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SERIES PREFACE

The Arden Shakespeare Handbooks provide researchers and graduate students with both cutting-edge perspectives on perennial questions and authoritative overviews of the history of research.

The series comprises single-volume reference works that map the parameters of a discipline or sub-discipline and present the current state of research. Each Handbook offers a systematic and structured range of specially commissioned chapters reflecting on the history, methodologies, current debates and future of a particular field of research. Additional resources, such as a chronology of important milestones that have shaped the field, a glossary of key terms, an annotated bibliography and a list of further resources, are included.

It is hoped that the series will provide both a thorough grounding in the range of research under each heading and a practical guide that equips readers to conduct their own independent research. The topics selected for coverage in the series lie at the heart of the study of Shakespeare today, and at the time of writing include:

•    contemporary Shakespeare criticism and theory

•    Shakespeare and textual studies

•    Shakespeare and contemporary performance

•    Shakespeare and adaptation

•    Shakespeare and social justice

•    Shakespeare and early modern drama

While each volume in the series provides coverage of a distinct area of research, it will be immediately apparent that ‘distinct’ becomes a slippery concept: how does one define contemporary criticism as distinct from contemporary performance? Indeed, the very porousness of research areas becomes even more marked if, for instance, one explores research in Shakespeare and contemporary performance (in the volume edited by Peter Kirwan and Kathryn Prince) and Shakespeare and adaptation (in the volume edited by Diana Henderson and Stephen O’Neill). Questions of social justice permeate each area of research, for, as Evelyn Gajowski notes in the introduction to The Arden Research Handbook of Contemporary Shakespeare Criticism, ‘many of the essays … suggest the inseparability of critical practices, on the one hand, and social justice and political activism, on the other’. Even where we might be inclined to feel on safer ground about the ‘particular field’ of textual studies as distinct from other fields of Shakespeare studies, Lukas Erne disabuses that notion in his introduction to The Arden Research Handbook of Shakespeare and Textual Studies:

Textual variants and multiplicity create their own proliferation of meanings, nor can textual studies and criticism ultimately be kept apart. For the question of what the text is decisively impacts the question of what the text means.

While acknowledging the artificiality of boundaries and the inevitability of some degree of overlap, we have nevertheless encouraged editors to determine the contours of their Handbook with an eye on other titles in the same series. Just as each book provides a systematic grounding for readers, the series as a whole presents an invitation to readers to delve into each volume, to find those connections and points of intersection, and to explore the related fields that ultimately will enrich their own research.
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NOTE ON THE TEXT

Unless otherwise indicated, all quotations from Shakespeare’s plays are taken from the Arden Third Series editions, with act, line and scene numbers cited parenthetically. When quoting from early modern manuscripts and printed texts, we have retained original orthography for u/v but have modernized i/j where necessary. We have followed contributors’ preference regarding the use/capitalization of the terms ‘BIPOC’ and ‘black’.


CHAPTER 1
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Introduction

MICHELLE M. DOWD AND TOM RUTTER

This introduction begins by explaining a difficult word from the title of The Arden Handbook of Shakespeare and Early Modern Drama, and that word is ‘and’. The book appears as part of a series that has also produced handbooks to Shakespeare and Textual Studies (Erne 2021), to Shakespeare and Contemporary Criticism (Gajowski 2021), to Shakespeare and Contemporary Performance (Kirwan and Prince 2021) and to Shakespeare and Social Justice (Ruiter 2021), with a handbook to Shakespeare and Adaptation forthcoming (Henderson and O’Neill); in each of those cases, ‘and’ serves to herald the approach to Shakespeare or the aspect of Shakespeare studies on which the book focuses and therefore means something like ‘considered from the perspective of’. By extension, a handbook of Shakespeare and Early Modern Drama would look at Shakespeare in relation to other early modern dramatists and the environment they worked in. It might consider the influence of (for example) Marlowe’s innovations in tragedy on Shakespeare’s early history plays or the way Shakespeare’s own development of the form went on to shape the writing of later tragedians like Webster and Ford. It might also look at the impact of the working conditions and conventions of the early modern stage upon Shakespeare’s writing: how the experience of belonging to an acting company informed the kinds of role he wrote (such as the clown parts he wrote for Will Kemp and, later, Robert Armin); how the practice of having male actors play female parts affected his depiction of women; or the importance of the different playhouses in which he worked, including the Theatre, the Globe and the Blackfriars.

All of those concerns – the development of English drama, acting companies and their personnel, theatrical cross-dressing, playhouse design – are addressed in this book, but with one crucial difference. Rather than focusing primarily on Shakespeare and discussing other dramatists and their working conditions in relation to his plays, we are interested in early modern drama more broadly – and indeed, the nature and limits of ‘early modern drama’ are themselves an explicit theme of this collection (especially in Sections 3 and 6). Readers will find discussions of Shakespeare’s plays here, and of the conditions within which they were written. However, they will also find analysis of other dramatists and plays, some of them written after Shakespeare’s death, with no sense of an invariable obligation to relate them to Shakespeare; of important social and discursive contexts for the drama (such as science, race-work, religion and sexuality); and of ways in which early modern plays function in the present (both on stage and in relation to modern concerns around disability, gender identity and race). Our contributors also insist on the need to look beyond neat chronological, spatial and gendered limits when addressing the subject, troubling the boundaries between the early modern and the medieval, between England and the rest of Europe, and between playhouses and other performance spaces – not to mention the cliché that early modern performance was an all-male enterprise. Accordingly, ‘and’ in our title may be taken as meaning not ‘considered from the perspective of’, but rather something like ‘and the broader topic of’. In effect, this is a handbook of early modern drama, including Shakespeare.

The question of exactly how to go about ‘including Shakespeare’ is, however, a problem for any author who wants to address the topic of early modern drama in its broadest sense. One reason for this is the role that Shakespeare has played in the history of its scholarship. To give an early example: in 1744 the bookseller Robert Dodsley published A Select Collection of Old Plays, a twelve-volume collection of ‘the best and scarcest of our old Plays’ (Dodsley 1744: i). Many of these, such as Christopher Marlowe’s Edward II, Thomas Kyd’s The Spanish Tragedy, Thomas Middleton’s The Revenger’s Tragedy and Thomas Heywood’s A Woman Killed with Kindness, are now central to the canon of early modern drama, but in Dodsley’s time they had not been printed for over a century. In the preface to his updated edition of the collection, published in 1780, Isaac Reed looked back on the scholarly rediscovery of early modern drama beyond ‘our most esteemed authors’:

At a time when destruction seemed to threaten most of the productions of the early stage, and after, it is to be feared, many of them were irrecoverably lost, the explanation of those writers, who may be esteemed the classics of this country, began to engage the attention of some of the ablest writers of the present times. Struck with the absurd alterations and wild conjectures of critics, who mangled and disfigured their authors, instead of elucidating their obscurity, they determined to search into contemporary writers for a solution of such doubts as had been created chiefly by time. The success which attended their enquiries soon shewed the necessity of an acquaintance with works which had until then been overlooked, to obtain a perfect knowledge of some of our most esteemed authors. It shewed also, that many beauties had long remained unknown and unnoticed; that fame had not always accompanied worth; and that those who wished for information concerning ancient manners would not be able to obtain it so well from any other source.

(Reed 1780: xi–xii)

The final sentence of this extract asserts the beauty, worth and interest of neglected plays, but the sentences that come before make it clear that the resurgence of interest in them grew out of the desire to explain, elucidate and ‘obtain a perfect knowledge of some of our most esteemed authors’. Admittedly, Reed refers to ‘authors’ in the plural, presumably to include the other dramatists besides Shakespeare (Ben Jonson, and Francis Beaumont and John Fletcher) whose works had been preserved in prestigious folio editions and whom he mentions earlier in the preface as the most enduring writers of their day (ix). But he also shows that scholarly interest in the plays reprinted by Dodsley had its original basis in the desire to better understand ‘those writers, who may be esteemed the classics of this country’. Later on in the preface, Reed takes it for granted that buyers of his collection will already own an edition of Shakespeare (xix).

Clearly, things have changed since 1744 as far as the availability and familiarity of non-Shakespearean drama are concerned; the century that followed saw editions of the works of Massinger (1761), Ford (1811), Marlowe (1818), Peele (1828), Webster (1830), Greene (1831) and Shirley (1833) (Lopez 2014: 73). However, over the intervening years Shakespeare’s status as one of ‘the classics of this country’ has only increased. The process of his elevation to pre-eminence as Britain’s national poet has been widely analysed, for example by Michael Dobson (1992), in the collection edited by Fiona Ritchie and Peter Sabor (2012) and by Emma Depledge (2018), and its ongoing nature was inescapably evident in the myriad of events staged in 2016 to mark the quatercentenary of his death (Waghorn 2018). It has also been duplicated in education systems – notably, as Gauri Viswanathan points out, from an earlier date outside England than in England itself, since Shakespeare figured prominently among the authors ‘put in the service of British imperialism’ in the education system of India, as in other colonies (Viswanathan 1989: 169). Today, in England and Wales the national curriculum prescribes that students at Key Stage 3 (the first three years of secondary school) should study two of his plays and at Key Stage 4 (the next two years) at least one (‘National Curriculum’ 2014). In the United States, ‘[t]he Common Core State Standards for English Language Arts and Literacy strongly encourages teachers to use “seminal U.S. documents” and offers 38 fiction and nonfiction titles that the writers consider “illustrative texts” – but Shakespeare is the only author specifically named as worth teaching’ (Turchi and Thompson 2013: 32; ‘Common Core State Standards’ 2010). Shakespeare’s prominent role in the school system is supported by, and helps support, other cultural institutions: as Sarah Olive notes, in the UK his ‘long-standing value in theatre, heritage and tourism has, for decades, been attested to by organizations such as the Royal Shakespeare Company, the Shakespeare Birthplace Trust and Shakespeare’s Globe – each of which also acknowledges his place in the curriculum through their substantial education departments’ (Olive 2015: 3). And, needless to say, Shakespeare’s prominence in schools, in the arts and heritage sectors, and in national cultures – leaving aside any questions of artistic merit – continues to make him a central figure on many university curricula, where it is still not uncommon to find an entire module devoted to the study of his work. All of this creates a second reason why Shakespeare can be a problem for scholars wanting to address early modern drama as a broad phenomenon: the market in books, and in research generally, tends to favour publications that focus on Shakespeare.

Scholars seeking to discuss non-Shakespearean dramatists in texts intended for a broad readership have responded to these pressures in different ways. One approach is exemplified in Studying Shakespeare’s Contemporaries, by Lars Engle and Eric Rasmussen, which ‘aims to accompany students who have embarked on first readings of major plays’ by dramatists other than Shakespeare including Marlowe, Jonson, Middleton, Webster and Cary (2014: xi). This book is alert to the danger of such dramatists ‘being relegated to the background’, and it foregrounds them by removing Shakespeare from the picture and offering detailed, acute critical readings of some two dozen non-Shakespearean plays and biographies of their dramatists. At the same time, though, the authors (understandably) assume that their readers will be more familiar with Shakespeare than with the dramatists under consideration. Their first detailed discussion of a play, Marlowe’s The Jew of Malta, links ‘the combination of brilliant stage and psychological effects’ in the play’s third scene to a series of Shakespeare plays, namely Romeo and Juliet, The Merchant of Venice and Macbeth (11–13), perhaps in order to help readers appreciate the historical significance of a play that they may find both generically unsettling and racially offensive. Part of Shakespeare’s role here seems to be to legitimize the study of dramatists who are not Shakespeare, and the authors make that more explicit in the final part of their book: ‘While we yield to few in bardolatry … we hope that our book will help readers see how worthy both of comparison with Shakespeare and of admiration in their own right his contemporaries are’ (207).

By contrast, the essays collected in The Cambridge Companion to Shakespeare and Contemporary Dramatists (Hoenselaars ed. 2012) place Shakespeare in dialogue with his fellow dramatists on more equal terms. Some focus on the relationship between them: for example, Richard Wilson’s chapter on Marlowe concentrates on Shakespeare’s creative response to his short-lived contemporary. Others are more concerned with their non-Shakespearean subjects, and although they fulfil their brief by relating those writers to Shakespeare, they unabashedly assert their independent historical importance. For instance, Arthur J. Kinney’s chapter on the University Wits ends by discussing John Lyly’s influence on Shakespeare but also remarks of George Peele’s The Old Wives’ Tale, ‘[i]ts plot construction is stunning, the most ingenious of all plays of the English Renaissance’ (7), while his discussion of Peele’s The Arraignment of Paris (performed before Queen Elizabeth by the Children of the Chapel) and Thomas Nashe’s Summer’s Last Will and Testament (probably performed for Archbishop Whitgift at Croydon Palace) implicitly asserts the importance in theatrical history of venues other than the public playhouses with which Shakespeare is typically associated. While Engle and Rasmussen’s book on non-Shakespearean drama ultimately cedes priority to Shakespeare, the essays in The Cambridge Companion to Shakespeare and Contemporary Dramatists are less inclined to allow him this dominance.

A third model for reckoning with Shakespeare’s centrality while surveying early modern drama is offered in Shakespeare and the Drama of His Time, by Martin Wiggins. Like the authors of this introduction, Wiggins treats that position as a consequence of ‘reasons that have more to do with the cultural and political climate of later times than with a serious assessment of relative literary merit’ (2000: 3), and like us, he worries away at the ‘and’ in his title, on the grounds that ‘it posits a binary where it would be more accurate to see a continuum’. Rather than making Shakespeare’s plays ‘the book’s conceptual bottle-neck’, he emphasizes ‘a series of fundamental historical changes in drama’, namely ‘the emergence of the London theatre industry in the late 1570s and of new kinds of first tragedy, then comedy in the late 1580s and 1590s’, followed by ‘the development of tragicomedy in the early seventeenth century’ (5). The chapters that follow tend to devote more space to non-Shakespearean than to Shakespearean drama and to present Shakespeare himself not so much an innovator as a dramatist able to capitalize on others’ innovations: the tragedies of Marlowe and Kyd, the humours comedies of Chapman and Jonson. While Wiggins acknowledges that it took very little time after Shakespeare’s death for him to be seen as the dominant dramatist of his era, arguing that ‘the writers and playgoers of the 1620s and 1630s … knew that their times were above all “post-Shakespearian”’ (129), his depiction of Shakespeare during his career is very much as one dramatist among many, experiencing similar working conditions and equally susceptible to changes in theatrical fashion.

Wiggins’s decentring of Shakespeare and his preference for treating him as a professional dramatist among professional dramatists are practices with which the authors of this book are very much in sympathy. At the same time, however, the decision to contextualize Shakespeare in this way leads to another set of omissions and marginalizations. For instance, focusing on commercial drama means excluding from consideration drama that was written for other contexts such as the court, civic pageantry and private households. It privileges London. And it means that female dramatists, who may not have written for the London theatres but who published plays both translated and original as well as writing plays for private reading and performance, are not considered. This is not to criticize Wiggins for not achieving something he does not set out to do; it is, instead, to make the more general point that even criticism of early modern drama that strives to decentre Shakespeare may still be implicitly informed by a Shakespeare-driven notion of what early modern drama looks like. One consequence of this may be the marginalization of drama that was not associated with London’s professional theatre. Another, however, is that as Jeremy Lopez complains, even the most frequently studied and anthologized plays tend to embody ‘a “Shakespearean” aesthetic’ (2014: 18), one that values ‘a combination of poetic complexity, formal innovation, and heightened, quasi-naturalistic characterization’ (204). For most readers and audiences, the canon of non-Shakespearean early modern drama is much more likely to be represented by Doctor Faustus, The Duchess of Malfi or ’Tis Pity She’s a Whore than by Thomas Heywood’s schematically structured crusader romance The Four Prentices of London or by the anonymous Look About You, with its hectic succession of disguise plots, still less by one of Heywood’s civic pageants or by Mary Wroth’s Love’s Victory.

An approach to early modern drama that seeks to include plays that are non-Shakespearean not only in their authorship but in their aesthetic, and in the cultural contexts for which they were produced, inevitably generates a much more varied picture of its subject: one that includes plays like the German and Dutch versions of plays like The Spanish Tragedy and The Revenger’s Tragedy that had been popularized on mainland Europe by travelling English players (see Ton Hoenselaars’s chapter), the performances by women surveyed below by Clare McManus and Lucy Munro, and the civic pageantry discussed by Tracey Hill. It also highlights some of the limitations of Shakespeare’s own dramaturgy, which never gives a woman sole billing in a play title, avoids direct depiction of contemporary England and represents English history in a way that prioritizes the struggles of monarchs and nobles: a telling contrast might be with Heywood’s two-part Edward IV, discussed by Jean E. Howard in this volume, which in spite of its title emphasizes the sufferings of the commoner Jane Shore and her husband. Shakespeare steers clear of direct engagement in contemporary political controversy such as can be found in Thomas Middleton’s A Game of Chess (see Chloe Porter’s chapter), and when placed beside, say, William Rowley’s The Travels of the Three English Brothers (see Jane Hwang Degenhardt’s chapter), the confinement of his stage worlds to Europe becomes increasingly obvious. Decentring Shakespeare can reveal a picture of early modern drama that is less masculine, less aristocratic, less defined by a handful of theatres and more global.

At the same time, though, the above position has its own limitations. In a 2016 survey of recent criticism on early modern drama, Curtis Perry expresses concern about ‘the cumulative effect on our field of its self-replicating focus on Shakespeare, and in particular about the way assumptions and evaluations sedimented into Shakespeare studies shape the way scholars pose and address questions that might otherwise demand more heterogeneous archives and have a broader historical or cultural purchase’. However, he also admits both that ‘job-market and publication-marketing pressures contribute to the field’s self-perpetuating focus on the Bard’ and (more apocalyptically) that ‘Shakespeare’s cultural capital is essential to the survival of our field’ (2016: 436). As was noted earlier in this Introduction, eighteenth-century studies of early modern drama stemmed from a desire to better understand Shakespeare, while his continued cultural centrality underwrites the study of early modern drama more generally: it is legitimate to ask whether non-Shakespearean drama would get the scholarly attention it does if not for its association with Shakespeare.

A more optimistic way of making a similar point, however, would be to say that Shakespeare’s relatively secure status – at least at time of writing – on school and undergraduate curricula, in theatres, and in the public consciousness generally, has been beneficial to the wider study of early modern drama in so far as it has offered a means by which new and diverse critical approaches to the topic have been able to gain traction. In the 1980s and 1990s, key works of feminist, new historicist, queer and postcolonial criticism took Shakespeare as their focus, including texts by Jardine (1983), Greenblatt (1988), Sedgwick (1985) and Loomba (1989), and collections such as those edited by Lenz, Greene and Neely (1980), Dollimore and Sinfield (1985), Howard and O’Connor (1987) and the ongoing Alternative Shakespeares series variously edited by Drakakis (1985), Hawkes (1996) and Henderson (2008). More recently, the same has been true of critical race studies (Akhimie 2018; Little 2000; Loomba 2002; Thompson 2011) and ecocriticism and posthumanism (Dionne 2016; Dugan and Raber 2021; Egan 2006; Estok 2011), to give but two examples. The diverse contents of Valerie Traub’s Oxford Handbook of Shakespeare and Embodiment (2016), which range across race, gender, queer theory, disability, animal studies, textual studies and more, testify to the range of cutting-edge critical approaches that Shakespeare both sustains and is sustained by.

More problematically, this same prominence can make Shakespeare a touchstone in often acrimonious debates, outside as well as within the academy, over questions of cultural value, educational standards, national identity, colonization/decolonization, race, gender and a host of other controversial topics. When journalists and commentators fulminate over casting practices (see Kirwan and Prince 2021: 16–18), the position of Shakespeare in the school or university curriculum, or the alleged use of Shakespeare by educators to promote a particular agenda (Alexander 2021), their arguments are only partly to do with Shakespeare; they are also over the status of the kind of cultural authority that Shakespeare has been made to signify, who has access to it, and who gets to control it. As a result, one significant argument against an approach to early modern drama that treats Shakespeare as simply one dramatist among many is that it risks excluding scholars from consequential political struggles, minimizing their voice in wider and urgent debates.

This book is therefore beset by two contradictory imperatives: one that strives to escape Shakespeare’s historical dominance of the study of early modern drama and one that recognizes the enabling effect of Shakespeare studies on the field, as well as the politically energizing effect (for good and ill) of Shakespeare’s cultural centrality. But our ultimate goal in bringing the study of Shakespeare and early modern drama into dialogue in this volume is to expand the conversation and diversify our approaches to early modern theatre writ large. This brings us to the subtitle of our volume: Perspectives on Culture, Performance and Identity. These three key concepts guide the various critical approaches discussed in the pages that follow, pointing to new directions for scholarship on early modern drama that embrace the possibilities and challenges of our current sociopolitical moment. What makes this book distinctive, then, is that it is a research handbook focused not only on the drama of Shakespeare and his contemporaries but also on the relationship between those plays and early modern theatrical and cultural contexts, including the social and material conditions of performance as well as the broader cultural milieu in which these plays were written and performed.

In addition, ‘identity’ serves as an important category of analysis throughout the volume; our contributors thus explore avenues of research that relate to questions of race, gender, disability and sexuality, both severally and in combination. As we’ve suggested, these are areas of study that will benefit significantly from an expansive analysis of early modern drama including but not exclusive to Shakespeare. Writing about early modern race studies, for instance, Urvashi Chakravarty has suggested that ‘in an era when undergraduate curricula are less and less likely to be populated a wide array of non-Shakespearean Renaissance classes, non-Shakespearean authors might … be rich ground for the work of early modern race studies’ (2020: 20). Such avenues of investigation set aside concerns about anachronism to consider instead both the continued influence of early modern drama and its potential to offer alternative models about race, gender, sexuality and disability. As Melissa E. Sanchez has argued, ‘[t]he claim that modern theories of identity are anachronistic impositions on texts of the premodern past relieves scholars of thinking about not only the inequalities and violences of the past but also the alternative templates it offers for conceptualizing difference’ (2020: 139). In this volume, we stress that a consideration of these inequalities and alternatives will yield the richest results when it takes a broad and inclusive approach to early modern drama. How does our understanding of early modern performance, culture and identity change when we decentre Shakespeare? And, extending our research questions beyond the page to the classroom, how might a more inclusive approach to early modern drama help enable students to discuss topics of great value to them (topics that might include issues of race and gender, for instance) in more productive ways?

What emerges in the chapters that follow is a shared, yet still varied, understanding of the discursive and material situatedness of the drama of Shakespeare and his contemporaries. Methodologically, this volume is deliberately capacious in its approach: our aim is not to prescribe specific practices but instead to model a range of strategies and introduce salient topics within current research that will help readers develop their own questions and analyses. That said, there are some key characteristics that tie together many of the individual chapters. Contributors share a self-consciousness about the field, its scope and its aims – a self-consciousness that extends to a concern with who is doing this scholarly work, to what ends, and using what resources. Many chapters take an international perspective on early modern drama, and they demonstrate a strong interest in the material world, whether in the form of physical structures, formal institutions or the material realities of lived experience or embodied performance. In addition, our contributors display a willingness to frame and analyse their materials in ways that don’t rely exclusively on authorship; they consider (for instance) how attention to repertory, playhouses, modes of performance (including female performance) and lost plays can productively shape our critical narratives about early modern drama. One result of this shift in focus is increased attention to less-studied plays such as George Peele’s The Famous Chronicle of King Edward the First (in Tracey Hill’s chapter), Thomas Heywood’s Four Prentices of London (in Jane Hwang Degenhardt’s chapter) and Mary Wroth’s Love’s Victory (in Clare McManus and Lucy Munro’s chapter). In a similar vein, many of the chapters ask us to question historical assumptions (for instance, about the supposed ‘all-male stage’, the traditional chronology of dramatic activity in the period and the category of ‘early modern drama’ itself). Finally, the individual chapters are connected by a shared awareness of contemporary agendas and concerns that are vital to sustained and engaged research in early modern drama: they explore how race, religion, environment, gender and sexuality animate sixteenth- and seventeenth-century drama and, crucially, the questions we collectively bring to that drama as researchers, teachers and students.

We have developed this handbook as a research companion – a helpful guide for those interested in familiarizing themselves with current research topics in Shakespeare and early modern drama studies. It is intended for new scholars in the field, including students and early career researchers, as well as for more advanced researchers who may be seeking a general reference for topics not immediately within their area of expertise. Individual chapters both synthesize existing research and open up questions and challenges for future study. The volume is organized into sections that highlight ‘Research Methods and Problems’, ‘Current Research and Issues’ and ‘New Directions’ in the field of Shakespeare and early modern drama. It also includes an overview of digital resources and an annotated bibliography, materials designed to assist researchers as they pursue their own avenues of enquiry. While no volume of this kind can be exhaustive, our aim is to offer a rich and capacious sense of the state of the field and encourage additional research in the future.

After this Introduction, our collection proceeds to Ed Gieskes’s A–Z survey of ‘Material and institutional contexts of early modern drama’. Taking as his point of departure Pierre Bourdieu’s concept of the ‘field of cultural production’, which situates artworks within a system of relationships between agents and institutions, Gieskes provides introductions to key participants in dramatic culture such as actors, audiences and theatre owners, and surveys institutions ranging from playhouses to court. His account of the material contexts of early modern drama includes both objects such as props, costumes and actors’ parts, and practices such as censorship, patronage and the performance of race and gender. Gieskes’s entries also indicate important critical debates (for example, over audience composition) and direct readers to further resources.

The two chapters that follow make up the ‘Research methods and problems’ section and address theoretical questions that are of foundational importance for historicist analysis of early modern drama. In ‘Did early modern drama actually happen?’ Kurt Schreyer examines the discursive and disciplinary construction of periods in dramatic history. He argues that E. K. Chambers’s landmark The Mediaeval Stage (1903) viewed pre-Shakespearean drama in light of the plays by Shakespeare and his contemporaries that both grew out of it and superseded it; subsequent twentieth-century discussions of the relationship between late medieval and early modern drama can be regarded as attempts to respond to this teleological construction. Schreyer goes on to consider early modern writers’ own sense of historical periodicity and how it was shaped by humanism, the Reformation and the ongoing life of material artefacts – not least in plays themselves, as with phenomena such as Hell Mouth. Finally, he insists on the need to complicate our sense of chronology with an awareness of geographical difference: attending to drama outside London, whether in the form of Corpus Christi cycles or performances by touring companies, can help correct a tendency to privilege the 1576 building of the theatre in Shoreditch as a watershed date.

A comparable preoccupation with the non-Shakespearean informs Jean E. Howard’s chapter, ‘Drama and society in Shakespeare’s England’, which surveys scholarly work going back to L. C. Knights (1937) that has considered the relationship between the early modern theatre and its socio-economic contexts. As she demonstrates, critics have focused on different texts and contexts in line with changing modern priorities, with the final decades of the twentieth century characterized by a burgeoning interest in questions of gender, sexuality and race. The intervening years have seen a belated recognition of the implications of the last of these, in particular
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