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USING THIS BOOK

This book is organized around historical topics or critical areas which inform the study of early modern texts, each chapter exploring a play by Shakespeare alongside one by his contemporaries. While it is not intended as a comparative study, affinities between texts of the period will inevitably present themselves, thereby developing an alertness to dramaturgical fashions, textual nuances, as well as to key signifiers of the age.

A wealth of early modern texts is now easily accessible online, thanks in part to the initiatives of early modern scholars to take advantage of the opportunities offered by new technologies. Digital texts, such as the British Library’s facsimiles of Shakespeare quartos, are especially useful for research and for understanding more about the way plays were presented in published form. This book references early editions of works such as treatises, conduct books and scientific studies, and these can be readily found by an internet search. Original spelling has been retained for texts for which there is no accessible modern edition.

Each chapter features one film adaptation of an early modern drama; all of these are available on DVD to enable them to be viewed alongside the book’s commentary. There is also frequent reference to stage performances, some of which can be researched further on the appropriate theatre website (the RSC and National Theatre websites offer plentiful material on past performances).

A range of critical approaches is represented, including close analysis of both film and drama texts in each chapter. Further reading suggestions provide useful secondary sources that have not been cited within the chapter, with some interesting examples of creative reworkings of the featured works.



INTRODUCTION

Text

Students of Hamlet are probably accustomed to debating whether the protagonist refers to ‘solid’, ‘sullied’ or ‘sallied’ flesh in his first soliloquy. Such textual variants offer subtly nuanced differences and individual readers, actors or directors exercise their own choices from these possibilities. There is, of course, no ‘authentic’ text of any one of Shakespeare’s plays in that no manuscript editions survive. The modern relationship between author, text and publisher bears no similarity to the situation of the early modern playtext. Plays were first for performance and the scripts were the property of the acting company, open to whatever changes were considered expedient or artistically desirable. The life of the author’s handwritten manuscript was an uncertain one; it was vulnerable to ephemeral changes in popularity as well as being physically fragile. Texts were copied, in the first place, probably by a professional scribe, from the original ‘foul papers’ for use as a working promptbook (by which point a number of transcription errors had doubtless been introduced). This fair copy would need to be approved by the Master of the Revels before it could be licensed for performance. At this stage, the text could be subject to considerable alteration: music, songs, prologues and epilogues could be added, and actors might themselves suggest changes to the written text or add necessary stage directions. By the time the play had been successfully performed – and perhaps revived – there would have been several manuscript versions of the same play in existence at any one time. In these circumstances, the text was far from a fixed product; it evolved and changed to meet the exigencies of the moment – whether theatrical, political or just practical. Popular plays might then be published, although very few of the huge number performed did reach the printing house. But precisely who delivered the manuscript to the printers and what exactly was delivered is a vexed question. It seems that ‘Bad Quartos’ of some of Shakespeare’s texts were the result of ‘memorial reconstruction’, the attempt to recall the play in its entirety from cue scripts (or from memory) in order to scramble together a sellable commodity. Heminge and Condell, the editors of Shakespeare’s First Folio, refer to ‘maimed and deformed’ copies with which unscrupulous ‘imposters’ had ‘abused’ the public. Authorial rights to the original was not a concept recognized at the time and certainly Shakespeare appears to have shown no consistent interest in seeing his plays through the printing house. Indeed, without the efforts of Heminge and Condell there are some eighteen plays that would have disappeared entirely; their first printed appearance is in the 1623 First Folio. As these include some of Shakespeare’s most highly esteemed works – Macbeth, The Tempest, Antony and Cleopatra – the notion of the author caring deeply about publication seems not to exist. The usual explanation is that Shakespeare was the quintessential man of the theatre, always concerned with the next play. So, was there any notion of the play continuing for posterity? Hamlet raises questions that move beyond the theatrical moment: the play as it exists in its Second Quarto form (Arden 3) is far too long for afternoon production on the early modern stage; did Shakespeare, therefore, revise it with ‘reading’ rather than acting in mind? The answer might possibly lie with the printing of texts such as Elizabeth Cary’s The Tragedie of Mariam in the early seventeenth century. Cary’s text was never intended for commercial performance; it could be recited as closet drama or privately read. The editors of Shakespeare’s First Folio imply as much for their text: they advise purchasers to ‘Reade him … and againe and againe.’ Arguably the extraordinary vibrancy of the theatrical texts of this period began to establish an entirely new culture of preserving and reading vernacular playtexts.

Shakespeare’s contemporaries

Textual indeterminacy also impacts on questions of authorship: the absence of an author’s name on the title page of a quarto text reveals a great deal about the status of the writer, and, to an extent, the genre. Readers of T.S. Eliot’s essays on early modern drama might be surprised to discover that The Revenger’s Tragedy was attributed to Tourneur rather than Middleton. Modern scholarship has done much to clarify textual uncertainties and issues of authorship, often with a view to exploring ideas of collaborative working. Light years away from the chaotic nature of the early modern written text is the world of modern digital research. This offers a means of intertextual analysis through metadata specific to the genre, offering a network of verbal similarities and parallels. The forensic investigation of text also has a bearing on questions of canonicity: the relative popularity of Shakespeare’s contemporaries has seen significant changes. For Hazlitt, the great Romantic critic, there was a clear hierarchy of early modern dramatists: in his 1821 lectures he singles out Jonson and Beaumont and Fletcher while describing as ‘nearly obsolete’ Marlow [sic], Middleton and Rowley, Marston, Webster, Deckar [sic] and Ford, all of whom are now available in modern scholarly editions and all of whom have been represented in recent Globe theatre productions. A century after Hazlitt, Eliot, who did much to revive the reputations of Elizabethan and seventeenth century dramatists, broadened the discussion of early modern writers and included Massinger, Heywood, Chapman and Tourneur – but still concludes that Elizabethan art is ‘impure’. The canonization of Shakespeare as the elusive genius towering above his contemporaries still exists to some extent but there is a much more sophisticated understanding of Shakespeare’s role among his contemporaries. There is no doubt that the growth of London as a thriving commercial world and the concomitant flourishing of the new theatres played a significant part. Andrew Gurr, theatre historian, has estimated that in the years between 1580 and 1640 up to 25,000 people per week attended various public or private performances. In this context, the exuberant variety of writing for the theatre is perhaps as striking as the fact of Shakespeare’s vitality and linguistic complexity. His exact contemporary, Marlowe, arrived on the scene in 1587 with Tamburlaine Part I and it is quite feasible that his entire oeuvre was performed before Shakespeare’s first recorded play. Equally, the lively and satiric city comedies of Jonson, Dekker, and Beaumont and Fletcher pursued a genre which clearly did not excite Shakespeare whose comedies tend to be located elsewhere. There was, in other words, a thriving and changing theatre world in which Shakespeare’s plays existed in a fruitfully symbiotic relationship with those of his contemporaries.

Early modern drama in its time

Much of what we know about theatrical practices in the early modern period is based on what can be learnt from the playtexts themselves and from documentary sources such as theatre company accounts, legal documents and antitheatrical tracts. There is, though, a great deal of fact and detail that remains irrecoverable and research approaches often require a degree of speculation and imaginative reconstruction. Today’s theatre scholars work energetically with and around the manifold uncertainties of early performance to illuminate areas such as the materiality of performance (cosmetics, props, costume, stage places and spaces), the practices of theatre companies (training, rehearsal, acting styles), and the interrelatedness of performer and audience. As the field has diversified, so it has involved more and more interdisciplinary investigation. Geometric calculation has helped academics to estimate the proportions of the original Globe; historians of clothing have advised on the cut, contour and textiles of the costumes to be worn in original practices productions; studies into early modern actors’ line-learning has been informed by neurobiological theory focused on brain capacity.

So what can be assumed about the experiences of player and playgoer in early modern England? An actor would join a company well before his voice had broken and receive training delivered primarily by its more experienced members. Graduating to ever more demanding roles, he would be expected to work independently to prepare his ‘part’: a document containing only his lines and the cues for when he should deliver them. Most companies would put on several plays in a week, obliging actors to keep multiple roles in their heads, aided no doubt by the mnemonic qualities of blank verse, rhyme and rhetorical patterning. Part conned, a player would usually give his first performance after only one run-through. Once on stage, he would have to be fleet of foot to cover the large expanse of the outdoor stage and adaptable to the more constricted space of the indoor playhouses. Sharing the same light as the audience, he could observe their responses to his performance as a means of honing his craft – though he would also need to be prepared to keep his concentration in the event of crowd trouble and other disruptions. He would have moved about the stage, playing to spectators at both the front and the sides, unhampered by the kind of blocking that today’s performers are often obliged to follow – if only to keep in synch with the lighting plan.

The spectators watching these movements may well have been drawn to attend the performance by the relative novelty of the playhouse. Commercial theatres only came into existence in the late 1560s (and only then in London) and the thriving competitiveness of the new enterprise meant that there would have been numerous productions all vying for attention. Unlike today, public theatre was a popular form of entertainment, with outdoor audiences being made up from all social strata. With no pre-booking to worry about – or critical reviews to consider – early modern theatre allowed for the spur-of-the-minute attendance only rarely managed by modern playgoers.

Performing early modern drama today

In Tom Stoppard’s play, The Real Thing, one character mockingly sums up another’s literary elitism in the line: ‘Shakespeare out in front by a mile, and the rest of the field strung out behind trying to close the gap’. The speaker’s racing metaphor succinctly captures the privileged place that Shakespeare has come to inhabit over the course of four centuries or so. Shakespeare’s literary monopoly is evidenced in Britain’s theatre establishment, its tourist and media industries, as well as in school and university curricula across the globe. With this in mind, considerable energy is currently being invested in repositioning Shakespeare and his work. Scholars are moving away from the conventional stance of seeing the author as a lone genius towards a rather broader vision of early modern drama, focusing more on the affinities between Shakespeare and his peers and less on their differences. This shift in approach should not be mistaken for ‘icon-bashing’. As well as paying close attention to the works of long-neglected dramatists, academics are also examining Shakespeare’s works with fresh eyes, unpicking some of the distortions that have been inflicted on them in the name of adulation.

How far the current scholarly imperative to move away from reading early modern drama texts through the lens of Shakespeare will influence the cultural consciousness depends to some extent on how far it filters through to the world of performance. While theatres such as the Wanamaker Playhouse and the RSC Swan are committed to staging plays hitherto confined to library bookshelves, these venues are not easily accessible to the majority of would-be playgoers. However, one recent innovation that holds the potential to bring early modern plays to a wider audience is live stage-to-screen broadcasts. Pioneered by the National Theatre in 2009, the live broadcasting of hot-ticket performances to cinema audiences across Britain and around the world via satellite technology looks set to open up to millions an art form often regarded as the reserve of the few. While the National Theatre Live initiative has been warmly welcomed by some, it has also met with some resistance. Despite sophisticated camera work that ensures cinema audiences enjoy a ‘best-seats-in-the-house’ view, and the synchronizing of stage and screen to preserve the ‘liveness’ of the piece, some have expressed doubts about how far the experience of live performance can be captured on film and how far actors and audiences can remain uninhibited by the presence of film apparatus. For others, recording a live staging works against one of theatre’s defining characteristics: its ephemerality. As the distinguished Shakespearean actor, Ben Kingsley, commented in a radio programme which brought together both director and cast of Peter Brook’s landmark production of A Midsummer Night’s Dream (1968), ‘theatre is a very beautiful and gentle way of introducing us to mortality … recording something that is ephemeral is actually dodging the issue’ (transcribed from The Reunion, broadcast on BBC Radio 4, 3 May 2015).

Moving away from a Shakespeare-focused perspective also depends on how far adaptive media such as the visual arts, fiction writing, poetry and film are prepared to engage with a range of early modern plays. Screen adaptations in particular have the potential to bring the work of Shakespeare’s contemporaries to the attention of a broader and larger audience than would be possible with stage performance. As things stand, though, film versions of Shakespeare’s major tragedies and best-known comedies far outweigh those based on the work of his fellow playwrights, partly on account of Shakespeare being regarded as commercially more viable. Yet as screen adaptations such as Mike Figgis’s Hotel (based around The Duchess of Malfi), Derek Jarman’s Edward II and Alex Cox’s Revenger’s Tragedy demonstrate, there is much in the category of ‘non-Shakespeare’ to stimulate the creative imagination.



1

Defining the self:

Romeo and Juliet and
The Duchess of Malfi

In Western societies today, various words and phrases relating to selfhood circulate freely to describe the experience of individuals and their relationships with others. People are judged as ‘selfless’ or ‘selfish’, ‘self-possessed’ or ‘self-obsessed’, ‘self-deluded’ or ‘self-aware’ and are prone to feelings of ‘self-consciousness’ or ‘self-hatred’. All such terms operate in a relatively unproblematic way, with the concept of the ‘self’ taken as read: the essence or core of a person which generates everything that is said, done or thought and which distinguishes them from everyone else. In one of the most extensive explorations of the self written in recent decades, the philosopher Charles Taylor defines what generally passes for modern subjectivity:


We think of our thoughts, ideas, or feelings as being ‘within’ us, while the objects in the world which these mental states bear on are ‘without’. Or else we think of our capacities or potentialities as ‘inner’, awaiting the development which will manifest them or realize them in the public world … We are creatures with inner depths; with partly unexplored and dark exteriors.

TAYLOR, Self, 111

However, as Taylor goes on to examine, understanding the self and its histories is rather more complex than this commonsensical definition might suggest.

Enquiry into the nature of selfhood has given rise to a number of highly complex questions, all of which tend to elude definitive answers. Is the ‘inner self’ a natural part of every individual or an effect of the network of authorities at work on the individual? Does our sense of self develop from an original source or does it only come into being when it offers resistance to the forces which seek to contain it? Has the experience of interiority remained constant, with only the way it is represented and respected being liable to change? Any consideration of inwardness as treated in early modern drama will inevitably lead to such questions, requiring alertness to the very considerable changes in the way the self has been conceptualized over the centuries. While histories of the subject stretch as far back as Plato, the emergence of what might be called the ‘modern self’ tends to be pinned at around the time of the Enlightenment. Mid- to late seventeenth-century philosophical, political and religious thought is seen to encourage a conscious disengagement of the material body from the immaterial mind: a dualistic model often attributed to the French philosopher, René Descartes, and one which encourages the idea of psychological inwardness. In the late nineteenth century, psychoanalytic theory overturned belief in the mind as something under an individual’s control. Freud’s tripartite model of the id, the ego and the superego insists on the inseparability of body and mind; the repression of certain physical desires, for example, has an unavoidable impact on the psyche. Moreover, the mind itself is never master of its own processes. Thoughts and actions are always prone to pressures of which the individual is entirely unaware, forming what Freud termed the ‘unconscious’. As psychoanalytic theory developed, so the idea of a fixed and immutable selfhood began to appear as antiquated as a flat earth: the split between body and mind had become a split within the mind of the subject itself.

The second half of the twentieth century saw another major shift in conceptualizing subjectivity. Post-structuralist theorists, strongly influenced by the ideas of the French philosopher and historian Michel Foucault, sought to expose as a delusion the notion of the individual as unique – human beings are, inescapably, a product of the state institutions which repress and control them. For Foucault, even apparently instinctual experiences are determined by external rather than internal forces:


We believe … that the body obeys the exclusive laws of physiology and that it escapes the influence of history, but this … is false. The body is molded by a great many distinct regimes; it is broken down by the rhythms of work, rest, and holidays; it is poisoned by food or values, through eating habits or moral laws … Nothing in man – not even his body – is sufficiently stable to serve as a basis for self-recognition or for understanding other men.

FOUCAULT, ‘Nietzsche’, 87–8

Foucauldian theory attracted particular interest from academics working in early modern literary studies. Stephen Greenblatt recalls the impact that a seminar led by Foucault had on his thinking about human identity:


This vision of the nature of the inner life was deeply pessimistic – the hidden place into which one might hope to retreat in order to escape a totalizing institution was itself created by that institution – but the pessimism seemed constructed around a small, irreducible core of hope: it was possible to see how it was done and therefore it was in principle possible to see how it might be undone.

GREENBLATT, Self-fashioning, xv

Greenblatt’s Renaissance Self-fashioning: From More to Shakespeare ([1980] 2005), a cornerstone of new historicism, followed Foucault in its exploration of culture as a social practice, inseparable from the power structures of the day. Greenblatt pinpoints the sixteenth century as the time when, in England, ‘there appears to be an increased self-consciousness about the fashioning of human identity as a manipulable, artful process’ (Greenblatt, 2). Such ‘self-fashioning’ is not, however, borne out of an individualistic desire for self-expression, but is determined by the cultural, social and political prescriptions of the period.

Revisionist debates surrounding early modern subjectivity have continued to develop over the past three decades or so. Informed by Foucauldian anti-essentialism, cultural materialist and new-historicist critics have produced readings of Renaissance texts which have radically challenged the liberal humanist assumptions of earlier interpretations. Shakespeare’s Hamlet has proven to be one of the most popular foci of attention, not least for its hero’s reputation as the progenitor of modern consciousness, more in step with the modern age than his own. Greenblatt sees the play as marking ‘an epochal shift … in Western drama … as if the play were giving birth to a whole new kind of literary subjectivity’ (Greenblatt et al., 1661). Others have insisted that the interiority located in the figure of Hamlet is no more than the anachronistic imposition of modern thinking on an early modern playtext. In The Tremulous Private Body: Essays on Subjection (1984), Francis Barker claims Hamlet’s reference to an interior self – ‘that within which passes show’ (1.2.85) – is no more than ‘gestural’, belonging to ‘a historical order whose outline had so far only been sketched out’ (Barker, 36, 37); and in The Subject of Tragedy ([1985] 1993) Catherine Belsey, broadly in agreement with Barker, cautions against imposing an ‘imaginary interiority’ on Renaissance creations (Belsey, 48).

As might be expected, given their tendency towards the polemical, the cultural materialist and new-historicist writings of the 1980s have not gone uncontested. In Inwardness and the Theater in the English Renaissance (1995), Katharine Eisaman Maus returns to the arguments of the 1980s to explore her own ‘complex relationship to recent new-historicist and cultural-materialist attempts “to write the history of the subject”’ (Maus, Inwardness, 3). Maus argues that Hamlet’s distinction between inwardness and outwardness, far from being an anachronism, would have been an entirely commonplace idea in Shakespeare’s day, to be found in a wide range of early modern writing. Convinced that the materialist standpoint of critics such as Belsey and Barker had given too little attention to the religious context of the period, she partly accounts for what she views as the age’s preoccupation with the internal/external in terms of competing Christian doctrines: ‘Sixteenth- and seventeenth-century Catholics and Protestants, Anglicans and sectarians endlessly debate whether priests ought to wear vestments, whether communicants should kneel when they receive communion, whether infant baptism is acceptable … Protestants typically describe themselves as cultivating internal truths while accusing Catholics of attending only to outward “shows”’ (Maus, Inwardness, 15).

The medievalist, David Aers, also takes issue with the Foucauldian critics of the 1980s, objecting to their reductive ‘master narrative of Dark Ages to Renaissance’ (Aers, 197). More scrupulous and open-minded attention to medieval history, culture and texts, and a rather more critical reading of Foucault, Aers argues, would have shown that a history of the subject which denied pre-Renaissance interiority was entirely untenable: ‘[S]oliloquies and concern with inward states of being are abundant in courtly literature … such concerns were a fundamental aspect of mysticism and the literature of self-examination and self-fashioning in late-medieval culture’ (Aers, 190).

Perhaps the most polemical response to the cultural materialist and new-historicist histories of the subject has been Harold Bloom’s The Invention of the Human (1999). In a volume of over 700 pages, Bloom insists on treating Shakespeare’s characters as free, self-defining beings – not the decentred subjects of Foucauldian discourse. Disassociating himself entirely from what he calls the ‘School of Resentment’, Bloom makes the rather grand assertion that: ‘Shakespeare essentially invented human personality as we continue to know and value it’ (Bloom, 290), enshrining Hamlet as the inventor’s supreme achievement.

Unsurprisingly, given the predominantly anti-essentialist underpinnings of the literary academy of the late 1990s and beyond, a sizeable number of scholarly readers regarded Bloom’s volume as embarrassingly old-fashioned and reactionary. Its contentions, though, sit quite comfortably with today’s theatrical practices. Dramatic representation of character still tends to focus around a Stanislavskian model of psychological realism and a firm belief in the immutability of human emotion and selfhood. Interviewed about the experience of playing in the RSC’s production of Richard II (2013–14), one of the company’s youngest actors, Elliot Barnes-Worrell, expresses just such a paradigm: ‘The characters are three-dimensional and real … I don’t think Shakespeare wrote from his head, he wrote from the gut, and that’s why his plays are so timeless. Our guts don’t change, and emotions – fear, lust, anger, jealousy – are universal’ (Bringing Richard to Life, RSC programme, 2013).

While such an approach to character and selfhood is likely to be judged naive by the majority of early modern drama scholars, there are some efforts afoot in the academy to narrow the gap between theatre practitioners and literary critics. The editors of Shakespeare’s Sense of Character: On the Page and From the Stage, for example, describe the volume as representing the current scholarly impetus to reconsider the ‘importance of character as a critical category, particularly in the light of postmodern ideas that have dominated academic thinking in the past quarter century’ (Ko and Shurgot, 1). The disparity between academic writing and stage performance is perhaps inevitable, given that the very nature of theatre precludes the indeterminacy of so much scholarly interpretation: a director cannot be in two minds if he hopes to keep his
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