we find in the Jacobean plays. Omertà is virtuous only among “men of honor.”

What may strike the modern reader as most extraordinary about The Revenger’s Tragedy is its obvious relish for the horrible, for gut-wrenching surprises. Such moments are part of the popular heritage of the Elizabethan theater—witness the amputations, murders, and cannibalism of Shakespeare’s early Titus Andronicus and, later, the dead man’s hand in Webster’s Duchess of Malfi. Yet Tourneur contrives to be more shocking than any of the others. Moreover, the hatred expressed by some of the characters for women, as the targets of lust and themselves lustful, probably exceeds what is to be found elsewhere. The reader, or auditor, has a growing sense that this is a fantasy world, where murder plots and seductions have a far more striking place in the life of courts than might be expected, even by audiences accustomed to thinking of courts as sinks of corruption rather than the sources of just rule, as the French court is said to be in the opening lines of The Duchess of Malfi. The function of those lines is to provide a contrast with the wickedness of rulers in the rest of the play. The fantasy world, with its refined cruelties, poisons, and tortures, was identified primarily with Italy, though it might be Spain or even ancient Rome. Certainly the fantasy was exotic. Not that Elizabeth’s court was without its moral monsters, but it lacked most of those exciting refinements.
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JOHN FLETCHER (1579–1625) was Shakespeare’s successor as chief playwright for The King’s Men. His background was very different from Shakespeare’s, for his father was a bishop (the poets Giles and Phineas Fletcher were his cousins) and he was educated at Cambridge. He was fifteen years younger than Shakespeare, and although they collaborated on Henry VIII, The Two Noble Kinsmen, and the lost play Cardenio, they had little in common as playwrights and poets.

Fletcher’s first known collaborator was FRANCIS BEAUMONT (1584–1616). Both had done some work for the theater before establishing themselves as co-authors. Fifteen or sixteen plays are attributed to them jointly, though they were produced in a short span of time, and other hands might also have been involved. Beaumont and Fletcher were highly valued, and only they, apart from Jonson and Shakespeare, were honored with a Folio edition, which appeared in 1647, long after their deaths and five years after Parliament closed the theaters.

Fletcher was a highly skilled dramatist, and evidently had a strong rapport with the Blackfriars audience. He had a distinctive blank-verse style, and most people feel that they can distinguish between his hand and Shakespeare’s in their collaborations, though arguments about their respective contributions still go on. Fletcher worked not only with Beaumont and Shakespeare but also with other dramatists, and it is not really possible to list definitively the plays he wrote alone. In this respect his career was more characteristic of the theater of the period than Shakespeare’s, though even he, with his steady employment as playwright for the premier company, may have had more collaborators than we normally choose to think.

The Maid’s Tragedy is often listed as a “Beaumont and Fletcher” play, one of the products of the relatively brief period during which the two writers shared a house as well as an occupation, yet it may be Fletcher’s alone. The two young men were alike of good family and entered the theatrical profession after studies at Oxford and Cambridge. Beaumont abandoned the theater in 1613, but Fletcher continued in it until his death of the plague in 1625, the year also of King James’s death. Their works are associated with the private rather than the public playhouse, but are nevertheless remarkably varied, including the lively and sometimes farcical comedy The Knight of the Burning Pestle (1607) and tragicomedies such as Philaster (1609) and A King and No King (1611): “A tragicomedy,” wrote Fletcher “is not so called in respect of mirth and killing, but in respect it wants deaths, which is enough to make it no tragedy, yet brings some near it, which is enough to make it no comedy.…”

Fletcher and his collaborators could claim proficiency in all three departments—comedy, tragicomedy, tragedy. As its title suggests, the play here included belongs to the third category, but it still has something in common with tragicomedy, and it stands apart from the plays Shakespeare wrote around the same time. The last of his tragedies, Coriolanus, is usually dated 1608, and The Winter’s Tale a year or two later, so they were virtually contemporaneous with The Maid’s Tragedy, which bears little or no resemblance to either. The Winter’s Tale can be thought of as a tragicomedy, though not in accordance with Fletcher’s definition, since the king’s son Mamilius dies; and in any case it is quite unlike Fletcher’s writing in that genre.

The principal differences from Shakespeare should be sought in the tone of the verse and the social mood of the play. Shakespeare has no character resembling Evadne, the king’s cynical mistress, who mocks and torments her titular husband, Amintor, before being driven to repentance and death. It is noteworthy that the most famous lines in the play are spoken by Evadne when her newly married husband arrives in the bridal chamber and mentions her maidenhead: “A maidenhead, Amintor, / At my years!” she replies, and goes on to say that she will never lie with him: “ ’tis not for a night / Or two that I forbear thy bed, but ever.”

It is typical of Fletcher that this scene makes the most of the salacious possibilities of the situation. They echo, in another key, all the jokes about bridal nights, marriage beds, and maidenheads made by the other characters, including Evadne’s female attendants. Evadne, having forfeited her woman’s honor, can be called a whore. Amintor’s situation is such that he has been tricked into forfeiting his male honor and is a cuckold. Melantius needs to exact vengeance for the loss of his soldier’s honor, besmirched by the whoredom of his sister. Callanax, incapable of honor, becomes the butt of Melantius and a traitor to his king; he is described in the dramatis personae as “an old humorous lord,” humorous in the contemporary sense, being comically the victim of his own temperament. He therefore acts as a foil to the attitudinizing of the principal characters, and is involved also as the father of Aspatia, the maid whose tragedy we are witnessing. Aspatia is sometimes thought to have more time than she should have been granted to express her woes, and there is certainly an artificial air about her speeches; but this raises a difficult political issue.

Several times in the play we are reminded that it is sacrilege to kill a king, even when an offense like his, if committed by a less godlike person, would require reprisal. The idea of the divine right of kings, with the obvious corollary that one must not, on any account, kill them, was not new; it is obvious, for example, that Shakespeare’s Richard II subscribed to it, and on the other side of the argument there were those who believed and wrote in defense of the view that if kings became tyrants one had the right to be rid of them. However, the Stuarts embraced the doctrine with a new fervency, and one may guess that much of the interest of this play, for the kind of audience it probably had at The Blackfriars, would lie in the conflict between honor—male, female, soldierly, whatever—and the prohibition, whether political or divine, of revenge against the man who had caused all the trouble. In the end it is Evadne, the fallen woman restored to virtue, who overcomes her scruple about regicide. “I am any thing / That knows not pity,” she remarks, having tied the monarch to the bed as the first of the vengeful “love-tricks” she then plays upon him.

That scene (5.1) demonstrates, as well as any, Fletcher’s strengths. Brooding over the sleeping king, Evadne decides to wake him up before killing him, in a speech reminiscent of Hamlet’s over King Claudius at prayer. At first he tries to take her threats as sexual solicitations, but of this misapprehension she lengthily disabuses him. As a woman Evadne is liable to all the charges Fletcher, in the mood of his times, would bring against her sex. Nor can she escape male coarseness: When, after Evadne’s departure, the king’s attendants enter, they are joking about her as “a fine wench.” “We’ll have a snap at her one of these nights, as she goes from him.” As attendants of the bedchamber they know her status and joke about her as if she were a whore indeed. A poignant little dialogue, and a trick probably learned from Shakespeare, who liked to give such characters as murderers their right to comment on the great events they were employed to bring about; they may have little to say, but their words are enriching and memorable, as when Banquo’s remark “It will be rain tonight” is followed by a murderer’s “Let it come down,” which richly completes the blank-verse line.

Fletcher was fashionable. At the time he was writing, the Jacobean court staged many sophisticated masques, in some of which The King’s Men participated, and it was modish to include one, or part of one, in plays, as, for instance, in Shakespeare’s The Tempest. When Fletcher writes a quite elaborate masque for the marriage of Amintor and Evadne at the beginning of his play, he means to please his audience with an upper-class entertainment, but not at the expense of the play’s construction, for the masque is quite relevant to the business of the plot and serves to emphasize the cruelty of the deception practiced on Amintor, revealed only when the supposed lovers meet in the bridal chamber.

The remainder of the play is the work of a similarly practiced hand, and one sees why Fletcher (and his collaborators) were successful, and even why The King’s Men picked him to take over from Shakespeare as their principal dramatist. His reputation continued to flourish, and in the judgment of later-seventeenth-century commentators his name stood with those of Jonson and Shakespeare. The Folio of his works of 1647 was followed by a second Folio in 1679, containing fifty-two plays in all. No doubt his work had made that of older contemporaries seem old-fashioned, but to the modern eye it suffers by the comparison, which exposes its rhetorical habit—a relative thinness of language, inferior rhetorical resource, and a consequent artificiality of characterization. The critic Clifford Leech argues that his comedies and tragicomedies “far from being mere pieces of entertainment, are at their best capable of disturbing us and of setting our intelligences working. The main trouble, perhaps, is that he has written no masterpiece.” This seems a just appraisal.
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THOMAS MIDDLETON (1580–1627) left Oxford without a degree and even before he was twenty was trying to earn a living as a writer, but—failing in that attempt—he took what we now see was the usual solution: He was, by 1602, on the payroll of Philip Henslowe. A number of plays in which he then had a hand are lost. Later, with Thomas Dekker, he wrote satirical comedies for the boys’ companies of St. Paul’s and The Blackfriars, where they played before The King’s Men were able to move in. His first important city comedy, A Mad World, My Masters, was written, c. 1604, for boys, but their companies collapsed in 1607 and A Chaste Maid in Cheapside, perhaps the most remarkable of all such comedies, was performed by an adult company at the Swan Theater on Bankside.

Comedies involving the London citizenry were not a novelty; for example, Dekker’s The Shoemaker’s Holiday (1599), though set in fifteenth-century London, is remembered for the way it chronicles the rise of Simon Eyre from shoemaker to Lord Mayor, offering a distinctly modern commentary on the life of the artisan class and on contemporary economic conditions. Middleton had written several other citizen comedies, played by boys’ companies, before producing this masterpiece of the genre. G. K. Hunter plausibly suggests that it was this change from boy to adult actors that was “responsible for the increased complexity of the characters.”

Middleton’s conception lacks the slightly fairy-tale aspect of Dekker’s play and is unrelentingly though coolly satirical. The characters range from licentious knights to immoral goldsmiths, from men of disastrous sexual potency to men who forgo sex and prostitute their willing wives in order to live in comfort. The cast includes a great variety of figures—a stupid Cambridge student, a Welsh whore, “promoters,” and so on. All are more or less involved in a complex intrigue about sex and money. In the opening scene a mother, Mistress Yellowhammer, is cross with her daughter for omitting to acquire the graces that will attract a husband from the class above her, and they await the return of Mistress Yellowhammer’s son from Cambridge so that they can marry him to the Welsh woman wrongly supposed to be Sir Walter Whore-hound’s “landed niece,” not his whore. The scene is remarkable for the diligence with which Middleton establishes the themes of money and of sex as convertible to money, and his rendering of the intercourse between social classes. It ends with the business of the ring ordered from Yellowhammer by Touchwood junior, who is in love with the goldsmith’s daughter, a passage punctuated by risky and risqué innuendos. Perhaps the most remarkable speech of the first act is the soliloquy in which Allwit (= wittol, a complaisant cuckold) congratulates himself on the arrangement whereby Sir Walter enjoys the favors of Allwit’s wife in return for bearing all his domestic expenses and sparing him the troubles of housekeeping:


I thank him, has maintained my house this ten years,
Not only keeps my wife, but ’a keeps me
And all my family: I’m at his table:
He gets me all my children, and pays the nurse
Monthly or weekly; puts me to nothing, rent,
Nor church-duties, not so much as the scavenger:
The happiest state that ever man was born to!…



And so on, for forty-odd lines, demonstrating the reversal of values by which money perverts normal human relationships in a paradox neatly summed up in the very idea of the willing cuckold. Allwit even addresses his sons as “whoresons,” which, of course, they are.

In a comic variation on the sexual theme, the impossibly fertile Touchwood senior, as a desperate measure of birth control, has to leave the loving wife with whom he produces “every year a child, and some years two,” in addition to those he begets on “country wenches.” For contrast, Sir Oliver Kix and his wife quarrel because he cannot make her conceive, though a very costly “water” will remedy the situation, while possibly ruining Sir Oliver’s fortune. The interplay of money and flesh continues; christenings, betrothals, partings are all animated by it. The vivacity of the plotting, the lively dialogue, the satirical characterization—for instance, of the Puritans and “promoters”—and the complex denouement make this probably the greatest of city comedies. It ends conventionally enough with marriages and feasting, but all is colored by Middleton’s calm but grim understanding of life in a city dominated by money. This understanding never relaxes its hold on the play, however fantastic and funny it may be on the surface. And, unlike most comedies of the period, it is firmly set in the city where the playhouse stands, and is intensely topical: For example, the “promoters” and their tricks were a much-hated aspect of life during the fasting time of Lent, when citizens who sought to augment their diet with black-market meat were stopped and searched and reported to the authorities, the promoter having his share of the fine. The satire on the Puritan women is equally pointed and topical.
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JOHN WEBSTER was born about 1578 and died about 1634. He may have studied law, but by 1602 he was working, as actor and writer, for the impresario Henslowe. His first major play, The White Devil, was performed at The Red Bull playhouse in 1612, but, as he remarked in a preface to the published version, it was “acted in so dull a time of winter, presented in so open and black a theater,” that, lacking “a full and understanding auditory,” it failed.

The Duchess of Malfi, which has a rather similar theme, had better luck, having been presented by Shakespeare’s company, The King’s Men, at both of their theaters, the open-air Globe and the private indoor Blackfriars. It seems to have done rather better than its predecessor, and was published in 1623, with a dedication to a nobleman and commendatory verses by fellow playwrights Thomas Middleton, William Rowley, and John Ford, with all of whom he had worked on collaborative dramatic ventures. Another play, The Devil’s Law-Case (1619), is usually included in editions of Webster, but his fame depends on the two Italianate tragedies, The White Devil and The Duchess of Malfi. Of the two, the latter seems to me the greater achievement.

Webster was a strong poet, with a taste for the sexual macabre that especially pleased the critics of the late nineteenth century, but there is much more to him than praise of that kind suggests. He probably wrote more memorable lines than any of the other dramatists except Shakespeare. As a rough guide, the Oxford Dictionary of Quotations lists twenty-five quotations for Webster and eleven for Middleton, five of which are, in my view, by Tourneur. (Shakespeare has more than eighteen hundred, about twenty per play.)

Italy was still remote, and tales of Italian wickedness from a country of fabulously cruel, rich, and ostentatious princes and prelates, of pistols and subtle poisons, of great women, courtesans, malcontents, and adulterers, were fascinating to readers and playgoers. Webster’s interest is obvious but also distinctive. Twice he chose to write about eminent women, each belonging to the historical record, and each suffering from the cruelty of men. Yet his most remarkable creation is the penniless, educated hanger-on, who has served a sentence in the galleys and makes himself wicked while knowing what it would be to be virtuous. Comparable characters in Shakespeare are relatively straightforward. Aaron in Titus Andronicus makes no secret of his evil nature, lago in Othello is a devotee of wickedness and lies, Iachimo in Cymbeline is conscienceless in his desire to cheat Posthumus. Yet none has the ambiguous fascination of Bosola. We are told that he was educated at the great university in Padua and is described as “a fantastical scholar,” sourly witty and ironical. Connected as he is with the main characters—Ferdinand, the Cardinal, the Duchess and her husband—it is largely by his comments that the tone of the play is established. He himself acts with cruelty yet without wholly sacrificing his conscience; he is a malcontent but can judge the corruption of the court (demonstrated at the beginning of the play by the contrast with the good government of the French). He has nothing of the mad fury of the two brothers, Ferdinand and the Cardinal; nothing of the naïveté and nothing of the magnanimity of the Duchess, who, despite the certainty that her marriage, once made known, would be condemned, is too confident of her natural dignity to escape forever the vengeful strategies of her brothers. Bosola acts as their “intelligencer” or spy, and finally as her executioner.

We first meet him soliciting an appointment of the Cardinal, then achieving, via Ferdinand, a post in the Duchess’s household. In dealing with these great men he goes beyond candor into contempt, which is taken to be part of his character, his “humor.” It is his trick with the apricots that reveals to him the pregnancy of the Duchess, and it is he who finds the child’s horoscope. Still supposing that Antonio, the father, is merely a bawd or go-between, he sees through the Duchess’s scheme to dismiss Antonio and send him away for his safety, and, by praising her husband, induces the Duchess to confess her marriage to him. There follows his act of betrayal, and it is he who arrests her, taking a hand in her torments and finally in her death.

These passages—the dead man’s hand, the dancing lunatics, the horrible waxworks, and the execution—are the high point of Webster’s achievement. Everybody remembers Bosola’s reply to the Duchess when she says she could curse the stars: “Look you, the stars shine still.” Her suffering will not affect the universe. The raving of the madmen is followed by Bosola’s characterization, in deadly prose, of the doomed Duchess, when she asks him, “Am I not thy duchess?”:


Thou art some great woman, sure, for riot begins to sit on thy forehead (clad in grey hairs) twenty years sooner than on a merry milk-maid’s … a little infant that breeds its teeth, should it lie with thee, would cry out, as if thou wert the more unquiet bedfellow.



His calm but cruel view of the world cannot include a true understanding of this great lady. When he expects her to be terrified by the executioner’s cord, she memorably replies:


What would it pleasure me to have my throat cut
With diamonds? or to be smothered
With cassia? or to be shot to death with pearls?
I know death hath ten thousand several doors
For men to take their exits; and ’tis found
They go on such strange geometric hinges,
You may open them both ways.…



Observations of this kind reflect an acceptance of the educated amorality of Webster’s world. They are not confined to two characters. Ferdinand—brutal, jealous, mad for revenge—is given the most famous line of all: “Cover her face; mine eyes dazzle; she died young.”

Scholars remark, rightly, on the descent of this dark Jacobean tragedy from earlier dramas of revenge, some of which, like Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy, were still being revived almost a generation after they were written. But Webster’s characters have an inwardness, a complexity, almost a modernity, quite lacking in the old plays. He knew his Shakespeare and acknowledged a debt; yet the tone of his great tragedies, written when the older poet was at the end of his career, is quite different. Jacobean tragedy, though it might be played along with Shakespeare’s at The Globe and The Blackfriars, is a new, subtler, darker world.
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In the pages above I have treated the plays of Heywood, Jonson, Tourneur, Fletcher/Beaumont, Middleton, and Webster in chronological order, an arrangement that involved splitting Middleton’s comedy from his tragedy. After A Chaste Maid, Middleton indeed wrote several more comedies, but in the second decade of the century he turned to tragicomedy, and then to tragedy. Women Beware Women and The Changeling (in which he had William Rowley as his collaborator) were produced about 1621 and 1622, and together may represent the finest dramatic works of the later Jacobean period.

Nathaniel Richards, in commendatory verses written for an edition of 1647, says that Middleton, “knew the rage, / Madness of women cross’d” and their “hell-bred malice”—which is not an exactly adequate account of Middleton’s treatment of his subject.
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Like Middleton’s earlier tragedy Women Beware Women, The Changeling has a double plot, but the two elements are apparently less well integrated, a discrepancy often explained by the supposition that Rowley wrote the subplot and Middleton the main plot. The relationship between the two plots is defended in a famous chapter of William Empson’s book Some Versions of Pastoral (1935). Empson argues that we now fail to understand the Elizabethan view of lunatics as funny, though possibly also possessed by evil spirits; the madhouse scenes in the play can be shown to be far from irrelevant, and the connection between plot and subplot is not merely that the fake madmen as absentees from the court belong to the main plot, indeed become murder suspects. Despite the differences of tone, the two plots are similar, having as heroines women forced into unwelcome marriages and liable to take revenge by being, in their different ways, unfaithful to their husbands. To give another example, there is a parallel between De Flores and the keeper Lollio, who demands his sexual “share” from Isabella as De Flores does from Beatrice-Joanna. Empson traces other subtle links, and, though brief, these pages in his essay on double plots are probably the most interesting of critical comments on the play.

Despite this validation of the double plot, the focus of our interest is bound to be the relationship of Beatrice-Joanna and De Flores. Its perverse pathology seizes the attention: The woman remains unaware of the immorality of her decision to have her betrothed murdered until its cost is violently represented to her by the man she thought to use without cost. The ugly De Flores is an inferior she has no obvious need to fear; yet she does fear him, though her loathing disguises her fear. She hates him as if his deformity were something that threatened her own beauty—“As much as youth and beauty hates a sepulcher.” The violence of her reaction to him as he stalks her conceals a sexual and mortal terror. A comparable overreaction prompts De Flores to haunt her and suffer her insults as if they were tokens of affection. The play was written for a private, indoor theater, and in the scenes between these two it has a quiet, sick intensity that suits well with that more intimate setting.

The scene (2.2) in which Beatrice pretends to change her attitude and flatters De Flores in order to have him kill her betrothed, Alonzo de Piracquo, is particularly fine, especially when she speaks of the reward he shall have, and he ambiguously says what it must be:


BEATRICE:   … Thy reward shall be precious.

DE FLORES:      That I’ve thought on;
                     I have assured myself of that beforehand,
                     And know it will be precious; the thought ravishes!



He is already rejoicing in the prospect of a reward of which Beatrice has no conscious notion. In 3.4 he reports the murder, and again the conversation turns on his reward. It must surely be higher than the value of the ring from Alonzo’s finger; so far they agree. She proposes “three thousand golden florins” and doubles it when he indignantly rejects the offer. Finally he has to explain to Beatrice, who has behaved like a moral idiot, that she is as guilty as he is and that a financial reward, a quietus made possible by her wealth, is not relevant to their situation. When he tries to kiss her, she tells him to “take heed … of forgetfulness.” He replies that it is she who has grown forgetful. We may recall a line from Women Beware Women: “Lust and forgetfulness have been amongst us.” Here Beatrice means De Flores’s forgetfulness of security—his forward conduct will give away their secret—or perhaps his forgetfulness is of his inferior social position. But in his reply De Flores means the moral forgetfulness that causes individuals to sin without thought of the cost, as Beatrice sins to be rid of an unwanted husband by murder. Base as he is, De Flores here has all the best lines: “Justice,” he says rather magnificently, “invites your blood to understand me.” He insists on his price, which is her honor, her virginity. Beatrice is still trapped in the illusion that she has lost nothing by her deed, certainly not her honor, to the security of which she cannot regard a mere murder as a plausible threat, though De Flores is about to teach her otherwise:


BEATRICE: Why, ’tis impossible thou canst be so wicked,
Or shelter such a cunning cruelty,
To make his death the murderer of my honor!
Thy language is so bold and vicious,
I cannot see which way I can forgive it
With any modesty.

DE FLORES: Pish! you forget yourself;
A woman dipped in blood, and talk of modesty!



And, memorably, he tells her she is not now what she originally was but what the act has made her; she is henceforth “the deed’s creature.” If she will not yield to him he will confess all and ruin her along with himself. “Can you weep Fate from its determined purpose? / So soon may you weep me.” This finely executed dialogue is worth all the praise that has been lavished on it.

The use of a substituted bride, Diaphanta, to prevent Alsemero from finding out Beatrice is not a virgin is almost farcical, especially when the substitute enjoys herself so much that she won’t leave Alsemero’s bed. De Flores saves the day by arranging a fire, and now Beatrice loves him as much as she had despised him: “The east is not more beauteous than his service”…“Here’s a man worth loving”…“A wondrous necessary man.”

In the end, having recognized her crimes, she makes her last great speech. There is much talk of blood in the final scene: the power of blood and beauty combined to deform their possessor; the “bridge of blood” Beatrice should have gone “a thousand leagues about” to avoid; the blood on De Flores’s clothes; Tomazo’s revenge, “urgent in … blood”; and Beatrice’s climactic figure:


I am that of your blood was taken from you…
Let the common sewer take it from distinction.…



where the blood of kinship becomes the blood let by the doctor as a cure, and drained away as mere sewage. De Flores is triumphant in death:


I loved this woman in spite of her heart.…
 … her honor’s prize
Was my reward; I thank life for nothing
But that pleasure; it was so sweet to me,
That I have drunk up all, left none behind
For any man to pledge me.



Here, as the complex plot—murder, madness, adultery, perverted love—is unraveled, Middleton writes poetry of a high order. To do so in situations that may strike us as close to farcical—fit for parody—was his great achievement, and others—Tourneur, Webster—came near, on occasion, to writing at the same level. Indeed it is here that we see the ultimate irrelevance of those parodies of Nigel Dennis and Thomas Pynchon. The plots are close to the sensationalism of Grand Guignol; to endow them with high poetry was a feat never to be matched in the tragedies of four succeeding centuries.


A WOMAN KILLED
WITH KINDNESS

THOMAS HEYWOOD


DRAMATIS PERSONAE

MASTER FRANKFORD

MISTRESS ANNE FRANKFORD, his wife

SIR FRANCIS ACTON, her brother

SIR CHARLES MOUNTFORD

MASTER MALBY

MASTER WENDOLL, befriended by Frankford

MASTER CRANWELL, an old gentleman
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Serving-woman and ANNE’S two little children
Carters, Coachman


PROLOGUE


I come but like a harbinger,1 being sent
To tell you what these preparations mean.
Look for no glorious state; our Muse is bent
Upon a barren subject, a bare scene.
We could afford this twig a timber-tree,
Whose strength might boldly on your favors build;
Our russet, tissue; drone, a honey-bee;
Our barren plot, a large and spacious field;
Our coarse fare, banquets; our thin water, wine;
Our brook, a sea; our bat’s eyes, eagle’s sight;
Our poet’s dull and earthly Muse, divine;
Our ravens, doves; our crow’s black feathers, white.
   But gentle thoughts, when they may give the foil,
   Save them that yield, and spare where they may spoil




1. The officer who goes ahead of the court to arrange for its entertainment.




A WOMAN KILLED
WITH KINDNESS

ACT I, SCENE I


Enter Master John Frankford, Mistress Anne [Frankford,] Sir Francis Acton, Sir Charles Mountford, Master Malby, Master Wendoll, and Master Cranwell




SIR F. Some music, there! None lead the bride a dance?

SIR C. Yes, would she dance The Shaking of the Sheets;
But that’s the dance her husband means to lead her.

WEN. That’s not the dance that every man must dance,
According to the ballad.

SIR F. Music, ho!
By your leave, sister,—by your husband’s leave,
I should have said,—the hand that but this day
Was given you in the church I’ll borrow.—Sound!
This marriage music hoists me from the ground.

FRANK. Ay, you may caper; you are light and free!
Marriage hath yoked my heels; pray, then, pardon me.

SIR F. I’ll have you dance too, brother!

SIR C. Master Frankford
Y’are a happy man, sir, and much joy
Succeed your marriage mirth: you have a wife
So qualified, and with such ornaments
Both of the mind and body. First, her birth
Is noble, and her education such
As might become the daughter of a prince;
Her own tongue speaks all tongues, and her own hand
Can teach all strings to speak in their best grace,
From the shrill’st treble to the hoarsest bass.
To end her many praises in one word,
She’s Beauty and Perfection’s eldest daughter,
Only found by yours, though many a heart hath sought her.

FRANK. But that I know your virtues and chaste thoughts,
I should be jealous of your praise, Sir Charles.

CRAN. He speaks no more than you approve.

MAL. Nor flatters he that gives to her her due.

ANNE. I would your praise could find a fitter theme
Than my imperfect beauties to speak on!
Such as they be, if they my husband please
They súffice me now I am marrièd.
This sweet content is like a flattering glass,
To make my face seem fairer to mine eye;
But the least wrinkle from his stormy brow
Will blast the roses in my cheeks that grow.

SIR F. A perfect wife already, meek and patient!
How strangely the word husband fits your mouth,
Not married three hours since! Sister, ’tis good;
You that begin betimes thus must needs prove
Pliant and duteous in your husband’s love.—
Gramercies, brother! Wrought her to’t already,—
“Sweet husband,” and a curtsey, the first day?
Mark this, mark this, you that are bachelors,
And never took the grace of honest man;
Mark this, against1 you marry, this one phrase:
In a good time that man both wins and woos
That takes his wife down in her wedding shoes.

FRANK. Your sister takes not after you, Sir Francis:
All his wild blood your father spent on you;
He got her in his age, when he grew civil.
All his mad tricks were to his land entailed,
And you are heir to all; your sister, she
Hath to her dower her mother’s modesty.

SIR C. Lord, sir, in what a happy state live you!
This morning, which to many seems a burden,
Too heavy to bear, is unto you a pleasure.
This lady is no clog, as many are;
She doth become you like a well-made suit,
In which the tailor hath used all his art;
Not like a thick coat of unseasoned frieze,2
Forced on your back in summer. She’s no chain
To tie your neck, and curb ye to the yoke;
But she’s a chain of gold to adorn your neck.
You both adorn each other, and your hands,
Methinks, are matches. There’s equality
In this fair combination; y’are both
Scholars, both young, both being descended nobly.
There’s music in this sympathy; it carries
Consort and expectation of much joy,
Which God bestow on you from this first day
Until your dissolution,—that’s for aye!

SIR F. We keep you here too long, good brother Frankford.
Into the hall; away! Go cheer your guests.
What! Bride and bridegroom both withdrawn at once?
If you be missed, the guests will doubt their welcome,
And charge you with unkindness.

FRANK. To prevent it,
I’ll leave you here, to see the dance within.

ANNE. And so will I.

Exeunt Frankford and Mistress Frankford

SIR F. To part you it were sin.—
Now, gallants, while the town musicians
Finger their frets3 within, and the mad lads
And country lasses, every mother’s child,
With nosegays and bride-laces4 in their hats,
Dance all their country measures, rounds and jigs,
What shall we do? Hark! They’re all on the hoigh;5
They toil like mill-horses, and turn as round,—
Marry, not on the toe! Ay, and they caper,
Not without cutting; you shall see, to-morrow,
The hall-floor pecked and dinted like a mill-stone,
Made with their high shoes. Though their skill be small,
Yet they tread heavy where their hobnails fall.

SIR C. Well, leave them to their sports!—Sir Francis Acton,
I’ll make a match with you! Meet to-morrow
At Chevy Chase; I’ll fly my hawk with yours.

SIR F. For what? for what?

SIR C. Why, for a hundred pound.

SIR F. Pawn me some gold of that!

SIR C. Here are ten angels;6
I’ll make them good a hundred pound to-morrow
Upon my hawk’s wing.

SIR F. ’Tis a match; ’tis done.
Another hundred pound upon your dogs;—
Dare ye, Sir Charles?

SIR C. I dare; were I sure to lose,
I durst do more than that; here’s my hand.
The first course for a hundred pound!

SIR F. A match.

WEN. Ten angels on Sir Francis Acton’s hawk;
As much upon his dogs!

CRAN. I am for Sir Charles Mountford: I have seen
His hawk and dog both tried. What! Clap ye hands,
Or is’t no bargain?

WEN. Yes, and stake them down.
Were they five hundred, they were all my own.

SIR F. Be stirring early with the lark to-morrow;
I’ll rise into my saddle ere the sun
Rise from his bed.

SIR C. If there you miss me, say
I am no gentleman! I’ll hold my day.

SIR F. It holds on all sides.—Come, to-night let’s dance;
Early to-morrow let’s prepare to ride:
We had need be three hours up before the bride.

Exeunt



SCENE II

Enter Nick and Jenkin, Jack Slime, Roger Brickbat, [Cicely,] with Country Wenches, and two or three Musicians


JEN. Come, Nick, take you Joan Miniver, to trace withal, Jack Slime, traverse you with Cicely Milkpail; I will take Jane Trubkin, and Roger Brickbat shall have Isbell Motley. And now that they are busy in the parlor, come, strike up; we’ll have a crash7 here in the yard.

NICK. My humor is not compendious: dancing I possess not, though I can foot it; yet, since I am fallen into the hands of Cicely Milkpail, I consent.

SLIME. Truly, Nick, though we were never brought up like serving courtiers, yet we have been brought up with serving creatures,—ay, and God’s creatures, too; for we have been brought up to serve sheep, oxen, horses, bogs, and such like; and, though we be but country fellows, it may be in the way of dancing we can do the horsetrick as well as the serving-men.

BRICK. Ay, and the cross-point8 too.

JEN. O Slime! O Brickbat! Do not you know that comparisons are odious? Now we are odious ourselves, too; therefore there are no comparisons to be made betwixt us.

NICK. I am sudden, and not superfluous;
I am quarrelsome, and not seditious;
I
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