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Abstract 
Performing the Protestant State: Preaching and Playing from Marprelate to Milton 

challenges the prevailing literary-historical account of London’s theaters as an 

overwhelmingly secular force in England’s political discourse. I demonstrate that this 

secularizing narrative misses the importance of the stage’s productive dialogue with the 

city’s other great locus of live rhetorical performance, the public sermon. From 

Elizabethan professional drama to the court masques and theatrical pamphlets of the 

brewing Civil War, England’s leading playwrights were deeply engaged in responding 

to London’s prestigious preaching venues. Elite churchmen and rising stars would 

ascend the great outdoor pulpits at Paul’s Cross or Whitehall Palace and harangue 

audiences of four or five thousand on topics from the best way to spend their money to 

the latest news in international dynastic conflicts. London’s most talented dramatists 

were often among those audiences, enjoying the rhetoric and keeping their finger on the 

pulse of the latest religio-political conversations. In a culture with almost no line 

between sacred and secular, where citizenship and church membership were nearly 

coterminous, the work of playwrights like William Shakespeare and Thomas Middleton 

often ventured into sermonic territory, at once borrowing from the pulpit and 

competing with it for market share in the London and national discourse. Skirting 

censorship intended to keep the plays from overtly commenting on national and 
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ecclesial politics, the dramatists weighed in on everything from the dangers of domestic 

Catholic agents to the proper perspective on the latest theological disputes in the 

Netherlands. I demonstrate that these conceptual overlaps between stage and pulpit 

were intensified by the fact that they often shared physical locations and were 

responded to by shared audiences. Together, preachers and dramatists reflected, 

interrogated, and defined these audiences as a nationalist Protestant public on an 

international stage. 
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Introduction 

Immediately after assassinating Julius Caesar in William Shakespeare’s 1599 

tragedy at the Globe Theater, the assassins Cassius and Brutus head “to the common 

pulpits” to address the city’s people. When Caesar’s ally Antony requests permission to 

speak after them, Cassius warns Brutus “Know you not how much the people may be 

mov’d / by that which he will utter?” Rather than censor him, however, Brutus assures 

Cassius that “I will myself into the pulpit first, / And show the reason of our Caesar’s 

death.” Antony will speak in the pulpit only “by leave and by permission,” but the 

ensuing scene perfectly illustrates that the early modern London authorities’ licensing 

power over public speech did not necessarily translate into control of political and social 

debate (III.1.280-40).1 Cassius and Brutus ascend public pulpits clearly modeled on the 

great pulpits outside St. Paul’s Cathedral and Whitehall Palace, where London preachers 

could address audiences of thousands. The populace follows, intending to “compare their 

reasons, / When severally we hear them rendered.” But Brutus offers no reasons; he 

demands that the people accept his decision simply because of who he is: “have respect 

1 Torrance Kirby writes, “Despite official regulation, Paul’s Cross provided a popular forum for 
the articulation of diverse viewpoints in a turbulent ‘market’ of religious and political ideas. From 
as early as the thirteenth century the cathedral churchyard had been one of the favoured settings 
for popular protest, a place where public grievances could be aired, a stage where vital affairs of 
the nation were enacted.” Persuasion and Conversion: Essays on Religion, Politics, and the 
Public Sphere in Early Modern England, (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 3. 
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to mine honor, that you may believe.” He then leaves the pulpit, commanding the people 

to stay and listen to the eulogy which Mark Antony “by our permission, is allow’d to 

make” (III.2.10-65).   

Antony lacks Brutus’ authority, but like Cassius he understands that the public 

pulpit provides a venue to move the populace via rhetorical persuasion. So Antony gives 

the people reasons to grieve Caesar’s death and support the party of his heir Octavian: 

Caesar filled Rome’s coffers; he refused the crown; he made you his heirs. Antony’s 

pulpit rhetoric is not merely syllogistic, however; he also knows how to put on a show. 

As John Webster’s Flamineo would exclaim thirteen years later on another London stage 

about another set of arguments, “they move me / As some in pulpits move their auditory / 

More with their exclamation than sense / of reason or sound doctrine” (The White Devil, 

5.6.71-4).2 Antony bursts into tears at just the right moment, prompting one of his 

auditors to exclaim “Methinks there is much reason in his sayings” (Julius Caesar, 

III.2.118). He teases the audience with the mystery of Caesar’s sealed will. He flourishes 

2 Alexandra Walsham writes: “Talented preachers did not simply instruct their hearers in the 
lessons embedded in scripture, they threw all their energies into rousing them to a pitch of 
emotional fervour. Sermons were a kind of performance art, the printed versions of which are a 
very poor guide to the theatrical manner in which some godly ministers conducted themselves in 
their pulpits.” See “The godly and popular culture” in the Cambridge Companion to Puritanism, 
J. Coffey and P. C.-H. Lim eds., (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 277-93. 
Cf. Bryan Crockett, “Thomas Playfere’s poetics of preaching,” in The English Sermon revised: 
Religion, literature and history 1600-1750, (Manchester, UK: Manchester University Press, 
2000), 59-85. 
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Caesar’s bloody mantle as a prop. The crowd erupts, launching Antony’s faction into 

power and driving Brutus and Cassius out of the city. 

My project focuses on the role that live performance (and the print which directly 

recorded or responded to it) played in publicly negotiating what it meant to be a loyal and 

orthodox English Protestant in London during the turbulent years between 1589 and 

1642.3 In particular, I explore ways that late 16th and 17th-century English Protestant 

identity was formed and performed by professional playwrights and popular preachers. I 

pay close attention to physical locations in which the church and the public stage 

overlapped, which might be used both for preaching and for the performance of plays. 

Whether performed live cheek-by-jowl at Whitehall Palace, the Archbishop’s mansion at 

Croydon, or the great open-air pulpits and theaters of London, or jostling for space in the 

booksellers’ stalls outside St. Paul’s Cathedral, sermons and plays commented on, 

competed with, and complemented each other in the hearts and minds of a shared 

audience.  

The long reigns of Elizabeth I and James I saw a unique challenge to the state’s 

goal of maintaining a populace that would conform to the beliefs and directions of its 

leaders: the explosion of a culture of live performance and inexpensive print. Peter Lake 

argues that although in theory any kind of “public politicking” could never become 

3 See Jeanne Shami, John Donne and Conformity in Crisis in the Late Jacobean Pulpit, 
(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2003), Chapter 1 for an excellent discussion of the 
“extension of pulpit debate into print” (2). 
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“normative or licit,” as the practical limitations on the monarch’s ability or right to 

command total obedience must be handled gingerly, attempts to bend and shape the 

opinions of the populace became “something like normal”: 

Over time, a term was coined (initially used entirely pejoratively) to characterize 
such practices: ‘popularity.’ … [A]cross a range of contemporary media 
(performance in the pulpit, on the stage, and on the scaffold; print; manuscript; 
and, of course, word of mouth), a variety of different groups contended in public 
for the attention, support, and, in certain cases, the money and patronage of a wide 
range of differently constituted but also overlapping publics. The groups involved 
included different sorts of Catholics, and various sorts of Protestants, most 
notably Puritans and their more aggressively conformist opponents. 4 

 
I demonstrate that the role of London’s theaters in shaping this popular sphere cannot be 

fully understood outside of the context of their dialogue with the city’s other great live 

performance culture, the public sermon. From Elizabethan professional drama to the 

court masques and theatrical pamphlets of the brewing Civil War, England’s leading 

playwrights were deeply engaged in responding to London’s prestige preaching venues. 

Elite churchmen and rising stars would ascend the great outdoor pulpits at Paul’s Cross or 

Whitehall Palace and harangue audiences of four or five thousand on topics from the best 

way to spend their money to the latest news in international dynastic politics.  

London’s most talented dramatists were often among those audiences, enjoying 

the rhetoric and keeping their finger on the pulse of the latest religio-political 

4 Peter Lake, “Publics and Participation: England, Britain, and Europe in the “Post-
Reformation”,” The Journal of British Studies 56 (October 2017), 836-854, at 837-38. I have 
corrected a couple of apparent copy-editing issues in Lake’s quotation for readability. 
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conversations. In a culture with almost no line between sacred and secular, where 

citizenship and church membership were nearly coterminous but where the volatile 

Protestant mainstream was constantly morphing and evolving, the playwrights’ own work 

often ventured into sermonic territory, at once borrowing from the pulpit and competing 

with it for market share in London and national discourse. Skirting censorship intended to 

keep the plays from overtly commenting on national and ecclesial politics, the dramatists 

weighed in on everything from the dangers of domestic Catholic agents to the proper 

perspective on the latest theological disputes in the Netherlands.  

Thomas Nashe produced anti-Puritan satire in the Archbishop of Canterbury’s 

mansion. Thomas Middleton lampooned the Jesuits at the “Children of Paul’s” 

playhouse, just yards away from the Paul’s Cross pulpit. Shakespeare and Bishop 

Lancelot Andrewes took turns providing the evening performance for the Christmas 

celebrations at Whitehall Palace. John Donne preached the same distinctively British 

political theology at the capital city of the Netherlands that London dramatists were 

staging in their “current events” depictions of Dutch civil conflict. Together these 

preachers and dramatists reflected, interrogated, and defined their shared popular 

audience (an audience including both preachers and dramatists) as a nationalist Protestant 

public. 

Sometimes, the moments that stage and pulpit commented on or borrowed from 

one another are textually obvious. In Shakespeare’s 1610 play Cymbeline, the 

“Soothsayer” draws directly from a Paul’s Cross sermon published earlier that year when 
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she interprets an oracle for the king: “The piece of tender air, thy virtuous daughter, / 

Which we call ‘mollis aer;’ and ‘mollis aer’ / We term it ‘mulier:’ which ‘mulier’ I divine 

/ Is this most constant wife” (5.5.446-8). In his January sermon, the preacher Thomas 

Myriell had described Christ’s disciple Mary Magdalene as “a woman, mulier, mollis aer, 

a soft and tender breath.”5 The borrowing could also go the other direction. When 

William Barlow preached at Paul’s Cross in 1601 on behalf of the Bishop of London and 

the Privy Council to denounce the Earl of Essex’s treason and to justify his execution, he 

turned for examples to the Shakespearean play which Essex had famously attended 

immediately before his riot. The earl’s “offence and treason,” Barlow claimed, was “all 

one with that of Henrie Duke of Lancaster, against Richard the second, remooving 

certaine which misled the king.”6 When the court preacher John Donne sought to hint to 

James I in 1617 that a king famous for theological polemics should work harder to foster 

virtue in his own palace, he delicately alluded to another early Globe play, Measure for 

Measure: “We have heard of princes that have put down stews, and executed severe laws 

5 See Valerie Wayne ed., Cymbeline, (Arden 3rd Series, 2017), 44, 85.  
6 Mary Morrissey ed., “William Barlow, A sermon preached at Paules Crosse with a short 
discourse of the late Earle of Essex his confession, and penitence, before and at the time of his 
death (1601),” in Kirby ed., Sermons at Paul’s Cross, 1521-1642, (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2017), 381-406; See Arnold Hunt, “‘Tuning the pulpits’: the religious context of the Essex 
revolt” in Lori Anne Ferrell and Peter McCullough eds., The English Sermon revised, 86-114.  
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against licentiousness; but that may have been to bring all the licentiousness of the city 

into the court.”7  

More often, however, my approach to reading early modern drama requires a 

thorough contextualization in broader English religious discourse. Much recent 

historiography on the English early modern “public sphere” points toward the religious 

upheavals of the Reformation as one cause of the emergence of a “culture of persuasion,” 

in which appeals to authority could not always be counted on to sway the London 

populace.8  The church of Rome, which had for centuries been the final arbiter of truth for 

English Christians, had been rejected by the crown and church of England as the seat of 

Antichrist and the “synagogue of Satan.” But centuries of liturgical practice and 

devotional formation via pilgrimages to saints’ shrines, the biblical dramas of the Corpus 

7 Peter McCullough, ed., “A Lent Sermon Preached At White-Hall. February 20. 1617,” in The 
Oxford Edition of the Sermons of John Donne, Vol. 1: Sermons Preached at the Jacobean Courts, 
1615–1619, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 62 and the accompanying footnote. 
8 See, for instance, the special issue of The Journal of British Studies 56 (October 2017) on 
“Publics and Participation in Early Modern Britain,” especially the articles by Tim Harris, 
“Publics and Participation in the Three Kingdoms: Was There Such a Thing as “British Public 
Opinion” in the Seventeenth Century?” 731-753; and Peter Lake, “Publics and Participation: 
England, Britain, and Europe in the “Post-Reformation”,” 836-854. See also Torrance 
Kirby, Persuasion and Conversion: Essays on Religion, Politics, and the Public Sphere in Early 
Modern England, (Brill, 2013); Peter Lake and Stephen Pincus, “Rethinking the Public Sphere in 
Early Modern England,” Journal of British Studies 45 (April 2006), 270–292; and Peter Lake and 
Michael Questier, “Puritans, Papists, and the ‘Public Sphere in Early Modern England: The 
Edmund Campion Affair in Context,” The Journal of Modern History 72 (September 2000), 587–
627. 
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Christi and Whitsunday festivals, Eucharistic processions, and the high ceremony of the 

Mass could not be replaced by royal or episcopal fiat. 9  

A cohesive English religious public could never again be taken for granted.10 A 

new Protestant historiography and sense of identity would have to be built over time, 

fostered by popular texts like John Foxe’s Book of Martyrs—which every parish was 

legally required to own—and through new forms of popular performance and 

entertainment that could replace the old Catholic practices. Reform-minded leaders of the 

English church such as Thomas Cranmer and John Jewel found themselves in the 

position of having to re-catechize the majority of the English church’s laity. They would 

have to persuade the populace that the doctrines which their Catholic parents believed—

Christian souls enter Purgatory after death; pilgrimages and gifts to the shrines of saints 

impart grace; the bread and wine of the Eucharist are transubstantiated into flesh and 

blood; the pope is the head of the universal church—were dangerous heresies. These 

“heresies” would have to be replaced with the newly established orthodoxy: grace comes 

through faith alone; the justified soul is immaculate through faith and is immediately fit 

for heaven; all graces flow directly from God, and prayers to any mediator other than 

9 See Eamon Duffy, The Stripping of the Altars: Traditional Religion in England, 1400-1580, 
(New Haven: Yale University Press, 1992).  
10 Because, as Torrance Kirby writes, the populace’s “religious identity could no longer be 
assumed to be simply ‘given’,” it would have to be fostered both in “ecclesial and political” 
contexts “through the instruments of persuasion—that is, by means of argument, textual 
interpretation, exhortation, reasoned opinion, and moral advice—exercised through both pulpit 
and press in a nascent public sphere.” Persuasion and Conversion, 1. 
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Christ are idolatrous; the Eucharistic elements are signs and seals or conduits of Christ’s 

body, but are not physically transformed into it; the monarch is God’s lieutenant in 

England and is Supreme Governor both of the nation and of the national church.  

While this new dogma could be (and was) established as official Church of 

England teaching by royal and episcopal decree, no law could implant the new faith in 

the hearts and minds of English rank and file. The Book of Homilies and The Book of 

Common Prayer, published in successive editions by the bishops and with the royal 

approval of England’s first two Protestant monarchs, Edward VI and Elizabeth I, would 

become key vehicles for this persuasion.11 As the Elizabethan “Homily on Obedience” 

makes clear, the people must be persuaded that while “ecclesial” and “political” contexts 

could be distinguished, they could never be separated. While “Puritan” and Catholic 

critics of the religious establishment argued that the state must be guided by a higher 

authority—theological tradition or the dictates of conscience informed by personal 

reading of scripture and patristic texts—in making decisions for the church, “conformist” 

spokesmen for the Royal Supremacy argued that the nation had the moral obligation to 

accept the ecclesial directions of God’s anointed monarch, regardless of how “edifying” 

individual citizens found those directions to be.  

11 Both are available in excellent recent editions. See Gerald Bray ed., The Books of Homilies: A 
Critical Edition, (Cambridge, UK: James Clarke & Co., 2015); Brian Cummings ed., The Book of 
Common Prayer: The Texts of 1549, 1559, and 1662, (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 
2011). 
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This conformist position, largely staked out by Archbishop of Canterbury John 

Whitgift under Elizabeth, involved a certain circularity. The execution of the Protestant 

Archbishop of Canterbury Thomas Cranmer by the Catholic Mary Tudor proved only too 

vividly that the policy of the English crown was liable to change, and what the 

consequences might be for Whitgift should Elizabeth’s cousin Mary Stuart of Scotland 

ever gain the English throne. Should the monarch command anything directly contrary to 

divine law, Whitgift conceded, then church members had the obligation to peacefully 

decline compliance.12 But Elizabeth (and her brother Edward Tudor and her heir James 

Stuart) were “orthodox,” and therefore never would command anything against God’s 

law, even if their actual ecclesial policies evolved over time in response to domestic and 

international affairs. For Whitgift, politics were religious, religion was political, and the 

divinely anointed monarch had the final word in both. But neither the crown nor its 

episcopal spokesmen had the centralized power to ensure that theirs was the only word. 

Rather, their word would have to be maintained through a mixture of coercion and public 

negotiation—a negotiation that involved London live performance culture as a not-quite-

equal debate partner.13 

12 See “John Whitgift, A Most Godly and Learned Sermon Preached at Pauls Crosse (1583)” in 
Torrance Kirby ed., Sermons at Paul’s Cross, 1521-1642, 283-299, at 287-290. 
13 See Harris, “Publics and Participation in the Three Kingdoms,” 735. The royalist cleric Peter 
Heylyn wrote in 1668: “It was observed of Queen Elizabeth, that when she had any business to 
bring about amongst the people, she used to tune the Pulpits, as her saying was; that is to say, to 
have some Preachers in and about London, and other great Auditories in the Kingdom, ready at 
command to cry up her design, as well in their publick Sermons as their private Conferences.” 
Quoted in Arnold Hunt, “Tuning the pulpits,” 87. 
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This dissertation seeks to clarify the role in that religio-political debate played by 

professional dramatists at work in the public theaters and in the more exclusive venues of 

royal court and aristocratic great house entertainments. By putting fifty years of early 

modern English drama in direct conversation with the often under-appreciated 

performances of the London public pulpits, I seek to gain a clearer picture of the ways 

that the London populace—be they preacher, player, or audience member—conceived of 

their own identities as loyal and orthodox Englishmen and women.  

This project comes at an exciting time in the scholarship on early modern English 

popular culture. Over the last few decades, historians of British religious nationalism 

have painted an ever-complexifying picture of the explosive diversity contained within 

the English mainstream. Meanwhile, the ‘turn to religion’ in early modern literary studies 

has led to significant interest in the inseparably linked religious and political 

commitments of the period’s leading dramatists. But a tendency has persisted among 

theater scholars to describe these religio-political identities as static and monolithic 

categories. The hawkish high Calvinist, the sophisticated and royalist Anglican, the anti-

social and anti-theatrical Puritan—these taxonomies have facilitated manageable 

generalizations from literary critics about the relationship between the church and the 

theater, or the pulpit and the stage.  

For a long time, for instance, churchmen and dramatists were portrayed simply in 

terms of opposition. That old binary has been challenged more recently by theater 

historians such as Paul White, in his work on early 16th-century Reformation drama, and 
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by scholars of Elizabethan and Stuart London culture. Margot Heinemann’s seminal work 

on the Calvinist playwright Thomas Middleton, Puritanism and Theatre, went a long way 

toward overturning the narrative that Puritans reflexively opposed the theaters, and vice-

versa.14 But her work was itself based on an anachronistic understanding of a static 

courtly “Anglicanism” ranged against a “parliamentary Puritan” opposition.15 In reality, 

these categories were anything but stable, as we have come to understand through the 

work of revisionist historians of the early modern Church of England such as Patrick 

Collinson, Nicholas Tyacke and Peter Lake. Collinson offered his own readings of many 

of the same works that engaged Heinemann, but without the nuance and attention he 

habitually gave to political and theological texts.16 Both Heinemann and Collinson, 

14 Margot Heinemann, Puritanism and Theatre: Thomas Middleton and Opposition Drama under 
the Early Stuarts, (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1980). 
15 Indeed, neither the court nor conformist “Anglican” writers necessarily favored the theaters. 
James Shapiro writes: “We tend to think of plays as the main site for exploring sensitive issues of 
authority in Shakespeare’s day. But for King James, sermons—both those for public consumption 
at Paul’s Cross and those delivered before him at court—better served that purpose, and for every 
play he saw James may have heard a half dozen sermons.” See 1606: William Shakespeare and 
the Year of Lear, (London: Faber & Faber, 2015), 212. Meanwhile, the great theologian of 
Elizabethan conformity, Richard Hooker, suggested the following congregational prayer of 
confession in this “First Sermon on Jude”: “I loved pleasure more than God. I followed greedily 
the joy of this present world. I esteemed him that erected a stage or theatre more than Solomon 
who built a temple to the Lord. The harp, viola, timbrell, pipe, male and female singer were at my 
parties, and I rejoiced to see my children dance before me. Of every kind of vanity I said: ‘Oh, 
how sweet you are to my soul.’ To me all these things are now crucified, and I to them. I now 
hate the pride of this life, the pomp of the world.” See Philip B. Secor, ed., The Sermons of 
Richard Hooker: The Power of Faith, The Mystery of Grace, (London: SPCK, 2001), 26-27. 
16 See Patrick Collinson, “The Theatre Constructs Puritanism” in David L. Smith, Richard Strier 
and David Bevington eds., The Theatrical City: Culture, Theatre and Politics in London, 1576-
1649, (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 157-169, and “Antipuritanism” in 
John Coffey and Paul C. H. Lim ed., The Cambridge Companion to Puritanism, 19-33. 
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moreover, were hindered by the relative scarcity of scholarly editions available for the 

work—especially the ephemeral work of live performance such as playing and 

preaching—of non-canonical figures like Middleton.   

The last 15 years have seen great strides in editing a rich variety of London’s 

popular print culture. My project seeks to take advantage of this wealth of new editions, 

and would have been impossible without Joseph Black’s brilliant edition of The Martin 

Marprelate Tracts and his ongoing work on Thomas Nashe’s corpus, Peter McCullough’s 

Lancelot Andrews: Selected Sermons and Lectures, Torrance Kirby’s Sermons at Paul’s 

Cross, Gary Taylor and John Lavagnigno’s magisterial work editing and establishing the 

canon of Thomas Middleton: The Collected Works, and the massive ongoing labor that is 

the Oxford Edition of the Sermons of John Donne.17 

This work has given us a clearer view of the fact that Church of England fostered 

a vast array of often conflicting, constantly evolving theological commitments, artistic 

movements and social projects within the ranks of its clergy and parishioners. As scholars 

such as Peter Lake and Mary Morrissey have shown us, the use of terms like 

“conformist,” “puritan,” and “papist” in oral performances were constantly evolving, as 

17 Joseph Black ed, The Martin Marprelate Tracts, (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University 
Press, 2008) and The Thomas Nashe Project 
(https://research.ncl.ac.uk/thethomasnasheproject/thomasnashe/); Peter McCullough ed., Lancelot 
Andrewes: Selected Sermons and Lectures, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005); Torrance 
Kirby, P. G. Stanwood, Mary Morrissey, and John N. King eds., Sermons at Paul’s Cross: 1520-
1640, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017); Gary Taylor and John Lavagnino, Thomas 
Middleton: The Collected Works, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2007); The Oxford Edition of 
the Sermons of John Donne (https://donnesermons.web.ox.ac.uk/home). 
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political and ecclesial crises drove official and popular attempts to reshape or reestablish 

what it meant to be loyal, orthodox, and law-abiding.18 A “Puritan” could be defined 

polemically as a revolutionary who rejected the episcopacy, the Books of Homilies and 

Common Prayer, and the Royal Supremacy, or as an over-earnest sermon-attender and 

do-gooder who nevertheless accepted the structures of the established English church 

without complaint. “Conformity” could mean a scrupulous and impassioned adherence to 

every rubric of the Prayerbook, or a general willingness to respect the bishop and use the 

liturgies of Morning and Evening Prayer as the bookends of a long Calvinist sermon. The 

adjective “papist” could describe Jesuit missionaries hiding in the great houses of 

recusant Catholic noblemen, or the simple white gown (the “surplice”) which the 

Prayerbook mandated as the standard clerical uniform of the Church of England. 

Coming to terms with the complexity of this multi-genre social discourse should 

encourage us to reimagine the theater’s role within British society, whether in the local 

communities of the great house or parish, the royal court, or the capital cities of 

England’s continental allies. Each of my chapters explores a moment when pulpit and 

stage, situated in a common geographic location, spoke about shared political, social, or 

18 Peter Lake writes: “[T]hese pitches used the full gamut of contemporary media in order to 
appeal to, to call into being, and to mobilize various strands of opinion, actual or notional publics, 
at moments of actual, incipient, or perceived crisis. Such outbreaks of pitch making were 
intermittent, but repeated.” See “Publics and Participation,” 839. Lake’s and Questier’s brilliant 
The Antichrist’s Lewd Hat: Protestants, Papists and Players in Post-Reformation England, (New 
Haven, 2002) is in many ways a detailed unpacking of this insight.  
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theological concerns during times of national crisis, moments when what it meant to be a 

good English Christian and a good Christian Englishman/woman was debated rather than 

assumed.  

The first three chapters focus on multi-use spaces which performed both theatrical 

and ecclesial functions. My dissertation opens with the 1589-92 “Martin Marprelate” 

controversy—a battle of pamphlets, sermons, and plays which translated academic 

debates regarding the best way to govern the Church of England into a remarkably 

lowbrow register. I argue that the polemical centerpiece of this debate was the stock 

figure of a wicked prelate, drawn from a long history of popular religious performance 

reaching back to medieval passion plays depicting the persecution of Christ by the Jewish 

authorities. The pseudonymous presbyterian pamphleteer “Martin” and his anti-Puritan 

opponents like Thomas Nashe wrestled for control of this figure, seeking to cast each 

other’s clerical heroes as the tyrannical high priest Caiaphas of the gospels. Paul’s Cross 

sermons on Christian obedience provided satirical fodder for a serious of increasingly 

scurrilous thrusts and counterthrusts which painted the leaders of these competing church 

factions as the enemies of Christ. The duel crossed an “invisible and shifting line” for 

church and state authorities when the satirical pamphlets began to be adapted for and 

performed in the London theaters. The “Marprelate” plays were banned, and scholars 

often note that none have survived. I argue, however, that an entertainment produced by 

Thomas Nashe for Archbishop Whitgift’s household Michaelmas festivities, Summer’s 

Last Will and Testament, seeks to resurrect the English Caiaphas one last time, and thus 
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should be read as the final volley in the Marprelate theatricals. I conclude that Whitgift’s 

subsequent treatment of Nashe suggests that, despite the entertainment’s careful flattery 

of the Archbishop, Nashe’s brand of virulent anti-Puritanism no longer aligned with the 

authorities’ efforts to reunify the English church around a shared commitment to 

Calvinist doctrine and to Elizabeth I. 

 Whereas Chapter 1 details an intra-Protestant battle over fidelity and obedience, 

Chapter 2 explores a Catholic threat to English Protestant hegemony. I argue that William 

Shakespeare’s King Lear, performed on December 26, 1606 at King James I’s court at 

Whitehall Palace in the aftermath of the failed Gunpowder Plot, undermined the Calvinist 

vision of elect nationhood and divinely appointed monarchy which Lancelot Andrewes 

had propounded in Whitehall sermons on November 5 (the first annual Gunpowder Day 

commemoration) and December 25. Shakespeare’s interrogation of court ideology, as 

encapsulated in Andrewes’ triumphalist sermons, took the form of a terrifying alternative 

history which underlined the existential fragility of England’s Reformation narrative and 

“Reformed” culture. This alternate reality had the potential to undercut the firm belief—

shared by English Protestants of all stripes—that God had chosen their nation over all 

others to establish godliness and good order on earth. It would require a united Protestant 

response to ensure what could no longer be taken for granted. 

 In a controversial attempt to impose order after the Gunpowder Plot, James I 

sought to require the entire nation to take an Oath of Allegiance confirming his political 

and religious authority. Chapter 3 traces two popular attacks on London’s immorality and 
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disunity performed in St. Paul’s Cathedral churchyard which respond to the Oath during 

this period (1606-1609): Thomas Middleton’s ‘city comedy’ The Puritan Widow, 

performed by the choirboy-actors of St. Paul’s, and William Crashawe’s Paul’s Cross 

sermon Against the Papists and Brownists. Despite Crashawe’s famous denunciation of 

Middleton from the pulpit, I argue that both the polemical sermon and the iconoclastic 

play conclude with compatible proposals for a united front between the Puritans and their 

less zealous or more conformist co-religionists against Catholics and foreigners. 

 The final two chapters expand my focus on place to consider paired locations that 

extend London culture overseas and across Britain. Chapter 4 intervenes in recent debates 

over John Donne’s theology and politics by examining his 1619 embassy to continental 

Europe, which attempted to mediate between bellicose Protestants and Catholics. After 

contextualizing Donne’s sermon at the Hague before the lords of the Netherlands in 

relation to the recently concluded international council of Calvinist churchmen and 

diplomats at Dordrecht, I argue that Donne’s teaching on perseverance in personal, 

ecclesial, and political fidelity is mirrored by Fletcher and Massinger’s 1619 production 

of The Tragedy of Sir John Van Olden Barnavelt. Fletcher and Massinger’s tragedy 

remarkably avoids the longstanding ban on ‘handling divinity in the manner of the stage’ 

to perform the current religio-political affairs of the Hague for a London audience. At this 

moment in time, popular entertainment, royal policy, and elite theology presented a 

unified English voice on the international stage. 
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 Chapter 5 reads Bishop Joseph Hall’s 1634 sermon “The Character of Man,” 

delivered at the court of Charles I, alongside John Milton’s A Masque Presented at 

Ludlow Castle, performed on Michaelmas (like Nashe’s Summer’s Last Will and 

Testament) at the satellite court of the king’s deputy in Wales. I argue that Milton’s 

highly dramatic masque echoes Hall’s sermon in celebrating the last vestiges of a 

national Prayerbook Protestantism about to dissolve into warring Laudian and 

Presbyterian parties. The popular religio-political consensus which had been negotiated 

in the Elizabethan years, been bolstered under James and reached its zenith at the Synod 

of Dort was falling apart by 1640, when Milton and Hall would find themselves 

personally and bitterly opposed in the “Smectymnuus” controversy. This scurrilous 

pamphleteering battle, which pitted a new wave of witty Presbyterian iconoclasts against 

king and bishop, resurrected the techniques of Nashe and Martin Marprelate a half 

century later.  
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1. Archbishop Caiaphas: The Medieval Stage-Tyrant in the   
Elizabethan ‘Martin Marprelate’ Controversy 
 
 

As queen of England and “Supreme Governor” of the English church, Elizabeth I 

united in her own person the God-given authority to rule and defend an inextricably 

linked church and state. When she appointed John Whitgift Archbishop of Canterbury in 

1583, the new Archbishop took the helm of a Church of England whose doctrine had 

evolved from pre-Reformation Catholicism to a staunch “Reformed” or “Calvinist” 

theology. While Roman Catholicism continued to be practiced in secret chapels, 

especially by some old and powerful northern gentry families, and while some small 

“Anabaptist” sects such as “The Family of Love” operated in the cities, England had 

become a Protestant and Reformed commonwealth. But England differed from other 

Reformed nations and city states such as Geneva, the Netherlands, and Scotland. While 

the continental Reformation had typically begun with evangelical lower clergy and city 

magistrates driving out the local bishop or papal representative, England’s Reformation 

had been led by Protestant bishops such as Thomas Cranmer, Hugh Latimer and John 

Bale. The continental Calvinists had typically instituted a new form of church 

government, modeled on and often including members of the city council and magistracy, 

where ministers and lay elders or “presbyters” together directed the church as an 

oligarchy. The English bishops, on the other hand, had seen no need to abolish their own 

roles; they planned to continue providing counsel to the monarch and direction for God’s 
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purified and reformed church in the manner of the biblical apostles. Also unlike other 

Calvinist churches, Cranmer and his fellows had simplified but not abolished the old 

church liturgies and clerical dress. The Book of Common Prayer was essentially a 

Protestant English version of the Catholic Latin missal, and clergy continued to wear a 

white robe (known as a surplice) over a black cassock, though the highly decorative 

medieval “cope” or “chasuble” had been discarded as a vanity.  

For some clergy within the Church of England, these structural holdovers were a 

“papist” excrescence which must be purged to complete the process of true Reformation.1 

These clergy organized themselves into secretive regional associations, known as 

“classes,” modeled on foreign Calvinist presbyteries, which provided mutual support or 

brotherly correction and could have formed the basis for a thorough overhaul of English 

church government. In 1572, two young reformist firebrands named John Field and 

Thomas Wilcox published an anonymous “Admonition” to the English Parliament on 

behalf of this ‘classis movement,’ calling on the House of Commons to act decisively to 

restructure the English church. “Is a reformation good for France? And can it be evil for 

England?” they asked. “Is [presbyterian] discipline good for Scotland?” and is it 

unprofitable for this realm?” They called for episcopacy to be replaced by a national 

church government of committees of pastors, lay elders, and deacons; for the abolition of 

1 For a full account see Patrick Collinson’s magisterial The Elizabethan Puritan Movement 
(London: Jonathan Cape, 1967).  
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the Prayerbook (“culled and picked out of that popishe dunghill, the Masse book full of 

all abominations”); for the cessation of all holy days and church feasts except for the 

weekly Lord’s day; and for a far greater national emphasis on and investment in teaching 

clergy the art of preaching. Most provocatively, the Admonitioners insisted that while the 

queen was monarch of the nation and deserved their unswerving loyalty in “civil” 

matters, she was not an ordained Christian minister and thus could not in any meaningful 

sense be the governor of Christ’s church in England. The partnership of ordained clergy 

and lay presbyters (to be drawn from the parish magistrates and gentry) must have full 

authority within ecclesial sphere. In the pure days of the early church, Field and Wilcox 

insisted, “there was nothing taught but Gods word, Now Princes pleasures, mennes 

deuices, popishe ceremonies, and Antichristian rites in publike pulpits desended.” Their 

program of ongoing Reformation, they claimed, was not only in line with more purely 

Protestant commonwealths and the early church; it was “expressly” commanded “by the 

word of God.” 2  

Elizabeth I did not take kindly to the suggestion that Parliament infringe on her 

prerogative as governor of the church. She would have agreed with James I’s later 

dictum, “No bishop, no King,” and no great restructuring was forthcoming.3 But the 

2 See W. H. Frere, Puritan Manifestoes: A study of the origin of the Puritan revolt. With a reprint 
of the Admonition to the Parliament and kindred documents, 1572, (New York: Society for 
Promoting Christian Knowledge, 1907), 21-31. 
3 See Joseph Black, The Martin Marprelate Tracts, (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University 
Press, 2008), lx. 
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“Admonition” drew national attention to a debate over church government that engaged 

much more mature and influential thinkers than Field or Wilcox. Thomas Cartwright, 

Lady Margaret Professor of Divinity at Cambridge University, published a learned 

defense of the system so provocatively advanced for Parliament’s consideration. John 

Whitgift responded, and their debate ran to several volumes.4 The two men struggled to 

cast each-other as in league with Catholics on the one hand and Anabaptists on the other 

in an effort to claim the respectable Protestant mainstream for his own position. In his 

excellent study of the “Admonition Controversy,” Peter Lake writes: 

In enlisting these two potent negative images as often as they could, Cartwright 
and Whitgift revealed a common view of the protestant middle ground for which 
they were fighting and showed, yet again, that they were seeking to conduct that 
struggle through the polemical manipulation of what remained a set of essentially 
shared assumptions. … Crudely, what was at stake was control of the church, 
either by the bishops and their conformist henchmen or by ‘the godly ministers’ 
of the puritan movement.5   
 

The fact that Whitgift became Archbishop of Canterbury, and three years later was 

further elevated (within the state, at least) by joining the queen’s Privy Council, while 

Cartwright was deprived of his university post and forced into exile, left little doubt 

4 Thomas Cartwright (attribution debatable), A Second Admonition to the Parliament, 1572; John 
Whitgift, Answere to a Certan Libel Intituled, ‘An Admonition’, first published in in 1572 and 
expanded 1573; Cartwright, Replye to an Answere of Dr Whitgifte, 1573; Whitgift, Defense of the 
Aunswere to the Admonition Against the Replie of T.C., 1574; The Second Replie (1575); 
Cartwright, The Rest of the Second Replie (1577). Whitgift did not answer Cartwright’s last two 
volumes. See the ODNB entries for John Whitgift and Thomas Cartwright. 
5 Peter Lake, Anglicans and Puritans? Presbyterianism and English Conformist Thought from 
Whitgift to Hooker, (London: Unwyn Hyman, 1988), 24-26. For the famously massive 
contribution to the debate by the conformist John Bridges, see Eric Vivier, “John Bridges, Martin 
Marprelate, and the Rhetoric of Satire,” English Literary Renaissance 44.1 (2014), 3-35. 
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where Elizabeth stood on the matter. Whitgift’s combination of sacred and secular 

authority in his twin roles of archbishop and councilor only made matters worse from the 

perspective of the classis movement—here was yet another instance of a civil executive 

governing the church. But the first sermon preached by Whitgift after his consecration in 

1583 at the great open air London pulpit at Paul’s Cross, delivered on the annual holiday 

celebrating Elizabeth’s coronation, hammered on the necessity of bowing to Elizabeth’s 

(and by extension his own) decision.6 As the bishops controlled the licenses both to 

preach and to publish in London, that could have been the end of public debate on the 

matter.7 What’s more, Whitgift immediately issued a new series of articles of conformity 

which he demanded that every English clergyman sign. These articles contained the 

assertion that “the Book of Common Prayer, and of ordering bishops, priests, and 

deacons, containeth nothing in it contrary to the word of God.” Those who would not 

sign would not “be permitted to preach, read, or catechize in the church,” and Whitgift 

closed off any loophole by decreeing that “all preaching, reading, catechizing and other 

6 See “John Whitgift, A Most Godly and Learned Sermon Preached at Pauls Crosse (1583)” in 
Torrance Kirby ed., Sermons at Paul’s Cross, 1521-1642, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2017), 283-299. 
7 The Bishop of London’s control of the pulpit sometimes slipped. He could determine who might 
enter the pulpit, and could in theory punish those who defied him, but there was very little he 
could do during the sermon itself. Two preachers, Richard Crick and Arthur Wake, praised 
Cartwright from Paul’s Cross and then fled before they could be arrested. See Morrissey, Politics 
and the Paul’s Cross Sermons, 1558–1642, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 202-202. 
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such like exercises in private places and families, whereunto others do resort, being not of 

the same family, be utterly inhibited…”8 

 In desperation, the original agitator John Field began to compile a “register” of 

the personal misdeeds of the bishops and “their conformist henchmen” in an attempt to 

accomplish via scandal what the presbyterians had failed to catalyze through 

Parliamentary or academic debate.9 While Field died before the publication of the 

register, it came into the hands of someone eminently qualified, both by ideology and 

literary talent, to make full use of it. Over the course of the year 1589, a country 

gentleman and former MP Job Throkmorton published a series of seven unlicensed 

pamphlets on an illegal travelling press: the first four under the pseudonym “Martin 

Marprelate,” the fifth published by his fictional son “Martin Junior,” the sixth by Junior’s 

elder brother “Martin Senior,” and the seventh by their father Marprelate again. In his 

first pamphlet, Martin Marprelate rebuked Whitgift for never responding to Cartwright’s 

final volumes, and suggested that Whitgift had tacitly conceded defeat by the classis 

movement’s arguments.10 Whitgift responded loftily that “hee neuver thought them so 

necessarie to be answered, as the factious authors of the Libel pretend.” In response to 

8 John Whitgift, Articles Touching Preachers and Other Orders for the Church, (1583), in Henry 
Gee and William John Hardy ed., Documents Illustrative of English Church History (New York: 
Macmillan, 1896), 481-4. (https://history.hanover.edu/texts/ENGref/er84.html)  
9 I follow Joseph Black’s excellent introduction to his scholarly edition of the pamphlets in 
assigning the primary authorship of all seven pamphlets to Throkmorton. For a lucid account of 
the controversy, see Black, The Martin Marprelate Tracts, xv-cxii. All ensuing quotations of the 
Marprelate tracts are from this volume. 
10 Black, The Epistle, 8.  
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“Martin’s” offer to meet the archbishop or his defenders in a public debate, Whitgift 

replied “[T]hey haue bene disputed and conferred with oftner then either the worthiness 

of their persons or cause did require.” An archbishop has better things to do than debate 

the “vaine” rabble.11 

Thus snubbed, “Martin” would outdo even Fields’ audacity. Whereas the 

Admonitioners had offended the queen by addressing their plea to the people’s elected 

representatives in Parliament, Throkmorton would go straight to the people themselves. 

“Marprelate” argued that the only way to reengage national attention in a debate that had 

become overly scholastic and esoteric—Whitgift’s protégé John Bridges’ tome in defense 

of the episcopacy was highly portable, Martin quipped, “if your horse be not too weak”—

was via a raucous “mirth.”12 Martin and his sons named names, accusing bishops like 

Whitgift, John Aylmer of London, and Thomas Cooper of Winchester of vices and 

crimes ranging from “stupidity to bigamy, closet Catholicism to contented cuckoldry, 

swearing, gambling, and Sabbath-day bowling to theft, corruption, and public 

brawling.”13 The volley sent the authorities searching for the Marprelate press and its 

operators all over England, but Throkmorton and his allies stayed under cover and on the 

move, and for a time nothing could be done except to thunder against the “Martinists” 

11 Black, The Epistle, 9; Thomas Cooper et al., Admonition to the People of England, 1589, 
Edward Arber, ed., (Birmingham, UK: The English Scholar’s Library, 1882), 32-33. 
12 Black, The Epitome, 56; Hay any Work for Cooper, 115. 
13 See Black, Introduction, xxvii; Hay any Work for Cooper, 115.  
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from the pulpit and the episcopally-licensed presses. Whether Whitgift liked it or not, 

Martin had forced the bishops into a public dispute.  

The battlefield would not only be in cheap printed pamphlets, a form of public-

ation, surely, but requiring at least literacy and spending money, but also at Paul’s Cross. 

Torrance Kirby describes this London pulpit outside St. Paul’s Cathedral as “the ‘public 

pulpit’ of England itself”—a pulpit that (despite ostensible control of the pulpit by the 

queen and the bishop of London) “provided a popular forum for the articulation of 

diverse viewpoints in a turbulent ‘market’ of religious and political ideas.”14 Whitgift 

published a pertinent sermon on “obedience” preached at Paul’s Cross six years earlier, 

but for the most part tried to remain in the background. His right-hand man Richard 

Bancroft, however, ascended the Paul’s Cross pulpit in February 1589 to blast “Martin” 

as an audacious liar, a heretical false prophet who opposed the teachings of the apostles, 

and a traitor to the queen.15 Mary Morrissey writes that Paul’s Cross had never seen such 

14 Torrance Kirby, Persuasion and Conversion: Essays on Religion, Politics, and the Public 
Sphere in Early Modern England, (Leiden: Brill, 2013), 3. Thomas Nashe would vividly describe 
this debate as a battlefield, culminating in Whitgift graphically slaughtering a monster’s “head” 
(Cartwright) while Nashe dealt with “the tail” (Martin), in his tract Pasquill’s Apologie. See R. B. 
McKerrow ed., The Works of Thomas Nashe, (London: Sidgwick & Jackson, Ltd., 1910), Vol, I, 
110, 135. All ensuing Nashe quotations are from this three-volume edition. 
15 P.G. Stanwood ed., “Richard Bancroft, A Sermon Preached at Paul's Cross (1588)”, in 
Torrance Kirby, P. G. Stanwood, Mary Morrissey, and John N. King eds., Sermons at Paul’s 
Cross: 1520-1640, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 346, 365-366. 
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a combative sermon preached against other Protestants during the reigns of Edward and 

Elizabeth, and would rarely see it again for almost 50 years.16  

Martin & Sons responded by lampooning the episcopal thunder, drawing on a 

tradition of late medieval drama (much of it associated, ironically, with liturgical feasts or 

festivals such as Corpus Christi which the presbyterians despised) to cast Whitgift and 

his allies as archetypal enemies of true Christianity. This tradition was as popular as a 

religious performance could well be—a presentation of biblical and theological stories by 

lay commoners, playing in courtyards, public streets and town squares with the local 

gentry and nobility as spectators, and unafraid to take swipes at any clerics in the 

audience along the way. This same tradition would then be deployed against Martin in his 

turn by Whitgift’s own popular-level defenders, especially the colorful Thomas Nashe—

first in a series of “anti-Martinist” pamphlets that were eventually censored by the same 

churchmen, Whitgift and Bancroft, who had quietly commissioned them, and then more 

riskily in holiday drama staged in the archbishop’s own house.17 While there are accounts 

16 Mary Morrissey writes: “Where anti-Catholicism is a consistent feature of the Paul’s Cross 
sermons, preaching against puritanism is periodic and in response to particular moments of crisis 
(the vestiarian controversy, the publication of the Admonition to Parliament, and later the 
Marprelate tracts). Where anti-Catholic preaching invariably insisted on a sharp division between 
the contending parties, much Elizabethan preaching on puritanism blurs that boundary, treating 
those agitating against episcopacy as ‘erring brethren’. It is not until the ascendency of ‘avant-
garde conformists’ at Paul’s Cross in the 1630s that anti-puritan preaching becomes 
commonplace, and only then do preachers follow the lead of Richard Bancroft’s 1589 sermon in 
treating puritans as schismatics.” See Politics and the Paul's Cross Sermons, 191.  
17 While there has been good work on Martin’s reliance on a tradition of Protestant polemic going 
back to John Wycliffe, William Tyndale and John Foxe, work remains to be done on his reliance 
on medieval forms of public live performance. 
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of stage adaptations of the Martinist/anti-Martinist tracts performed by the London 

theaters, no printed texts of these plays have survived.18 I argue, however, that Nashe 

resurrects the Marprelate tracts’ central polemical figure “Caiaphas” in his Michaelmas 

entertainment, Summer’s Last Will and Testament, in an attempt to gain the last word in a 

debate which had already been suppressed the theatrical’s primary audience John 

Whitgift. Summer’s Last Will and Testament, then, should be read as the final (and only 

surviving) volley in the theaters’ ill-fated sally into a realm of religio-political debate so 

disruptively popularized by Martin Marprelate.  

1.1 The Stage Caiaphas 

In one of the Martin Marprelate tracts’ most vividly theatrical sequences, 

Marprelate’s son “Martin Senior” opens his The Just Censure and Reproof of Martin Junior 

with a soliloquy mocking Whitgift’s attempts to discover him. Identifying the archbishop 

as the “Canterbury Caiaphas,” Martin Senior sets the mental scene, instructs his reader to 

“mark whether John Canterbury will not send for all the knave pursuivants that belong unto 

his popedom, and set them a-work with the confutation of Martin, using some such speech 

as this is”:  

‘Now sirs, is not her Majesty’s high commission, and myself also, being the chief 
thereof and one of her Majesty’s privy council, well set up with a company of 
messengers, as long as we have you to go of our business? What think you? Have 
you been careful of us and our places, to find us out the press and letters wherewith 

18 See Kristen Poole, “Saints Alive! Falstaff, Martin Marprelate and the Staging of Puritanism,” 
Shakespeare Quarterly 46.1 (Spring 1995), 47-74, at 42; E.K. Chambers, The Elizabethan Stage, 
Vol. 4, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1923), 229-33. 
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these seditious Martins are printed? … Why truly it grieves me, at the heart, that I, 
by her Majesty’s favor, having more authority in mine hand to repress these 
puritans than any bishop else hath had in England these thirty years, yet should be 
more troubled and molested by them these six years, than all my predecessors have 
been these six and twenty years. And all this cometh by reason of your 
unfaithfulness and negligence, whom we send for them. Well, I give you warning, 
look better unto your offices, or else let me be damned body and soul, if I turn you 
not all out of your places. … Well, if ever you mean to do any good in this matter, 
take me this course, which we here in Commission have thought meetest. … I 
marvel you suffer these men all this while to trouble the state by their preachings: 
by the Mass, I had not thought they should have stood half this time.’19  
 

Whitgift’s 1583 Accession Day sermon was finally published in 1589—the same year as 

the Martin Marprelate tracts—and Martin Senior’s soliloquy appears to paraphrase some 

of that sermon’s content. Whitgift opened his Accession Day sermon by declaring the 

apostolic necessity “to preach obedience” against those who are “trayterous” and “speak 

evill of them that are in auctoritie.” He labeled presbyterian agitators as “concyted and 

wayward person[s],” and declared that “those that are disobedient, may bee knowne by 

their evill speaking” of “Bishops, Preachers … Princes and Magistrates” and by their 

“contending against orders and lawes,” 20 Martin Senior’s “Whitgift,” meanwhile, 

identifies Martinists as “these wayward men” and proclaims that “These Martinists are all 

of them traitors and enemies unto her Majesty, they will overthrow the state, they are 

most rebellious and disobedient unto all good proceedings.” 21 But the structure and tone 

of the “Canterbury Caiaphas” soliloquy is drawn less from Whitgift’s actual sermon than 

19 Black, Just Censure, 171-173. 
20Whitgift, Accession Day sermon, 285, 291-295 
21 Black, Just Censure, 172-174. 
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from a theatrical tradition of ranting stage Caiaphases stretching back to the medieval 

Passion cycles.22 

As Whitgift declined to give a live public answer to Martin in his own person, 

Martin Senior would have to script one for him. Martin Senior’s soliloquy presents a 

venial tinpot tyrant, obsessed with his relationship to royal power, condemning any 

objections to his self-serving version of ecclesial ‘law and order’ as treachery, and 

punctuating his frenetic complaint with unchurchmanlike oaths. But Martin did not invent 

these elements. In a move that was nascent even in medieval Corpus Christi play cycles, 

and had been made explicit in post-Reformation adaptations, Martin Senior simply 

applied the standard characterization of the Jewish high priest to England’s archbishop.  

For instance, “Whitgift’s” peremptory admonishment of his soldiers, “Now sirs,” 

echoes Caiaphas’ formulaic opening of the 15th-century York cycle’s Trial before 

Cayphas and Anna: “Pees, bewshers [good sirs]”(1).23 “Whitgift” describes himself as 

the “chief” of “her Majesty’s” councilors wielding immense “authority”; Caiaphas 

22 Patrick Collinson hints in this direction in his essay “Ecclesiastical vitriol: Religious Satire in 
the 1590s and the Invention of Puritanism,” in John Guy ed., The reign of Elizabeth I: Court and 
Culture in the Last Decade, (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 150-170, at 
165. On the long legacy of what Theresa Coletti and Gail McMurray Gibson call the “historically 
dislocated medieval dramatic traditions” in 16th century Tudor England, see “The Tudor Origins 
of Medieval Drama” in Kent Cartwright ed., A Companion to Tudor Literature, (Malden, MA: 
Wiley-Blackwell, 2010), 228-245, quoted at 229. 
23 Cf. Herod’s “Pes, ye brothellis and browlys [reprobates and brawlers]” opening York’s Trial 
before Herod and Pontius Pilate’s “Peas, carles [fellows]” beginning the Towneley cycle’s The 
Conspiracy. See the online Middle English Texts Series Online hosted by the University of 
Rochester. 
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reminds his audience that he has “the renke and the rewle of all the ryall” and demands 

that they “lowtis” [bow] to him (18, 22). “Whitgift’s” contrast between his own lordly 

harangue on “meetest” action and the seditious “preachings” of the Martinists echoes 

Caiaphas’ boast that he is a “lorde lerned lelly in youre lay” [truly in your law]—more 

“lelly”, in fact, than any other “bishoppe,” “prelate,” or “clerke in the courte” (15-16). It 

is this legal learning of Caiaphas’ which justifies, he argues, his ensuing command to his 

“sir knyghtis” that they pursue “both be day and by nightis” a “boy” (Jesus Christ) who 

has refused to “lowte” to his “biding” (23-26, 31).24 Since the “lay” is defined as 

obedience to Caiaphas, he transitions smoothly into claiming that this pursuit of Jesus is 

motivated by the fact that “Oure lawe he brekis with all his myght, / That is moste his 

desire” (42-43). Like Martin, Christ has shown himself to be a “traitoure” through the 

“tales that he has tolde”—in other words, by preaching truths to the common people 

which the “busshoppe” (as Caiaphas’ knight calls him) would rather suppress: “I prechid 

wher pepull was moste in present,” Jesus admits (314, 323-29). 

 This casting of Caiaphas as a bishop echoes the critiques of episcopal pomp and 

ambition so common from reform-minded satirists like Langland and Chaucer. Sarah 

Beckwith has argued for this populist element to lay-produced Corpus Christi pageants 

like the York cycle, as participation in the body of Christ was reclaimed by a community 

24 Cf. Ruth Nisse, Defining Acts: Drama and the Politics of Interpretation in Late Medieval 
England, (South Bend: University of Notre Dame Press, 2005), 40. 
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of “the faithful” typically consigned to the role of spectators of “the little wafer held aloft 

between priestly hands”.25 The laymen performing Caiaphas and his associate Annas—

straightforwardly identified as Jewish ‘bishops’— were probably visually striking 

themselves, dressed in rich episcopal robes that contrasted with the poor and simple 

costume of Christ.26 During the English Reformation, this ubiquitous conflation of 

Caiaphas with lordly medieval prelates morphed into a more pointedly polemical 

identification of the high priest with the Roman Catholic clergy in particular. That 

parallel would have been underlined by the fact that Caiaphas was probably dressed in 

the leftover priestly vestments of the local parish, sold off to the town players after the 

clerical uniform shifted to the comparatively simple Protestant white surplice. In the 

Reformed biblical drama (no longer tied to the abolished feast of Corpus Christi) this 

Catholicism is equivalent to adherence to the demonic Antichrist. In the 15th-century 

Digby Conversion of St. Paul, for instance, a scene interpolated post-Reformation has the 

devil Belial claiming Caiaphas and Annas as “my prelates”—revealing, Heather Hill-

25 Sarah Beckwith, Signifying God: Beckwith, Sarah. Signifying God: Social Relation and 
Symbolic Act in the York Corpus Christi Plays, (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2003), 59-
61. Peter Lake defines populist discourse as “involving appeals to ‘the public’ or ‘the people’ via 
illicit preaching and print”. See Lake and Michael Questier, The Antichrist's Lewd Hat: 
Protestants, Papists and Players in Post-Reformation England, (New Haven: Yale University 
Press, 2002), 506. Cf. Ruth Nisse, who argues that an explicit “evocation of a Resurrection play” 
in a medieval Wycliffite sermon “is a revealing rhetorical strategy, notable not least for its 
recognition of a kindred anticlericalism inherent in the drama's characterizations of the 
persecuting priests as bishops and friars.”  See Nisse, Defining Acts, 23. 
26 See Paul White, “Reforming Mysteries’ End: A New Look at Protestant Intervention in English 
Provincial Drama,” Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies 29.1 (1999), 121-147, at 133. 
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Vazquez writes, a “parallel between Catholic religious authorities and diabolical forces 

that characterized the thinking of a number of Reformation advocates and Protestant 

sympathizers who connected the overturning of Old Testament religion with the 

overturning of Catholicism.”27  

Martin Senior’s “Whitgift’s” oaths have their own devilish stage history. 

Caiaphas is not merely luxuriously dressed; his speech is profane and even infernal. The 

vicious medieval Pharisees habitually invoke either the devil “Beliall blood and his 

bones” or the Islamic prophet “Mahounde” as totems of their anti-Christian doctrines; in 

post-Reformation drama, these prelatical oaths are replaced with “by the Mass.”28 In the 

Catholic priest-turned-Protestant preacher Lewis Wager’s Mary Magdalene (1566-67), 

for instance, the vestmented devil “Infidelitie” opens the interlude by singing a doggerel 

version of the Latin Mass, and later uses “by the masse” as a casual oath.29 He is also 

27 See Heather Hill-Vazquez, “The Possibilities of Performance: A Reformation Sponsorship for 
the Digby Conversion of Saint Paul." Records of Early English Drama 22.1 (1997): 2-20, at 4, 
White, “Reforming Mysteries’ End,” 130. 
28 The demonism and the Catholicism in this Protestant drama of course go hand in hand. In the 
15th-century Digby Conversion of St. Paul, for instance, a scene interpolated post-Reformation 
has the devil Belial claiming Caiaphas and Annas as “my prelates”—suggesting, Heather Hill-
Vazquez argues, a “parallel between Catholic religious authorities and diabolical forces that 
characterized the thinking of a number of Reformation advocates and Protestant sympathizers 
who connected the overturning of Old Testament religion with the overturning of Catholicism.” 
See Frederick James Furnivall and Paul Hamelius, eds, Digby plays: with an incomplete 
'morality' of wisdom, who is Christ, No. 70, (Oxford: Early English Text Society, 1896); Hill-
Vasquez, “The Possibilities of Performance,” 4. 
29 See Wager, The Life and Repentaunce of Mary Magdalene, ed. F. I. Carpenter, (Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, 1902). On Martin Marprelate and the “stage Vice,” See Joseph 
Black, “The Martin Marprelate Tracts (1588–89) and the Popular Voice,” History Compass 6.4 
(2008), 1091-1106, at 1097. 
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explicitly associated with “Simon the Pharisee” and the rest of the Jewish priestly class; 

he announces that “With bishops, priests, scribes, seniors and pharisies, / And with as 

many as be of the Jewes’ degrees, / I am called Legall Justice commonly,” and that 

“among the Pharisies I have a Pharisies gown” (385, 922). In John Skelton’s Henrician 

Magnyficence (ca. 1515-1520), the “cope”-wearing Vice “Cloaked Collusion” repeatedly 

uses the oath (764, 788), as does “Sedycion” in the Edwardian play King Johan by John 

Bale (like Wager, a friar-turned-evangelical preacher) (779, 865).30 Bale’s “Sedycion” 

provides a direct link to Martin Senior’s “monstrous antichristian pope” Whitgift, as the 

Vice cloaks himself as Stephen Langton, a “popish prelate” and the Archbishop of 

Canterbury (937-941, 2340).31 This is the dramatic background, then, to Whitgift’s 

exclamation that “I marvel you suffer these men all this while to trouble the state by their 

preachings: by the Mass, I had not thought they should have stood half this time.” 

Whitgift swears by the Mass. He might as well invoke the devil himself, and may indeed 

“be damned body and soul.” 

As we saw above, this kind of episcopal outburst against evangelical preaching 

can be found as early as the York cycle, but in post-Reformation drama the prelatical rage 

is increasingly focused on reformist Protestant preaching (like Marprelate’s) which 

challenges the episcopal regime. In Wager’s Mary Magdalene, for instance, Mary is 

30 See Magnyfycence and King Johan in Peter Happé ed., Four Morality Plays, (Harmondsworth, 
UK: Penguin Books, 1979). 
31 Black, Just Censure, 175. 
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finally loosed from “Infidelitie’s” control when she hears a sermon preached by Jesus 

drawn directly from Calvin’s Institutes of the Christian Religion, while “Infidelitie” 

vainly denounces Christ’s “pride” and attempts to banish him from Israel (1276-78). In 

the anonymous The Resurrection of Our Lord, probably composed during the Protestant 

campaign for an English Bible under Henry VIII (1536-38), the “bishop” Caiaphas 

declares that Christ was “worthyer death, then any theiffe or murtherer / for he murthered 

our people, in a faulse beleife” (74-75).32 In the Calvinist martyrologist John Foxe’s 

university play Christus Triumphans (1556)—a historical grand narrative which begins 

with Satan’s attack on Adam and Eve and ends with the Protestant defeat of Roman 

Catholicism—the Jewish high priest “Archiereus” fumes “do you mean people are still 

found who persist in preaching in [Jesus’] name? … Don’t they respect our authority? 

Haven’t threats or punishments been used to frighten them?”33 His associate Nomologus 

suggests they use force against “the mob” to stamp out their “heresies, blasphemies, and 

schisms.”34 Foxe of course had a deep influence on English Puritanism in general and on 

32 This “belief,” we learn in an epilogue, was that laypeople should read Scripture for themselves 
because “the worde yt selfe, doth ravishe much better / then the words of them doe, which doe 
expounde ytt” (316-17)—an overt link between the Pharisees persecutions and the Catholic 
suppression of early English translations of Scripture. See John Dover Wilson and Bertram 
Dobell, eds. The Resurrection of Our Lord, Vol. 31, (London: Malone Society, 1912).  
33 Cf. Marie Axton, “Summer's Last Will and Testament: revels’ end,” in The reign of Elizabeth 
I: Court and Culture in the Last Decade, 258-273, at 261. 
34 From Act II, Scene II of the translation by John Hazel Smith; the original text is Latin and 
reads “Ain uero, Nomologe, adhuc reperiantur qui in nomine hoc praedicare perstitant? … 
Imperium nec uererier / Nostrum, nec minis neque exemplis porro terrerier? … Haereticos 
proteras probe ferro, flamma, elementisque omnibus.” John Foxe and John Hazel Smith. Two 
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Martin Marprelate in particular.35 The parallel between “Whitgift’s” directions to his 

pursuivants and the instructions of the “pontifex” (as Archiereus is addressed in the play) 

that Saul must hound the Christian disciples is not surprising (II.2).36 

“Whitgift’s” denunciation of true preaching as a threat to his own authority is 

explicitly tied in the dramatic tradition to the prelate’s obsession with royal power and his 

own unscrupulous attempts to manipulate and even subvert it. In the Digby cycle’s 

Conversion of St. Paul, the high priest Annas predicts to Caiaphas that Saul’s 

transformation into the Christian preacher St. Paul will jeopardize the high priests’ 

relationship to the emperor: “nay, I had leuer in fyer he [Paul] were brent, / Than of cesar 

Latin Comedies by John Foxe the Martyrologist: Titus Et Gesippus: Christus Triumphans. Vol. 4, 
(Ithaca: Cornell University Press, 1973), 254-258. 
35 Joseph Black writes that Marprelate “anchors Presbyterian writings in a tradition of reformist 
challenge by writers of the previous generation such as William Tyndale, John Frith, Robert 
Barnes, John Hooper, James Pilkington, and John Foxe.” He adds that Martin’s collection of 
scurrilous eye-witness accounts of the bishops’ dirty laundry, drawn from John Field’s famed 
“register” of clerical abuses, functioned as the polemical counterpart to Foxe’s hagiographical 
lives of the Puritan martyrs. See Joseph Black, The Martin Marprelate Tracts, xxix, xlix. Peter 
Lake writes: “Within the English tradition both Cartwright and Whitgift regularly cited such 
luminaries as Nowell, Foxe, and Jewel. … This was an argument conducted in terms (and for 
possession) of a common apprehension of the English protestant heritage. Thus the Admonition 
controversy can be seen as a struggle for the ‘soul’ of mainstream English protestantism, 
undertaken by the spokesmen for two rival clerical interest groups.” See Anglicans and Puritans, 
26. 
36 Pontifex, of course, is a common Latin title for the pope. Compare “Whitgift’s” monologue to 
Saul’s complaint that “We all really deserve to be called cowards for not suppressing these 
doltish, wool-headed fishermen who keep hammering that man into the ears of the people and 
upsetting Moses and the whole divine law. This surely wouldn't happen except for our neglect in 
that no one is hindering their audacity.” The original reads: “Nae nos ignauiae omnes merito / 
lncusandi sumus, hos qui pingues pexosque haud reprimimus / Piscatorculos, hominem qui hunc 
nunquam populi cessitant / lngerere auribus ac Mosen fasque omne inuertere. / Quad adeo / Haud 
fit nostra nisi ex incuria, dum nemo horum obuiam it / Audaciae” (258). 
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we should haue dysp[l]easure / For sych a rebell and subtyle fals treator” (619-21). In the 

Towneley cycle’s The Conspiracy, Caiaphas catalyzes the plot against Jesus by flattering 

the Roman royal governor Pilate to draw him into protecting Caiaphas and Anna’s own 

station and power: “Syr Pilate, prynce of mekyll price / That prevyd is withoutten pere, / 

And lordyngys that oure laws in lyse, / On oure law now must us lere / And of oure 

warkys we must be wyse, / Or els is all oure welthe in were” (78-83). Caiaphas then 

urges Pilate to act against “that tratoure strang / That makys this beleyf”—who plants 

faith, that is, through his preaching (86-87). Similarly, The Resurrection of Our Lord’s 

“Bishoppes” Caiaphas and Annas “invented” a “pretence” to make “Pilate beleeve” that 

if the disciples were allowed to bury Christ, “yt woulde make a commotion” (307-10).  

In Protestant morality plays, this ecclesiastical manipulation of royal power takes 

on an overt relation to the crime of praemunire. This was the Tudors’ favorite charge to 

level against powerful English churchmen, and involved any assertion of ecclesial 

supremacy over the monarch.37 Stage-prelates guilty of praemunire would begin by 

projecting their own sins onto a virtuous rival, and then would turn on the monarch after 

gaining the upper hand. For instance, Skelton’s false churchman and privy councilor 

“Cloaked Collusion” tempts the king “Magnyficence” to banish his old confidante good 

“Measure,” and gives the consequently ruined king only a mock ecclesiastical blessing 

37 Joseph Black defines the charge of praemunire or praemunire facias as “a statute that covered 
a broad range of offences classified as challenging royal supremacy” of the church. See Black, 
The Martin Marprelate Tracts, 222. 
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(or curse) when he begs his new advisor for aid: “Ye, for requiem eternam, groweth forth 

of his nose. / But nowe let vs make mery and good chere” (1660ff, 2260-61). John Bale’s 

Archbishop Stephen Langton signals his true nature of “Sedycion”—he is a popish agent 

working to undermine the English king John—by projecting his own vice onto the 

evangelical teachers: “he callyth them herytyckes / That preche the Gospell, and 

sedycyows scysmatyckes” (280-81).38 “Sedycion’s” subordinate priest “Treason” makes 

the link to the Caiaphas tradition explicit, boldly informing King John that “as for 

preachynge, we meddle not with that trade, / Least Annas, Cayphas, and the lawers 

shulde us blame” (1854-55).39 It should be no surprise, then, that Martin Senior will turn 

to a charge of praemunire as the only remedy for Whitgift’s hypocrisy and treachery. 

1.2 Martin & anti-Martin 

Martin Senior’s “Whitgift’s” complaint that the Martinists’ “preachings” “trouble 

the state” follows the same logic—the “state” here really means Whitgift, the “chief” of 

“her Majesty’s high commission.” It is with this background that Martin Senior follows 

“Whitgift’s” soliloquy with a list of “Items”. Item six accuses Whitgift of intentionally 

sowing “sedition and discontendedness between her Majesty and her true loyal subjects, 

by pretending that their practices” are “at her Majesty’s commandment” (179). Martin 

38 Cf. Magnyficence, 1660ff, 2260-61. “Cloaked Collusion” has often been seen as a figure for 
Cardinal Wolsey, the papal legate and Henry’s chief minister. For a summary of this interpretive 
tradition and a counterargument, see William O. Harris, “Wolsey and Skelton's Magnyfycence: A 
Re-Evaluation,” Studies in Philology 57.2 (1960), 99-122. 
39 Cf. Heather Hill-Vazquez, “The Possibilities of Performance,” 4. 
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Senior claims that Whitgift manipulates the queen in order to secure his own power-

hungry “practices”. The only way Whitgift and his fellow bishops can get away with this, 

Martin Senior explains, is because they are “treacherous and vile slanderers” who raise 

false “rumors” about the Reformed preachers. “In good bishops’ English,” Martin Senior 

complains, the true statement “The puritans by the establishing of the kingdom of Christ, 

seek the sure upholding of the crown and dignity of their dread sovereign Lady 

Elizabeth,” is corrupted into “The puritans by their platform of reformation seek the utter 

ruin and subversion of Lady Elizabeth, her crown and dignity.”40 The Archbishop accuses 

the Martinists of treachery only in order to hide his own treason. Martin Senior’s seventh 

item, then, is as follows: “I, the said Martin Senior, do protest and affirm the said John 

Whitgift, with the rest of his brethren, to have incurred the statute of praemunire facies”, 

and he calls on “her Majesty” to “deprive them all tonight before tomorrow” as the just 

punishment.41 

Depriving Whitgift and his fellows would, of course, leave a power vacuum both 

in the Privy Council and in the Church of England. Martin Senior’s younger brother 

(Martin Junior) had already hinted that he thought a better man should replace the 

archbishop: “a man altogether unmeet for any such pre-eminence, as neither endued with 

40 Black, Just Censure, 183-184. For more on this idea of “bishops’ English”, see Joseph 
Navitsky, “Disputing good bishop's English: Martin Marprelate and the voice of Menippean 
opposition,” Texas Studies in Literature and Language 50.2 (2008), 177-200. 
41 Black, Just Censure, 179. The Marprelate tracts repeat this charge of praemunire several times; 
see Black, The Martin Marprelate Tracts, 22-23, 30, 54, 131, 222. 



 

40 
 

any excellent natural wit, nor yet with any great portion of learning. The Lord hath 

passed by many thousands in this land far meeter for the place than is poor John 

Whitgift.”42 Martin Senior’s dramatic tradition once again highlights a conclusion which 

the tracts leave tacit: Whitgift should be replaced by one who will “play not the tyrant” as 

the Archbishop does “in God’s church.”43  

In Magnyficence, for instance, the virtue “Cyrcumspection” replaces “Cloaked 

Collusion” as a councilor, and urges Magnificence to “kepe you from counterfaytynge of 

Clokyd Colusyon” in the future (2453). The 1529 interlude Godly Queene Hester follows 

Skelton’s play in targeting Cardinal Wolsey—this time in the person of the Old 

Testament villain Haman—and is worth lingering over for a moment as an even clearer 

example.44 Haman combines ecclesiastical control with the role of chief royal minister. 

Haman has been hoarding resources; he snaps up all the best benefices for himself, and 

dresses in gorgeous clothing. The Vice “Adulation” explains that some of the Hebrew 

clergy initially criticized his worldliness, but “when they preached, and the truthe 

teached, / Sume of them caughte a knocke,” and in response to a prelatical “bull” issued 

by Haman they quickly “lefte prechyng, and take them to flatteringe” (419-30).45 In spite 

42 Black, Theses Martinianae, 162. 
43 Ibid., 162. Cf. Jesse Lander, Inventing Polemic: Religion, Print, and Literary Culture in Early 
Modern England, (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2006), 102-103. 
44 See Greg Walker, Reading Literature Historically, (Edinburgh: Edinburgh University Press, 
2013), 37. 
45 See The Enterlude of Godly Queene Hester in Greg Walker ed., Medieval Drama: An 
Anthology, (Oxford: Blackwell Publishers Ltd, 2000). 
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of his success in silencing opposition, Haman complains to the king of a print campaign 

against himself that could anachronistically describe the Marprelate tracts: “The 

sclaunderous reportes, the lyes that be made / The fained dectractions and contumilious / 

The rimes, the railinges, so farre sette abrode / Both payntyd and printyd in moste 

shamefull wyse” (595-98). Haman laments that “vnlesse you put in vre / your power 

royall, I can not longe endure” (593-94). The king responds by making Haman his royal 

“lieutenaunte to rewle Israell” and draping him in a robe of office (627-28).  

Inevitably, Haman abuses this promotion, informing the king that “A greate 

number of Jewes with in this realm do dwell / A people not goode, nor for youre common 

weale” (726-7). The reason that the Jews are bad for the commonwealth is that they are a 

religious “faction” who seek to draw others into their “new lawes” and “ceremonyes” 

(730-32). The end result, Haman predicts, is that eventually not just the Jews but the 

king’s “gentile” subjects will defy “good order” and seek to be “exempte” from “any 

prince” (734-748). With the king’s consent, Haman sends a group of “Pursuivantes” 

throughout the kingdom, who promise to “take no reste” until they have inflicted 

vengeance on Haman’s personal enemy, a faithful Hebrew subject named Mardocheus, 

and the rest of the Jews (772-85). The realm’s godly queen “Hester” [Esther], however, 

discovers Haman’s plot against her own “nacion” and informs her husband that she is 

herself a target of Haman’s genocidal plot (908-14). The stunned king is enraged to learn 

that Haman has manipulated him, and exclaims: “with thy flatteringe tonge thou haste 

deceyved me, / All noble princes by me may be ware, / whom they shall truste and put in 
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auctorite” (965-67). The king does not make the same mistake twice; he dismisses 

Haman, and elevates Mardocheus—whom Hester now claims as her kinsman—to 

Haman’s office.  

Godly Queene Hester was finally published in 1561, near the beginning of 

Elizabeth I’s reign. With a Protestant episcopal establishment now firmly ensconced, 

Wolsey was ancient history. Late in Elizabeth’s reign, Martin Marprelate would make an 

updated reading. After accusing Whitgift of speaking “like a pope” and setting himself up 

as the “second person” in the kingdom, Martin warns the Archbishop: “Remember your 

brother Haman? Do you think there is never a Mordecai to step to our gracious Hester, 

for preserving the lives of her faithfullest and best subjects, whom you so mortally hate, 

and bitterly persecute? I hope you have not long to reign.”46 If Elizabeth is Esther, 

Whitgift is Haman, and Martin is Mordecai, then the end of Whitgift’s reign must mean 

the beginning of Marprelate’s.  

And, after Marprelate’s fictional disappearance or death, it means the reign of 

“Martin Senior, gentleman, son and heir unto the reverend and worthy Metropolitan 

Martin Marprelate the Great,” as he heads his list of “Items” against “John Canterbury.” 

After assuming the role of a secular minister to bring the charge of praemunire against 

Whitgift, Martin Senior exercises the metropolitical power of excommunication. In his 

Accession Day sermon, Whitgift had insisted that those attempting to overturn the Church 

46 Black, The Epistle of Martin Marprelate, 29. 
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of England’s government were simply “proud” and “contentious,” and quoted scripture 

and patristic writers to prove that “they that are contentious, and make division, can not 

be said to be of the church.”47 In a startlingly audacious passage, Martin Senior returns 

the favor: “I do also propound and avouch the said John Whitgift, and the rest of his 

wicked fraternity, though by outward profession they are in the church, yet be none of the 

church…”48  

To justify this, Martin Senior casts Whitgift as the archetypal reprobate villain of 

the Old Testament: “Dost thou not see thy uncle Canterbury abroad in his visitation?” he 

asks his younger brother Martin Junior. “Dost thou not see with how many men Esau 

rides, that if he meet with his poor brother Jacob, he may be sure to suck his blood?”49 As 

we will see in Chapter 2 of this dissertation, Esau was rhetorically equivalent in Calvinist 

London discourse with the Antichrist himself. We know, moreover, that Martin’s 

pamphlets were frequently read aloud in intimate public settings such as taverns—exactly 

the kind of seditious lay conventicle that Whitgift’s prohibition of “all preaching, reading, 

catechizing and other such like exercises in private places and families, whereunto others 

do resort” had been meant to prevent.50 Martin had translated the high ecclesiological 

theory and learned preaching exercises of the clerical classis movement to the earthier 

47 Whitgift, Accession Day sermon, 297. 
48 Black, Just Censure, 169. 
49 Black, Just Censure, 175.  
50 Cf. Joseph Black, See Joseph Black, “The Martin Marprelate Tracts (1588–89) and the Popular 
Voice,” 1099-1101. 
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setting of ale, food, laughter, and fellowship, assembling ragtag impromptu groups of 

disciples who, like the New Testament apostles, might challenge the forces of 

“Antichrist” to become the bedrock of a new religious hierarchy. 

But Martin’s extended conceit that he is the archbishop of all Martinists, that he 

intends “to make a survey into all the dioceses in this land, that I may keep a visitation 

among my clergy men,” and that he has sent his out puritan representatives to search out 

episcopal and conformist vice all over England, opens rather too easy a mode of counter-

attack for Martin’s less inventive and entertaining adversaries.51 If Martin and his sons 

are righteous twins to Whitgift—whom Martin Senior mockingly identifies as 

Marprelate’s brother and his own “nuncle”—then Whitgift’s allies can simply step into 

the role of the persecuted “godly”, and turn Martin’s railings against metropolitical vice, 

treason, and tyranny back on himself.  

They can become Marprelates against metropolitan Martin.52 If Caiaphas and his 

dramatic descendants are vicious, opposed to true learning and preaching, hypocritically 

manipulating the law in an attempt to control royal power and enhance their own pomp, 

and using “pursuivants” to hound their opponents in every corner of the nation, then that 

51 Black, Epistle, 36. 
52 See, for instance, Jennifer L. Andersen, “Thomas Nashe and popular conformity in late 
Elizabethan England,” Renaissance and Reformation/Renaissance et Réforme 25.4 (2001), 25-43, 
at 33-34. 
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describes Martin and sons’ articles of “visitation” (their tracts) to a T.53 Whitgift and 

Bancroft, unable to respond to Martin’s sallies except in the more dignified venue of the 

pulpit, delegated this counterattack to a number of professional “hack writers,” most 

notably John Lyly and Thomas Nashe.54 Nashe and Lyly follow Bancroft’s Paul’s Cross 

sermon, which Nashe admiringly quotes, in dismissing Marprelate’s arguments as merely 

a verbal smokescreen for Martin’s voracious lust for power.55 If “good bishops’ English” 

transforms Puritans from subjects into traitors, Martinist English simply seeks to swap 

authority from one man to another. “They studie to pull downe Bishopps, and set vp 

Superintendents, which is nothing else, but to raze out good Greeke, & enterline bad 

Latine,” Lyly complains.56  

Nashe concurs, adding that “Martin gettes nere a superintendentship by the 

shift.”57 In order to seize control of these bishoprics, “hipocriticall zeale was addrest as a 

pursuiuant into all places of Suff., Norff., Essex, and Midlesex, with expresse 

53 As one vice in Magnyficence puts it, “Counterfet prechynge, and byleve the contrary; / 
Counterfet conscyence, pevysshe pope holy; / Counterfet sadnesse, with delynge full madly; / 
Counterfet holynes is called ypocrysy” (465-9). 
54 I borrow the term “hack writers” to describe Nashe and Lyly from Peter Lake, The Antichrist's 
Lewd Hat, 487. I follow Joseph Black (private correspondence) in assigning the majority of the 
anti-Martinist tracts to Thomas Nashe, with the exception of Lyly’s Pappe with a Hatchet. While 
this attribution remains uncertain, it does not significantly impact my argument. The anti-
Martinist pamphleteers, however many they were, clearly worked in concert with one another, 
and frequently referenced each other’s work in each succeeding tract. 
55 See Nashe, Pasquill’s Apologie, Vol. 1, 132. 
56 Lyly, Pappe with a Hatchet, in The Complete Works of John Lyly, Richard Warwick Bond ed. 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1902), Vol. III, 403. 
57 Nashe, Almond for a Parrat, Vol. III, 248. 
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commandement from the sinod of saints to proclaime T.C. [Thomas Cartwright] supreme 

head of the Church.”58 Martin has become his own stage Caiaphas, dispatching 

personified vices as pursuivants to usurp, not just the archepiscopacy, but the royal 

Supremacy for his faction. It is not Whitgift who is a “petty pope,” then, but Martin, who 

like the “papists” claims power over the queen herself: “Enemie pretended,” Nashe 

chants, “but in hart a friend to the Papa.”59 

Behind this spirit of faction, Whitgift argued in his Accession Day sermon, is 

pride, greed, false doctrine, and self-love.60 Whitgift likens Elizabeth’s deliverance of 

England “from the crueltie and tyranny of the Bishop of Rome” and her opening “unto us 

the dore of [Christ’s] Gospell” to “the delivering of the Jewes by the ministerie of 

Hester.”61 Opposing Elizabeth’s governance of the English church (via her bishops) then 

must be tantamount to opposing the gospel, because she has been “the cause and meanes 

of quietnes and godliness.”62 It was Martin’s spiritual ancestors like Thomas Cartwright 

and John Field, then, who were antichristian. And the spirit of Antichrist has always 

58 Ibid., 259. 
59 Nashe (or possibly though less likely Lyly), Mar-Martine, in The Complete Works of John 
Lyly, Vol. III, 426. 
60 “S. Paul giveth unto them these tides, Lovers of themselves, disdainefull, proude, cursed 
speakers, disobedient, unthankfull, calumniators, fierce, rashe, heddie, having a forme of 
godlines, but denying the force thereof: they creepc into houses, living at other mens tables: 
speciallie into womens houses loaden with sinne, alwaies learning, and never stayed in any 
opinion." Whitgift, Accession Day sermon, 295. 
61 Whitgift, Accession Day sermon, 290. 
62 Ibid., 287. 
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attacked true preaching. Casting himself as the archetypal evangelical preacher, and the 

presbyterians as the “Scribes and Pharisees” of the gospels, Whitgift continues: 

That bishoppes and preachers, and such as have government in the church have 
bene alwaies subject to the slaunderous tongues of disobedient persons, it 
appeareth by the example of Christ him selfe, who though he never offended 
eyther in life or doctrine, yet could hee not avoide the malitiousnes of the tongue. 
They called him Samaritane, they sayd he had a devill: they accused him for 
keeping company with Publicans and sinners.63 
 

As Annas and Caiaphas lied to Pilate about Christ’s crimes, so the presbyterians direct 

slanderous reports to the queen against a teacher faultless in life and doctrine. 

Nashe takes up the argument that Whitgift rather than the presbyterians is the 

godly preacher, popularizing under his pseudonym “Pasquill of England” the more 

“upmarket” pulpit debates carried on at Paul’s Cross.64 He contrasts “this sweet 

gouernment, under which” we have “manie yeeres enioyed the true preaching of the 

gospel,” with those who seek “a  new fashion of Religion at Martins shoppe.”65 Martin 

had mocked episcopal and conformist preachers all over England, lampooning their 

sermons and calling them “dun[ces]” and “fools” in the pulpit. Nashe insists that, on the 

63 Ibid., 295. Whitgift’s examples are drawn from Mark 2:16 and John 8:48. 
64 Pasquill is, in one critic’s words, “a feeble Anglican counterpart of Martin”. Nashe provides 
this description of a Presbyterian sermon: “I heard an Ironmonger did in a pulpit the last Summer; 
Moses refused to be the sonne of Pharaos daughter, ergo a Minister may not meddle in ciuil 
causes.” He follows it by quoting Richard Bancroft’s famous Paul’s Cross denunciation of the 
Martinists. See Travis Summersgill, “The influence of the Marprelate controversy upon the style 
of Thomas Nashe.” Studies in Philology (1951), 145-160, at 153; Thomas Nashe, Pasquill’s 
Apologie, in R. B. McKerrow ed., The Works of Thomas Nashe, Vol, I, 130-32. I borrow the term 
“upmarket” to describe Nashe’s relationship to Bancroft from Peter Lake, Antichrist’s Lewd Hat, 
538. 
65 Nashe, The Return of Pasquill, Vol. I, 87.  
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contrary, “not onely the L. Archb. of Canterburie in his learned works, but many other 

reuerende, religious, and worthy men, both at Paules-crosse, and the Pulpits in Cittie and 

Country, haue with great skill and sobrietie, toucht every string of the holy scriptures, and 

warbled sweetlie, to cast out the foule spirit of the Faction…”66 In order to separate 

himself from these learned preachers, Martin had been forced to label learning ignorance 

and ignorance learning.  

The Martinist call for a “learned” preaching ministry, then, was equivalent to 

Caiaphas’ vaunting of his own learning in the Old Testament law—a ‘learning’ blind to 

the Messiah which Christians argued that law prefigured. What Martin really desired was 

to suppress the biblical “studies of the Vniuersitie” such as “Greeke,” “Latin,” and 

“Hebrue” and to stock the clergy with clowns.67 “Would you not laugh,” Nashe asks the 

reader, “to see Cli., the Cobler, and New., the souter, ierking out theyre elbowes in euerie 

Pulpit?”68 These “boyish deuines” Nashe continues, “wille leape into the pulpet before 

they haue learned Stans puer ad mensam, and talke very desperately of discipline before 

they can construe Qui mihi discipulus.”69 Their obsession with the presbyterian 

“discipline,” like Caiaphas’ fixation on his own authority, crowds out any interest in 

knowing or humbly following Christ. For the anti-Martinist’s, Martin Senior’s theatrical 

66 Nashe, Pasquill’s Apology, Vol. I, 109. 
67 Nashe, Almond for a Parrat, Vol. III, 350, 371. 
68 Ibid., 351. 
69 Ibid., 258. 
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depiction of Whitgift’s rage is self-damning. Nashe claims that when Martin Senior 

makes predictions like “Canterbury’s … feet are swift to shed the blood of the holy 

ones,” he is actually “prophecying with Caiaphas.” In the gospel of John, Caiaphas urges 

the “high Priests and Pharisees” that “it is expedient for us, that one man die for the 

people.”70 Caiaphas was correct, but his perspective completely backwards. With their 

self-aggrandizing martyr complex, the Martinists unwittingly admit that they are the 

“botches and blaines” of “the Church and state” which must be cut away to save the 

nation.71 

Martin Senior had called for Whitgift’s demotion and deprivation. Whitgift’s hack 

writers went further. “Would it not bee a fine Tragedie,” Lyly fantasized, “when 

Mardocheus shall play a Bishoppe in a Play, and Martin Hamman, and that he that seekes 

to pull downe those that are set in authoritie aboue him, should be hoysted vpon a tree 

aboue all other.” Martin’s “Haman” was to be exiled; Lyly’s “Haman” to be executed. 

Nashe again concurred, but treated the result as foregone conclusion: “Learne by his 

example yee route of Pruritan Asses, / Not to resist the doings of our most gratious 

Hester, / Martin is hangd, o the Master of al Hypocritical hangbies.” Nashe seemed to 

sense that he was going a bit far; he alludes to the possibility that “authority” might step 

70 John 18:49-52, Geneva Bible. 
71 Nashe, Martins months minde that is, a certaine report, and true description of the death, and 
funeralls, of olde Martin Marreprelate, the great makebate of England, and father of the factious 
(London, 1589), A3r. 
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in to “moderate” his zeal.72 As it actually turned out, the well-connected Job 

Throkmorton was exposed but faced no punishment at all (though several of his assistants 

were imprisoned or exiled and one, the separatist clergyman John Penry, would be 

hanged later on a separate but possibly related charge of sedition).73 Marprelate’s boast 

that the presbyterian cause had powerful friends at court was far more substantial than the 

poor writer Nashe’s threat to blast away all of Martin’s “great vpholders,” or his 

foolhardy accusation that Martin’s patrons (Throkmorton probably owed his seat in the 

1586 Parliament to the Earl of Leicester) were simply would-be church robbers.74  Nashe 

himself, after all, had argued that attacking a Privy Councilor was tantamount to an 

attempt on the crown.75  

Of course, this was going too far in print, although we do know that the pamphlets 

of the Marprelate controversy were frequently read aloud in intimate public settings such 

as taverns.76 The anti-Martinist material truly became too toxic for the church or state 

72 Nashe, Almond for a Parrat, Vol. III, 368.  
73 See Black, Introduction, xxxviii-xliv. Separatists, like the Anabaptists, worshipped in self-
governing congregations that rejected a national church, whether it had an episcopal or 
presbyterian government.  
74 Black, The Epitome, 53; McKerrow, The Returne of Pasquill, 94. See Patrick Collinson, “Job 
Throkmorton,” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography (online).  
75 Leicester’s death the previous year did not make posthumous character assassination of the 
queen’s favorite a wise practice, especially with Leicester’s son the Earl of Essex succeeding to 
his father’s place at court. See Patrick Collinson, The Elizabethan Puritan Movement, 263-271 on 
the role that men like Lord Burghley and Leicester played in championing nonconformist 
ministers. 
76 Cf. Joseph Black, See Joseph Black, “The Martin Marprelate Tracts (1588–89) and the Popular 
Voice,” 1099-1101. 
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establishment to condone when it began to be adapted for and performed on the London 

stage.77 While Nashe delightedly recounted an interlude he attended in London where 

Marprelate was portrayed as sexually assaulting lady Divinity, John Lyly lamented that 

follow-up comedies have been canceled by the authorities: “Would those Comedies 

might be allowed to be plaid that are pend, and then I am sure [Martin] would be 

decyphered, and so perhaps discouraged.”78 The Lord Mayor of London wrote a letter to 

Elizabeth’s chief secular minister Burghley in November, acknowledging “that it was you 

honours pleasure I sholde geve order for the staie of all playes within the Cittie, in that 

mr. Tilney [the Master of the Revels in charge of censorship] did utterly mislike the 

same.” A Privy Council letter from the following week censured the fact that “players 

take upon themselves to handle in their plays certen matters of Divinytie and of State 

unfitt to be suffred.”79 A plan was also set in motion to give Archbishop Whitgift more 

77 A number of critics have noted that the anti-Martinist pamphleteers condemned Marprelate’s 
scurrility and then promptly adopted his rhetoric and took the level of discourse lower than 
Martin himself ever had. See, for instance, Navitsky, Disputing Good Bishop’s English, 178; 
Kristen Poole, “Saints Alive! Falstaff, Martin Marprelate and the Staging of Puritanism,” 59. Cf. 
Alexander Lewis’ argument regarding Nashe’s later pamphlet war with Gabriel Harvey that 
“every insult hurled between Nashe and Harvey functioned simultaneously as an enabling gift, 
binding them together in an antagonistic but productive exchange.” See Lewis, “‘Who Feeds 
Revenge Hath Found an Endless Muse’: Nashe, Satire, and the Poetics of Vengeance,” 
forthcoming in Modern Philology (2022). 
 
78 Nashe, Pasquil of England, Vol. I, 92; Lyly, Pappe with a Hatchet, 408. See Chapter 3 of this 
dissertation for the continuing fallout of Lyly’s involvement in the anti-Martinist campaign. 
79 Quoted in Richard Dutton, Mastering the Revels: The Regulation and Censorship of English 
Renaissance Drama, (London: Macmillan, 2016), 75. 
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direct supervisory powers over dramatic censorship, though it never came to fruition.80 

Whitgift and Bancroft would, however, issue a ban on satirical works ten years later 

which would blacklist Thomas Nashe’s entire corpus.81 But before the ban, Nashe would 

resurrect Caiaphas and attempt a final word in stage anti-Martinism. 

1.3 Entertaining the Archbishop 

After the flurry of pamphlets in 1589-90, Nashe’s pen went mostly dormant for 

over a year. When he did pick it up again in the Archbishop’s service again in 1592, his 

tone was considerably more cautious. In Nashe’s Summer’s Last Will and Testament—

which like the masque that closes this dissertation was likely performed as part of the 

Michaelmas celebrations of a great house, in this case Whitgift’s palace at Croydon—the 

theatricals begin with a prologue on behalf of the author: 82 

[W]e, afraid to looke on the imaginary serpent of Enuy, paynted in mens 
affections, haue ceased to tune any musike of mirth to your eares this 
tweluemonth, thinking that, as it is the nature of the serpent to hisse, so childhood 
and ignorance would play the goslings, contemning and condemning what they 
understood not. … No man pleaseth all; we seeke to please one. Didymus wrote 
foure thousand books, or, as some say, six thousand, of the arte of Grammar. Our 
Authour hopes it may be as lawfull for him to write a thousand lines of as light a 
subject.83 
 

80 See Dutton, Mastering the Revels, 77. 
81 Ibid., 77. 
82 See Chapter 5 on John Milton’s A Masque Presented at Ludlow Castle, 1634. Marie Axton 
writes that “The likeliest date for a first performance is St Michael's day 1592, or shortly 
thereafter.” See “Summer’s Last Will and Testament: Revel’s end,” 265. The fact that Martin 
Senior casts his print opponents as clowns, entertainers, and servants in the Archbishop’s palace 
provides a delightful backdrop for Nashe’s efforts here. See Black, Just Censure, 181. 
83 Nashe, Summer’s Last Will and Testament, Vol. III, 234.  



 

53 
 

There is a tension here. Nashe is performing a traditional festival entertainment for a 

large mixed household, based on the old communal performances of Harvest celebration 

and the “Summer Lord’s” debate with a personified Winter.84 But the only “one” upon 

whom Nashe ultimately relies for approval and patronage is Whitgift. And though Nashe 

has projected any censure of his own scurrilous and popular anti-Martin pamphlets on, 

ironically, the “ignorance” of the populace at large, it was the Archbishop in control of 

whether Nashe’s works would continue to be funded or even “lawful.”85  

To that end, Nashe labors to disclaim any topicality at all in his allegory of the 

seasons: “Deepe reaching wits, here is no deepe streame for you to angle in. Moralizers, 

you that wrest a neuer meant meaning out of euery thing, applying all things to the 

present time, keepe your attention for the common Stage: for here are no quips in 

Characters for you to reade. Vayne glozers, gather what you will.”86 The wits addressed 

here can only be Whitgift, his guests and his household. But allegory is always allegory 

for something.87 Disclaiming any moral for a morality play is patently disingenuous, an 

84 See Lorna Hutson, Thomas Nashe in Context, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1989), 88-
119.155-171.  
85 Peter Lake defines populist discourse as “involving appeals to ‘the public’ or ‘the people’ via 
illicit preaching and print”. See Lake, Antichrist’s Lewd Hat, 506. 
86 Nashe, Summer’s Last Will and Testament, Vol. III, 235. 
87 As a brief caveat, I am primarily interested in ecclesial satire here. But as with the Corpus 
Christi plays, there is of course much more than that going on in Nashe’s entertainment. Many in 
the audience would doubtless have experienced these plays as primarily joyful communal 
performances, commemorating and giving thanks for salvation or a good harvest. Cf. Lake, 
Antichrist’s Lewd Hat, 527-534. For an alternate (and, I believe, rather strained) reading of 
Nashe’s allegory, see Sherri Geller, “Commentary as Cover Up: Criticizing Illiberal Patronage in 
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attempt to zigzag through an increasingly fraught situation with a powerful patron. On the 

one hand, Nashe must pen an entertainment which will interest and amuse this powerful 

churchman and appropriately celebrate the kind of church holiday attacked by 

presbyterians; on the other, he must steer clear of handling “matters of Divinytie and of 

State unfitt to be suffred.”  

 In order to do this, Nashe falls back on an old theatrical tradition to channel 

Whitgift’s implacable hostility toward Martinism without explicitly mentioning the 

church. Summer’s Last Will and Testament, like Skelton’s Magnyficence, presents a 

monarch, in this case the allegorical figure “Summer”, seeking to determine which of his 

competing ministers and advisors is most worthy of inheriting royal power. Although 

Summer briefly considers a number of servants embodying a variety of the traditional 

Vices—the drunken Bacchus, the “proud,” “lascivious and intemperate” Sol, the prodigal 

and spendthrift Ver—the two main contenders are the councilors Autumn and Winter.88 

Autumn is a law-and-order enforcer for Summer. In response to Sol’s preening, Autumn 

exclaims “O arrogance exceeding all beliefe! / Summer, my Lord, this sawcie vpstart 

Iacke … / Is a most base insinuating slaue”.89 When Harvest attempts to sidestep 

Summer’s request for an accounting by launching into a nonsense ditty, Autumn cuts in: 

Thomas Nashe's Summer's Last Will and Testament,” English Literary Renaissance 25.2 (1995), 
148-178. 
88 Nashe, Summer’s Last Will, 248. Cf. Hutson, Thomas Nashe in Context, 157-158. 
89 Ibid., 248. 
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“Thou Coridon, why answer’st not direct?” At first, Winter conforms completely with his 

fellow councilor, adding to Autumn’s rebuke of Harvest: “Mocke not & mowe not too 

long you were best, / For feare we whet not your sythe vpon your pate.”90 When Harvest 

dares Autumn to enforce his obedience, Winter responds “I, that he shall.”91 And when 

Winter chides Bacchus for his gluttony—“Fye, drunken sot, forget’st thou where thou 

art?”—Autumn concurs: “Thou want’st no liquor, nor no flesh and blood”.92 Finally, 

when the king Summer flies into a rage after interviewing his unsatisfactory servants, 

concluding “In earth is hell; true hell, felicity, / Compared with this world, the den of 

wolves,” Autumn intervenes, as in Skelton’s play, to counsel circumspection and 

rationality: “My Lord, you are too passionate without cause.” Winter supports him, 

urging Summer to “Grieue not for that which cannot be recal’d.”93 

 This is the point at which an explicitly religious figure would enter in most 

morality plays. In the famous 15th century Mankind, the vestment-clad figure of “Mercy” 

opens the play with a homily intended to save the soul of “Mankynde” from demonic 

Vices.94 “Cyrcumspeccion” comes to “Magnyficence” accompanied by the penitential 

figure “Redresse,” who salutes the king “Cryst be amonge you, and the Holy Goste!” and 

90 Ibid., 259. 
91 Ibid., 262. 
92 Ibid., 267. 
93 Ibid., 272. 
94 See Kathleen Ashley and Gerard NeCastro ed., Mankind, (TEAMS Middle English Texts, 
2010), l. 85-90. 
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declares him restored to a “state of grace” (2385, 2404). In Lewis Wager’s Protestant 

saint play, Mary Magdalene is delivered from sin by Christ’s evangelical sermon. But 

Nashe’s narrator “Will Summer”, whose clownish commentary provides a lowbrow 

counterpoint to the allegorical Summer lord’s sententious judgements, pointedly 

emphasizes that his stage is not a pulpit, regardless of genre expectations and appearances 

to the contrary. After a long argument on virtue and vice between two of Summer’s 

servants, Will interjects: 

Heigh ho. … I promise you surely, I was almost asleep; I thought I had bene at a 
Sermon. … But what is this to the purpose? Hur come to Powl (as the Welshman 
sayes) and hur pay an halfepenny for hur seat, and hur heare the Preacher talge, 
and a talge very well, by gis; but yet a cannot make hur laugh: goe ae Theater, 
and heare a Queenes Fice, and he make hur laugh, and laugh hur belly-full.95  
 

The preacher talks well, but does not make jokes. The playwright tells jokes, but does not 

preach. The conflation of divinity and comedy at the heart of the Martinist/anti-Martinist 

pamphlet war will not be a problem here.96 Will Summer will not trespass in his lord’s 

territory. Or so he says; but, as Neil Rhodes argued regarding Nashe’s prose work, the 

balance between his alternative roles of “popular entertainer” and even “clown” on the 

one hand and “preacher” on the other is perpetually unsteady.97 

95 Nashe, Summer’s Last Will, Vol, III, 245. 
96 Nashe explicitly describes the pamphlet exchange as a bloody battle in Pasquill’s Apologie, 
Vol. I, 135. 
97 Neil Rhodes, Elizabethan Grotesque, (New York: Routledge and Kegan Paul Ltd, 1980), 51. 
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 Initially, no special spiritual intervention appears necessary. Summer’s councilors 

seem to be ideologically aligned, and Summer makes his decision: “Inough of this; let me 

go make my will. / Ah, it is made, although I hold my peace; / These two will share 

betwixt them what I haue.”98 Autumn and Winter will hold the authority between them. 

But then Summer abruptly changes course. If executive authority is to be exercised 

efficiently, it cannot be diffused in a government-by-committee system. After lamenting 

that he has no “issue” of his own “sit in my throne” after he is gone, Summer continues: 

“The surest way to get my will performed / Is to make my executour my heire, / And he, 

if all be giuen him, and none els, / Vnfallibly will see it well perform’d.” He turns to the 

councilor who always speaks first (logically enough—autumn precedes winter), and 

declares: “Autumn, be thou successor of my seat”.99  

Thus consigned to a subservient role in the kingdom’s hierarchy, Winter drops 

any pretense of seeking unity, and launches into the type of ranting soliloquy on learning 

and power so familiar from the Caiaphas tradition: 

Then (duty laid aside) you do me wrong; 
I am more worthie of it farre than he; 
He hath no skill nor courage for to rule; 
A weather-beaten banckrout ass it is, 
That scatters and consumeth all he hath; 
Eche one do plucke from him without controll; 
He is nor hot nor cold, a sillie soule, 
That fain would please each party, if so he might; 

98 Nashe, Summer’s Last Will, Vol. III, 272.  
99 Nashe, Summer’s Last Will, Vol. III, 273.  
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He and the spring are schollers’ fauourites.100 

In his Accession Day sermon, Whitgift had defined the presbyterians as those who grant 

“reverence of subjection” but deny “obedience to that which is commanded.” But 

someone who lays aside duty as soon as it serves his own ends to do so nullifies the 

purpose of authority. “[K]ings leave of[f] to be Princes,” Whitgift continues, “when as 

such as ought to obey them, contemne their lawes.” Such people are actually 

antichristian, Whitgift implies: “Why call you me Lord Lord (saith Christ) and doe not 

those things which I commaund you? Not he which said he would doe his Fathers 

commaundement, and did it not was counted obedient, but rather hee which said hee 

would not doe it, and yet did it.” 101 By this logic, Winter’s belief that he is “meeter” (in 

Martin’s phrase) to exercise royal authority cannot justify the low-brow insults directed at 

Summer’s deputy; on the contrary, his outburst reveals the rebellious pride of Antichrist. 

 Unlike Martin, Winter directs insults at his rival which might be received, by the 

play’s audience (of one) at least, as backhanded compliments. Autumn is moderate and 

judicious, seeking to reconcile competing parties. In contrast to Martin’s overheated 

diatribes and Nashe and Lyly’s combustible counter-zeal, Autumn is “nor hot nor 

cold.”102 On the contrary, he is a judicious and mature patron of scholarship. Winter 

100 Ibid., 273. 
101 Whitgift, Accession Day sermon, 289. 
102 Cf. Lyly: “If he come short of their religion, why he is but a colde Protestant, hee must bee 
pluckt out to the length of a Puritane.” Pappe with a Hatchet, 396-397. 
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foolishly invites Summer to judge Autumn based on his erudition: “What schollers are, 

what thriftles kind of men, / Your selfe be iudge, and iudge of him by them.”103 Winter 

then launches into a ferocious diatribe against learning. His extensive exempla of ‘foolish 

wits’ through history reveals both Winter’s own superficially wide reading, and his 

failure to interpret correctly or derive any useful knowledge from it. “Erasmus” for 

example, Winter scoffs, literally “sets a flourish” upon “Follie.”104 A serious course of 

study becomes, in Winter’s formulation, mere “idleness,” from which a legion of 

“diuillish, ergo armed arts, / Sprung all, as vices”.105  

The gratitude that scholars exhibit toward their universities and great patrons, 

then, must simply be venial hypocrisy: 

They learnings benefactors reckon vp, 
Who built this collegde, who gaue that Free-schoole, 
What king or Queene aduanced Schollers most, 
And in their times what writers flourished; 
Rich men and magistrates, whilst yet they lieu, 
They flatter palpably, in hope of gayne. … 
Nay, I will iustifie there is no vice, 
Which learning and vilde knowledge brought not in… 
Latin, it was the speech of infidels; 
Logic hath naught to say in a true cause; 
Philosophy is curiosity,106 
 

103 Nashe, Summer’s Last Will, 273. 
104 Ibid., 278.  
105 Ibid., 275. 
106 Ibid., 276. 
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In Winter’s English, learning is vice and ignorance is pure knowledge. “In briefe,” 

Winter concludes, “all books, diuinitie except, / Are nought but tales of the diuels 

lawes”.107 The “diuinitie” which Winter excepts, however, must be a very singular kind 

of divinity, with no taint of the university and based solely on private inspiration. The 

kind of divinity, perhaps, which Nashe described in Pasquill’s Returne:  

The roome was full of Artificers, men and women, that sate rounde about vppon 
stooles and benches to harken to it. The Chapter was, the I. Cor. 3, which being 
read, the reader began first to vtter his conceit upon the Text, in short Notes; then 
it came to his next neighbours course, and so in order Glosses went a begging, 
and Expositions ranne a pace through the Table… I haue brought many a propper 
note out of that meeting, for euery mans spirit at the table, had two bowts with the 
Apostle before hee left him, and one, whilst another spake, had a breathing time 
giuen him to whisper with the holy Ghost, to know what should be put into his 
head to vtter, against it came about to his course again.108  
 

“Vox populi, vox Dei;” Winter proclaims. “The vulgar’s voice, it is the voice of God.” As 

Autumn is a friend to Latin, logic and philosophy, Winter demands that Summer 

“censure” Autumn as a “pestilent” member of the commonwealth and one “unfit to sit at 

stern of state.” 109 

Summer is shocked by Winter’s “invectiue,” and rebukes him for turning “Arts 

weapons” against “her own bowels.”110 But he seeks to keep the peace by offering Winter 

a degree of regulatory power, instructing him to be Autumn’s “ouer-seer”—the direct 

107 Nashe, Summer’s Last Will, Vol. III, 278. 
108 Nashe, The Returne of Pasquill, Vol. I, 89-90.  
109 Nashe, Summer’s Last Will, Vol. III, 278. 
110 Ibid., 280. 
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English definition of the Greek “episkopos,” which is anglicized “bishop.”111 Summer 

promises that Autumn “will do nothing without thy consent” provided that Winter work 

always for Autumn’s “weale and his content.” Winter gladly accepts this veto power, 

promising to “dispose of” Autumn in a manner that will ultimately please Summer. 112 

Martin frequently argued that Elizabeth was and would be a presbyterian, even if 

she didn’t know it yet. “As for her Majesty, or the state, I think she hath little cause to 

thank you for your wisdom, in seeking the quietness of this commonwealth by winking at 

the sin of the pompous ministry,” Martin harangued those puritan-leaning clergy who 

declined to become presbyterian agitators. The time would come, Martin threatened 

them, that the queen would “enquire whether she had not any faithful preachers in her 

kingdom, that would stand to the defence of the truth, until she saw further into it.”113 

This is the spirit in which Autumn interprets Winter’s promise that the monarch will not 

“repent” of his decision. “On such conditions no crown will I take,” Autumn replies. If 

Winter, whom Autumn challenges as his “enemy,” were to have oversight over the 

crown, then royal governance would become simply impossible. Richard Bancroft made 

this argument in his Paul’s Cross sermon against the Martinists, and looked to Scotland 

for a real-world example of the clash between a presbytery and the monarch. “[C]ertaine 

men of the new government, intending the erection of these presbyteries in Scotland,” 

111 Ibid., 280. 
112 Ibid., 280. 
113 Black, The Epistle, 159-160. 
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Bancroft claimed, “erected that in themselves, which they had dejected in the Bishops”. 

In fact, they “tooke more upon them then ever the Bishops had done” and imitated 

“preposterouslie the papall jurisdiction.” In this episcopal role, the Scottish presbytery 

“did alter the lawes at their owne pleasures, without the knowledge and approbation, 

either of the king or state.” The king of Scotland, far from discovering to his own surprise 

how faithful these ministers were, realized “that he must either discharge himselfe of the 

crowne, or the ministerie of that forme of government.”114  

One rival overseer would be bad enough. But, like Martin Marprelate, Winter has 

two sons “worse than himself.” Patricia Posluszny pointed out that the first son, 

“Christmas”, is an ironic sendup of Puritan objections to observing holiday feasts.115 

Christmas’ Scrooge-like vaunting of his refusal to feed the poor at Christmas— “A mans 

belly was not made for a poudring beefe tub”—is in marked contrast to an early Whitgift 

biographer’s description of the archbishop’s hospitality: “He had a desire alwayes to 

keepe a great and bountifull house; and so he did . . .And at Christmasse, especially, his 

114 See Bancroft, Richard Bancroft, A sermon preached at Paules Crosse the 9. of Februarie 
being the first Sunday in the Parleament (1588/89) in Kirby ed., Sermons at Paul’s Cross, chapter 
13. James complained to Elizabeth of Bancroft’s sermon, which, ironically, he believed 
constituted a foreign ecclesial encroachment on his prerogative as a sovereign. But James’ 
famous dictum “No bishop, no king”, uttered once he had left Scotland to ascend the English 
throne, essentially agrees with Bancroft’s assessment. 
115 Patricia Posluszny, Thomas Nashe's Summer's Last Will and Testament: a critical modern-
spelling edition, (New York: Peter Lang, 1989), 22. Cf. a similar argument from Stephen 
Hillard, The Singularity of Thomas Nashe (Lincoln: University of Nebraska Press, 1986), 49-60. 
Also see Whitgift’s answer to the Puritan claim that the Church of England observed high days 
like Accession Day “superstitiouslie.” Accession Day Sermon, 290. 
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gates were alwayes open, and his Hall set twice or thrice ouer with strangers.”116 

Summer’s dismisses “Christmas” with the judgement that he displays an insolent 

disregard for the magnificence and generosity appropriate to the holiday festivities of a 

great lord (such as Whitgift’s on Michaelmas): “Grosse-headed sot, how light he makes 

of state!”117  

But Winter’s next son to speak is more frightening than a cheerless Christmas 

who fails to take his lord seriously. Nashe identified Marprelate’s second son to author a 

pamphlet, Martin Senior, as “the very worst of all,” and the same could be said of “Back-

winter.” Back-winter is his father’s heir, Autumn informs Summer. “An elfe” that is 

“compact of enuious pride,” he eagerly waits for (and may expedite) Winter’s death in 

order to begin his own “raigne.”118  

116 Quoted in Lorna Hutson, Thomas Nashe in Context, 167. 
117 See Nashe, Summer’s Last Will, Vol. III, 284-285. This “Christmas” episode prefigures a later 
court tradition of “puritan baiting” as part of the holiday entertainments. An obvious example of 
courtly puritan baiting is Malvolio in Shakespeare’s Twelfth Night. G. P. Jones notes that 
“Naturally enough, puritan hostility to Christmas reveling was reciprocated by festive revelers, 
just as Malvolio’s objection to late night carousing triggers the reprisals of the comic 
conspirators. A Jacobean instance of seasonal puritan baiting is recorded in a letter from John 
Chamberlain to Sir Dudley Carleton (January 13, 1621), in which he reports, with some distaste, 
how a puritan had been mocked and insulted as part of Twelfth Day entertainment: ‘That night 
they had a bal at Whitehall, and on Twelfth Day were invited to the maske there, which was 
handsomly performed, but that there was a puritan brought in to be flowted and abused, which 
was somewhat unseemly and unseasonable…” See Jones, “Malvolio Flouted and Abused,” 
English Language Notes, 42.1 (2004) 20-26, at 23. For more on Dudley Carleton as cultural 
critic, see Chapters 4 and 5 of this dissertation. 
118 Nashe, Summer’s Last Will, Vol. III, 281. Cf. Posluszny, who describes Back-winter’s 
obnoxious personality as “puritanical” but does not develop the point on a political level. 
Posluszny, Summer’s Last Will, 14. 
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Martin Senior had begged for an opportunity to make his case at court, 

unmediated by Whitgift’s slippery translations.119 Back-winter is given that chance. He 

quickly makes clear, however, that he will not be content with his father’s projected role 

as chief minister and guide. He will wrest the crown for himself. When Summer invites 

him to answer Autumn’s accusations, Back-winter replies “With thee or Autumne haue I 

naught to do: I would you were both hanged face to face.” Wishing for the monarch’s 

death aloud was prosecutable as treason under Tudor law, and as we have seen, even 

attacking a royal minister was far from safe. So Summer’s retort “Is this the reuerence 

that thou ow’st to vs?” seems remarkably moderate. Back-winter, however, brazenly 

looks forward to the power vacuum which this childless monarch’s death could open up: 

“Why not? what art thou? Shalt thou always liue?” With Summer passed away and 

authority tenuously held between Autumn and Winter, the stage would be set for Back-

winter to bury his father, hang his rival, and usher in “my tyrranny”.120 As the narrator 

Will Summer chimes in, however, “This Back-winter plays a railing part to no purpose.” 

The king has Back-winter dragged away to prison, and leaves all “[m]y fruites to 

Autumne, my adopted heire”.121  

119 Martin Senior opines “But O that I, as simple as I am, might read a lecture or two concerning 
this bishoplike translation, if not before her Majesty, yet at the least before some of her nobles, I 
would not doubt but to unfold such a deal of strange English … as was never heard of in this land 
since the Saxons’ time.” Black, Just Censure, 185. 
120 Ibid., 288-289. Back-winter continues: “I will peepe foorth, thy kingdome to supplant: / My 
father I will quickly freeze to death, / And then sole Monarch will I sit…” Ibid., 290. 
121 Ibid., 291.  
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But Summer does not punish Winter. Whitgift had concluded his Accession Day 

sermon in honor of Elizabeth with a call for “unitie and peace”: 

Wel then, let us at the length leave of contending, and live in peace, one with 
another. … Peace and love is the liverie that Christe giveth unto his Servants: 
Heereby shall all men knowe (saith hee) that ye are my Disciples, if ye love one 
another. It is the legacie hee bequeathed unto them in his last will and Testament. 
My peace I give unto you. My peace I give unto you. My peace I leave unto you. 
… And in the Epistle to the Hebrewes: Let us consider one another, to provoke 
unto love, and good workes, not leaving our mutuall societie, as the manner of 
some is: … I would to God these exhortations of Christ and of his Apostles, could 
anything moove us.122 
 

Christ’s last will and testament left his disciples reconciliation in place of contention. 

Whitgift, of course, intends a reconciliation that leaves the church and state hierarchy 

intact. His drive for conformity in 1584, which saw many of the most unyieldingly 

nonconformist and presbyterian clergy expelled from the ministry and their licenses to 

preach officially revoked, showed clearly the terms on which “mutual society” would 

function.123 But the goal remained to re-assimilate what Nashe called the “more pacified 

sort of our Puritans”—those who, Martin lamented, “are angry with me, I mean the 

122 Whitgift, Accession Day sermon, 299. 
123 Patrick Collinson writes that “The risk of a serious rift was acute in the summer of 1584, when 
in most dioceses terms were offered which enabled the moderates to resume their ministries with 
a quiet conscience.” This typically involved making “some kind of conditional or limited 
subscription” to Whitgift’s articles. Collinson writes that “it is not easy to determine how many 
minsters were eventually deprived, but it seems probable that very few rejected the terms now 
offered.” Whitgift then focused his attack on “ringleaders” such as John Field. Collinson sees the 
1591 Star Chamber trial of nine presbyterian ministers, including Thomas Cartwright, as the 
virtual end of the pro-presbyterian movement under Elizabeth. “Of sharp exemplary punishment 
there had been none…,” Collinson writes. “Nevertheless, the long imprisonment and trial had 
worn down and all but defeated the nine ministers and the movement for which they stood as 
representative figures.” See Collinson, The Elizabethan Puritan Movement, 263-267, 430-431. 
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puritan preachers”—into the mainstream of the doctrinally Calvinist English church.124 

After Bancroft’s blazing attack against the classis movement, which like Nashe’s 

Pasquill’s Apologie conflated Marprelate and Cartwright and made no distinction 

between Presbyterianism and minor non-conformity, Paul’s Cross preachers such as 

Robert Temple (chaplain to Bishop of London John Aylmer) took a step back and 

presented the puritans instead as erring “brethren.”125 Cartwright himself repudiated 

Martin, and what Peter Lake describes as an “outbreak” of “puritan anti-Martinism” 

denouncing schism and rebellion followed from ‘godly’ Paul’s Cross preachers in the 

1590s.126 

Summer’s last will and testament concludes the same way. Winter initially 

struggles to defend his son’s ‘barking’ against Autumn, but Back-winter’s open pursuit of 

the crown leads Winter to consent to the imprisonment of the traitor.127 Summer then 

issues final instructions. Autumn is to minister faithfully in Summer’s place “[u]nto 

Eliza, that most sacred Dame”. Winter will also have a role within the kingdom, but he 

must accept that his place is not at the queen’s side: “And, Winter, with thy wrythen 

frostie face, / Smoothe vp thy visage, when thou look’st on her, / Thou neuer look’st on 

such bright majestie; / A charmed circle draw about her court / Wherein warme days may 

124 Nashe, Almond for a Parrat, Vol. III, 371; Black, The Epitome, 53.  
125 See Morrissey, Politics and the Paul’s Cross Sermons, 214. 
126 Lake, The Antichrist’s Lewd Hat, 561-562. 
127 McKerrow, Summer’s Last Will, 290. 
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daunce, & no cold come”.128 Winter will be blessed with the queen’s countenance, but he 

must respect the “charmed circle” of an inner ring which will include his rival Autumn 

but not himself. The health of the commonwealth will depend on each man’s obedience 

in his appointed rank and station, as Summer makes clear in his benediction: “Autumne 

and Winter, on your faithfulnesse / For the performance I do firmely builde.”129  

Nashe cannot resist, however, a final Pasquillian swipe at Winter. Nashe had 

deftly avoided overtly handling matters of divinity on the stage to this point. But after the 

characters exit, the entertainment concludes with a liturgically repetitive song which ties 

the action firmly to the Archbishop, his residences, and his church: 

Autumne hath all the Summers fruitefull treasure, 
Gone is our sport, fled is poore Croyden’s pleasure, … 
From winter, plague, & pestilence, good Lord, deliuer vs. 
London dooth mourne, Lambith is quite forlorne, … 
From winter, plague, & pestilence, good Lord, deliuer vs. 

 
Lest there be any doubt, the narrator Will Summer underlines Nashe’s mimicry of a 

Prayerbook service, with Winter cast again as a national catastrophe and a threat to the 

crown: “How is’t? how is’t? you that be of the grauer sort, do you thinke these youths 

worthy of a Plaudite for praying for the Queene, and singing of the Letany?”130 This is 

reminiscent of Lewis Wager’s creative riff on the Latin liturgy, and Nashe’s twin role of 

clown and preacher is here indistinguishable. But Nashe the dramatist has no license to 

128 Ibid., 291. 
129 Nashe, Summer’s Last Will, Vol. III, 292. 
130 Ibid., 292. 
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preach at Croydon. Like Martin, Nashe has become a layman meddling in an 

archbishop’s domain, even if his “Caipahas” is the lord of the hall’s rival and not 

Whitgift himself. Whitgift’s declining to ever commission another work by Nashe, and 

his 1599 ban of Nashe’s corpus including Summer’s Last Will and Testament, seems to 

be his answer to Nashe’s request for a Plaudite.131 

 
 

  

 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

131 On the “drying up” of Whitgift’s patronage and the “self-destructively experimental” writings 
which followed, cf. Lorna Hutson, “Fictive Acts: Thomas Nashe and the Mid-Tudor Legacy,” in 
Mike Pincombe and Cathy Shrank eds., The Oxford Handbook of Tudor Literature: 1485-1603, 
(Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2009), 718-731, quoted at 718. 
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2. Undermining the Elect Nation: King Lear and the Hebrew  
Patriarchs at the Court of James I1 

 
 

 On 5 November 1606, Lancelot Andrewes marked the inauguration of a new 

religio-political holiday by preaching the first Gunpowder Plot sermon before James I at 

Whitehall. A danger had beset crown and parliament, he said, greater than any 

persecution faced by Israel’s King David. He vividly imagined the consequences had the 

plot succeeded: “so much bloud, as would have made it raine bloud; so many baskets 

of heads, so many peeces of rent bodies cast up and downe, and scattered all over the face 

of the earth.” There would have been “neither root nor branch left” of the kingdom; a 

“dissolution and desolation” so complete that the poets in “their Tragœdies can show 

none neer it.” Continuing in this vein, Andrewes lamented that “ever age, or land, but that 

our age, and this land should foster or breed such monsters!”2  

2.1 The New Israel 

 Counterbalancing this exceptionalism of woe—“only we could breed monsters 

this evil”—is a healthy dose of the belief, which Patrick Collinson has shown was central 

to early modern England’s self-conception, that “God is English.” Or, at least, that God 

1 This chapter was published as “Undermining the Elect Nation: King Lear and the Hebrew 
Patriarchs at the Court of James I,” Renaissance and Reformation / Renaissance et Réforme, 43.3 
(2020), 105-133. 
2 Lancelot Andrewes, A Sermon Preached before the King’s Majesty, at Whitehall, on the V. of 
November. A.D. MDCVI, in Peter McCullough ed., Lancelot Andrewes: Selected Sermons and 
Lectures (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2005), 152. 
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was in a particular sense England’s God, having covenanted with the English just as he 

once made a covenant with Israel. As a late Elizabethan preacher proclaimed, “Blessed is 

Israel, because the Lord is their God, and blessed is England, because the Lord is their 

God.” 3 If England was the new Israel, then London was the new Jerusalem.4 And by 

extrapolation, if God had made a covenant with the Israelite patriarch Abraham to make 

him a great nation, and a covenant with the Israelite king David to establish his dynasty 

forever, then God must promise similar success to England’s monarch, the head of both 

church and nation.  

 Moreover, this new covenant was, in the words of Hebrews 8:6, a better covenant, 

since it comes after and through Christ. In a 1610 Gowrie Plot sermon, Andrewes 

preached that Abraham, Isaac, Jacob, and David were all “princes” who should be read as 

figures or “types” pointing toward the eternal king Christ.5 Christian kings were also 

miniature “Christs” (literally translated as God’s “annointed ones”). By inference, then, 

the Israelite leaders who were types of the greater anointed one, Jesus Christ, could also 

3 Patrick Collinson, The Birthpangs of Protestant England: Religious and Cultural Change in the 
Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries (New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 1988), 5–7.  
4 Collinson, 10 
5 For Andrewes’s 1610 Gowrie Day sermon, which repeats many of the themes of his first V of 
November sermon, see McCullough, ed., 178–206. For a luminous discussion of Christian 
typological readings of the Old Testament, see Erich Auerbach, “Figura (1938),” in Time, 
History, and Literature: Selected Essays of Erich Auerbach, ed. James I. Porter, trans. Jane O. 
Newman (Princeton, NJ: Princeton University Press, 2014), 65–113.  
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be seen, in the new covenant, as types of a glorious English monarchy. This was not 

original to Andrewes—Elizabeth herself was identified both with David and with Christ.6  

 This is the context for Andrewes’s assertion that the evil planned for the fifth of 

November would “overmatch” any evil King David ever faced by its scale. The entire 

ruling class would have perished had they entered Parliament:  

Not onely King David had gone, but Queen Esther too: and not onely they, 
but Salomon the young Prince, and Nathan his Brother. Nor these were not all. 
The Scriptures recount, David had Jehosaphat for his Chancellor, Adoram his 
Treasurer, Seroja his Secretarie, Sadoc and Abiathar and twenty more, the chiefe 
of the Priests, Admo his Judge, Joab his Generall; all had gone: His forty eight 
Worthies or Nobles, all they too. The Principall of all the Tribes in the kingdome: 
All they too; and many more then these; no man knoweth how many.  
 

He then concludes that, as David had received deliverance from his troubles, so the 

English David (and his queen, two sons, etc.) had been delivered even more remarkably. 

Punning on Westminster’s stone foundation while triumphantly casting James as Christ, 

Andrewes rejoices that “the Stone these Builders refused, is still the Head-stone of the 

corner.”7 Andrewes then urges the congregation to pray earnestly for the king’s continued 

safety, because  

our future salvation, by the continuance of His Religion and truth among us, and 
our present prosperitie (like two walls) meet upon the Head stone of the corner; 
depend both, first, upon the Name of the Lord, and next upon him, that in His 
name, and with His name, is come unto us (that is) the King.  
 

6 Collinson, 9. 
7 Andrewes, V. of November, 153. 
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England’s welfare––spiritual and physical––rests upon this orthodox (Protestant) king 

who has come among the English in the name of God to uphold them. As long as he 

stands firm, “The building will be as mount Sion, so the corner stone be fast; so the two 

walls, that meet, never fall asunder.” After raising the possibility that disaster might still 

strike in the future, Andrewes dismisses it, provided that England will pray for the king: 

“If otherwise: but, I will not so much as put the case; but, as we pray, so trust, it shall 

never be removed but stand fast for ever.”8  

 This manifest-destiny hermeneutic found a theological justification in the 

predestinarian covenant theology of Protestant reformers like William Tyndale and John 

Calvin.9 One of the key passages for this theology was Romans 9:11–13, which explains 

why God passed over the birthright of Isaac’s elder son Esau to anoint Jacob as the new 

patriarch:10 “For the children being not yet born, neither having done any good or evil, 

8 Andrewes, V. of November, 159. 
9 For a brief discussion of Tyndale’s covenant theology, see Peter Marshall, Heretics and 
Believers: A History of the English Reformation (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2017), 147. 
10 The basic contours of the story of the patriarch Isaac and his sons Jacob and Esau, which can be 
found in Genesis 25–33, are central to my argument. In these chapters, God speaks to Isaac’s wife 
Rebekah, prophesying that she will give birth to two sons, and that the older boy will serve the 
younger. Esau, the elder, is born ruddy and hairy and grows into a hunter, while Jacob, the 
younger, is quiet, smooth-skinned, and stays close to the tents. Isaac loves Esau most, while 
Rebekah prefers Jacob. Esau returns from the field one day, fainting from hunger, and asks Jacob 
to share his dinner. Jacob offers to sell him food in return for Esau’s birthright. Esau, perhaps not 
taking Jacob’s request seriously, agrees and eats. As Isaac ages, he begins to grow blind and to 
anticipate his death. He tells Esau to prepare a ceremonial meal so that Isaac can formally bless 
him and confirm Esau’s birthright—the role of patriarch. Rebekah tells Jacob to disguise himself 
in Esau’s clothes, to cover his smooth hands with goat-skins, and to mimic Esau’s voice in order 
to receive the blessing himself. Jacob deceives his father, and after receiving the blessing, flees 
out of the region to escape his brother’s revenge. Esau, despite having previously sold the 
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that the purpose of God according to election might stand, not of works, but of him that 

calleth;) It was said unto her, The elder shall serve the younger. As it is written, Jacob 

have I loved, but Esau have I hated.”11 Calvin understood this passage to be speaking of 

both the Old Testament political succession and typologically of personal salvation in the 

new covenant. Jacob represents at once the elect nation of Israel and the elect, truly godly 

member of a (Protestant) church.12 Calvin condemned those who take the “short and easy 

method” of attributing “the origin and cause of election” to God’s foreknowledge of the 

“virtues and vices” of Jacob and Esau.13 God does not elect “those who are worthy of his 

grace”—he makes them worthy by electing them. Nor does he reject (“reprobate”) “those 

whom he foresees to be unworthy”; rather, he gives or withholds salvation with absolute 

birthright, is stunned upon returning to discover that Jacob has preempted him. He initially 
desires revenge, but years later reconciles with Jacob and welcomes him home.  
11 There was a sixteenth-century tradition of staging this story, including the sixth play in the 
Towneley cycle and a musical drama, possibly performed at the court of Edward VI by the 
Children of the Chapel Royal, with a prologue that several scholars have read as explicitly 
Calvinist: “But before Iacob and Esau yet borne were, / Or had eyther done good, or yll 
perpetrate: / As the prophet Malachie and Paule witnesse beare, / Iacob was chosen, and Esau 
reprobate: / Iacob I loue (sayde God) and Esau I hate. / For it is not (sayth Paule) in man’s 
renuing or will, / But in Gods mercy who choseth whome he will” (The Historie of Jacob and 
Esau, Prol. 8–14. See especially Paul White, Theatre and Reformation: Protestantism, 
Patronage, and Playing in Tudor England (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1993), 187; 
and John Curran, “Jacob and Esau and the Iconoclasm of Merit,” Studies in English Literature 
1500–1900 49 (2009): 285–309. For editions of the two plays, see Martin Stevens and A. C. 
Cawley, ed., The Towneley Plays, vol. 1 (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1994); and 
Reformation Biblical Drama in England: An Old-Spelling Critical Edition, ed. Paul White (New 
York: Garland Publishing, 1992). 
12 See Calvin’s Commentaries on the First Book of Moses called Genesis, trans. John King, 2 
vols. (Grand Rapids, MI: William B. Eerdman, 1948), 2:27. 
13 Erasmus of Rotterdam, for instance. See De Libero Arbitrio, ed. and trans. E. Gordon Rupp, in 
Luther and Erasmus: Free Will and Salvation, The Library of Christian Classics 17 (Louisville: 
Westminster John Knox Press, 1969), 43, 89. 
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freedom, and with an absolute, eternal decree.14 Esau had done nothing to merit being 

passed over for his brother politically and spiritually; God had simply hated him. 

 Calvin’s was the dominant theology of salvation in the late Elizabethan and early 

Jacobean church.15 This helps us understand why, when applied on a national scale—

easily done in a society that held citizenship and membership in the Church of England as 

synonymous—Andrewes and his fellow preachers felt no need to prove that James had 

done anything to make himself personally worthy of such a special relationship with 

God.16 If the elect soul needed only faith to have a full “assurance” of salvation, then 

England (and her monarch) might have equal confidence in her elect status based on her 

(Protestant) faith.17 As Milton would ask thirty years later in Areopagitica, “Why else 

was this nation chos’n before any other, that out of her as out of Sion should be 

14 John Calvin, The Institutes of the Christian Religion, trans. Henry Beveridge (Peabody, MA: 
Hendrickson Publishers, 2008), 3.22.4. 
15 For the thesis of a “Calvinist consensus,” which has been confirmed by the majority of scholars 
of the Jacobean church, see Nicholas Tyacke’s Anti-Calvinists: The Rise of English Arminianism 
c. 1590–1640 (New York: Oxford University Press, 1987). 
16 While Andrewes was remarkable at James’s court for being rather unenthusiastic about 
Calvinist soteriology at a personal level, he toed the party line regarding a providentialist 
nationalism. Peter McCullough has also shown that the context of a feast day impacted the tone 
of Andrewes’s preaching. A Good Friday sermon, for instance, was liable to sound more 
Calvinistic on the doctrine of the atonement than Andrewes typically might. See McCullough, 
ed., 366. 
17 Collinson traces the tensions that could develop between a personal and national sense of 
election, particularly in Puritan discourse (Collinson, 11–27). See also Carlos Eire’s discussion of 
the English separatist Robert Browne (leader of the ‘Brownists’), who argued that “God 
established a one-on-one relationship with individual communities of the elect rather than with 
whole nations,” in Eire, Reformations: The Early Modern World, 1450–1650 (New Haven: Yale 
University Press, 2016), 345. 
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proclaim’d and sounded forth the first tidings and trumpet of Reformation all over 

Europe?”18 As Providence had taken the sovereign initiative and appointed the patriarch 

Jacob, so he had anointed his Britannic majesty Jacobus Rex. Since England was on the 

side of Christ, the converse must be that her Roman Catholic enemies, primarily 

embodied in Habsburg Spain and in the Society of Jesus, were ranged on the side of the 

Devil and his deputy, the Anti-Christ (i.e., the pope).19 And it was in moments of political 

crisis, Peter Lake writes, when “people needed inherently contingent, formally 

meaningless and threateningly open-ended events to be explained and thus rendered 

predictable and controllable,” that the godly preachers most effectively moved their 

audiences to renew the covenant with God by prayer and repentance and thus reaffirm 

their election.20  

 Andrewes was back in the Whitehall pulpit the following month, 25 December 

1606, to preach the Christmas Day sermon.21 Expounding on the Old Testament prophesy 

18 John Milton, Areopagitica, in William Kerrigan, John Rumrich, and Stephen M. Fallon ed., The 
Complete Poetry and Essential Prose of John Milton (New York: Modern Library, 2007), 957. 
19 The conformist Puritan divine William Crashawe prayed in 1625 that God would strengthen 
Charles to “performe all thy pleasure, and to execute thy great and glorious Designes, not onely 
for the building up of our Jersusalem, in the Reformation and Restoration of our Church, but to 
subdue the Nations before thee, […] doe this O Lord, for Jacob thy Servants sake, and Israel thy 
Elect.” Printed in Crashaw, Englands Lamentable Complaint to Her God : Out of Which May Bee 
Pickt a Prayer for Priuate Families. Together, with a Soveraigne Receipt against Sinne, the True 
Cause of All Our Sorrow. As Also, a Necessarie Catechisme, Intituled Meate for Men, 1629. See 
chapter 3 of this dissertation for an in-depth discussion of Crashawe’s brand of puritanism. 
20 Peter Lake, with Michael Questier, The Antichrist’s Lewd Hat: Protestants, Papists and 
Players in Post-Reformation England (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002), 473. 
21 See James Shapiro, 1606: William Shakespeare and the Year of Lear (London: Faber & Faber, 
2015), 297. 
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that Christ would be a great king who would bear the government “upon his shoulder” 

(Isaiah 9:6), Andrewes echoed his Gunpowder sermon by drawing an analogy to earthly 

kings:  

Belike, governments have their weight—be heavy; and so they be; they need not 
only a good head, but good shoulders, that sustain them. But that not so much 
while they be in good tune and temper, then, they need no great carriage; but 
when they grow unwieldy, be it weakness or waywardness of the governed, in 
that case they need; and in that case, there is no governor but, at one time or other, 
he bears his government upon his shoulders. 
 

So it was with Aaron and with Moses, he continues. It should be hoped that governors 

should never be troubled by the “weakness or waywardness” of their subjects, that they 

might always “Bear their people only in their arms by love, and in their breasts by care.” 

Sometimes, however, “they must follow Christ’s example and patience here, and even 

that way bear them; not only bear with them, but even bear them also.”22 The cornerstone 

must bear up his kingdom when it grows unwieldy. But while Andrewes had been 

unwilling to even “put the case” of that cornerstone not holding, the play performed at 

Whitehall on the following evening seems to do just that. Shakespeare’s King Lear would 

subtly question the typological connection between the Israelite patriarch and the English 

king. 

 The apocalyptic feel of King Lear has, not surprisingly, tempted critics to look for 

a connection with the Gunpowder Plot. Nina Taunton and Valerie Hart have argued that 

22 Lancelot Andrewes, Ninety-Six Sermons, vol. 1 (Oxford: John Henry Parker, 1841), 25.  
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the composition of King Lear took place primarily in 1606, and that multiple episodes in 

the play refer directly to the Plot.23 But their thesis does not seem to have been well 

received, and the scholarly consensus remains that Shakespeare had probably completed 

most of the play before November 1605.24 Much of this criticism, however, has been 

focused on authorial intent. Could Shakespeare have meant to reference the Plot in his 

adaptation of the old play King Leir? But for the Elizabethan and Jacobean courts, 

original authorial intent was not the primary concern when it came to judging the political 

overtones of a performance. Plays could even be initially rubber stamped by the Master 

of Revels and later shuttered if someone with influence was offended. Thomas 

Middleton’s A Game at Chess, which was closed to appease the Spanish ambassador after 

a sold-out run playing to “old and young, rich and poor, masters and servants, papists and 

puritans, wise men etc., churchmen and statesmen,” is a classic example.25 James Shapiro 

notes that Shakespeare’s play would have seemed “uncanny” in its foreshadowing, and 

that its politics would have “become more fraught” when staged the following year.26 As 

23 Nina Taunton and Valerie Hart, “King Lear, King James and the Gunpowder Treason of 1605,” 
Renaissance Studies 17 (2003): 695–715. 
24 See, for instance, James Shapiro, 1606, 103; Stephen Greenblatt, Will in the World: How 
Shakespeare Became Shakespeare (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2004), Ch. 11, and 
Anne James, Poets, Players, and Preachers: Remembering the Gunpowder Plot in Seventeenth-
Century England (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 2016), 283.  
25 Quoted in Margot Heinemann, Puritanism and Theatre: Thomas Middleton and Opposition 
Drama under the Early Stuarts (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1982), 151. Note also 
Ben Jonson’s habit of beginning his satirical comedies with a (disingenuous?) disclaimer to the 
effect that no real persons were being satirized, but that “If the shoe fits….” 
26 Shapiro, 150–51. 
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regards Lear, then, I am less interested in what Shakespeare might have intended in its 

composition (whether before or after 5 November 1605) and more interested in what 

King Lear might have suggested to its aristocratic audience (and even its players) when it 

debuted at court on 26 December 1606.27 

2.1 Edgar have I loved, and Edmund hated? 

 Cherrell Guilfoyle, Harold Fisch, and Simon Palfrey have briefly noted that there 

are echoes of the Jacob and Esau story in Lear’s Gloucester subplot, which Shakespeare 

added to counterpoint the central action of his Elizabethan source, King Leir.28 What 

follows is an exploration of ways that Lear’s courtly, educated, and politically sensitive 

audience might have interpreted the power struggle between Edmund, Edgar, and 

Gloucester in light of the Old Testament political typologies so common from the pulpit. 

Would the play’s insistent echoes of the supposedly reprobate Esau, elect Jacob, and 

blind Isaac––but with their roles unstable and their motivations unsettled and ambiguous–

–have subtly undermined the pulpit’s Calvinist/providentialist model of the elect 

governor of a chosen England? 

27 As Grooms of the King’s Chamber, Shakespeare’s company did sometimes attend court 
sermons and might have heard Andrewes’s sermons, especially as both were preached on 
important holidays. See Hannibal Hamlin, The Bible in Shakespeare (Oxford: Oxford University 
Press, 2013), 14. 
28 Shapiro, 57–58; Cherrell Guilfoyle, “The Redemption of King Lear,” Comparative Drama 23 
(1989): 50–69, 54; Harold Fisch, The Biblical Presence in Shakespeare, Milton, and Blake: A 
Comparative Study (New York: Oxford University Press, 1999), 137; Simon Palfrey, Poor Tom: 
Living “King Lear” (Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 2015), 226–27. 



 

79 
 

 Edmund is introduced in the opening scene, in a manner that invites some 

immediate compassion: 

KENT. Is not this your son, my lord? 
GLOUCESTER. His breeding, sir, hath been at my charge. I have so often 
blushed to  
    acknowledge him that now I am brazed to’t. 
KENT. I cannot conceive you. 
GLOUCESTER. Sir, this young fellow's mother could; whereupon she grew 
round– 
    wombed, and had, indeed, sir, a son for her cradle ere she had a husband for her 
bed.   
    Do you smell a fault? 
KENT. I cannot wish the fault undone, the issue of it being so proper. 
GLOUCESTER. But I have a son, sir, by order of law, some year elder than this, 
who yet  
    is no dearer in my account. Though this knave came something saucily to the 
world   
    before he was sent for, yet was his mother fair, there was good sport at his 
making, and  
    the whoreson must be acknowledged. Do you know this noble gentleman, 
Edmund? (1.1.7–24)29 

 
Gloucester seems, as the play unfolds, to consider himself on easy terms with both his 

sons (he does not, for instance, feel it necessary to reconcile with Edmund when 

disinheriting Edgar). But his introduction of Edmund, “I have so often blushed to 

acknowledge him,” implies a lifetime of cruel but casual raillery.30 The ease with which 

29 King Lear, ed. R.A. Foakes (The Arden Shakespeare, 2005). While I have relied on the Arden’s 
editorial text, the differences between the Folio and Quarto do not significantly affect my 
readings. 
30 That Edmund enjoyed fewer privileges than Edgar is hardly surprising for seventeenth-century 
England, given his illegitimate birth. But Gloucester seems to delight in reminding him of the 
fact. 
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this irrelevant and situationally inappropriate backstory comes out—Kent’s stiff 

politeness proves we haven’t opened the play in medias res of extended “locker room 

banter”—suggests that this is a favourite story of Gloucester’s. The acknowledgement 

itself is deeply ambiguous. Edgar, Gloucester claims, is “no dearer in my account” than is 

Edmund. But Gloucester speaks of Edgar differently in the following scenes: “To his 

father, that so tenderly and entirely loves him” (1.2.96–97); “I loved him, friend, / No 

father his son dearer” (3.4.164–65). Edgar is loved “entirely,” with a fervor that no other 

parent could exceed. The implication that little love remains for Edmund, and that “no 

dearer in my account” is wordplay, is confirmed by Gloucester’s dismissal of Kent’s 

courtesy as unnecessary: “He [Edmund] hath been out nine years, and away he shall 

again” (1.1.31–32). Like Isaac, Gloucester has a favourite: Edgar is dear to his heart; 

Edmund is dear to his (bank) “account.”31 If he has been spared any repetitions of “the 

whoreson must be acknowledged,” he has only his absence to thank for it.32 It is hardly 

surprising, then, when Edmund reveals his hostility towards his father and brother and his 

usurpation plot in 1.2. 

 Is Edmund Jacob? Or is he Esau (also called Edom)? Neither, and both. Rather 

than try to map the brothers strictly onto the Genesis account, I will simply attempt to 

31 Shakespeare does use forms of “account” elsewhere to refer to finances: see Mowbray in 
Richard II, “For that my sovereign liege was in my debt / Upon remainder of a dear account” 
(1.1.130), and Timon of Athens, 2.2.130. 
32 See Claude Summers, “‘Stand up for bastards!’: Shakespeare’s Edmund and Love’s Failure,” 
College Literature 4 (1977): 225–31. 
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follow Edmund and Edgar as they pass in and out of these two roles, and to notice ways 

in which their words and actions build up an overall impression regarding questions of 

birthright, disinheritance, rejection, and election. The soliloquy of 1.2 is one of Edmund’s 

most compelling moments, and further establishes him as a character who, at least 

initially, commands a level of sympathy: 

Thou, Nature, art my goddess; to thy law 
My services are bound. Wherefore should I 
Stand in the plague of custom, and permit 
The curiosity of nations to deprive me? 
For that I am some twelve or fourteen moon-shines 
Lag of a brother? Why bastard? Wherefore base? 
When my dimensions are as well compact, 
My mind as generous and my shape as true 
As honest madam’s issue? Why brand they us 
With base? With baseness, bastardy? Base, base?  
Who in the lusty stealth of nature take  
More composition and fierce quality 
Than doth within a dull stale tired bed 
Go to the creating of a whole tribe of fops 
Got ’tween sleep and wake. (1.2.1–15) 
 

Edmund’s service to Nature recalls Esau, the virile man of the fields. Edmund is “rough 

and lecherous,” full of “fierce quality” and reliant on his own devices, while Edgar is the 

dutiful son, the “fop” spending “two hours together” talking with Gloucester (1.2.130–31, 

154). That Edgar should be chosen, and himself passed over, is a “plague” and a 

“curiosity,” based purely on an arbitrary predetermination. The two brothers are, to any 

outside observer, equal in merit, as Kent’s desire to show Edmund favour seems to 

confirm (1.1.29). The only differentiation comes from age and, more importantly, 

legitimacy, but in what possible way could Edmund be responsible or faulted for his 
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bastardy?33 He was the only person uninvolved in the affair, but the only person 

condemned, not just as illegitimate but as “base” in his very nature.34 He continues: 

       Well, then, 
Legitimate Edgar, I must have your land. 
Our father’s love is to the bastard Edmund 
As to the legitimate. Fine word, “legitimate”! 
Well, my legitimate, if this letter speed 
And my invention thrive, Edmund the base 
Shall top the legitimate. I grow, I prosper: 
Now gods, stand up for bastards! (1.2.1–23) 
 

In the space of a few lines, Edmund’s role has shifted from the wronged to the criminal 

(though the two are not incompatible). “Legitimate” becomes a curse, denigrating Edgar 

and providing the only justification Edmund actually posits for the plot he now initiates. 

The words “Our father’s love is to the bastard Edmund / As to the legitimate” could serve 

as an irony-dripping rejoinder to Calvin’s claim that the reprobate children of Abraham 

33 Edmund’s illegitimacy and lack of inheritance also suggest a resonance with Ishmael, who was 
sent into the wilderness by Abraham in favour of the legitimate Isaac a generation before the 
struggle between Jacob and Esau (Genesis 21). See a passage that James I wrote to his son Henry, 
and that serves to connect my argument here with the main plot of Lear: “If God sende you 
sucession, bee carefull for their virtuous education: loue them as ye ought, but let them knowe as 
much of it as the gentlenesse of their nature will deserue, conteyning them euer in a reuerente 
loue and louing feare of you: And in case it please God to prouide you to all thir three 
Kingdomes, make your eldest sonne ISAAC [original emphasis], leauing him all your Kindomes, 
and prouide the rest with priuate possessions: otherwayes by deuiding your Kingdomes, yee shall 
leaue the seede of diuisione and discorde among your posteritie.” James I, Basilikon Doron; or, 
His majestys Instructions to his dearest sonne, Henry the Prince (1603) (London, 1887), “Of a 
King’s Duetie in His Office: The Second Booke.” 
34 For an opposite reading, see Ronald W. Cooley, “Kent and Primogeniture in King Lear,” 
Studies in English Literature: 1500–1900, 48 (2008): 327–48. 



 

83 
 

(represented by Esau) “have become bastards instead of sons.”35 Who has the agency 

here? Gloucester harps on Edmund’s illegitimacy before Edmund does—he is constantly 

bastardized before he plays the bastard. Does oppression make a traitor, or do traitors 

necessitate oppression? All this, however, does not make Edmund inherently worthy of 

the inheritance. Two ways are open to Edmund: either to endure with patience, ally 

himself with Edgar (who trusts Edmund implicitly), and wait for a better kindness and 

justice (as Calvin argues that Esau should have done upon losing the birthright), or to 

annihilate justice by his own action. 36 It remains to Edmund whether to reject or freely 

embrace the role of “bastard,” and the soliloquy’s final line constitutes a brazen—

Michael Brennan thinks “blasphemous”—expression of choice.37 

 Edmund now springs his Jacob-like plot, disguising himself not in his brother’s 

clothes or hairy hands, but in Edgar’s written hand. The forged patricidal letter snares 

Gloucester, who, oddly, must rely on Edmund’s judgment regarding the handwriting: “It 

is his?” “It is his hand, my lord” (1.2.66–67).38 The temptation to subtext is strong: Has 

Gloucester never received a letter from Edgar because the eldest has never left his side? 

Does he fail to recognize Edmund’s pen because he has left the task of corresponding 

35 Calvin, Institutes, 3.22.4. See Michael G. Brennan, “‘Now gods, stand up for bastards’ (King 
Lear, i. ii. 22) and the Epistle to the Hebrews 12: 5–8,” Notes and Queries 37.2 (1990): 186–187. 
36 See Calvin’s Commentary on Genesis, 2.25, 27. 
37 Brennan, 188. 
38 Taunton and Hart see this letter as a direct reference to the mysterious warning delivered by 
Mounteagle to the Privy Council (Taunton and Hart, 698). Shapiro notes how suggestive this 
might have been to an audience but believes that this scene would have been written long before 
Mounteagle’s intervention (Shapiro, ch. 5). 
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with Edmund to Edgar? Regardless, like the sale of soup for birthright, the first step of 

the two–part plan is complete, and Gloucester leaves bemoaning evil portents and 

astrological “sequent effects” pressing down on them (1.2.106).39  

 In his Fifth of November sermon, Andrewes had asked where the superhuman 

malevolence of the Plot could have come from. Surely neither God nor citizen would plot 

such destruction on the kingdom. Such evil “sequent effects” could only come from the 

devil via his tools, foreign-trained Jesuits “out of the infernal pitt” who corrupt native 

Englishmen:  

We must not looke to paterne it upon earth, we must to hell; thence it was 
certenly, even from the Devill. He was a murderer from the beginning, and wil be 
so to the ending. In every sinne of bloud, he hath a claw; but, all his clawes, in 
such an one as this. […] As he is a murtherer; so we see (in Marke) by his renting 
and tearing the poore possessed child he is cruell; and in this, all his cruelties 
should have mett together. […] Esau’s crueltie, smiting mother, children and 
all: […] Edom’s crueltie not sparing the Sanctuarie nor the walls, downe with 
them to the ground: His [the Devil’s] owne smiting the foure corners and bringing 
down the house upon the heads of Job's children. […] Crueltie, more cruell to 
them, it spared and left behind, then to those it took away. […] But this, that this 
so abominable and desolatorie a plott, stood in the holy place, this is the pitch of 
all. […] That these holy religious persons, even the chiefe of all religious 
persons (the Jesuites) gave not onely absolution, but resolution, that all this was 
well done.40 
 

All the cruel acts of the Old Testament would have met in this “abominable and 

desolatorie” plot. Entirely removed from God, Esau/Edom has become a claw of Satan 

39 See Genesis 25:29–34. 
40 Andrewes, V. of November, 152. 
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for mass murder.41 Compare this to George Whetstone’s 1587 description of the 

Babington conspirators, where he rejoices that “God’s providence has delivered their 

champion,” the famous Jesuit Edmund Campion, “into the hands of justice,” but marvels 

that the Jesuits manage “to draw young gentlemen to these desperate treasons.”42 If the 

catspaws had any sense, “they should see the attempt as vain a matter as to throw stones 

against the stars or with a knock of their head, to level a mountain, that seek to displace 

so beloved a prince.” The only explanation, Whetstone’s narrator concludes, must be 

active reprobation: “those whose hearts it pleases God to harden have neither eyes to look 

into their own danger nor judgment to consider of their own benefit.”43 

 Ironically, in his complaint that “nature finds itself scourged” by outside “sequent 

effects,” Gloucester has handed Edmund a similar “forces-outside-my-control” excuse for 

his behaviour; “This villain of mine comes under the prediction––there’s son against 

father” misidentifies the villain, but blames the catastrophe on “late eclipses in the sun 

and moon” (1.2.103–10). Edmund’s ally, Cornwall, uses similarly passive language—

“the revenges we are bound to take upon your traitorous father”—to distance himself 

41 Never mind that contrary to Jacob’s fears, Esau never actually smote “mother, children and all” 
but instead welcomed them back to their homeland. See Genesis 33:1-12. 
42 Edmund’s name may even have recalled the Jesuit for the audience. Samuel Harsnett, whom 
Shakespeare draws on for the names of Edgar’s ‘demons’ in Lear, plays with the name to 
sonically connect the Jesuit exorcist Fr. Edmunds with Campion: “But when Edmunds came in 
accepto bissino quodam funiculo, quem ipse Edmundus Campianus semper sec  gestabat.” See 
Harsnett, A declaration of egregious popish impostures to with-draw the hart of her Maijesties 
subjects from their allegeance, and from the truth of Christian Religion professed in England, 
under the pretence of casting out deuils, (London, 1603), 84. 
43 Quoted in Lake and Questier, 237. 
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from agency in torturing Gloucester (3.7.7–8). Edmund, though, here rejects any kind of 

determinism as disingenuous: 

This is the excellent foppery of the world, that when we are sick in fortune, often 
the surfeits of our own behavior, we make guilty of our disasters the sun, the 
moon, and the stars, as if we were villains on necessity, fools by heavenly 
compulsion, knaves, thieves and treachers by spherical predominance; drunkards, 
liars and adulturers by an enforced obedience of planetary influence; and all that 
we are evil by a divine thrusting on. An admirable evasion of whoremaster man, 
to lay his goatish disposition on the charge of a star. My father compounded with 
my mother under the dragon’s tail and my nativity was under Ursa Major, so it 
follows that I am rough and lecherous. Fut! I should have been that I am had the 
maidenliest star in the firmament twinkled on my bastardizing. (1.2.118–33) 
 

Neither God, the planets, nor the dragon’s tail necessitate evil human action; the sickness 

of fortune is the symptom of our own diseased activities.44 The divine does not thrust 

upon us, does not “ravish.” Though the whoremaster may blame his actions on outside 

influence, the whoreson will not. Edmund’s insistence on his own free agency seems to 

rule out the kind of apocalyptic, Christ vs. the Devil reading of history that went hand-in-

glove with English exceptionalism.45 As Edmund’s would-be allies will learn, he is no 

one’s claw but his own. No need for the Devil or for the pope’s agents—Britain can 

breed her own villains. 

44 See Augustine’s argument against astrological forecasting, that while the twins Jacob and Esau 
were born under the same “constellation,” “what a difference there was in the manners, deeds, 
labors, and fortunes of these two men.” In Augustine, On Christian Doctrine, trans. D. W. 
Robertson (Upper Saddle River, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1958), 2.33. 
45 John Foxe’s ubiquitous Actes and Monuments is the key example of this. For a discussion of 
Foxe, see Collinson, ch. 1. For a more thorough discussion, see Anthony Milton, Catholic and 
Reformed: The Roman and Protestant Churches in English Protestant Thought, 1600–1640 
(Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 2009), ch. 2. 
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 While Edmund’s soliloquy is primarily aimed at refuting his father, the word 

“foppery” seems also to direct his anti-determinist polemic with Edgar, whom Edmund 

earlier characterized as one of “a whole tribe of fops / Got ’tween a sleep and wake” 

(1.2.13–14). If Edmund is fair to identify Edgar with Gloucester’s fatalism, the truth of it 

must be subtle. Edgar laughs at Edmund’s deceptive adoption of his father’s astrological 

language: “Do you busy yourself with that? … How long have you been a sectary 

astronomical?” (1.2.142, 150). But when Edmund completes the coup and receives 

Gloucester’s blessing—“…of my land, / Loyal and natural boy, I’ll work the means / To 

make thee capable” (2.1.83–5)—the exiled Edgar does explore the psychology of the 

despairing reprobate (one who, having been passed over by God, is handed over to the 

devil).   

 In an inverse of the Genesis story, the birthright plot’s victim flees from the 

vengeance of the perpetrator.46 Now Edgar steps into a Jacob-like role and adopts a 

disguise, concealing his body, voice, and mind in the person of Poor Tom, the Bedlam 

beggar. Edgar sinks into this role so thoroughly that it all but takes over: “Poor Turlygod, 

poor Tom, / That’s something yet. Edgar I nothing am” (2.2.191–92). The old Edgar has 

been put off, at least for a time, and the new Tom put on. By doing this, Edgar invites the 

audience to contemplate Poor Tom’s mad words as his (he who was Edgar’s) own words. 

Thus, the rather tiresome litany in 3.4 of Samuel Harsnett’s demons becomes more than 

46 Jacob, of course, flees from his dupe Esau (Genesis 27:42–45). 
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mere seeming: a chance for Edgar, like Hamlet, to delve into covert metaphysical 

speculations that leave little room for freedom or for hope.47  

 When Lear confronts Edgar on the heath, he believes in only one possible cause 

for Tom’s state: “Nothing could have subdued nature / To such a lowness but his unkind 

daughters” (3.4.69–70). Tom, who of course has no daughters, offers an alternate 

explanation. He begins with an abbreviated statement of the Old Testament law: “Take 

heed o’the foul fiend; obey thy parents, keep thy word justly, swear not, commit not with 

man’s sworn spouse, set not thy sweet-heart on proud array. Tom’s a-cold” (3.4.78–80). 

Kenneth Graham writes of these lines:  

Coming from a man bent on self-preservation, such a position of moral legal 
wisdom fails to convince: it is too abstract, too far from the ethical activity, the 
performance, that must support it. It is, in fact, the type of thing that skeptical 
critics of the play point to when they talk about its empty commonplaces.48  
 

What Graham does not consider is the empty feeling that New Testament authors 

intended should be the result of reading the law. St. Paul writes:  

What shal we say then? Is the Law sinne? God forbid. Nay, I knew not sinne, but 
by the Law: for I had not knowen lust, except the Law had said, Thou shalt not 
lust. But sinne toke an occasion by the commandement, and wroght in me all 
maner of concupiscence: for without the Law sinne is dead. For I once was aliue, 

47 Though Lear is a somewhat unreliable witness here, his repeated insistence that Tom is a 
learned “philosopher” supports this view (3.4.150, 169, 175). For a debate over the nature of 
Shakespeare’s engagement with Harsnett’s Declaration of Egregious Popish Impostures (1603), 
see Stephen Greenblatt, Shakespearean Negotiations: The Circulation of Social Energy in 
Renaissance England (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1988), 94–128, and Stanley 
Cavell, Philosophy the Day after Tomorrow (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2005), 
57–60. 
48 Kenneth Graham, “‘Without the form of justice’: Plainness and the Performance of Love in 
King Lear,” Shakespeare Quarterly 42 (1991): 438–61, 452. 
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without the Law: but when the commandement came, sinne reuiued, But I dyed: 
and the same commandement which was ordained unto life, was founde to be 
vnto me vnto death. For sinne toke occasion by the commandement, and disceiued 
me, and thereby slew me. (Rom. 7:7–11)49 
 

In the 1604 Prayerbook Communion service, the reading of the Ten Commandments is 

intended to result in mortification: “Lord have mercy” is the first part of the 

congregation’s response to each commandment. The sinner, led to self-assessment by 

hearing the law, should be disturbed by his examination, and be stricken with the 

realization that he entirely lacks the power and goodness necessary for righteousness. 

Tom should be a-cold. So when Lear asks “What hast thou been?” (3.4.82), Tom replies 

with a description of himself that sounds more like the servant Oswald than what we 

know of Edgar:50  

A serving man, proud in heart and mind, that curled my hair, wore gloves in my 
cap, served the lust of my mistress’ heart and did the act of darkness with her; 
swore as many oaths as I spake words and broke them in the sweet face of heaven. 
One that slept in the contriving of lust and waked to do it. Wine loved I deeply, 
dice dearly; and, in woman, out-paramoured the Turk: false of heart, light of ear, 
bloody of hand; hog in sloth, fox in stealth, wolf in greediness, dog in madness, 
lion in prey. (3.4.83–92) 
 

49 Unless otherwise noted, all biblical quotations in this chapter are from The Geneva Bible: A 
Facsimile of the 1560 Version, ed. Lloyd Eason Berry and William Whittingham (Madison: 
University of Wisconsin Press, 1969). 
50 See the apparently virtuous Malcolm’s astonishing and ambiguous description of himself to 
Macduff in Macbeth: “ […] but there’s no bottom, none, / In my voluptuousness. Your wives, 
your daughters, / Your matrons, and your maids could not fill up / The cestern of my lust, and my 
desire / All continent impediments would o’erbear / That did oppose my will. Better Macbeth / 
Than such an one to reign” (4.3.60–66). 
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According to Tom, Edgar has been the epitome of the desperate sinner, the type of person 

(fornicator, drunkard, swindler, thief) whom St. Paul says will not “inherite [emphasis 

added] the kingdome of God” (1 Corinthians 6:10). 

 But this realization is not simply horrifying; it is also essentially liturgical. The 

Prayerbook response in full is “Lord have mercy, and incline our hearts to keep thy 

law.”51 To realize one’s sin is to understand one’s need for divine aid, leading to 

repentance and to acceptance of the grace offered by God in the scriptures and 

sacraments.52 This, however, is not the move Tom makes. Instead, he now does resort to 

“commonplaces”: “Let not the creaking of shoes, nor the rustling of silks, betray thy poor 

heart to woman. Keep thy foot out of brothels, thy hand out of plackets, they pen from 

lenders’ books, and defy the foul fiend. Still through the hawthorn blows the cold wind, 

says suum, mun, nonny, Dauphin my boy, my boy, cezzez! Let him trot by” (3.4.92–98). 

How is the vicious to begin the journey to salvation? How should the disinherited gain 

the spiritual inheritance? Even in classical ethics without a doctrine of grace, a negative 

approach—simply avoiding dangerous haunts—will fail. One must begin to act in a 

51 See Calvin: “[B]ut when once the thought that God will one day ascend his tribunal to take an 
account of all words and actions has taken possession of his mind, it will not allow him to rest, or 
have one moment’s peace, but will perpetually urge him to adopt a different plan of life, that he 
may be able to stand securely at that judgment seat.” That other life is the life of grace: “In one 
word, then, by repentance I understand regeneration, the only aim of which is to form in us anew 
the image of God” (Institutes, 3.3.7, 9). 
52 The mode of seeking this grace, and the comparative emphasis laid on scripture or sacrament, 
of course varied depending on tradition. For a discussion of the competing cultures of penance 
and repentance in Shakespeare’s England, see Sarah Beckwith, Shakespeare and the Grammar of 
Forgiveness (Ithaca, NY: Cornell University Press, 2011), ch. 2.  
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“godly” manner in order to slowly purge the impulse to sin.53 At this point, Tom (at least 

for the purposes of Edgar’s speculation) despairs, concluding the soliloquy with frantic 

negations.54  

 Tom, then, has drawn together material disinheritance with spiritual 

abandonment, as Calvin did in his Commentary respecting Esau.55 Edgar would be in an 

odd situation in Calvin’s salvation economy: neither one of the elect who will always 

remember Christ’s grace in times of doubt, no matter how great the trial, nor one of those 

apparent heirs who is later revealed as reprobate, a punishment for “ingratitude” and 

deliberate rejection of the divine gifts.56 He seems, rather, to fall into a category Calvin 

dismissed as impossible, but of which later Calvinism provides many examples: the 

faithful and innocent people who feel God’s love withdrawn and so despair, however 

53 But see below for a discussion of the intrusion of grace into Edgar’s pagan world. 
54 Foakes notes that the “suum, mun, nonny” line is “unexplained, and presumably deliberate 
‘mad’ nonsense” (footnote to 3.4.97–98). While there is no real evidence for the following 
attempt at an explanation, it is interesting that the pairing of the words munus and suum appears a 
number of times in William Robertson’s Phraseologia Generalis—printed in Cambridge in 1681 
(Early English Books Online):—typically with the idea of following or executing one’s duty or 
calling. I am tempted to make “nonny” nonne (though it is certainly a common enough nonsense 
word in Shakespeare) and read “suum munus nonne?” We have, then, a statement of the law, 
followed by a description of reprobate behaviour, followed by a moralistic injunction to avoid 
what the reprobate has done, followed by a concession that a cold wind (original sin or 
concupiscence?) blows away the injunction and leaves only the mocking question, “Is this not 
your duty, prince (Dauphin; Edgar of course stands to inherit both Gloucestershire and perhaps 
the kingdom)?,” followed by the despairing call to inaction: “Cease, and let it trot by.”  
55 See note 11. See also Calvin’s Commentary on Genesis, 2.25, 27. 
56 See Calvin, Institutes, 3.24.8. 
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much they might desire grace, caught somewhere between elect Jacob and reprobate 

Esau.57 

 The Gloucester subplot moves forward with its inversions of the Genesis story. 

Edmund, after receiving Gloucester’s blessing, betrays him and accepts instead the 

perverse adoption of Cornwall, who promises that Edmund will “find a dear father in my 

love” (3.5.24). Gloucester, in his blinding by Cornwall and Regan, becomes more firmly 

identified with blind Isaac. All he now desires, Gloucester says, is to see Edgar “in my 

touch,” to feel and to bless his son as Isaac ran his hands over Jacob (4.1.25). Although 

Edgar hears this wish, he refuses to abandon Tom and become again Gloucester’s son. 

Edgar’s only explanation for this reticence is his lament that he “must play fool to 

sorrow,” a sorrow expressed by Gloucester in words (“As flies to wanton boys are we to 

the gods, / They kill us for their sport”) so akin to Tom’s recent musings as to demand 

Edgar’s acknowledgement (4.1.40). Edgar’s later explanation, “Why I do trifle thus with 

his despair / Is done to cure it,” applies directly to the suicide stunt, not to the whole 

performance, and cannot excuse him (4.6.19). Most troubling, though, is that Gloucester 

57 See, for instance, the stories of Mrs. Mary Honeywood and Sarah Wright in Leif Dixon, 
Practical Predestinarians in England, c. 1590–1640 (Burlington, VT: Ashgate, 2014), 28–32. 
The Puritans became more comfortable viewing this as a temporary condition in need of 
therapeutic care: “Sarah Wright eventually overcame her melancholy and, having fully recovered, 
founded a clinic to help young women who were as despairing as she had once been” (Dixon, 
31). 
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decides on suicide only after Edgar fails to present himself. Poor Tom, Gloucester 

demands, must lead him to Dover cliff. 

 Justifying Edgar’s actions here is a commonplace, even for critics with otherwise 

diametrically opposed readings. Stephen Greenblatt, who reads the world of Lear as 

disenchanted and graceless, writes that “Edgar adopts the role of Poor Tom not out of a 

corrupt will to deceive but out of a commendable desire to survive.” Though “why he 

does not simply reveal himself to Gloucester at this point is unclear,” “the clever 

inventions [of demons] enable a decent and unjustly persecuted man to live.”58 Piero 

Boitani, who calls the play an “eminently poetic Gospel,” writes that, in the cliff scene, 

“the father’s radical pessimism is answered, in his son, by a flash of firmness and 

hope.”59 But Edgar’s later self-denouncement: “never – O fault! – revealed myself unto 

him” (5.3.191), indicates that he is less confident in the righteousness of his behaviour, 

the strangeness of which reaches its climax in 4.6. In his attempt to restore order to his 

life, Tom the Bedlam beggar (commonly known in Elizabethan England as an “Abraham 

man”) reenacts the scene of Isaac’s own dramatic initiation as the patriarchal heir, his 

near escape from becoming a burnt offering recounted in Genesis 22.60 The suspense, the 

58 Greenblatt, Shakespearean Negotiations, 117–18, 121.  
59 Piero Boitani, The Gospel according to Shakespeare, trans. Vittorio Montemaggi and Rachel 
Jacoff (South Bend, IN: University of Notre Dame Press, 2013), 32, 38. See also William Elton, 
King Lear and the Gods (San Marino, CA: Huntington Library, 1966), 87: “Edgar functions as 
benevolent hoaxer to his father, while Edmund operates as malign paternal deceiver.” 
60 See William C. Carroll, “‘The base shall top th’legitimate’: The Bedlam Beggar and the Role 
of Edgar in King Lear,” Shakespeare Quarterly 38 (1987): 426–41, 431–32.  
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anxious queries of the victim, the deceptive answers, and, above all the sense of unreality, 

of purposelessness, of cruelty that pervade the biblical scene all find their echoes here as 

Edgar leads Gloucester up the supposed cliff. A gloss on verse 9 in the Geneva text—

“When they came to the place which God had shewed him, Abraham buylded an altar 

there, & couched the wood, & [bound] Izhak his sonne & laied him on the altar vpon the 

wood”—attempts to rationalize Isaac’s passivity under the sacrificial knife: “For it is like 

that his father had declared to him Gods comandement whereunto he shewed himself 

obedient.” The passage calls for explanation, but resists such comfortable efforts at 

taming the story (why then did Isaac ask where they would find a lamb?). Gloucester’s 

interpretation of the action echoes his earlier complaint; the divine forces in the world of 

Lear are the cruel gods of the pagan myths:  

O you mighty gods,  
This world I do renounce and in your sights  
Shake patiently my great affliction off. 
If I could bear it longer and not fall  
To quarrel with your great opposeless wills,  
My snuff and loathed part of nature should  
Burn itself out. If Edgar live, O, bless him! (4.6.34–41) 
 

Edgar has regained the paternal blessing, though Edmund retains the title. The spiritual 

and material aspects of the birthright have been separated. Gloucester jumps. 

 But Abraham’s knife does not fall; Gloucester faints into grass. God provides at 

the last moment a ram in Isaac’s place; “Thy life’s a miracle,” Edgar tells the reviving 

Gloucester, “Think that the clearest gods, who make them honours of men’s 

impossibilities, have preserved thee” (4.6.55, 73–74). Andrewes may have been 
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referencing Isaac’s rescue, in a tone of “firmness and hope” similar to Boitani’s, in the 

denouement of his Fifth of November sermon: 

This then we all wish, that are now in the House of the Lord; and we that are of 
the House of the Lord do now and ever, in the Temple and out of it, morning and 
evening, night and day, wish and pray both, that He would continue forth His 
goodnesse, and blesse with length of dayes, with strength of health, with increase 
of all honour, and happinesse, with terror in the eyes of his enemies, with grace in 
the eyes of his Subjects, with whatsoever David, or Salomon or any King, that 
ever was happie, was blessed with; Him, that in the Name of the Lord is come to 
us, and hath now these foure yeares stayed with us, that he may be blessed, in that 
Name, wherein he is come, and by the Lord, in whose Name he is come, many 
and many yeares yet to come. And, when we have put this incense in our phialls, 
and bound this sacrifice with cords, to the altar fast, we blesse you and dismisse 
you, to eat your bread with joy, and to drinke your wine with a cheerfulle heart: 
for, God accepteth your worke; your joy shall please Him: this Hosanna shall 
sanctifie all the joy, shall follow it.61 
 

“This sacrifice” can refer at once to the congregation’s prayers for James, to the king’s 

miraculous last-minute salvation by the God of David and Solomon, and to the 

eucharistic bread that signifies Christ’s death as the sacrificial lamb on behalf of his 

people. Analogously, Shakespeare’s Gloucester reluctantly accepts Edgar’s declaration of 

a miracle, first crying “’Twas yet some comfort / When misery could beguile the tyrant’s 

rage / And frustrate his proud will” before conceding “Henceforth I’ll bear / Affliction till 

it do cry out itself / ‘Enough, enough’ and die” (4.6.61–63, 75–77). But Gloucester has 

been restored to stoicism, not to happiness (he still has not recognized Edgar), and 

Edgar’s final explanation only adds a final level of ambiguity: it was not an “Abraham 

61 Andrewes, V. of November, 1606, 160–61.  
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man” who led Gloucester, but “some fiend,” with horns and a thousand noses (4.6.70–

73). So what was the purpose of this test? Are the gods wanton, capriciously destroying 

helpless victims, in the manner (according to his critics at least) of Calvin’s reprobating 

deity?62 Or has Edgar himself become a claw of the devil?  

 At this point in the Genesis account, God speaks a second time, promising 

manifold covenant blessings for Isaac and his heirs because of Abraham’s implicit 

obedience. The voice that breaks into Edgar and Gloucester’s scene is Lear’s: “No, they 

cannot touch me for coining. I am the King himself.” To which Edgar responds: “O thou 

side–piercing sight!” (4.6.83–86). Guilfoyle writes of the king that:  

In his rage and madness he acts both the part of the disillusioned God and, at 
times, of the Creation that God is prepared to abandon. As the play progresses, the 
Old Testament analogies give way to New Testament imagery; the evocation of 
God in the first person is overlaid with that of God in the second person, 
presented in scenic form and with verbal reference.63  
 

Edgar’s clear Christological reference to the king—Lear is “side-piercing” (cf. John 

19:34)—is a prime example. But as Lear admits a few lines later, the comparisons with 

Christ immediately break down: “When the rain came to wet me once and the wind to 

make me chatter; when the thunder would not peace at my bidding, there I found ’em, 

62 See, for example, Michael Keefer’s extraordinarily brief summation of Calvinist theology in 
“Accommodation and Synecdoche: Calvin’s God in King Lear,” Shakespeare Studies 20 (1988): 
147–68, 147: “I wish to show that Calvin’s God—who was for most purposes also the God of the 
Elizabethan Anglican Church, and whose similarity to Blake’s tyrannical Urizen need hardly be 
demonstrated—is a pervasive presence in this play.” 
63 Guilfoyle, 55–56.  
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there I smelt ’em out” (4.6.100–03). Unlike Christ, Lear cannot calm the storm; all he can 

do is acknowledge it in words that recall Andrewes’s “dissolution and desolation:” 

“Blow, wind, and crack your cheeks! Rage! Blow! / […] you sulphurous and thought-

executing fires, / […] Singe my white head; and thou all-shaking thunder, / Smite flat the 

thick rotundity o’ the world” (3.2.1–7).64 In place of comfort and covenant, the chaos and 

the ambiguity remain. 

 Edmund, meanwhile, has contracted himself to both Regan and Goneril. The 

untenable marriage to two sisters links him to Jacob, whose polygamy with his cousins, 

the sisters Rachel and Leah, is a constant source of strife. Jacob, true to form, manages to 

acquire most of his father-in-law’s property, and Rachel goes so far as to steal even her 

father’s household idols.65 The echoes of this in Edmund, set to usurp Lear’s kingdom 

while the old king vainly calls on his gods for support, seem clear. The exaggerated 

odiousness of Lear’s older daughters, however, also links Edmund to Esau, whose two 

heathen wives tormented his mother.66 Edmund continues to inhabit this doubleness, 

moving between the characters of “bastard” and “son,” until the play’s end, when the 

brothers will meet face to face as in Genesis 33. After defeating Cordelia and ordering 

64 See Shapiro, 151. 
65 See Genesis 31:1–19. 
66 Genesis 27:46: “Then Rebekah said to Isaac, ‘I’m disgusted with living because of these 
Hittite women. If Jacob takes a wife from among the women of this land, from Hittite women like 
these, my life will not be worth living.’” 
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that both she and Lear be covertly hung, Edmund enacts his most reprobate moment. 

Challenged by Albany for treason, he throws down his gauntlet:  

  What in the world he is  
That names me traitor, villain-like he lies.  
Call by the trumpet: he that dares approach,  
On him, on you – who not? – I will maintain  
My truth and honour firmly. (5.3.98–102) 

  
Edmund here becomes the destructive hypocrite who deceives even himself in his belief 

that he can blindfold justice. This brazenness corresponds to St. Paul’s picture of 

damnation: “For the wrath of God is reueiled from heauen against all vngodlines, and 

vnrighteousnes of men, which withholde the trueth in vnrighteousness. […] For as thei 

regarded not to knowe God, euen so God deliuered them vp vnto a reprobate minde.”67 

At this moment, the description fits. Edgar, who earlier took on himself the role of 

minister to Gloucester, now steps forward as the agent of justice, the revelation of this 

divine wrath. And as before, his answer to Edmund’s question “What are you?” is far 

from straightforward:  

O know my name is lost,  
By treason’s tooth bare-gnawn and canker-bit;  
Yet am I noble as the adversary  
I come to cope withal. (5.3.117, 119–22) 
  

Edgar’s claim to equal nobility with Edmund is strange. Though they are both an earl’s 

sons, they are not equals in birth or social standing. Further, early modern writing on 

67 Romans 1:18, 28. 
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nobility stressed that true nobility was earned; it was a matter of character more than of 

title.68 For Edgar to equate himself with Edmund is to lower himself, not to raise Edmund 

up.  

 Central to the Calvinist reading of Jacob and Esau is the fact that, throughout all 

his manipulations of the situation, Jacob seeks to follow God’s will and to “more fully  

establish the certainty of his own election.” Esau, meanwhile, even when he seems to be 

in the right (welcoming Jacob home with open arms, for instance), must in fact be 

secretly motivated by “profane” desires.69 The ending should feel as simple as “I love 

Jacob and hate Esau.”70 But the brothers’ end is complicated. After Edgar mortally 

68 See, for instance, the Sorbonne theologian Josse Clichtove, On True Nobility, in Cambridge 
Translations of Renaissance Philosophical Texts, Volume 2: Political Philosophy, ed. Jill Kraye 
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1997), 247–57. 
69 See Calvin, Commentary on Genesis, 2.33. 
70 See Peter Lake’s discussion of the villains’ refusal to repent in Hamlet and Macbeth, in Lake 
and Questier, 385–87, 472.: “The effects of a hardened heart and a reprobate soul could scarcely 
be more starkly drawn. But if Claudius and Macbeth are types for the reprobate, evil twins, as it 
were, of the elect, both are provided with a virtuous, ‘elect’ alter ego [King Hamlet and 
Banquo].” (385).  Lake highlights Claudius’s application of Cain’s “primal eldest curse” to 
himself: “since as two brothers, the one good, the other evil, the one a murderer, the other his 
victim, the one saved, the other damned, the biblical siblings [Cain and Abel] were very often 
used as types or figures for the elect and the reprobate.” (386) Macbeth and Hamlet, much more 
clearly than Lear, end with the “triumph of Christian kingship over the forces of demonic 
disorder” in the figures of Malcolm and Fortinbras (387). But Lake argues that even here, in 
Prince Hamlet’s ambiguous relationship to “Providence” and in Macbeth’s glamorous, Miltonic 
Satan-esque role as “tragic hero,” “tragedies like Macbeth and Hamlet disrupted and thus perhaps 
called into question the smooth exemplary narratives of popular and indeed elite 
providentialism.” (388, 472) See Martin Bucer’s De Regno Christi (dedicated to Edward VI), 
where he recommends the story of Jacob as a fitting plot for a comedy illustrating “the goodness 
of God” and the “faithful service” of the patriarch. He cautions, though, that when “the crimes of 
reprobate men are related, yet a certain terror of divine judgment and horror of sin should appear 
in these things, and a shameless daring an exultant delight in crimes should not be expressed. It is 
better here to take something away from poetic fitness rather than from the concern for edifying 
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wounds Edmund, and Albany holds up the record of Edmund’s treachery (“read thine 

own evil”), Edmund at first continues his suppression of the truth: “Ask me not what I 

know” (5.3.153, 158). In the space of one line, however, Edmund performs an about-face. 

There is little in that line—“Go after her; she’s desperate, govern her” (5.3.159)—to 

explain this. The conversion is internal but immediately communicated:  

What you have charged me with, that have I done,  
And more, much more; the time will bring it out.  
’Tis past and so am I. [To Edgar] But what art thou  
That has this fortune on me? If thou’rt noble,  
I do forgive thee. (5.3.161–164) 
 

This is not yet a complete confession, but it is a statement of self-knowledge, like the 

liturgical recital of the broken Law as the first step of repentance. Edgar reveals his own 

identity with the introduction “Let’s exchange charity” (5.3.165). This “charity” is 

conveyed thus:  

The gods are just and of our pleasant vices  
Make instruments to plague us:  
The dark and vicious place where thee he [Gloucester] got  
Cost him his eyes. (5.3.168–71) 
 

Like the elder brother of the Prodigal Son, Edgar, in his moment of vindication, seems 

incapable of compassion to his (we soon learn) dead father or his fallen brother.71 Divine 

vengeance may be justified, but where is the love?  Edmund, however, accepts this 

the piety of the spectators, which demands that in every representation of sin there be felt the 
condemnation of one’s conscience and the horrible fear of God’s judgment.” In Wilhelm Pauck, 
ed. Melanchthon and Bucer (Louisville: Westminster John Knox Press, 1969), 350–51. 
71 See Luke 15:11–32.  
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justice humbly: “Thou’st spoken right, ’tis true; / The wheel is come full circle, I am 

here” (5.3.172–73). Edmund acknowledges that Fortune has brought him the surfeit of 

his own behaviour.  

 Edgar’s recounting of Gloucester’s “pilgrimage” to Dover and his death upon 

finally recognizing his son, as his heart “burst smilingly” between the extremes of “joy 

and grief,” moves Edmund further toward full confession, while Edgar’s comfortable 

assumption that the smile rather than the grief broke the heart moves him in the opposite 

direction (5.3.195–200). The sudden offstage deaths of Regan and Goneril complete these 

movements. Edgar’s ally Albany states one position: “This judgement of the heavens that 

makes us tremble / Touches us not with pity” (5.3.230–31). Edmund offers another: “Yet 

Edmund was beloved: / The one the other poisoned for my sake, / And after slew herself” 

(5.3.240–42). Though twisted in one sense, Edmund’s “beloved” has a haunting 

reverberation that silences Albany’s “not with pity.” A gasping confession follows:  

I pant for life. Some good I mean to do,  
Despite of mine own nature. Quickly send –  
Be brief in it – to the castle, for my writ  
Is on the life of Lear and on Cordelia;  
Nay, send in time. (5.3.241–45) 
 

Edmund’s phrase “Despite of mine own nature” makes little sense within a Calvinistic 

theory of reprobation, as the reprobate cannot even desire to transcend his corrupted 

nature. Rather, the sudden conversion from murder to repentance must be a sign of grace.  

 What would it mean, though, for a play performed to early modern Christians (of 

either confessional allegiance) to invoke grace in a pagan world? Edgar’s use of the word 



 

102 
 

“charity” imports into ancient Britain one of the most potent common nouns of Christian 

discourse. St. Paul writes: “Nunc autem manent fides, spes, caritas, tria haec: major 

autem horum est caritas” (1 Corinthians 13:13), and St. John writes: “Qui non diligit, 

non novit Deum: quoniam Deus caritas est” (1 John 4:8).72 Faith, hope, and above all 

charity were seen as direct gifts (grace) of the Triune God. With this vocabulary of 

Christian grace, Shakespeare again gestures toward typology: like Genesis, Lear’s Britain 

foreshadows seventeenth-century England.73 The most a pagan could hope for, following 

St. Augustine, was fool’s gold, a shiny looking libido dominandi (lust for power, whether 

over a nation, another person, or an inanimate object).74 This is, on the one hand, all that 

Edmund receives; his labelling of Goneril and Regan’s desperate desire as “love” cannot 

redeem it for the audience as anything but lust. Sarah Beckwith writes of Lear’s self-

deceit regarding these two daughters that “[Lear] cannot discern love from its imitation, 

and this, Shakespeare shows us, is tragic.”75 Lear rejects real love in favour of a lie. 

Edmund, however, is never offered real love, and his only possible comfort is to make a 

72 Quoted from Biblia Sacra: Iuxta Vulgatam Versionem, ed. Roger Gryson (Stuttgart: Deutsche 
Bibelgesellschaft, 2007), with modern punctuation added. Geneva Bible: “And now abideth faith, 
hope & loue, euen these thre: but the chiefest of these is loue” (1 Corinthians 13:12)’ “He that 
loueth not, knoweth not God: for God is loue” (1 John 4:8). 
73 The Fool’s prophecy beginning “when priests are more in word than matter” does so explicitly 
(3.2.80–97). See John Hughes, who argues that Christian forgiveness, with its implications of 
rebirth and resurrection, is foreshadowed in Lear in the manner of Old Testament typology, in 
Hughes, “The Politics of Forgiveness: A Theological Exploration of King Lear,” Modern 
Theology 17 (2001): 261–87, 262. 
74 Augustine, The City of God, preface to book 1 (PL 41). Calvin viewed love as a fruit of 
regeneration received from the Holy Spirit (Institutes, 3.6.1–2). 
75 Beckwith, 90.  
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(highly) charitable reading of libido, infusing the sisters’ murder/suicide “for my sake” 

with something like the weight of the dominical word: “Greater loue then this hathe no 

man, when any man bestoweth his life for his friends” (John 15:13). Lear’s and 

Edmund’s are not equivalent sins. In juxtaposition to Lear in act 1, Edmund’s desperate 

“beloved” is followed by an acknowledgement that Cordelia—she who “redeems 

nature”—is innocent and righteous. “Nay, send in time,” Edmund begs, and as “token of 

reprieve” sends his sword (5.3.245–50).  

 The iconography of this token depends largely on the properties used by the 

players (a basket handguard lacks the connotations of a cross-shaped hilt), but 

Shakespeare invokes the use of a sword as a sacred object elsewhere in his corpus.76 It is 

interesting, then, to think about the conversion here of an instrument of violence into a 

symbol of reprieve (the very transformation inherent to the cross or crucifix, the Roman 

equivalent of a gallows). This impression is strengthened by the assumptions of early 

modern London audiences regarding the final public confession of a condemned traitor. 

Discussing the 1586 “Babington Plot” against Elizabeth’s life, and the ensuing trials, 

hangings, and eviscerations, Peter Lake and Michael Questier write that the “last dying 

76 See Hamlet, 1.5.150, and The Winter’s Tale, 3.2.122. In medieval romance, the nobleman’s 
sword may double as an icon of the crucifix, as in Malory’s Le Morte Darthur (Caxton, book 10, 
ch. 18). It is also interesting to note that Edmund Campion performatively bowed to the 
Cheapside cross as he was led to the gallows, and that several of the Jesuits condemned as traitors 
managed to prominently display crosses in their dress prior to execution. See Lake and Questier, 
243. 
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speech and good death on the gallows could easily be associated by both catholics and 

protestants with the tropes and conventions of evangelical and confessional 

conversion.”77 The dying man’s freedom to address the crowd, moreover, could cut both 

ways. The condemned could express remorse for attempted regicide, while at the same 

time inviting the audience to see that attempt as catalyzed by the regime’s intolerance to 

traditional (Catholic) practices. The “charismatic aura” of these words, spoken with 

nothing to gain and thus a presumption of absolute sincerity, turned the meaning of this 

gallows theatre into a critical battleground, as both state-sponsored clergy and recusant 

hagiographers rushed to gloss the events for a persuadable public.78 In this light, 

Edmund’s conversion could both be genuine and unsettling for the party of the victorious 

Edgar, despite coming too late to undo his crime. 

Albany’s gloss on Edmund’s subsequent death—“That’s but a trifle here” 

(5.3.294)—seems to ratify Lear’s accusation: “O, you are men of stones!” (5.3.255). 

Albany’s ensuing claim that “All friends shall taste / The wages of their virtue and all 

foes / The cup of their deservings,” as Cordelia lies dead centerstage, extends the self-

righteous emptiness of this vision of justice. Perhaps Edgar realizes this, but he is 

77 Lake, 242. 
78 Lake and Questier, 243-45, quoted at 243. Cf. Harsnett: “What a wonderfull Saint-maker is 
Tyburne by this, that in a quarter of an houre shall miscreate a Saint …” A declaration of 
egregious popish impostures, 84. 
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ambiguous to the last. The only clear feature of his (and the play’s) closing lines, after 

Albany has advanced Edgar to his earldom and perhaps the throne, is suffering:  

The weight of this sad time we must obey,  
Speak what we feel, not what we ought to say,  
The oldest hath borne most, we that are young  
Shall never see so much, nor live so long. (5.3.321–25) 
  

Edgar’s inheritance, finally won, is a stage littered with dead bodies. 

 Bringing his Gunpowder Plot sermon to a close, Andrewes releases his 

congregation from the horror of “baskets of heads” and “rent bodies,” verbally putting all 

the pieces back together:  

He, that satt in heaven all this while, and from thence looked down and saw all 
this doing of the Devill and his limmes, in that mercie of His, which is over all his 
workes; to save the effusion of so much bloud, to preserve the soules of so many 
innocents, to keepe this Land from so foule a confusion, to shew still some token, 
some sensible token upon us for good, that they which hate us may see it, and be 
ashamed; but especially, that that, was so lately united, might not so soon be 
dissolved; He took the matter into his own hand.79  

 
Stretching forth his hand from his sovereign throne, God has ensured that James’s 

kingdoms remain united, to the shame and confusion of England’s enemies. Playgoers 

who had seen King Leir, a staple of the Queen’s Men in Elizabeth’s time, would have 

expected just such a resolution to Shakespeare’s adaptation: Lear returned to power, and 

Cordelia confirmed as his sole heir;80 “Having been turned upside down, the world could 

79 Andrewes, V. of November, 1606, 154. 
80 Shapiro, 72–73. 
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be righted again.”81 Instead, Lear’s royal line ends, shocking the audience. A few lines 

later, the play ends, with the “election,” as Hamlet would have said, falling on young 

Edgar as the last man standing—an election that would have inspired little assurance in 

the Whitehall audience.  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

81 Lake, on the typical resolution of popular providentialist literature, in Lake and Questier, 471. 
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3. The “Puritan” Preacher and The Puritan Widow 

 

 In the summer of 1606, the Children of Paul’s staged an edgy new comedy by the 

23-year-old Thomas Middleton titled The Puritan Widow, or, The Widow of Watling 

Street. The Children of Paul’s were unique among the commercial theaters of Jacobean 

London in that they belonged to St. Paul’s Cathedral, the diocesan seat of the Bishop of 

London and the city’s chief ecclesial building. The children, ranging in age from 6 to 

about 16, were officially choirboys, recruited from all over England to sing elaborate 

liturgical music in the Cathedral’s worship services. The boys—who lived and were 

educated in the cathedral’s sprawling precinct—had used the cathedral precincts to 

perform occasional amateur theatricals since the 1560s. But they had been forced to give 

up this source of extra income in 1590, possibly by the bishop himself, after the boys 

performed several aggressively anti-Puritan satires written by John Lyly. The authorities 

balked at their irreverent commentary on intra-church politics, and the next Paul’s boys’ 

play would not be staged until the turn of the century.1 If any of the Paul’s boys knew 

their own history, Middleton’s choice to advertise his play’s depiction of a “Puritan” right 

in the title may have given them a swashbuckling thrill.  

1 See Roze F. Hentschell, “‘Our Children Made Enterluders’: Choristers, Actors, and Students in 
St Paul’s Cathedral Precinct,” Early Theatre 19.2 (2016), 179-196. 
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 A stinging reproof from their elders came on February 4, 1608, when the 

scholarly preacher William Crashawe ascended the famous open-air pulpit in the 

cathedral yard—where Londoners flocked every Sunday to hear rhetorically virtuosic 

two-hours long sermons—and used The Puritan Widow as a prime example of the 

profanity threatening to turn London from a godly city into a licentious spiritual Babylon. 

But although the Bishop of London appointed Paul’s Cross preachers, he did not assign 

or preview their texts. Both the pulpit and playhouse were outside St. Paul’s doors—

neither the Crashawe nor the boys pronounced ex cathedra. When a guest preacher 

rebukes the choir, where does the authority lie? 

 There have been relatively few scholarly treatments of The Puritan Widow. Until 

the massive project to establish and edit a Thomas Middleton canon was published by 

Oxford in 2007, the play was typically regarded as a crude and ephemeral piece of 

uncertain authorship.2 The Oxford edition has catalyzed a growing interest in Middleton’s 

early work, and readings of the play since then have nearly always seen the Crashawe-vs-

Children spat as a classic example of the old antipathy between Puritan preachers and 

London players. The “Puritans,” a pejorative label given by their opponents, were 

thoroughgoing Calvinist Protestants who had campaigned during the reign of Elizabeth I 

for a more thorough “Reformation” of the English church and society according to the 

2 Thomas Middleton: The Collected Works, ed. Gary Taylor and John Lavagnino, (Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2007). Ensuing references to commentary provided by the individual 
works’ editors will be formatted “Author’s name, Middleton, pg. #”. 
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principle of sola scriptura (the Bible alone as final authority). After the unsympathetic 

Elizabeth’s death, roughly a thousand “godly” (the Puritan’s preferred label) clergymen 

seized their chance and presented a “Millenarian Petition” to the new king as he traveled 

from Scotland to London to ascend the English throne. At the famous Hampton Court 

conference of 1604, however, James I crushed Puritan hopes for the overthrow of bishops 

and the Book of Common Prayer (both of which they regarded as “popish”), insisting that 

he would maintain the Elizabethan status quo—in his own words, “No bishop, no king.” 

Perhaps as a preemptive consolation prize, however, James issued a proclamation in May 

1603 banning all theatrical performance on Sunday afternoons—which had been prime 

time for the theaters but which overlapped and competed with the churches’ Evening 

Prayer services.3  

 Crashawe’s sermon, then, is typically seen as a classic example of Puritan theater-

hating—not content with Sunday, the “godly” wanted to dominate every other day as 

well. Ranged against the Puritans are “conformist” playwrights who upheld the 

Elizabethan Settlement, like Shakespeare in his 1604 Measure for Measure (responding 

to the Millenarian Petition) and later Ben Jonson in The Alchemist and Bartholomew 

Fair, in which these “precise” Protestants are lampooned as authoritarian, anti-social, 

3 See James Shapiro, 1606: William Shakespeare and the Year of Lear, (London: Faber & Faber, 
2015), 20.  
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sensual hypocrites.4 Patrick Collinson, the great 20th century historian of English 

Puritanism, suggests that these plays were so influential that they not only created the 

“Puritan” stereotype, but even influenced the “godly” mindset—a persecuted remnant 

prophesying against an ungodly world.5 Middleton’s The Puritan Widow has too easily 

been tacked on to these canonical plays as a (lesser) example of traditional communal 

attitudes. For instance, Ian Archer writes that “[l]ike Jonson, Middleton constantly 

mocked the forms of godly self-identification,” and his play helped reinforce “popular 

stereotypes of Puritanism.” 6 If The Puritan Widow is an example of conformist 

playwriting, the argument goes, then Crashawe must be the transgressive one, using his 

bully pulpit to denounce mainstream establishment viewpoints.7   

 This is somewhat circular: the play’s conformism is bolstered by Crashawe’s 

nonconformist attack, and vice versa. Understandably, none of the play’s critics engage 

4 See Peter Lake’s fascinating reading of Measure for Measure in light of the Hampton Court 
conference in Peter Lake and Michael Questier, The Antichrist’s Lewd Hat: Protestants, Papists 
and Players in Post-Reformation England, (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2002), 621-700. 
5 Patrick Collinson, “The Theatre Constructs Puritanism” in David L. Smith, Richard Strier and 
David Bevington eds., The Theatrical City: Culture, Theatre and Politics in London, 1576-1649, 
(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1995), 157-169. 
6 Ian W. Archer, “Religious Identities,” in Thomas Middleton in Context, ed. Suzanne Gossett, 
(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2011), 135. While Archer’s nuanced account of 
Middleton’s historical context is extremely helpful, it will become clear that I find his reading of 
Middleton’s plays, and especially The Puritan Widow, insufficient. 
7 See, for instance, Nick Bawcutt, “Was Thomas Middleton a Puritan Dramatist?”, The Modern 
Language Review. 94.4 (Oct. 1999): 925-939; Reavley Gair, The Children of Paul’s: The Story of 
a Theatre Company, 1553-1608, (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1982), 160-175; 
Paul Yachnin, “Reversal of Fortune: Shakespeare, Middleton, and the Puritans." ELH 70.3 
(2003), 757-786. 
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in a detailed reading of Crashawe’s 170-page sermon text, typically confining themselves 

to quoting the one paragraph that explicitly mentions Middleton’s play. A more careful 

engagement with Crashawe’s sermon, however, and comparison with several of his other 

works, significantly complicates the “Puritan” label patly given him by scholars. He 

emerges as an apparently conformist and extremely scholarly defender of a Calvinist 

Church of England against Catholic recusants and Puritan separatists, self-consciously 

ranging himself alongside establishment Protestant heroes like John Jewell, William 

Whitaker and William Perkins. If Crashawe is a Puritan, he is “Prayer-Book puritan”—a 

term Alec Ryrie uses to describe the particularly devout among the Erastian Jacobean 

mainstream.8  

 By demonstrating that Crashawe breaks the critical mold of the antisocially 

antitheatrical Puritan, I aim to challenge half of the paradigm (radical pulpit-vs.-courtly 

stage) typically applied to Middleton’s play. 9 This will necessitate a re-examination of 

8 Alec Ryrie, Being Protestant in Reformation Britain, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 
8. Peter Lake provides an excellent survey of the scholarly carnage around the definition of 
“Puritanism” in his essay “Defining Puritanism—again?” While I do not have space here to 
wrestle with the various approaches, this quote from Lake’s essay is axiomatic for my readings of 
Crashawe and Middleton: “It was the essence of moderate Puritanism that further reformation and 
the cause of the gospel should be furthered within the institutional and liturgical structures 
provided by the English church and from positions of cultural influence and political power 
secured within the various hierarchies that constituted the contemporary status quo. That placed 
certain limits on, for instance, the severity with which the ‘profane’ could be excluded from the 
sacraments.” In Francis J. Bremer, ed., Puritanism: Transatlantic Perspectives on a Seventeenth-
Century Anglo-American Faith, (Boston: Massachusetts Historical Society, 1993), 3-29, at 19.  
9 Andrew Gurr cautions that the “social allegiance [of city comedies] is obviously important, but 
easily capable of being misread.” Playgoing in Shakespeare’s London, (Cambridge, UK: 
Cambridge University Press, 2004), 165. Brian Walsh observes that “The critical history of 
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The Puritan Widow’s allegiances and will lead me to reopen the vexed question of 

Middleton’s own relationship with the Puritans.10 I argue that Middleton attacks upper-

class Puritanism, not in the service of a conformist vision of Anglican allegiance to a 

divine right monarch, but as part of a radically iconoclastic attack on every major London 

powerbase. With the authorities busily promoting James’ Oath of Allegiance, Middleton 

aimed his anarchic satire at a range of victims as comprehensive as the targets of the 

Gunpowder Plot. After savaging the London establishment, however, Middleton carefully 

rebuilds a broad-tent Protestant society in Act V. Pace most critic’s dismissal of the 

ending as an incoherent failure, I argue that Middleton’s politically savvy conclusion 

Puritans in plays tells one un-nuanced story: the stage Puritan is always a hypocrite and only ever 
the subject of satire, abuse, and punishment of some sort.” But, he argues, “There are varying 
degrees to which Puritans are critiqued in these plays, and this establishes a spectrum of stage 
Puritan behavior as well as a range of responses to that behavior by establishment figures in the 
plays that denies a simple, overarching response to Puritans.” His brief reading of The Puritan 
Widow is, I think, the most insightful treatment to date. See Walsh, Unsettled Toleration: 
Religious Difference on the Shakespearean Stage, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 
Chapter 2, quoted at pg. 38. 
10 Margot Heinemann used Calvinist and anti-Catholic elements throughout Middleton’s work to 
anachronistically posit him as a spokesman for a Whiggish Puritan Parliamentary Party opposed 
to Anglo-Catholic Tories. Her thesis has been undermined by the movement in contemporary 
historiography away from the “Anglicans vs. Puritans” model which instead posits a “Calvinist 
consensus” in the Jacobean church. More problematically for Heinemann’s thesis, she denied 
Middleton’s authorship of The Puritan Widow in order to cast Middleton as a spokesman for 
Church of England (or “moderate,” as opposed to separatist) Puritanism. Nick Bawcutt made this 
omission central to his ferocious deconstruction of Heinemann’s argument. According to 
Bawcutt, far from being even “sympathetic to Puritanism,” Middleton displayed nothing but 
contempt and disgust for the movement.10 While subsequent critics have moderated Bawcutt’s 
tone, the basic thesis of a conformist anti-Puritan has remained. For representative treatments, see 
Margot Heinemann, Puritanism and Theatre: Thomas Middleton and Opposition Drama under 
the Early Stuarts, (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1980); Bawcutt, “Was Thomas 
Middleton a Puritan Dramatist?”, 925; Archer, “Religious Identities,” 135-136. 
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reconciles playwright, preacher, city and court after four acts of lucratively provocative 

fireworks. 

3.1 The “Puritan” Preacher 

 One passage of William Crashawe’s 1607/1608 Paul’s Cross sermon is almost 

always quoted in discussions of Middleton’s The Puritan Widow. In this “anti-theatrical 

diatribe,” Crashawe complains of “ungodly Playes and Enterludes” which “bring religion 

and holy things upon the stage: no marvell though the worthiest and mightiest escape not, 

when God himselfe is so abused.”11 He continues by pointing at a recent example, 

recently staged directly opposite the Paul’s Cross pulpit in the small playhouse belonging 

to the Paul’s Boys: 

Two hypocrites must be brought foorth; and how shall they bee described but by 
these names, Nicolas S. Antlings, Simon Saint Maryoveries? Thus hypocrisie a 
child of hell must bear the names of two churches of God, and two wherein God’s 
name is called on publicly every day in the year, and in one of them his blessed 
word preached every day (an example scarce matchable in the world): yet these 
two wherein God’s name is thus glorified, and our Church and State honoured, 
shall be by these miscreants thus dishonoured…12 
 

This sermon, as mentioned above, is typically treated as a classic Puritan response to a 

conformist playwright’s anti-Puritan satire.13 The anti-popular preacher, a fringe 

11 Archer, “Religious identities,” 136. 
12 Quoted in Archer, “Religious Identities,” 136. 
13 Enno Ruge writes: “Crashaw charged the players and their master with slander and libel of the 
Puritans living in the parishes adjacent to St. Paul's Cathedral.” Brandon Centerwall writes that 
Crashawe took “specific exception to The Puritan for its lampoon of those faithful such as lived 
in the nearby Parishes of St. Antlings and St. Mary Overys.” Reavley Gair writes: “The anti-
Puritan tirade of The Puritaine is invective rather than satire and is just as personal as was the Old 
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character himself, rails against accepted social pastimes that enjoy the enthusiastic 

patronage of the court. Worse, the argument goes, it is the playwright’s satirizing of 

nonconformity that draws the brunt of his ire. This is certainly how Crashawe’s 

contemporary enemies were eager to represent this sermon. In the dedicatory preface to 

the published version, Crashawe complains that the “Papists” spread the rumor outside of 

London that he had been “called before Authority for it, and silenced, and censur’d for 

railing.”14 The long delay in printing the sermon, which did not appear in book stalls until 

the following year, gave this story plausibility.15  

 Crashawe opens the printed version of his sermon (1609) by seeking to debunk 

this narrative, distancing himself from nonconformity, disobedience, and sectarianism at 

every opportunity. “To prevent all misconceits,” Crashawe assures readers that only an 

Joiner of Aldgate: Crashawe replied in kind.” Ruge, “Preaching and Playing at Paul's: The 
Puritans, The Puritaine, and the Closure of Paul's Playhouse,” Critical Studies 22 (2004), 33-62, 
at 35. Centerwall, “A greatly exaggerated demise: the remaking of the children of Paul's as the 
Duke of York’s men (1608),” Early Theatre 9.1 (2006), 85-107, at 85; Gair, The Children of 
Paul’s, 166. 
14 William Crashawe, The Sermon preached at the Crosse, Feb. xiiii. 1607 (1608). Justified by the 
Authour, both against Papist, and Brownist, to be the truth (1609), “Dedication,” 3. 
15 The very fact of the sermon’s publication indicates an official stamp of approval. Mary 
Morrissey writes: “Having secured a copy of the sermon, the publisher needed to get permission 
from the censors, the chaplains of the bishop of London, or archbishop of Canterbury, for printing 
the sermon. Many sermon-books were licensed in the normal way, with the publisher paying for 
the text to be scrutinized by the censors. … Given the sensitivity of the subject matter in an age of 
religious controversy, it is no surprise that some sermons were censored. Michael Wigmore's The 
Way of all Flesh has omissions from the version preached because ‘some things were exempted 
by the supervisor as bitter; others spoken in the Pulpit and left out of the copy’.” Morrissey, 
Politics and the Paul’s Cross Sermons, 1558-1642, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 44-
45. 
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unforeseen journey prevented him from bringing it to press earlier (not the disapprobation 

of the bishops, the Privy Council, or the Corporation of London, in other words).16 As if 

to prove this claim, Crashawe dedicates the sermon to ‘Authority’ itself in the person of 

“the good, godly, and religious prince” Henry, “the hope of greate Britaine” who, like 

Solomon, will follow in the footsteps of “David, your kingly father.”17 The publication of 

the sermon, Crashawe claims, will vindicate “our State” by demonstrating that her 

preachers have full authority to proclaim the truth—“that God hath appointed and 

annointed our gratious sovereigne, and his royall issue, to hold up his religion in these 

declining daies, and to give the Whore of Babylon that foil, & fall, from which she shall 

16 Crashawe, Sermon, “To the Christian Reader,” 1. See Morrissey, Politics and Paul’s Cross, 69. 
17 Crashawe, Sermon, “Dedication,” 1. Crashawe’s use of “Great Britain,” James’ pet project, is 
overtly loyalist. Crashawe would receive a living directly from James in 1608 (See the entry on 
“William Crashaw” in the Oxford Dictionary of National Biography). He was indeed censured by 
Bancroft in 1609. According to the 19th century work England’s Sacred Synods, this was on 
account of his translation Newes from Italy of a second Moses or, the life of Galeacius 
Caracciolus the noble Marquesse of Vico Containing the story of his admirable conuersion from 
popery, and his forsaking of a rich marquessedome for the Gospels sake. Written first in Italian, 
thence translated into latin by reuerend Beza, and for the benefit of our people put into English: 
and now published by W. Crashaw (London, 1608). In this work, the Italian Galeacius came to 
Geneva, became a lay Elder, and labored to establish the presybterian “discipline” in the Italian 
church. His aristocratic Catholic relatives tried to lure him back to Italy with the promise that his 
son could gain the “princely State of a Cardinall, or at least to be some great Bishop.” But the 
“thrice noble Galeacius … from his hart abhorred, and in his soule detested those vaine and 
vngodly and prophane dignities in the popish Church.” According to James Wayland Joyce, 
Crashawe apologized for calling Galeacius a second Moses (who had designed a religio-political 
hierarchical discipline for the Israelites), and was dismissed without penalty. See 
Joyce, England's Sacred Synods: A Constitutional History of the Convocations of the Clergy, 
from the Earliest Records of Christianity in Britain to the Date of the Promulgation of the 
Present Book of Common Prayer; Including a List of All Councils, Ecclesiastical as Well as 
Civil, Held in England, in which the Clergy Have Been Concerned, (London: Rivingtons, 1855), 
644; and Newes from Italy, 43, 75-76. 
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never rise; even that deadly blowe, wherof she shall never recover.”18 The sermon will be 

an extended attack against Tridentine Catholicism, using roughly 150 pages of printed 

text to argue that popery has become even more dangerous to monarcho-Protestant 

England since the ‘supposed’ reforms of the Council of Trent. 

3.1.1 Plot and Oath 

 Justifying the ongoing need for this apocalyptic message, Crashawe cites the 

Gunpowder Plot of 1605. The barely averted disaster had produced a temporary alliance 

among England’s competing Protestant factions similar to the short-lived unity between 

the United States’ two political parties in the wake of 9/11, as the aggressively 

Republican Rudy Giuliani led the effort to rebuild a famously liberal city. The suspicion 

and hostility directed toward patriotic American Muslims in 9/11’s aftermath echoes the 

plight of peaceful English Catholics in 1606, as James began requiring known Catholics 

to sign an Oath of Allegiance which rejected the pope’s political authority in words 

which also attacked his spiritual authority: “I do from my heart abhor, detest and abjure 

as impious and heretical this damnable doctrine and position that princes which be 

excommunicated and deprived by the Pope may be deposed or murdered by their subjects 

or any other whatsoever.” The Oath divided Jacobean Catholics, with some secular clergy 

and recusant noblemen arguing that Catholics could take it in good conscience—a 

18 Crashawe, Sermon, “Dedication,” 2. 
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position fiercely attacked by many Jesuits, who were famous for their exceptional loyalty 

to the papacy.19  

 This upheaval contextualizes Crashawe’s ferocious denunciation of Catholicism. 

While Paul’s Cross preachers frequently criticized Rome, they were usually “content to 

recite anti-papistic truisms” copied from John Jewel’s famous 1559 ‘Challenge Sermon.’ 

Crashawe was one of the first Paul’s Cross preachers in fifty years to “seek new proofs 

that Catholicism was an ‘anti-religion’.”20 He denounces claims from the English college 

at Rome that one alleged conspirator, the Jesuit Henry Garnet, had been executed merely 

for being a Catholic priest rather than as a proven traitor against the king. As his sermon 

continues, however, Crashawe will suggest that the distinction between being a Catholic 

and being a traitor is invalid: because real Catholicism cannot accept that the papacy is 

heretical, it is necessarily treacherous. Emphasizing his own loyalty as a sharp contrast, 

Crashawe concludes the sermon’s dedication in the posture of an Erastian conformist: 

“The King of Kings, blesse this king and prince: and the blessed Father, for his blessed 

Sonnes sake, double and trebble the graces and blessings of the blessed Spirit both upon 

the father, and the sonne: whereunto, I am sure all good subjects at home, and all true 

Christians in the world, will say Amen.” Those who truly worship the Father and the Son 

19 See Michael Questier, “Loyalty, Religion, and State Power in Early Modern England: English 
Romanism and the Jacobean Oath of Allegiance,” The Historical Journal, 40.2 (1997), 311-329, 
at 312.  
20 See Mary Morrissey, Politics and the Paul’s Cross Sermon, 186.  
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will pray like good subjects for James and Henry, along “with Your Highnesse humble 

and devoted servant, William Crashawe.”21 

3.1.2 “against Papist …” 

 The body of Crashawe’s sermon, titled “against Papist, and Brownist,” 

continually re-emphasizes that Crashawe’s anti-papism is inspired, not by radical 

puritanism, but by conforming Calvinist bastions of the Church of England 

establishment: “Iewel, Fulk, Whitakers, Rainolds, Perkins, and manie others.”22 The 

Church of England, he insists, is “the true Church of God.” This is evident by her 

21 Crashawe, Sermon, “Dedication,” 4. Peter Lake notes that it is “when the Elizabethan and 
Jacobean regimes wished to turn their most protestant face towards popery, they tended to enlist 
divines of a puritan or perfect protestant persuasion.” This explains why, according to Morrissey, 
the Oath of Allegiance controversy (1607-1611) represented a high point of anti-Catholic 
preaching at Paul’s Cross, as that pulpit was often “used by the authorities to respond directly and 
immediately to Catholic propaganda.”21 The Catholic controversialist John Floyd’s 1612 was 
politically out of step, then, when he accused Crashawe of professing “his owne religion” (a small 
voice whispering “Crashawe, Crashawe, go to Geneva”) rather than “the Kings”—particularly as 
the 1611 enthronement at Canterbury of the ardent Calvinist George Abbott allowed ‘perfect 
protestants’ to fully embrace the Church of England mainstream. See Lake and Questier, The 
Antichrist’s Lewd Hat, 262; Morrissey, Politics and the Paul’s Cross Sermon, 42, 184. Patrick 
Collinson writes of the Calvinistic leadership style of Abbot and many of his fellows: “This 
churchmanship often had its source in Elizabethan puritanism. When James I asked his Council 
why so many of the bishops should favour puritans Lionel Cranfield told him that it was because 
his Majesty made so many puritans bishops,” The Religion of Protestants: The Church in English 
Society 1559-1625, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1982), 84. 
22 Crashawe, Sermon, 43. Patrick Collinson writes: “As Nicholas Tyacke has convincingly 
argued, that majority, ‘a society steeped in Calvinist theology’, believed Calvinism and the 
religious practice associated with Calvinist belief to be the true orthodoxy: what one writer calls 
‘the good old Doctrine of the Church of England, even that which in the University was taught 
and maintained by Famous Whitaker, Perkins, Davenant, Ward and many others in their times’. 
Such an understanding of ‘orthodox protestant religion’, with a suspicious fear of ‘innovation’, 
was shared by a majority of the bishops whom [the Arminian Richard] Montague so despised: in 
Tyacke’s phrase ‘the mainstream of Calvinist episcopalianism’.” Religion of Protestants, 81-82. 
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miraculous grace in praying for the Pope “and all his sect” every Good Friday. These 

prayers are not the private devotions of a godly elite; rather, they are “the facte of our 

whole Church in the publike liturgy, appointed of old, and still confirmed by authority.”23 

Confirmed by the king’s authority and ratified by God’s, since “by God’s providence it 

falleth out that our publike prayer for them, is the same or the next day, when they have 

publikely cursed us.” The Book of Common Prayer, then, is a mark of the true church, set 

in antithesis to Roman liturgies, which “are full of idolatries and blasphemies.”24 For 

Crashawe, the Pope’s “curses” excommunicating England and other Protestant nations 

break charity with other Christians, proving that his church is not “catholic” but sectarian 

and separatist. While Babylon/Rome curses, all of Israel/England as a society prays along 

with God: “But oh (saith God) that Israel were healed! and oh saith Israel that Babylon 

were healed! Thus do God and good men accord in their wishes.”25  

 Crashawe argues that Rome’s international separatism coincides with internal 

antisocial tendencies, insisting that Rome’s own Inquisitors attest to their church’s 

disorder and divisiveness. He quotes the Portuguese Oleaster, who complains that 

murderers regularly seek sanctuary in churches and appeal to the clergy for dispensations 

23 Cf. Crashawe, Sermon, “Dedication,” 3, where Crashawe appeals to “all our common prayer 
books, now and those in Q. Elizabeth’s, and K. Edward’s times” to prove the Church of 
England’s trinitarian orthodoxy against Catholic polemics.  
24 Crashawe, Sermon, 154. 
25 Crashawe, Sermon, 8.  
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from their civil crimes, and thus “these murders are multiplied every day.”26 Probably 

nodding towards the Oath of Allegiance and Henry Garnett’s defense of equivocating 

under oath in his 1605 trial, Crashawe continues that Catholics believe “Oaths and 

Covenants” made with “hereticks are of no force,” even an oath made to a “Magistrate.”27 

This makes (English) Catholicism inherently subversive, since “there can be no firm 

society amongst men, if othes & covenants (especially made by publick persons) be of no 

force, and therefore God himselfe would have the Israelites’ oath to the Gibeonites, 

performed, though it was craftily extorted.”28 Michael Questier argues that despite James’ 

insistence that the Oath should not offend loyal Catholics, it in fact functioned and was 

probably intended as a gateway drug to full ceremonial and doctrinal conformity.29 If 

Questier is correct, Crashawe would wholeheartedly second his monarch. 

26 Crashawe, Sermon, 129.  
27 For a discussion equivocation and the Oath of Allegiance, see Andrew Hadfield, Lying in Early 
Modern English Culture, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 76-84. 
28 Crashawe, Sermon, 49-50. 
29 Questier writes that “the regime decided to retaliate after the Gunpowder Plot by drafting and 
enforcing an oath that struck at the entire ideological basis for Roman catholicism in England, 
and principally by an insistence that the religious tenets within it could not be held separately 
from the political ones. Roman catholicism, the oath said, posed the same threat to aspects of the 
established order that it had done in Elizabeth’s reign. In the Jacobean period protestants could 
still be sure, as Edmund Bunny had been in 1585, that ‘no man can be of that profession [Roman 
catholicism], unlesse hee bee under that governement too’ and, with him, doubt strongly whether 
‘their Church, & court'’ could be ‘sundred’, or ‘their religion & regiment be parted’.” In “Loyalty, 
Religion, and State Power in Early Modern England,” 329.  
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3.1.3 “… and Brownist” 

Crashawe’s emphasis on the necessity and force of public oaths, however, cuts 

another way. In Middleton’s play, it is the Puritan Nicholas St. Antlings who cries “Hold, 

hold, good Corporal Oath, for if you swear once, we shall all fall down in a swoon 

presently” (I.3.35).30 Donna Hamilton points out that “The 1606 oath of allegiance, the 

oath ex officio mero, and the oath of supremacy were all corporal oaths.”31 Refusing to 

take this ex officio oath, which acknowledged the Court of Star Chamber’s right to 

receive truthful answers to its interrogations, was a hallmark of the famous trial of the 

leaders of Elizabethan Presbyterianism. The oath was used again after Hampton Court, 

when about eighty nonconformist ministers who refused to swear were removed from 

their livings.32 It should not be surprising, then, that the loyal Crashawe turns severely to 

Protestants who separate themselves from Israel. 

“Heere is condemned,” Crashawe preaches, “…such as now be tearmed of the 

separation, formerly and usually called Brownists; who forsake our Church, and cut off 

themselves from our congregations and separate themselves to a faction and fashion, or 

as they call it, into a covenant & communion of their owne devising; these men have 

30 Multiple meanings of “swear” are of course in play. 
31 Hamilton, Middleton, 511. 
32 See Collinson, The Elizabethan Puritan Movement, (London: Jonathan Cape, 1967), 416-419; 
John Morgan, “Henry Jacob, James I, and Religious Reform, 1603-1609: From Hampton Court to 
Reason-of-State,” Church History, 86.3, (2017), 695-727, at 707. 
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made a grievous rent, and given a deepe wound into the peace of our Church.”33 These 

advanced puritans justify their “bitter and schismatical separation” by arguing that the 

Church of England is herself Babylon. But what mark of the true church, Crashawe asks, 

does the Church of England lack, either in doctrine, discipline, or celebration of the 

sacraments?34 Even if Crashawe were to grant the separatists “that which you can never 

prove”—that the Church of England is “wounded” in any way— “it will not follow that 

we are incurably, or deadly, wounded.” Only such a wound unto death, the wound of 

reprobation, could possibly justify a separation. But the English church is God’s own 

Reformed church, and it was within her parishes that the separatists became Christians: 

“What are you that dare forsake a Church of God, wherein yee haue found God, if euer 

ye found him yet, and wherein the diuell himselfe cannot shew one deadly wound: 

Blessed be the Lord that hath so healed us.”35 

 Crashawe then rejects arguments that the English church is not perfectly 

reformed. This is remarkable, because these arguments were commonly made, not just by 

separatists, but by Church of England semi-conformists. Crashawe challenges them to 

“shew me a better religion, and a better Church then the Protestant Churches of Europe 

are, and the religion amongst them.” Countering the inevitable appeal to Geneva, 

Crashawe insists that the Calvinist churches of continental Europe “are all of our 

33 Crashawe, Sermon, 26. 
34 Ibid., 27. 
35 Ibid., 28. 
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confession.” Therefore, “tel us not of France, Scotland, Geneva, Zurick, Basil, etc., for 

they be all ours, and not yours: they wil & do all approue us as a glorious Church, and 

condemn you, as factious, and schismatical.” 36 The separatists, then, have two options: 

they can go into “your corners and conventicles, where you are your owne carvers, your 

own Judges, your owne approvers, but have not one Church in Christendome, to approve 

you,” and declare themselves the “one true Church in the world,” or they can repent and 

reconcile themselves to their national mother. 

 Crashawe goes a step farther, adopting the rhetorical strategies crafted by the anti-

Marprelate writers and perfected by the satirical conformist playwrights.37 The 

individualistic withdrawal of the separatists reveals “hellish pride,” and is motivated by 

“fleshly reasons and worldly grounds” masked with appeals to “conscience.” Crashawe 

even takes up the stage’s mimicry of separatist cant, complaining that “they forsake us, 

and runne into corners and raile on us, and call us Babylon, Antichristian, and the 

synagogue of the wicked.” For Crashawe, this cant is pure hypocrisy, because even if “we 

would grant them their owne grounds, that they are as good as they pretend to be, and 

wee as ill as they would make us; yet notwithstanding, their separation is unchristian.” 

36 Crashawe has a point here, but he is certainly engaging in polemical selectivity. While Zurich 
and the Dutch and German Calvinist states recognized the English Church, Theodore Beza’s 
Geneva and the Scottish Kirk remained highly suspicious of her episcopal government and 
traditional liturgy. 
37 Peter Lake writes that the Anti-Martinist writers concocted “almost a perfect inversion” of the 
1580s Puritan jeremiad, turning the godly’s own weapons back upon themselves—an inversion 
that the popular stage eagerly developed. See Antichrist’s Lewd Hat, 537ff, and Chapter 1 of this 
dissertation. 
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Even if further reform were needed, separatism boils down to a disingenuous obsession 

with the speck in your brother’s eye. Rejecting the separatist, elect-vs.-the-world 

hermeneutic, Crashawe insists to these Puritans that they are what’s wrong with the 

world: “Then what are they that are so busie to complaine of the times, and so slacke to 

complain of their sins? But it is a tricke of hypocrisie, to be so eagle eied in prying into 

the ilnesse of the times, & so blind and dull in considering of his own sinnes, the cause of 

all that ill.”38  

 The purpose of Crashawe’s satire, however, is to persuade the separatists to give 

up their “revolt” and return to the fold—something that Crashawe no longer envisions for 

obdurate and reprobate ‘papists.’ Mary Morrissey has shown that Jewel’s challenge 

sermon established a style of “confutational” preaching against Catholicism that 

attempted to discredit rather than to persuade Catholics. The Elizabethan and Jacobean 

conformist approach to presbyterians and other separatists, while often sharp, only took 

on this same polemical edge in the hands of noted anti-Puritans like Whitgift and 

Bancroft during the Vestiarian, Admonition, and Marprelate controversies.39 Crashawe, 

then, is in the Calvinist mainstream when he reminds the separatists that all English 

Protestants share one “spiritual mother,” and calls on them to dutifully return to her and 

38 Crashawe, Sermon, 34. 
39 Morrissey writes that “It is not until the ascendency of ‘avant-garde conformists’ at Paul’s 
Cross in the 1630s that anti-puritan preaching becomes commonplace, and only then do preachers 
follow the lead of Richard Bancroft’s 1589 sermon in treating puritans as schismatics.” Politics 
and the Paul’s Cross Sermon, 192. 
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present a united Protestant front: “Come, & ioyne with us against the Papist, the common 

enemy; who, by our division has gotten ground upon us all.”40  

 Donna Hamilton, who sees Middleton’s play as attacking “extreme Puritans” who 

threaten this united Protestant front, highlights Crashawe’s “eagerness to position himself 

on the side of right, but also to take pains to defend the more extreme Puritans who were 

now especially under attack. Thus, he goes to the defense of St Antholin’s and St Mary 

Overie, a move we may understand as an attempt to reset the edge of the margins. His 

extremists are not papists and Puritans, but papists and Brownists.”41 I do not believe she 

takes sufficient account here of Crashawe’s full-throated endorsement of the “glorious” 

English church, nor of the surprising force of his final exhortation to Geneva-lovers. 

Saying that he will “turn the point of this their weapon against themselves,” Crashawe 

warns the separatists that an Archbishop like Bancroft is no excuse for separation. “And 

do not say, you are driven out: for if it be the Church, & if the words of eternal life be 

here, nothing in the world ought to drive you from it. Nay, your separation was wilfull.”42 

Moreover, if they remain obdurate in their willfulness, they are joining the reprobate 

papists on the wrong side of salvation: “So will you say, if true humility and saving grace 

possess you, when your deere mother in whose wombe you were conceived, and with 

whose brests you have bin fed, shall ask you (after so many revolters to popery) what, 

40 Crashawe, Sermon, 33. 
41 Hamilton, Middleton, 512. 
42 Crashawe, Sermon, 26, 34. 
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Will you also go away? Alas! whither should we goe from thee? thou hast the words, and 

thou hast the Sacraments, of eternall life.”43 The gospel, in other words, dwells within a 

united Protestant camp, defined against Catholicism and any form of separatism—

whether Brownist or Genevan. 

3.1.4 Babylonian London 

 In a coda of 2-3 pages after nearly 170 pages of ecclesial polemic, Crashawe 

urges his listeners to examine areas where Londoners act like spiritual Babylonians 

themselves. It is here that Crashawe begins to strike “Puritan” notes. After complaining 

of Middleton’s satiric representation of “these two [churches] wherein God’s name is 

thus glorified, and our Church and State honoured,” he expands his critique to the public 

theaters in general:  

Oh what times are wee cast into, that such a wickednesse should passe 
unpunished! I speake nothing of their continuall profanenesse in their phrases, and 
sometime Atheisme and blasphemie, nor of their continuall profaning of the 
Sabbath, which generally in the country is their playday, and oftentimes Gods 
divine service hindred, or cut shorter to make roome and give time for the divels 
service.44 
  

Crashawe hits here on most of the of the antitheatrical talking points of the ‘godly’. But 

Alexandra Walsham and Peter Lake have shown that while leading anti-theatrical 

preachers like John Field, John Stockwood and Thomas White were Puritans, the famous 

antitheatrical pamphleteers Philip Stubbes, Stephen Gosson and Anthony Munday were 

43 Crashawe, Sermon, 33. 
44 Ibid., 170. 
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anti-Puritan conformists, writing on commission for the London city authorities against 

the forces of civic disorder. These “hack writers,” to use Lake’s phrase, actually extended 

the campaign well beyond original Puritan aims: “What had started out in the hands of 

the puritans White and Stockwood as a campaign against theatrical performance on a 

Sunday had become, in the works of the non-puritans Gosson and Munday, a far more 

extreme campaign for total abolition.”45 Crashawe’s hatred of the theaters, then, in no 

way implies radicalism or separatism.  

 We see a similar uniting of Puritan and conformist positions when Crashawe 

presents the other “petty Babylon” of English society: “That great Sacriledge and 

Church-robbing committed by Impropriations,” which leads to an “ignorant and 

unteaching Ministery,” which is the “fountaine of all other evils in our Churche.”46 To 

complain of “unteaching” clergy is classic Puritanism, but Crashawe unites that with 

Richard Hooker and Lancelot Andrewes’ solution to the crisis: the king must put a stop to 

aristocratic lay “impropriation” of church property. Hooker had blamed this custom on 

Puritan malcontents, whose reformist zeal masked avaricious church robbing. Satan, he 

argued, used the Puritans to enable secular thieves to strip the church bare.47 Only by 

45 See Lake and Questier, Antichrist’s Lewd Hat, 484-491 for a summary of recent scholarship. 
Quoted at 487.  
46 Crashawe, Sermon, 168. 
47 See Richard Hooker, Of the Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity: A Critical Edition with Modern 
Spelling, (Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2013), V.79. The anti-Martinist pamphleteer Thomas 
Nashe made the same argument in An Almond for a Parrat. See Lake and Questier, Antichrist’s 
Lewd Hat, 534, and Chapter 1 of this dissertation. 
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respecting “the patrimony of Religion” could the ministry be maintained. Andrewes 

likewise complained in his Cambridge doctoral presentation, Sacrilege a Snare, that 

those who robbed “the church’s patrimony” were “devourers of the clergy,” and insisted 

that it was vain to call for “a learned and teaching clergy” while appropriating the 

church’s wealth.48 Crashawe simply takes up their arguments but eschews their intra-

church polemics. The blame, for him, lies with secular sinners, not with another ecclesial 

party against which he defines himself.   

 Finally, Crashawe’s suggestion that James (in his own righteousness) should more 

severely “reforme” the sin which was attempting “to harbor in the Court, and to creep 

into the King’s privy chamber,” was perhaps less zealously blunt than that of Andrewes 

in his 1606 V of November sermon, when he reminded the court that “the streame of our 

joy, must come from the spring-head of Religion.” To please God, Andrewes insisted, 

they must celebrate the holiday without excess, and not leave his sermon only to engage 

in drunken “belly-cheere” and wanton “play” (as they were only too likely to do).49 In 

Crashawe, then, I see a preacher on the ‘center-left,’ only subtly the ‘godly’ side of the 

mainstream.50 He is, moreover, explicitly conformist, in the sense that he eagerly assents 

48 In McCullough, Lancelot Andrewes: Selected Sermons and Lectures, (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2005), 84-86. 
49 Andrewes, November V, 1606, 158.  
50 As Alec Ryrie writes, “‘puritan’ is better used as an adjective than a noun. For when we look at 
the lived experience of religion in this period, the supposed distinction between puritan and 
conformist dissolves into a blurred spectrum in which even the extremes do not differ too starkly 
from one another.” Moreover, “when we move away from divisive issues of doctrine to religious 
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to the James’s leadership of and rulings regarding the church, even in controversial 

matters. In his 1622 catechism Meate for Men, for instance, Crashawe sounds remarkably 

like Hooker; he defends kneeling at the Lord’s Table not merely as adiaphora subject to 

the Church’s authority but as “the best and fittest” posture for communing.51 Crashawe 

applied for and received a living directly from James in 1608, shortly after preaching this 

sermon. 

3.2 Mocking the Puritan Widow 

 Indeed, much of the case for calling Crashawe’s sermon “Puritan” is what 

Hamilton calls the “radicalism” of the parishes Crashawe defends. This needs nuancing 

on several counts. The first is terminological. Hamilton takes her description from Paul 

Seaver, who writes that “[s]ome London parishes early established a reputation for 

religious radicalism that attracted a continuous stream of Puritan lecturers: St. Antholin’s 

above all, but also Christ Church Newgate, Holy Trinity Minories, and St. Saviour’s, 

which hired a series of godly preachers from the 1570’s until 1625.” Patrick Collinson, 

however, has argued convincingly and at length that to be a “godly preacher” is not 

synonymous with “radicalism,” and Seaver himself records that the disciplinarian 

Archbishop Whitgift accepted a slightly qualified subscription to his 1583/4 Articles 

practice, the middle ground between puritanism and conformity is so thickly populated that it 
hardly deserves the name.” Being Protestant in Reformation Britain, 7-8 
51 Printed in Crashawe, Englands Lamentable Complaint to Her God: Out of Which May Bee 
Pickt a Prayer for Priuate Families. Together, with a Soveraigne Receipt against Sinne, the True 
Cause of All Our Sorrow. As Also, a Necessarie Catechisme, Intituled Meate for Men, (1629), C3. 
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from the preachers at St. Antholin’s and St. Saviour’s. Regarding the Prayerbook, the 

ministers wrote: “We are content to use it, for the peace of the church, or if we be found 

offending in any part thereof to submit ourselves to the penalty of it.” These are mild-

mannered ‘radicals.’52  

 Second, Crashawe is defending, not individual Puritan ministers or laypeople like 

Middleton’s Widow Plus and her servants, but two parishes of the national church, where 

regular preaching took place and where the divine service was prayed “every day in the 

yeere”— and “Gods name is thus glorified, and our Church & State honoured.”53 This 

grouping of God, Church and State emphasizes the two parishes’ official standing as 

members of a respectable Erastian establishment.  

3.2.1 Radicals or Rivals? 

 So why did Middleton choose to stage these two parishes? After all, there were 

many other “Puritan” parishes in London. Nicholas St. Antlings is the butt of the lion 

share of The Puritan Widow’s anti-godly wit, and Middleton jokes about the parish in 

two other comedies as well.54 It had an illustrious history as an unapologetically Puritan 

parish, featuring a generously endowed roster of daily preaching which Crashawe 

52 Hamilton, Middleton, 511. Seaver, The Puritan Lectureships: The Politics of Religious Dissent 
1560-1662, (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 1970), 199, 214-215. 
53 Crashawe, Sermon, 170. 
54 Swapan Chakravorty, Society and Politics in the Plays of Thomas Middleton, (Oxford: 
Clarendon Press, 1996), 63.  
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commended as “an example scarce matchable in the world.”55 But geography may be as 

important to answering my question as preferred piety. St. Antholin’s sat on the eastern 

end of Watling Street, so it makes sense as the parish church for ‘the Widow of Watling 

Street.’ Moreover, the relative proximity of St. Antholin’s to both the playhouse and the 

pulpit at St. Paul’s increases the humorous topicality, as audience members may have 

known (or even been) parishioners: 

 

Figure 1: Image created using the Agas Map of Early Modern London 

  St. Mary Overie, also known as St. Saviour’s (Southwark), is a far less obvious 

choice. The church is far south of Watling Street on the other side of the Thames—quite 

a long walk to church. In one key area, meanwhile, St. Mary Overie/St. Saviour’s was 

55 Crashawe, Sermon, 170. 

St. Antholin’s on Watling Street 

Blackfriars Theatre 

St. Paul’s Churchyard 
(Paul’s Cross & playhouse) 

The Rose 

The Globe St. Mary Overie (Southwark) 
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notably un-Puritan. It sat next-door to two adult playhouses, the Rose and the Globe. 

Whereas William Crashawe and the Philip Stubbes had railed against players coming to 

the Lord’s Table, St. Saviour’s was a hotbed of actors, including a number of prominent 

members of the King’s (formerly the Lord Chamberlain’s) Men.56 Augustine Phillips and 

Robert Gough were longtime parishioners, Richard Burbage and Edward Alleyn were 

vestrymen, Shakespeare may have attended, and his brother Edmund (also an actor) is 

buried there.57 It seems likely, then, that Middleton’s inclusion of “Simon St. Mary 

Overies,” who is named by Corporal Oath but speaks only a handful of lines, was 

primarily an inside professional joke. Middleton was closely associated at this point with 

the boys at Paul’s playhouse, who catered to a possibly more exclusive clientele than the 

larger outdoor theaters. Andrew Gurr writes that the Paul’s boys aimed their fare at “the 

younger gentry of the court and the Inns of Court” (which sat just west of Blackfriars 

Theatre), with their notoriously topical humor often at the expense of the more plebeian 

citizenry more likely to patronize the Globe.58 They were, moreover, key players in the 

56 In his Anatomie of Abuses, Philip Stubbes had reminded his readers that “Constantius ordained 
that no player be admitted to the table of the Lord.”56 Crashawe quotes Cyprian’s resolution “that 
a player ought not come to the Lords table.” See The anatomie of abuses, (London, 1583), sig. 
N4v; Lake and Questier, Antichrist’s Lewd Hat, 451; Crashawe, Sermon, 169. 
57 Hannibal Hamlin, The Bible in Shakespeare, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2013), 14; 
Felicity Heal, “Experiencing religion in London: diversity and choice in Shakespeare’s 
metropolis,” in David Loewenstein and Michael Witmore eds., Shakespeare and Early Modern 
Religion, (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2015), 57-78, at 57. 
58 Andrew Gurr, “The social cartography of Middleton’s theatres,” in Thomas Middleton in 
Context, 154-155.  
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War of the Theatres, and fierce rivals of the Lord Chamberlain’s Men.59 In Hamlet, 

Shakespeare declared his company’s competitive resentment toward these “little eyases,” 

“children” who “berattle the common stage” with their sharp tongues. What better way 

for the Paul’s boys to take revenge on their commercial rivals than to stage the King’s 

Men’s own parish as Puritan, a fit congregation for Malvolio or Angelo?60 

59 Paul’s Boys had staged anti-Martinist plays during the Marprelate controversy and were closed 
from 1590-1599 in the censorship crackdown that followed it. See David Kathman, “The boys’ 
plays and the boy players,” in Thomas Middleton in Context, 160-162. 
60 I am not arguing that there were never real radicals at St. Antholin’s or St. Saviour’s, only that 
established London parishes would include a spectrum of opinion and personality within its 
history. In 1566, all three of the St. Antholin’s lecturers were among the 37 ministers deprived for 
refusing point-blank to conform and wear the surplice. These three, Robert Crowley, John 
Philpot, and John Gough became, in Patrick Collinson’s words, the leaders of a “militant dissent” 
in London which was both “radical and precocious.” They quickly published the first great 
Puritan manifesto, a Briefe discourse against the outwarde apparell, which Collinson calls “the 
end of merely fraternal disagreement” within the Elizabethan church. The tract concluded that 
those insisting on conformity—Archbishop Matthew Parker and the secular power behind him—
were never truly “protestants” at all, and were now revealed as “bloody persecutors” (77). With 
these three preachers unavailable, St. Antholin’s turned to unbeneficed “godly young men” to fill 
their place, probably including the recent Oxford graduates John Field and Thomas Wilcox, 
whose (in)famous An admonition to the Parliament would call for the scrapping of the “popish” 
English Prayerbook and episcopacy in favor of Presbyterian liturgy and government (85). “It is 
clear,” Collinson writes, “that these puritans were already virtual sectarians before the crisis of 
1566.” Under Nicolas Felton, rector from 1592-1617, afternoon lectures were often conducted 
using a Genevan liturgy. But Felton was also an establishment figure, becoming master of 
Pembroke College, Cambridge in 1616, Bishop of Bristol in 1617 and Bishop of Ely in 1619. At 
St. Saviour’s, Edward Phillips, who was minister from 1588 – 1602, was certainly a Puritan, and 
his sermons did “not gloss over the potentially divisive effects of [supralapsarian] predestination, 
arguing … that ‘when the Gospel is preached, then the Lord comes to make a separation between 
the elect and the reprobate.” This theological assent to ‘separation’ between the godly and the rest 
did coincide with at least one somewhat anti-establishment incident. Phillips, along with two 
other prominent London puritans, declined the crown’s directive to attack the puritan “idol” 
Essex from the pulpit after the earl’s rebellion. As Collinson writes, “There can be little doubt 
that if Essex rather than Cecil had conducted the king into his English inheritance, the outlook for 
the puritans would have been somewhat brighter.” The parish also had a few brushes with 
nonconformity in the years prior to The Puritan Widow. Edmund Snape, who was lecturer there 
for a short period in 1604 before being driven out, was a close colleague of Thomas Cartwright, 
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 This is a consistent feature of Middleton’s The Puritan Widow. The play’s first 

four acts  are characterized by a brash and adolescent sensibility, far more committed to 

tweaking its actors’ ‘elders and betters’ in as broad sweeps as possible than to mounting 

any kind of sustained critique of ‘godly’ pieties.61 Rather than staking out a 

loyalist/conformist position, or even the “opposition drama” stance—allied with the 

London magistracy against Stuart excesses—which some critics have associated with 

Middleton’s later work, the bulk of The Puritan Widow is utterly iconoclastic: anti-

church, anti-university, anti-citizen, anti-court, anti-parent. Ranged against every 

respectable mainstream institution, both as a play and within the play, stand the 

playwright and the player.62 

and had worked with Cartwright to organize presbyterian churches in the Channel Islands. But he 
left St. Saviour’s upon being refused a preaching license by the Bishop of Winchester. William 
Symonds, whose name may be parodied in “Simon St. Mary Overies,” replaced Snape and was 
cited for nonconformity in 1606, but then promptly conformed. Hamilton points to the obdurate 
nonconformist (and eventual Brownist) John Trundle as another St. Saviour’s preacher, but he 
does not appear in the parish archive as one of the two regular ministers (Symonds’ co-minister 
was Melchizadec Frauncis). See Patrick Collinson, The Elizabethan Puritan Movement, 77, 82, 
441-447; Hamilton, Middleton, 510-511; Tom Webster, Godly Clergy in Early Stuart England: 
The Caroline Puritan Movement, C.1620-1643, (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 
2003), 26; Tai Liu, Puritan London: A Study of Religion and Society in the City Parishes, 
(Newark, DE: University of Delaware Press, 1986), 87; Francis Bremer, Congregational 
Communion: Clerical Friendship in the Anglo-American Puritan Community, 1610-1692, 
(Lebanon, NH: UPNE, 1994), 37; Arnold Hunt, The Art of Hearing: English preachers and their 
audiences, 1590-1640. (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2010), 355-356; London 
Metropolitan Archive, http://www.personal.umich.edu/~ingram/StSaviour/clergy.html. 
61 A modern analogy might be Saturday Night Live, which has some liberal political leanings but 
tends to dilute any sustained critique with an equal-opportunity mockery of both wings of the 
American establishment. 
62 See Margot Heinemann, Puritanism and Theatre, and Albert H. Tricomi, who argues that 
Middleton’s Women Beware Women reveals a “moralistic citizen perspective and, particularly, a 
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3.2.2 Pieboard as Playwright 

 Paul Yachnin argues that, while The Puritan Widow’s satire does take swipes at 

the “scholar” George Pieboard and his military companions, “they are in most respects 

the bearers of the qualities that the play values most—masculine comradery, soldiership, 

scholarship, and literary facility.”63 Nick Bawcutt takes a stronger position, equating the 

jibes of Pieboard and his gang with Middleton’s own position.64 I believe that this is 

(initially) the right stance. It has often been noted that the name George Pieboard is a 

thinly veiled reference to the minor dramatist George Peele, and that The Puritan Widow 

borrows material from the Merrie Conceited Jests of George Peele.65 As an ex-university 

man now eking out a living in London, the Pieboard-as-Peele reference works.  

 I would argue, however, that Peele is himself a stand-in here for Middleton. Peele 

and Middleton’s biographies have similarities—both Oxonians, both entangled in drawn-

out inheritance disputes, both turning to the stage for their livings. But Pieboard’s self-

portrait—“I am a poor gentleman and a scholar. I have been matriculated in the 

university, wore out six gown there, … At last, having done many sleights and tricks to 

revulsion for abuses of noblesse oblige…” Anticourt Drama in England: 1603-1642, 
(Charlottesville: University of Virginia Press, 1989), 125. 
63 Yachnin, “Reversal of Fortune: Shakespeare, Middleton, and the Puritans.” ELH 70.3  
(2003), 757-86, at 767. 
64 “Middleton mocked at a variety of Puritan attitudes and practices: the use of pretentious jargon, 
dislike of the stage and of organs in churches, a refusal to fast on Friday because it was a Popish 
custom, and numerous forms of hypocrisy.” See Bawcutt, “Was Middleton a Puritan Dramatist?”, 
932. 
65 Cf. Chakravorty, Society and Politics, 62. 
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maintain my wit in use (as my brain would never endure me to be idle), I was expelled 

the university only for stealing a cheese out of Jesus College” (I.2.276-37)—fits 

Middleton better than Peele. Whereas Peele took his BA (1577) and his MA (1579) from 

Christ Church, Middleton left the university early without a degree.66 While Peele’s early 

dramatic works were classicist pieces intended for university and court performance, 

Pieboard’s statement that after his expulsion “I was turned to my wits to shift in the 

world, to tower among sons and heirs, and fools and gulls, and ladies’ eldest sons” neatly 

parallels Middleton’s early city comedy for the edgy young players at Paul (I.2.44-46).67  

 Pieboard’s “wits” are explicitly tied to playwrighting in Act III, when the 

constables who have arrested him for debt complain that scholars “publish our 

imperfections … upon scaffolds and stages,” and “you’ll rail against sergeants and stage 

them” (III.3.51). It is of course Middleton who is actually staging these buffoonish 

sergeants, but Pieboard embraces the role when he convinces his captors that the paper in 

his hand is the script of a masque (II.3.110). Pieboard, moreover, is stage-managing the 

action long before the third act. The comedy’s plot really begins when he tells his 

companion Peter Skirmish that the bereaved Widow Plus is an ideal mark for a con, and 

assures him that “Device well-managed may do good upon her” (I.2.105). Moreover, he 

66 See the entries for Thomas Middleton and George Peele in the ODNB. Although Pieboard will 
later claim to be “a scholar and a graduate,” it is left vague how this fits in with his expulsion, and 
he is quite capable of assuming any number of roles and supposed qualifications (I.2.59). 
67 ‘Sons, heirs, fools, gulls, and ladies’ eldest sons’ could be a dramatis personae for The Puritan 
Widow. 
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undertakes to “direct” his fellows—Skirmish, Corporal Oath, and Captain Idle—in their 

performance, and undertakes to himself “play the fortune teller” (I.2.89-90, II.2.286-288, 

III.5.64). The centerpiece of the con will be “a play,” complete with a Lear-esque 

“stomping stamping player that will raise a tempest with his tongue and a thunder at his 

heals” (III.5.74). In my analysis of the majority of the Puritan Widow, then, I will take 

Pieboard’s company as something like the satirical spokesmen for playwright and 

players. I will argue below, however, that Middleton is simultaneously laying the 

groundwork to overturn that perspective, and disassociate himself from Pieboard, in Act 

V. 

3.2.3 Prayerbook Puritans 

 If we read The Puritan Widow as a Ben Jonson-esque conformist city comedy, we 

should expect Middleton to introduce his title character with the unmistakable trappings 

of godly stage cant. Jonson’s Deacon Ananias’ first words are to identify himself as “a 

faithful brother.” Jonson’s Zeal-of-the-Land Busy invokes “carnal disease” and “a spice 

of idolatry” in his opening speech.68 Remarkably, Middleton does the opposite. The 

Widow Plus and her family open the play as they return from her deceased husband’s 

funeral. As the “Puritan Widow” laments her loss and her family attempts consolation, 

their language is saturated, not with ‘zealous’ cant, but with the Prayerbook. The Pluses’ 

Prayerbook language falls into two categories: the first is direct quotes from or riffs on 

68 Ben Jonson, The Alchemist, II.5.8; Bartholomew Fair, I.4.48-57.  
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the liturgy of the Burial service and Morning Prayer (probably the two services attended 

by the family in the past week). The second is the approving use of names and labels 

which the godly ministers had attempted to eliminate with the Millenary Petition, and the 

innocent application of Puritan, anti-popish slurs to their own immediate circle.  

 Sir Godfrey attempts to console the Widow by reminding her that death is 

common to all men: “Nay, did not the learned parson Master Pigman tell us even now 

that all flesh is frail, we are born to die, man has but a time—with suchlike deep and 

profound persuasions, as he is a rare fellow you know and an excellent reader.” (I.1.15-

19). Godfrey’s summary echoes readings from the funeral liturgy, such as “flesh and 

blood cannot inherit the kingdom of God” and “Man that is born of a woman hath but a 

short time to live.”69 The rest of the scene confirms this initial emphasis on ordinary 

forms of prayer. When Godfrey urges the Widow to quickly remarry, she vehemently 

disagrees but does it, like him, in the words of the Prayerbook: “Marry again? No, let me 

be buried quick then. / And that same part of choir whereon I tread / To such intent, O 

may it be my grave, / And that the priest may turn his wedding prayers, / E’en with a 

breath, to funeral dust and ashes” (I.1.80-84). Ashes to ashes, dust to dust—and one of 

the epistles for the burial service reads “that which thou sowest is not quickened except it 

die.” The Widow’s reference to the word “quick” reminds her vivacious daughter Moll of 

69 A service very much disliked and often altered by leading Puritans. See Collinson, Elizabethan 
Puritan Movement, 370-371, and Hooker, Laws, V.75. 
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the Apostle’s Creed, recited weekly at Morning Prayer: “Tut, women must live by th’ 

quick and not by th’ dead” (I.1.111). The callous heir Edmond is even more dismissively 

direct than Moll. Verbally equating the funeral service with another ceremony attacked 

by Puritans, the “churching” of women after childbirth, he scoffs: “Weep, quoth a? I 

protest I am glad he’s churched, for now he’s gone I shall spend in quiet” (I.1.48-49). 70 

While the younger generation—like Middleton—uses the Prayerbook language much less 

reverently than their elders (at least intend to) do, all of the Pluses fall into this discourse 

as a second nature. Middleton’s comic characters, whom he will proceed to bait and 

lampoon, seem to be run-of-the-mill Church of England Protestants. 

 Perhaps even more revealing is the family’s casual use of terms which identify 

them, not as the zealous targets of conformist drama, but as the conformist Protestants of 

godly polemic. Godfrey refers to their parson Master Pigman, not as a Puritan preacher 

like Jonson’s Zeal-of-the-Land Busy, but as an excellent “reader.” This was a Puritan 

term of contempt for conformist Church of England clergymen who emphasized reading 

the entire prayer service over the virtuosic, hour(s)-long sermons prized by the godly. 71 

70 See Hamilton’s note on this line in Middleton, 514. 
71 Marprelate contrasts the Prayerbook with preaching, sarcastically noting that “The D. cites 
these words out of the learned Discourse, God grant that instead of ordinary forms of prayer, we 
may have preaching in all places. And instead of ‘Amen,’ ‘God forbid, say I,’ quoth the Doctor, 
with another prayer to the contrary.” Marprelate later ascribes this error to the see of Canterbury 
itself, complaining that, while censoring a catechism, the Archbishop came upon a place in the 
book where “the means of salvation was attributed to the word preached, and what did he, think 
you? He blotted out the word (preached) and would not have that word printed, so ascribing the 
way to work men's salvation to the word read [my emphasis]. Thus they do to suppress the truth 
and to keep men in ignorance. John Cant. was the first father of this horrible error in our Church, 
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The sobriquet “Master Pigman” likewise recalls the scurrilous slurs of Martin Marprelate, 

who likewise favored animal epithets.72 Master Pigman the “reader” is also a “priest,” 

another Prayerbook term unpopular with the godly.73 In short, the play opens in the 

register of aggressive Puritan anticlericalism rather than conformist anti-Puritanism. In 

life and death, the Pluses are established Church people, and even their servant Nicholas 

St. Antlings will later be mocked as a “church-peeling” (I.3.49). This is not a sign, 

however, that The Puritan Widow miraculously fits into Heinemann’s thesis of a 

‘Parliamentary Puritan’ Middleton, single-mindedly dedicated to satirizing Prayerbook 

popery. The opening scene briefly invokes a ubiquitous trope of anti-Puritan writing, the 

avaricious hypocrite, which sets the following scenes off in a new direction.74  

for he has defended it in print, and now, as you have heard, accounts the contrary to be heresy.” 
See Black, 15, 31. The Millenary Petition of 1603 requested that ministers who “cannot preach” 
be removed from their parishes. J.R. Tanner, Constitutional Documents of the Reign of James I, 
AD 1603-1625, (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1960), 58. See also Chapter 1 of 
this dissertation. 
72 In Martin Marprelate’s first tract, The Epistle, Martin writes: “Is it any marvel that we have so 
many swine, dumb dogs, nonresidents with their journeymen the hedge priests, so many lewd 
livers, as thieves, murderers, adulterers, drunkards, cormorants, rascals, so many ignorant and 
atheistical dolts, so many covetous popish bishops in our ministry, and so many and so monstrous 
corruptions in our Church, and yet likely to have no redress. Seeing our impudent, shameless, and 
wainscot-faced bishops, like beasts, contrary to the knowledge of all men and against their own 
consciences dare, in the ears of her Majesty, affirm all to be well, where there is nothing but sores 
and blisters, yea, where the grief is even deadly at the heart.” The Epistle in Joseph Black ed, The 
Martin Marprelate Tracts, (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2008), 30. 
73 Marprelate alludes disparagingly to “your priestdoms” in The Epistle, 27. The Millenary 
Petition of 1603 had requested “That divers terms of priests and absolution and some other used, 
with the ring in marriage, and other such like in the book may be corrected.” Tanner, 
Constitutional Documents, 58. 
74 See Lake and Questier, Antichrist’s Lewd Hat, 540-550. 
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 After characterizing the Pluses by a sort of Prayerbook cant, Middleton turns his 

attack on more ‘godly’ patterns of speech. Stung by her son’s lack of feeling, the Widow 

labels him with Puritan-sounding phrases like “thou wicked Absalom” and “thou past-

grace thou.” How is it possible, she asks, that he fails to be grateful to “such an honest 

man,” “thy father that would deceive all the world to get riches for thee” and “so wisely 

did quite overthrow the right heir of those lands” which Edmond now inherits (I.1.37-47). 

If Master Pigman is not Jonson’s Busy or Ananias, the deceased father Plus seems to 

have been. Like them, he uses his piety as a cloak for systematic fraud, and the Widow is 

later forced to confirm Pieboard’s accusation that “he seemed all church, and his 

conscience was as hard as the pulpit” (II.1.190-217). Middleton continues to rely heavily 

on stage-Puritan cant in the satirical presentation of the extended Plus household in Act I, 

Scene 3. 

 Like the household’s deceased master, the Plus servants are “brought forth,” in 

Crashawe’s words, as “two hypocrites.” The play’s third scene begins with the stage 

direction “Enter at one door Corporal Oath, a vainglorious fellow, and at the other, three 

of the Widow Puritan’s servingmen, Nicholas St Antlings, Simon St Mary Overies, and 

Frailty, in black scurvy mourning coats and books at their girdles, as coming from 

church. They meet.” (I.3).75 Nicholas immediately accosts the corporal: “What, Corporal 

Oath? I am sorry we have met with you next our hearts. You are the man that we are 

75 While Hamilton identifies these “books” as Bibles, they could also be Prayerbooks. 
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forbidden to keep company withal. We must not swear, I can tell you, and you have the 

name for swearing” (I.1.1-4). Simon seconds him, “Ay, Corporal Oath, I would you 

would do so much as forsake us, sir. We cannot abide you, we must not be seen in your 

company” (I.3.5-7). On the one hand, Middleton is putting on full display the potential of 

the godly’s spiritual elitism for social and physical separatism. Puritans should never use 

profanity. The more intransigent will refuse “corporal oaths”—with the notable exception 

of the anti-Catholic Oath of Allegiance—and they will shun those who do.76 But the 

shunning here cannot be done quietly. In the manner of Pharisaical ‘loud greetings in the 

marketplace,’ the godly servants both call the Corporal’s name only to ask him to leave. 

Simon insists that they would hate to be seen in Oath’s company, but the hypocrisy is 

self-evident. Apparently, they would like to be seen snubbing him, but their role in 

actually separating from him will be entirely passive—I would you would forsake us.77 

76 Michael Questier suggests that the Oath of Allegiance was most enthusiastically enforced by 
earnestly Protestant magistrates such as Sir Edward Montagu of Boughton, whom James I 
described as smelling “a little of puritanism.” James insisted that the Puritans had no hesitancy 
with regards taking the Oath of Allegiance. On the contrary, “Puritanes doe not decline the Oath 
of Supremacie, but daily doe take it, neither euer refused it. And the same Supremacie is 
defended by Caluin himselfe, Instit. lib. 4. cap. 20.” See Questier, “Loyalty, religion and state 
power,” 324-325; ODNB entry for “Montagu, Edward, first Baron Montagu of Boughton 
(1562/3–1644),” 3; James I, A Premonition to All Most Mighty Monarches, Kings, and Free 
Princes, and States of Christendom, “A Catalogue of the Lies of Tortus, together with a Briefe 
Confutation of Them,” (London, 1616). 
77 Peter Lake writes: “The godly members of the national church, denied the existential release of 
… [a separatist] announcement of apartness, were forced to assert their separation from the 
delights, sins, and temptations of the world through processes of social shunning … which must 
surely have caused offense amongst the shunned. It is equally clear that Puritans were aware of a 
certain obligation to preserve, as far as godly principle would allow, social peace with their 
neighbors, just as they were aware of the dangers of spiritual pride and pharisaical zeal. Thus 
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Like Johnson’s Busy at the fair, they eagerly get close enough to profanity to 

ostentatiously denounce it. 

Oath obliges the spirit rather than the letter of their request by launching into a 

litany of jocular insults which now identify the Pluses as “puritans”: “Why, how now, we 

three, puritanical scrape-shoes, flesh o’ good Fridays, a hand” (I.3.10-11). When all three 

refuse to shake his hand, his tone becomes more aggrieved: “Why, Nicholas St Antlings, 

Simon St Mary Overies, …You half-christened catamites, you ungod-mothered varlets, 

does the first lesson teach you to be proud, and the second to be coxcombs, proud 

coxcombs, not once to do duty to a man of mark?” (I.3.13-18). Oath applies Crashawe’s 

strategy against separatists to Nicholas and Simon (who may or may not actually be 

mildly nonconformist) and labels their professed desire for distance as a heterodox pride, 

and their refusal of his handshake as vanity. For the Corporal, it is in fact this pride and 

lack of charity that defines the servants, and especially Nicholas, as “Puritans.” Oath’s 

friend and Nicholas’ kinsman, Captain Idle, has been jailed for highway robbery. If 

Nicholas were more than a “religious outside” and had “any grace in thee, thou wouldst 

visit him, relieve him, swear to get him out,” or perhaps even post the money for Idle’s 

bail (I.3.49-51). Simon cuts in that if the Captain “be one of the wicked, he shall perish,” 

and Nicholas agrees to visit the prison with the caveat that “I have nothing for him” 

William Bradshaw was at pains to enjoin his auditory to shun the sin not the sinner.” See 
“Defining Puritanism—again?”, 16. 



(I.3.57-60). A religious outside, a graceless inside: the definition of a hypocrite. This, 

then, is the context for Captain Idle’s claim that he’ll sooner expect “charity from the 

devil than good from a puritan” (I.3.57). 

But Oath’s suggestion that the servants are actually separatist radicals, in the 

sense of a formal ecclesial separation, fails to stick. He first accuses the servants (or at 

least their parents) of nonconformity regarding the traditional ceremonies surrounding 

baptism. This was the hot-button liturgical issue for late Elizabethan/early Jacobean 

Puritans, and omitting brief gestures like the sign of the cross was quite common.78 Oath 

may know that his suggestion that these Puritans lack half a baptism is as hyperbolic as 

his suggestion that their service to the Pluses is sexual. James I’s 1604 Canons had 

defended the retention of the ceremony by assuring the godly that “The Church 

of England … doth hold and teach still, That the Sign of the Cross used in Baptism, is no 

Part of the Substance of that Sacrament.” Water and Word baptize, and “the Sign of the 

Cross being afterwards used, doth neither add any thing to the Vertue or Perfection of 

Baptism, nor being omitted, doth detract any thing from the Effect and Substance of it.”79 

The omission of the cross at their baptism would have detracted nothing from their 

78 See, for instance, Will Coster, Baptism and Spiritual Kinship in Early Modern England, 
(Routledge, 2017), 69; McCullough, Sermons at Court: Politics and religion in Elizabethan and 
Jacobean preaching, (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 146; Collinson, 
Elizabethan Puritan Movement, 66; Crashawe, Meate for Men, ch. 8-9. 
79 1604 Canons, Of Divine Service, and Sacraments. https://www.anglican.net/doctrines/1604-
canon-law/ 
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membership in the English church. Finally, even the Corporal acknowledges that the 

church which the servants have come out of follows the established lectionary of a first 

and second reading. Like their old master, they are “all church” (the Church), but as 

“hard as the pulpit.” 

 There may be nothing very audacious about a playwright chastising the personal 

failings of servants. But Middleton ensures that his audience will not dismiss the 

Pieboard gang’s polemic as to limited to lowly laymen. Nicholas suggests that his fellows 

excuse his absence to Sir Godfrey (he apparently serves both sister and brother-in-law) 

by saying he has gone to a fast “with Master Fullbelly, the minister” (I.3.71). Simon 

agrees that this will be plausible to the family because Master Fullbelly “feeds the flock 

well, for he’s an excellent feeder,” and Frailty chimes that that he has “seen him eat up a 

whole pig and afterward fall to the pettitoes” (I.3.72-76). If Master Pigman is an excellent 

reader, Master Fullbelly is an ordained version of Jonson’s Busy, devouring pigs while 

edifying the congregation with his preaching about abstinence. The Plus family’s 

ministers, and by extension the Pluses themselves, are at once Prayerbook Protestants and 

(stage) Puritans.80 It is this group of “Prayer-book puritans”—Alec Ryrie’s description of 

80 Swapan Chakravorty argues that Pieboard’s assertion that Nicholas is “worth a hundred 
Brownists” (III.5.355) is evidence that the Plus household is in fact Brownist. But how can 
Nicholas be worth a hundred of himself? See Chakravorty, Society and Politics, 64. 
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the Jacobean pious mainstream, remember—which Middleton stages as the butt of the 

Pieboard gang’s raillery and abuse.81  

 The boldness of this move should not be missed. Peter Lake argues that Zeal-of-

the-land Busy, perhaps the most famous stage Puritan, is a composite of the respectable 

godly divine and the lay radical. He notes, however, that Jonson studiously sidesteps the 

daunting prospect of tackling the cultural capital and impressive erudition of the godly 

London clergy and their supporters by providing himself with a fallback: Busy is only a 

sententious layman.82 Middleton pushes beyond this point by explicitly associating his 

hypocrites—who “go by the clock of our conscience” and who “may lie with our 

neighbour’s wife” but “must not swear we did so” (III.1.18, I.3.65-66)—with their 

parishes and parish clergy.83 And while Middleton (barely) retains deniability by never 

bringing the parsons onstage, he seems intent on testing the censor’s boundaries—rather 

81 Alec Ryrie, Being Protestant in Reformation Britain, 8. 
82 Lake and Questier, Antichrist’s Lewd Hat, 607-608. 
83 It has often been noted that Nicholas and Simon’s names recall Nicholas Felton and William 
Symonds, the clergymen of St. Antholin’s and St. Saviour’s. Chakravorty writes that “Both 
Felton and Symonds appear to have been moderates, but it does not follow that Jacobeans 
associated them or their congregation with moderation.” Society and Politics, 63. But it seems 
simpler to surmise that if Felton and Symonds appear to be moderate members of their London 
ecclesial context, then it is fairly unlikely that their conventional neighbors would actually have 
viewed them as fringe radicals. Felton went on from his post at St. Antholins to become the 
master of a Cambridge college a bishop. Symonds, meanwhile, lauded James as “our most sacred 
Sovereigne … in whom is the spirit of his great Ancestor, Constantine the pacifier of the world, 
and planter of the Gospell in places most remote.” Constantine is the model constantly used 
throughout the official Books of Homilies to justify the royal supremacy over the church. See 
Avihu Zakai, Exile and Kingdom: History and Apocalypse in the Puritan Migration to America, 
(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1992), 105-106. 
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in the manner that Corporal Oath never quite uses language forbidden in the 1606 Act to 

Restrain Abuses but constantly draws attention to that fact.84 As Nicholas remarks, “our 

parson rails against players mightily, I can tell you, because they brought him drunk 

upo’th’ stage once, as he will be horribly drunk” (I.4.180-184). Middleton is operating on 

the principle of ‘tell, don’t show,’ probably in the interest of self-preservation, but we can 

use our imaginations.  

3.2.4 Profane Learning 

Similarly, Lake argues that Jonson’s method for sidestepping the impressive 

learning of zealous Calvinist clergy like William Perkins or Crashawe involves conflating 

the mainstream “godly” with an anarcho-Anabaptist suspicion of scholarship on the one 

hand, and esoteric eccentrics like Hugh Broughton on the other.85 Middleton is more 

courageous, taking head-on the clerical training grounds at Oxford and Cambridge. The 

quality of theological education offered by the two universities had transformed English 

pastoral training. One Restoration writer recalled that, whereas at Elizabeth’s coronation 

only the best educated (and paid) among priests could read Greek or even Latin, “in the 

long reign of Queen Elizabeth and King James, the Clergy of the Reformed Church of 

England grew the most learned of the world.”86 This growing literacy had its effect on the 

84 Pieboard’s comment that “he that has this place is as false a knave as our last church warden” is 
another example of the play’s anti-ecclesial bent (III.5.109-110). 
85 Lake and Questier, Antichrist’s Lewd Hat, 608. 
86 Quoted in Collinson, The Religion of Protestants, 95. For a useful summary of the shifts in 
university education from the Tudor to the early Stuart period, see Jefferson Looney, 
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laity as well. George Herbert’s pastoral manual The Country Parson encourages the 

priest not only to read patristic, scholastic, and humanist writers himself, but also to 

direct the daily spiritual reading of his flock.87 Almost the first thing we learn about the 

Widow is that she exemplifies this trend, and perhaps reads Latin as well as English. Sir 

Godfrey reminds her “Methinks you are well read sister, and know that death is as 

common as Homo a common name to all men” (I.1.13-14).  

 Middleton then expands his target from the Pluses’ immediate circle—the London 

“Prayer-book puritans”—to include to the entire clerical-educational establishment. 

Pieboard, we learned above, had been expelled from the university. But his jaundiced 

account of academic debate, so central to university life, seems to go deeper than 

personal resentment: 

I say an honest war is better than a bawdy peace as touching my profession. The 
multiplicity of scholars hatched and nourished in the idle calms of peace makes 
’em like fishes, one devour another. And the community of learning has so played 
upon affections, and thereby almost religion is come about to fantasy and 
discredited by being too much spoken of in so many and mean mouths.88 I myself, 
being a scholar and a graduate, have no other comfort by my learning but the 
affliction of my words, to know how scholar-like to name what I want, and can 
call myself a beggar both in Greek and Latin. (I.2.52-62). 
 

“Undergraduate education at early Stuart Cambridge,” History of Education 10.1 (1981), 9-19. 
Looney writes: “Lay and clerical students shared a common curriculum in logic, religion, Latin 
and Greek. While the clerical students moved on to acquire proficiency in Hebrew, the lay 
students continued to polish their fluency in Latin. And while the clerical students were moving 
beyond logic to ethics, physics and metaphysics, the lay students were breaking out of the 
scholastic tradition and studying history and geography,” 14. 
87 See Herbert’s The Country Parson, ch. 5, 14 in George Herbert: The Country Parson and the 
Temple (Paulist Press, 1981), 53-116. 
88 Of course, this is Crashawe’s complaint about the theater. 
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According to Pieboard, peacetime (and James always aimed to be Rex Pacificus) 

undermines the arts of peace.89 With no war weeding their ranks, too many men have the 

leisure to study. That surplus has both economic and moral consequences. Whereas the 

man who could describe himself in Greek would have received a deanery fifty years 

earlier, now he is qualified only for a life as a penniless hack writer. The more 

respectable ‘alt-ac’ career of running a parish school is apparently no more appealing—

Skirmish, Pieboard remarks, had long been as “lousy as a schoolmaster” (I.2.3). 

Competition among scholars becomes fierce. In order to distinguish themselves, they aim 

to discredit previous theories. Attacks on bad ideas can quickly become personal; tempers 

rise, harsh words are spoken, debate becomes polemic. Graduates mount the pulpit (at 

Paul’s cross, say) and appeal to the emotions of the citizenry, calling on them to join their 

party in the intelligentsia against the forces of Antichristian Babylon. Foolish citizens 

flock to these sermons, take notes on them, discuss them in their homes.90 The learned 

preachers, then, are to blame for profaning “religion and holy things” by communicating 

them to the rude multitude of their congregants. If these lines had been written in the 

89 A play on Albany’s lines in King Lear? — “If that the heavens do not their visible spirits / Send 
quickly down to tame these vile offenses, it will come, / Humanity must perforce prey on itself, / 
Like monsters of the deep” (IV.1.46-49). 
90 See Morrissey, Politics and Paul’s Cross, 39: “Those present at the sermon who were unable to 
acquire the preacher’s copy could make notes of their own, a practice that modern scholars now 
associate with ‘the godly’ but which was too common to be restricted to them. We have already 
encountered note-takers like the clothier Robert Saxby, or John Manningham of Middle Temple 
(whose rather ungodly diary includes scurrilous anecdotes as well as sermon notes). Henry Smith 
recommended the practice to his auditors as the method used by ‘some of the Universitie, which 
did never heare good sermon, but as soone as they were gone, they rehearsed it thus’.” 



 

150 
 

1620s in a more reverent play, it would be tempting to read Pieboard as a strong 

supporter of the Crown and the Directions for Preachers.91 As it is, they come across as a 

wickedly clever inversion of the godly distaste, supported by the Corporation of London, 

for the theaters’ bringing “religion … upon the stage.”92 In Pieboard’s view, the real 

profaners are the parsons like Pigman and Fullbelly who bring religion to the pulpits, and 

the universities which train them to do so. 

 It would be difficult to find a better example of Pieboard’s profaner than 

Crashawe, a quintessential university man who took a Cambridge BA in 1592, an MA in 

1595 and a BD in 1603, and who “prided himself on being an anti-Catholic 

controversialist.”93 He amassed a remarkable personal library which he shared with other 

divines, probably including the Irish archbishop James Ussher.94 But Middleton aims at 

91 Cf. Archbishop George Abbot’s letter to the preachers, informing them that the King was 
concerned about the “lightnes, affectednes, and unprofitablenesse” of predestinarian and political 
preaching, which by “soaring up in points of divinitie” went “too high for the capacities of the 
people”; likewise Donne’s sermon on the Directions: “But when men doe neither, neither Teach, 
nor Preach, but (as his Majestie observes the manner to bee) ‘To soare in poynts too deepe, To 
muster up their owne Reading, to display their owne wit, or Ignorance in medling with Civill 
matters,’ or (as his Majestie addes) ‘in rude and undecent reviling of persons’.” See Peter 
McCullough, Hugh Adlington, and Emma Rhatigan ed, The Oxford Handbook of the Early 
Modern Sermon, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2011), 557-561, and John Donne, A sermon 
on the booke of Iudges on the Directions for Preachers (1622), in Torrance Kirby ed., Sermons at 
Paul’s Cross, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2017), 456-484, at 478. 
92 Crashawe, Sermon, 170. See Morrissey, Politics and the Paul’s Cross Sermons, 82-85. 
93 Morrissey, Politics and the Paul’s Cross Sermons, 186. 
94 P. J. Wallis, “The Library of William Crashawe,” Transactions of the Cambridge 
Bibliographical Society, 2.3 (1956), 213-228.  
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an even loftier target by lampooning Crashawe’s hero William Perkins.95 Though Perkins 

has been described as the “prince of puritan theologians,” he was a conformist and 

perhaps the most famous English theologian of his day. Indeed, W.B. Patterson writes 

that he “was not so much an Elizabethan Puritan as he was an apologist, perhaps the chief 

apologist, for the Church of England as it emerged from the long English Reformation.”96 

His English works were translated into Latin, German, Dutch, French, Czech, and even 

Welsh, and received the homage from the titular Catholic bishop of Chalcedon that “[I 

have] not seene any book of like quality, published by a Protestant, to contain either more 

matter, or delivered in better method’.”97 Known as a drunken rake when he began 

university, Perkins experienced an evangelical conversion and became a leader in godly 

‘practical divinity’ focused on cultivating personal holiness. Not promising material from 

which to mold a stupid and hypocritical ‘stage Puritan,’ but Middleton has a go. Pieboard 

decides that the central prop of his conjuring plot must be Sir Godfrey’s heavy golden 

chain, which must be “lost” and then “found” again hanging from a rosemary bush 

(IV.2.351-352). As Donna Hamilton notes, Middleton is playing on Perkins’ popular 

discussion of predestination and salvation in The Golden Chain (1591), which included a 

95 Crashawe produced new editions three works by Perkins between 1605-1607. See ODNB entry 
for “William Crashaw,”   
96 Patterson, “William Perkins as Apologist for the Church of England, The Journal of 
Ecclesiastical History, 57.2 (2006), 252-269, at 252-253. 
97 See the ODNB entry for William Perkins and Anthony Milton, Catholic and Reformed: The 
Roman and Protestant Churches in English Protestant Thought, 1600–1640, (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2009), 148. 
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large diagram of the chain of salvation—from God’s gracious will to man’s personal 

transformation—hanging between heaven and earth.98 Pieboard reduces the hope for 

heaven of even the most eminent godly theologian to a profane salvation by hard cash, 

and Sir Godfrey declares that when his prodigal chain is returned, “forty fine angels 

[coins] shall appear to thee” (III.5.206-207). 

3.2.5 Patriarchs and Parents 

 Sir Godfrey’s chain may be a chain of office. Either way, his part in this anti-

clerical satire also brings into focus the play’s attitude towards the London “citizenry,” 

the well-to-do tradesmen and businessmen who formed the power-block of the London 

Corporation (as distinct from the court).99 The officers of the law have the names of 

scavenger birds (Puttock, Ravenshaw), and they are assisted by a Yoeman Dogson who 

recalls the better-known Dogberry. They are cowardly, greedy, and stupid—fitting dupes 

for Pieboard (III.2.25-104). The laughter of the audience is also frequently directed 

against the venality and gullibility of Sir Godfrey and the Widow Plus: when the Widow 

cries that her husband is irreplaceable because during his life “I had keys of all, received 

98 See Hamilton, Middleton, 511. For a picture and discussion of Perkins’ diagram and its 
relationship to a similar drawing by the Genevan theologian Theodore Beza, see Richard Muller, 
“Perkins' A Golden Chaine: Predestinarian System or Schematized Ordo salutis?” The Sixteenth 
Century Journal, 9.1 (1978), 68-81. In the dedication to the work, Perkins wrote that “I … desire 
among the rest to cast my myte into the treasurie of the Church of England.” A Golden Chaine, 
(London, 1591), “To the Christian Reader,” A2.   
99 One might contrast the portrait of Sir Godfrey and his associates with that of Simon Eyre in 
Thomas Dekker’s 1599 production of The Shoemaker’s Holiday, or of Touchstone and Golding in 
the 1605 comedy Eastward Ho! 
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all, had money in my purse, spent what I would” (I.1.88-90); when Godfrey declares of 

his lost golden chain that “I have oft told it over at my prayers, / Over and over, full three 

thousand links” (III.2.58-59); when the Widow accepts nearly without question 

Pieboard’s assertion that her husband is in Purgatory, a place which the entire Church of 

England vehemently insisted was a fabrication (II.1.150-170); when Godfrey, in quest of 

his chain, commissions and subsequently swallows Captain Idle’s absurd conjuring of the 

devil—“Gog de gog, hobgoblin, huncks, Hounslow, Hockley te Combe Park” 

(IV.2.126)—while fretting that Satan may “prove a knave and tear the hangings” 

(IV.2.40).100 Far from justifying this mockery by flattering London’s other main power 

base, however (in the manner of Jonson’s Bartholomew Fair), Middleton’s play is 

equally scathing toward the court.101  

Dangerously so, in fact. Act II opens with Frailty announcing to Moll Plus that 

“The knight, your suitor, Sir John Pennydub” has snuck into the house (II.1.19). Godfrey 

later describes him as “a huge wealthy farmer’s son, a fine young country knight” 

100 Perhaps a joking reference to Edgar’s deployment of Samuel Harsnett’s demonology in King 
Lear? Cf. lines like “Poor Turlygod,” “Pillicock sat on Pillocock Hill,” and “Five fiends have 
been in Poor Tom at once; of lust, Obidicut; Hobbididence, prince of dumbness; Mahu, of 
stealing; Modo, of murder; Flibertiggibbet, of mopping and mowing” (Lear, II.4.20, III.4.76, 
IV.1.60-63).
101 Jonson’s play begins with a prologue “To the King’s Majesty,” contrasting the king excellence
with the baseness of the Londoners (and especially the Puritans) he is about to see. Throughout
the play, the audience’s sympathy is squarely with the gentleman Winwife, whose attempts to
marry a rich heiress (Grace Wellborn) mirror those of Middleton’s three courting courtiers.
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(II.1.53-55). Sir John’s surname plainly alludes to the price he paid for his knighthood.102 

James had turned to selling knighthoods at low rates in order to raise fast cash, which 

drew a storm of derision and protest in popular literature.103 But the extent of public 

disapprobation did not make it safe to mock James quite so openly as a public theater. In 

1605 (only a year earlier), Ben Jonson and George Chapman had been jailed (and barely 

avoided having their noses and ears slit) for their part in staging Eastward Ho! The play 

included several satirical references to Scotsmen and featured Sir Petronel Flash, whom a 

Scottish gentleman calls “one of my thirty pound knights” and who purchased his 

knighthood for four pounds (IV.1.140-142).104 The boys’ company that had performed 

the piece, the Children of the Queen’s Revels, soon lost their royal patent (after further 

bad behavior).105  

 While Middleton wisely omits any references to Scotland, he does link Sir John to 

James within the geography of London. Crashawe, we saw above, had called on James to 

reform the lasciviousness harboring in the court, doubtless so repugnant to James’ own 

purity. Middleton adds no such careful disclaimer. When Moll greets Pennydub with only 

102 In case anyone has missed the joke, Pennydub later asks Moll: “What, do you think I was 
dubbed for nothing?” (IV.1.3-4). 
103 See Lawrence Stone, “The Inflation of Honours 1558-1641,” Past and Present 14 (1958), 45-
70, especially 49-51, and Albert H. Tricomi, Anticourt Drama in England, 27-33. 
104 See Ian Donaldson, Ben Jonson: A Life, (Oxford University Press, 2011), 206-214 for a 
helpful discussion of the audacity of Jonson’s involvement in this play. The “Gentleman” may 
well have been intended to represent James himself. See also Richard Dutton’s discussion of the 
episode in Mastering the Revels: The Regulation and Censorship of English Renaissance Drama, 
(University of Iowa Press, 1991), 171-179, especially 175. 
105 See Dutton, Mastering the Revels, 180. 
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a verbal welcome, he responds “Nay, you must stand me till I kiss you. ’Tis the fashion 

everywhere i’faith, and I came from court e’en now” (II.1.30-32) —“stand me,” of 

course, carrying its usual double meaning. The fashion for this kind of sexualized display 

of affection has spread from the court, where James himself was the trendsetter. In a 1610 

sermon before the king, Lancelot Andrewes reminded the congregation—in what Peter 

McCullough writes “is very likely an oblique criticism of the indiscreet 

physical affection shown between James and his male favourites”—that when monarchs 

are approached with “an undecent and over familiar touch, voyd of the reverence, that is 

due to them, lœditur pietas, duety taketh hurt, and wrong is offered to 

[God’s] Anointed.”106 This was courageous preaching; McCullough writes that 

“Andrewes was perhaps one of the few clergy who could venture such a caution; 

according to Thomas Fuller, his ‘gravity in a manner awing King James, who refrained 

from that mirth and liberty, in the presence of this Prelate, which otherwise he assumed to 

himself.’”107 

 Lest any in the audience miss Middleton’s own allusions to the sleazy, spendthrift 

frequenters of Whitehall, Sir Godfrey quickly introduces two more suitors for the Widow 

and her daughter Frank—“A rich knight o’th’ city, Sir Oliver Muckhill, no small fool I 

can tell you” and “a brisk courtier, Sir Andrew Tipstaff,” whose name suggests a royal 

106 McCullough, Lancelot Andrewes, 193 and fn. 23. 
107 Ibid., 193. 
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bailiff and his “staff,” again with multiple connotations (II.1.47-52).108 While Muckhill 

and Godfrey continue to disgrace the men of the city by exchanging money for Godfrey’s 

services as pander, Tipstaff woos Frank by promising that “I’ll maintain you gallantly. 

I’ll bring you to court, wean you among the fair society of ladies, poor kinswomen of 

mine, in cloth of silver” (II.1.122-125, IV.2.48-51). Middleton’s penniless ladies in silver 

cloth are the female equivalents of Jonson and Chapman’s ‘thirty pound knights’—it is 

the same reckless swipe at the improvident extravagance of James’ court. 

 The play’s savagery toward the paternalistic authority of church, city, and court 

finally crystallizes in an attitude toward actual fathers that seems suited only for the kind 

of young, city-wit audience which Gurr records at Paul’s. Immediately following the 

Prayerbook-inflected scene of mourning discussed above, the heir Edmond adopts a 

much earthier register: “So, a fair riddance. My father’s laid in dust. His coffin and he is 

like a whole meat pie, and the worms will cut him up shortly. Farewell, old Dad, 

farewell. I’ll be curbed in no more, I” (I.2.136-139). This cannot be dismissed as merely 

another satirical example of a Puritan lack of charity. The Widow has already made clear 

108 Black’s Law Dictionary (2nd edn.) identifies a tipstaff in English law as “an officer appointed 
by the marshal of the king’s bench to attend upon the judges with a kind of rod or staff tipped 
with silver, who take into their custody all prisoners, either committed or turned over by the 
judges at their chambers, etc.” The first recorded use of the word in the Oxford English 
Dictionary is a 1541-2 act of Parliament, which refers to “Anye of the Kinges…officers, 
that…shall strike any person…withe anye staffe commonye called a Tipp staffe.” The second 
recorded use is in Foxe’s Actes and Monuments (1570), refering to “The knight Marshall with all 
hys tippe staues” who brought the evangelical Robert Barnes to the stake on behalf of Henry VIII. 
See also Hamilton’s note in Middleton, 522, fn. 19. 
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that she does not consider Edmond among the godly by calling him a graceless Absolom. 

Moreover, Edmond’s attitude is shared among the courtiers, and among the ‘player’-

soldiers themselves. When Moll Plus, deceived by Pieboard’s prognostications, informs 

Sir John Pennydub that their marriage will prevent her father’s escape from Purgatory, 

Pennydub responds: “Is that any matter to us? How can he hinder our love? Why, let him 

be hanged now he’s dead. Well have I rid post day and night to bring you merry news of 

my father’s death…” (IV.1.16-19). The audience has no reason to regret the death of 

Moll’s father, but we know nothing against Pennydub’s. Yet his death is “merry news” 

because it enriches his son, and Moll responds accordingly, consigning her own father to 

his (well-deserved) purgation by agreeing to an immediate wedding. Finally, we should 

imagine the audience response to the following exchange. Captain Idle fears that he will 

not be able to play his part in the conjuring with a straight face, so Pieboard gives him a 

lesson in counterfeiting emotion: just “think upon some disaster, some sad misfortune, as 

the death of thy father i’the country.” To which Idle responds: “’Sfoot, that would be the 

more to drive me into such an ecstasy that I should ne’er lin [leave off] laughing” 

(III.5.90-94). A moment, no doubt, to ‘pause for laughter.’ 

 Any hopes we might have that all this anti-patriarchalism masks a revolutionary 

concern for an oppressed group—women, for instance—is quickly dashed. The audience 

is invited to laugh at virginity in the person of Frank, youthful sexuality in the person of 

Moll, and mature womanhood in the person of the Widow. We are told multiple times 

throughout the play that despite her desire to remain single and independent, the Widow 
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Plus must remarry, because Godfrey, Pieboard, Muckhill, an unnamed “honourable 

personage,” and finally the playwright himself want her to do so. Although Middleton 

bitingly satirizes the misogyny of the Jacobean marriage market in later plays such as A 

Chaste Maid in Cheapside and Women Beware Women, the Plus women are merely plot 

devices in a comedy that must end in marriage: “For what should we do with all our 

knights, I pray, but to marry rich widows, wealthy citizens’ widows, lusty fair-browed 

ladies?” (I.1.67-70). In fact, everything that goes wrong in the play is apparently the 

experienced, economically savvy Widow’s own fault, precisely because she has resisted 

marriage so long: “Upon whom can I justly cast this blot but upon your own forehead, 

that know not ink from milk. Such is the blind besotting in the state of an unheaded 

woman that’s a widow” (V.4.4-7).  

3.2.6 Patrons and Critics 

 The only person whom The Puritan Widow’s first four acts seems to 

wholeheartedly approve of is the anonymous Gentleman, who patronizes the Pieboard 

gang by ‘purchasing’ Pieboard’s supposed masque and shielding him from the 

persecution of the London authorities. This Gentleman’s position in society is left vague. 

He is attractive, suave, and appears to have the money to make his relationship with 

Pieboard plausible. He functions as a blank slate where every young gentleman in the 

audience could cast and applaud himself, and thus subtly commit himself to continued 

patronage of the boys of Paul’s. The Gentleman’s response to Pieboard—“Give me your 

paper, your device. I was never better pleased in all my life. Good wit, brave wit, finely 
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wrought. Come in, sir, and receive your money, sir” (III.4.85-88)—is all that the players 

could ask for. 

 The play, then, seems to confirm Pieboard’s early vow to “uphold it still that a 

charitable knave is better than a soothing puritan” (or priest, magistrate, knight, or parent) 

(I.3.131-132). Middleton lampoons both the conventional pieties of the Prayerbook and 

the more ‘zealous’ characteristics of Puritan speech. He mocks the scholarly pursuits of 

the universities, the mercantile values of the city fathers and the courtly manners of the 

palace. This is the “ungodly” play which Crashawe condemns, which brings all the 

sacred cows upon the stage and slays them with adolescent guffaws.109 The choirboys 

have misbehaved. Nor are preachers like Crashawe alone in this sort of complaint. 

Thomas Heywood’s Apology for Actors essentially grants this point to the theater’s 

opponents when it complains about the children’s repertory: 

Now to speak of some abuse lately crept into the quality, as an inveighing against 
the State, the Court, the Law, the Citty, and their gouernements, with the 
particularizing of priuate mens humors (yet aliue) Noble-men, & others: I know it 
distastes many; neither do I any way approue it, nor dare I by any Meanes excuse 
it. The liberty which some arrogate to themselues, commiting their bitternesse, 
and liberall inuectiues against all estates, to the mouthes of Children, supposing 
their iuniority to be a priuiledge for any rayling, be it neuer so violent, I could 
aduise all such to curbe and limit this presumed liberty within the bands of 
discretion and gouernment.110  

 

109 In contrast to Ben Jonson’s Bartholomew Fair, which flatters the court, and Eastward Ho!, 
which flatters the Corporation. Andrew Gurr writes: “The fashion for railing tried chiefly to 
appeal to the gallants and law students whose enthusiasm for railing in print was halted by the 
bishops and their book-burning in 1599.” See Playgoing in Shakespeare’s London, 160. 
110 Thomas Heywood, An Apology for Actors, (London, 1612), sig. G4r. 
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Tricomi argues that Heywood’s “description is specific enough to indicate that he is 

referring to the Children of the Revels, not Paul’s Boys,” and that the composition date of 

1608 proves this, since Paul’s had ceased performing after 1606.111 Perhaps so, but 

railing “against all estates” aptly describes The Puritan Widow, and Crashawe’s 

indictment had still been considered relevant when published in 1609.  

 How, then, does Middleton avoid trouble?112 Perhaps because Pieboard’s claim to 

“charity” is overturned in Act V, and shown to have the same actual Christian value as 

111 Ticomi, Anti-court drama, 47. Andrew Gurr writes as well that the boys of “Paul’s never went 
so far as the Blackfriars,” (the playhouse of the Children of the Revels). Playgoing in 
Shakespeare’s London, 160. Dutton refers to the Children of Paul’s as “always the junior partners 
among the boys companies” and dedicates most of his discussion of the censorship of the boy 
companies to Blackfriars. The Puritan Widow, however, does not seem to match Dutton’s 
description of stale “local gossip” in plays like Middleton’s earlier Michaelmas Term which 
Dutton blames for the company’s decline, but rather a more daring attempt to compete with their 
more successful rivals. Mastering the Revels, 181. 
112 The question of whether The Puritan Widow was a factor in the dissolution of the Paul’s Boys 
company shortly after its performance has not been resolved. Some scholars attribute their 
downfall to censorship, while others blame economic causes. See, for instance, Dutton, Mastering 
the Revels¸181; Ruge, “Preaching and Playing at Paul’s”; Centerwall, “A Greatly Exaggerated 
Demise”; Gair, The Children of Paul’s, ch. 6, quoted in Ruge. The one item of Heywood’s 
complaint that Middleton does not quite fall into here (as opposed to his later A Game of Chess, 
which was shuttered and Middleton probably imprisoned) is explicitly lampooning any one 
particular individual. Richard Dutton writes that “the whole system of a factional court, supported 
by a complex interweaving of patronage, conspired in most circumstances to ‘allow’ a wide range 
of comment on contemporary affairs, so long as this was properly licensed, suitably veiled and 
not slanted with offensive particularity at a powerful constituency.” See Mastering the Revels, 
178. But Middleton takes on every powerful constituency. Albert Tricomi speculates that the 
“government’s failure to exercise control over other topical satires by the Children of the Queen’s 
Revels [The Fawn, The Widow’s Tears, Monsieur D’Olive] must have fostered in those 
dramatists who had not been singed by Eastward Ho a sense of daring or exhilaration.” But 
Tricomi also argues that 1606 marked a turning point in the Jacobean regime’s relative leniency 
toward the London theatres, particularly any performance “given to social protest.” In 1608, 
James “went so far as to close for a time all of London’s theaters, reopening them only after 
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Godfrey’s declaration that, if Idle can use the devil to find his chain, “forty fine angels 

[coins] shall appear unto to thee” (III.5.206-207). Paul Yachnin speculates that the pious 

Middleton who composed the 1609 theological treatise The Two Gates of Salvation was 

subordinated to the commercial playwright Middleton who knew that he could sell 

iconoclasm.113 But that internal tension, I argue below, appears within The Puritan 

Widow itself, as Middleton quietly prepares the materials in Acts I-IV to restore the 

windows even as he breaks them. 

3.3 Marrying the Puritan Widow 

 The key to Middleton’s reworking of the city in his play’s later scenes is, once 

again, George Pieboard the “scholar”. Like Gosson, Stubbes, and especially Munday, 

Pieboard’s developing career reveals him to be not a spiritually earthy champion of the 

charity of the streets but a hack-for-hire who moves chameleonlike through a spectrum of 

religious identities. Pieboard transitions seamlessly from enlightened observer to 

Jonsonian Puritan, and then to a role strikingly similar to Samuel Harsnett’s pamphlet-

Jesuits. The effect of this arc is to increasingly theatricalize the “stage Puritan,” thus 

receiving a substantial bribe from the theaters … and only then by extracting a promise that no 
current events or living personages ever again be represented.” Anti-Court Drama, 45-47. 
113 Yachnin, “Shakespeare, Middleton, and the Puritans,” 772-773. Patrick Collinson observes the 
“profound cultural change in which protestantism was losing the popularity which it had enjoyed 
in the beginning as a movement of protest, a radical, irreverent cocking of a snook at the symbols 
of religious tradition and authority. Now the Bible and the psalms were no longer exciting 
novelties but symbols of order, discretion, age, and dominance in the local community.” Religion 
of Protestants, 238. 
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limiting the satire to individual hypocritical characters and delimiting it from the broader 

godly movement. Meanwhile, the transfer of the Busy/Ananias stereotype to a Jesuitical 

Other—an order that King James famously labeled “Puritan-Papists”—ultimately allows 

Middleton to pledge allegiance to a broad-tent Protestant society united by the exclusion 

of Catholics.114 

3.3.1 “Puritan” Pieboard 

 In setting themselves against all the authorities of mainstream society in order to 

rescue Captain Idle—who is actually guilty of a violent crime—the Pieboard gang are 

themselves behaving like sectarians who “go by the clock” of their own consciences. 

Pieboard alludes to this analogy when he remarks that the once-boisterous Skirmish has 

been “put to silence like a sectary” by the “hidden oppressions” of peacetime (I.2.4, 

25).115 Immediately after Simon declares that “All worldly clocks we know go false and 

are set by drunken sextons,” Oath and Skirmish stage the provocation for their counterfeit 

duel by quarreling over the Corporal’s insistence on answering the question “what’s 

o’clock?” with the idiosyncratic “past seventeen” (i.e., 5 p.m. in modern ‘military time’) 

(III.1.115-36).116 The Pluses’ witty servant Frailty observes of Captain Idle that “he looks 

114 See Hamilton, Middleton, 510. 
115 Cf. Yachnin, “Shakespeare, Middleton, and the Puritans,” 771, though our readings are 
different. 
116 The refusal to mark time in the traditional language of England was a Puritan hallmark, and is 
particularly evident in their opposition to “Christ-mass” along with the vast majority of the 
Church of England’s high feast days. See Carl P. E. Nothaft, “From Sukkot to Saturnalia: The 
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as fair to see to as one of us. I do not think but if you saw him once you’d take him to be 

a Christian” (IV.2.16-18).117 

 Pieboard, moreover, is given to his own version of Calvinistic cant, particularly 

when he is actively manipulating the other characters. Ostensibly, his main concern is to 

be a “charitable knave” and free Captain Idle, thus upholding the virtuous friendship of 

manly men noted by Yachnin. But his lack of and desire for money keep intervening. 

After Pieboard escapes through the accommodating Gentleman’s back door, Pieboard 

muses: “This gentleman I may well call a part / Of my salvation in these earthly evils, / 

For he has saved me from the hungry devils” (III.4.98-100). The crassness of this 

appropriation of spiritualized providentialist language becomes even clearer as Pieboard 

orchestrates his gang to help him seduce the wealthy Widow, remarking to the audience: 

“These empty creatures, / Soldier and corporal, were but ordained / As instruments for 

me to work upon” (III.1.64-66).118 In these respects, the Pieboard gang think, look, and 

talk like Puritans.  

 Finally, in order to insinuate himself into the Widow’s household, Pieboard takes 

up the role which his education has best fitted him for, that of the godly preacher. 

Attack on Christmas in Sixteenth-Century Chronological Scholarship,” Journal of the History of 
Ideas 72.4 (2011), 503-522.  
117 Much scholarship on “Puritan” identity emphasizes the importance their recognition of 
themselves and one another as godly. See, for instance, Peter Lake’s discussion of “self-
selecting” voluntary religion and in “Defining Puritanism—again?”, 13-16, quoted at 15. 
118 Emphasis added. 
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Pieboard’s message that the Widow must marry to free her husband from purgatory is 

inspired by “certain spiritual intelligence,” echoing the Puritan notion that the Word 

preached (the sermon) came almost directly from the Holy Spirit (II.1.153-154).119 He 

slips into the oratory of the pulpit effortlessly:  

I assure you that there is a purgatory in which place I know your husband to 
reside and wherein he is like to remain till the dissolution of the world, till the last 
general bonfire, when all the earth shall melt into nothing and the seas scald their 
finny labours. So long is his abidance … O do not load your conscience with 
untruths. / ’Tis but mere folly now to gild ’em o’er / That has passed but for 
copper. Praises here / Cannot unbind him there. Confess but truth. … The very 
dirt between his nails was ill-got, / And not his own. O, I groan to speak on’t. / 
The thought makes me shudder, shudder.       
       (III.2.159-199) 
 

The Widow, habituated to taking this style of speech as gospel truth, at once agrees to be 

guided by him. Her declaration that Pieboard spoke “prophetically … in all things” refers 

at once to his bogus fortune-telling and to the godly preaching exercise known as 

“prophesying” (III.2.17-35).120 By his counterfeiting, Pieboard intentionally and 

unintentionally transforms himself into a ‘stage Puritan.’ The inappropriateness of his 

subject matter (purgatory) paradoxically reinforces the polemical connection. The godly 

enthusiasm for ‘sermon-tasting’ raised anxieties that the charisma of celebrity preachers 

might carry their admirers ‘to and fro with every wind of doctrine.’ For instance, the 

119 Hooker attacked the “superstitious conceit” of those who thought that “God does concur in 
opinion with the preacher” in his Lawes of Ecclesiastical Polity, V.22. 
120 James had lifted Elizabeth’s ban on ‘prophesyings’ in 1604. See Peter McCullough, Sermons 
at Court, 126. For a discussion of the growth of this practice of round-robin preaching and 
critique, see Collinson, Religion of Protestants, 129-130. 
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vicar of Halstead William Glibery offended local Puritans by claiming that “if I were let 

alone with these same gadding heads that run about thus to sermons, I would … in a 

month bring them to what religion I list.” 121 

 It is predictable, then, that Pieboard’s “charity” turns out to be hypocrisy. Like 

Busy, Pieboard is the “sort” which attempt to “creep into houses, and lead captive simple 

women” with “a show of godliness.”122 This show destroys Pieboard’s community. In 

Sergeant Skirmish and Corporal Oath’s faux duel, Oath is actually wounded and 

Skirmish arrested for attempted murder. This suits Pieboard, because it allows him to 

again demonstrate his powers by saving the corporal from a supposedly fatal wound. But 

his illusory ministrations are at first unsuccessful, and Pieboard swears “’Sfoot, if he 

should prove dead indeed now, he were fully revenged upon me for making a property on 

him” (IV.2.311-313). While he is saved from responsibility for manslaughter by Oath’s 

subsequent revival, by Act V the sergeant and corporal have realized that they are merely 

discarded tools in Pieboard and Idle’s plan to enrich themselves. The gang had feared that 

the Puritan “fool” Nicholas, whom they had suborned into their con, would give them 

away to the authorities; in reality the gang (or sect) falls apart from within.123 Enraged by 

121 Collinson, Elizabethan Puritan Movement, 373. This was not, however, simply an anti-Puritan 
anxiety. Arnold Hunt records that many godly ministers who found themselves displaced by a 
rising star quickly soured on cross-parish “sermon-gadding” as well. Hunt, The Art of Hearing, 
192-203.  
122 2 Timothy 3:5-6 (Geneva Bible, 1599). Middleton relies on The Geneva Bible in his The Two 
Gates of Salvation. 
123 See The Puritan Widow III.5.149 and V.4.26-47. 
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the news that Pieboard and Idle will marry the Widow and Frank, Skirmish reveals to the 

Pluses’ courtly suitors that: “They have knavishly abused us, made only properties on’s 

to advance theirselves upon our shoulders, but they shall rue their abuses. This morning 

they are to be married” (V.3.6-10). Knaves, but hardly charitable ones. 

3.3.2 “Puritan-Papists” 

 In 1599, the Cambridge academic and Paul’s Cross preacher Samuel Harsnett had 

published a skeptical account of the Puritan exorcist John Darrell’s (apparently 

fraudulent) public exorcisms. At the request of the Privy Council, he turned his guns on 

the Jesuit missionary exorcist Fr. Edmunds in 1603. Harsnett lampoons Edmunds as a 

pedantically heretical sexual predator, who sought to draw women into his clutches by 

staging histrionic pageants of his ability to conjure, rather than exorcise, demons. 

Middleton follows a Harsnettian progression. The attributes of the stage Puritan—

hypocrisy, sensuality, self-love, nonconformist beliefs—have been slowly transferred to 

Pieboard and his followers.124 But the particular subject of his unorthodox preaching 

(purgatory) combines with his sect’s preoccupation with the devil to transforms the stage 

Puritan into the stage Jesuit.125  

124 Donna Hamilton notes ways that Middleton collapses Catholicism and Puritanism in his 
depiction of the Pluses, but Middleton here turns that strategy against the gang. See Hamilton, 
Middleton, 510. 
125 See, for instance, I.3.14 (quoted above), where Corporal Oath invokes the “de’il” in a casual 
oath, setting the stage for the gang’s use of “devil” as another category of cant in the play.  
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 Harsnett claimed that Edmunds and his fellow ‘miracle’ workers had been 

exposed to public derision by “theyr confession who were fellow actors in this impious 

dissimulation”: “Now by that time Sara, and her play-fellowes be come upon the stage, & 

haue told you, how they were burned, and handled likewise, I doubt not, but you will 

helpe their plaudite with an O to: O diabolicam fraudem! O fraudem diabolicam! O diros 

actores! O ineptos spectatores!”126  The theaters were often called ‘satanic synagogues’ 

by their opponents, and Crashawe’s sermon complains of church services being cut short 

to “make room and give time for the divel’s service” (plays).127 For both Puritan and 

conformist Protestants, however, ‘the Devil’s church’ ultimately applied to the ‘popish 

Anti-Christ’ Rome.128 Crashawe and Harsnett (a noted anti-Calvinist) agree that 

126 Emphasis added. See Harsnett, A declaration of egregious popish impostures to with-draw the 
hart of her Maijesties subjects from their allegeance, and from the truth of Christian Religion 
professed in England, under the pretence of casting out deuils, (London, 1603), “To the Seduced 
Cathliques of England”; 74-75. “Sara” is one of the teenagers exorcised and, according to 
Harsnett, sexually abused by the priests. Pieboard and Idle’s plot, initially intended to spring the 
Captain from prison, has also evolved toward a sexual end-goal with their plan to con the Widow 
and Frank into marrying them. John Cox has written of Harsnett’s apparent influence on The 
Puritan Widow and several other contemporary city comedies in The Devil and the Sacred in 
English Drama, 1350-1642, (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2000), 156. See also 
Chapter 2 of this dissertation. 
127 Crashawe, Sermon, 171. In his tract Plays Confuted in Five Actions, Stephen Gosson attacked 
“the pomp, the plays, the inventions of the devil,” and argued that for the players, performing “is 
by outward signs to show themselves otherwise than they are and so within the compass of a lie.” 
See Gosson, Playes confuted in fiue actions, (London, 1582), sig. E7v, E5r; Lake and Questier, 
Antichrist, 443-446. Richard Baxter later wrote that “the Devil hath apishly made these [theatres] 
his Churches, in competition with the Churches of Christ.” Quoted in Jeffrey Knapp, “Jonson, 
Shakespeare, and the Religion of Players,” Shakespeare Survey 54 (2001): 57-70, at 59. 
128 See Peter Lake, “Anti-Popery: The Construction of a Prejudice,” in Richard Cust and Anne 
Hughes ed., Conflict in Early Stuart England: Studies in Religion and Politics 1603-1642, (New 
York: Routledge, 1989), 72-106, at 72-73. 
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theatricality is a local spiritual manifestation of the foreign “Babylonian” Church. 

Pieboard continually associates playacting with witchcraft and devils. After his sermon to 

the Widow, he congratulates himself that “I play the fortune-teller as well as if I had had 

a witch to my grandam” (II.2.286-288). His preaching is more demonic than divine, as 

Crashawe would doubtless agree.129 When Pieboard hatches the plot with Skirmish to con 

the Plus family, he chooses the role of a “conjuror” for the soldier, and assures him that 

“I’ll instruct you and teach you to deceive all eyes but the devil’s.” According to 

Harsnett, this was the heart of the Jesuit mission: teaching gullible teenagers to playact 

demonic healing miracles.130 Like Sara, Skirmish at first willingly agrees. After Skirmish 

explains that “I would not deceive him [the devil] an I could choose of all others,” 

Pieboard promises that “I’ll perfect thee, Peter” (I.3.89-91, 113-115). This flippant 

allegiance to Satan transforms Pieboard’s cant use of the language of sanctification 

(becoming holy or ‘perfect’) into the Harsnettian idiom—Harsnett repeatedly mocks “the 

direful power of [the Jesuit’s] holy hellish mouth.”131  

129 Carlos Eire writes of “the widely held belief that witches worshipped the devil together in wild 
ceremonies called Sabbaths, which were an inversion of Christian ritual” in Reformations: The 
Early Modern World, 1450-1650, (Yale, 2017), 636.  
130 “Digitus Ignatii est hic: this was the finger of Ignatius deuil indeede, to teach a yong Popish 
Rakehell so cunningly to act & feigne the passions, and agonies of the deuil; that the whole 
companie of spectators shal by his false illusions be brought into such commiseration, and 
compassion, as they shal all weepe, crie, and exclaim, as loud as the counterfet deuil; and the end 
and plaudite of the act must be this: O Catholicam fidem!” Harsnett, A declaration of egregious 
popish impostures, 74.  
131 Harsnett, A declaration of egregious popish impostures, 67. 
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 Captain Idle also frequently invokes the devil, juxtaposing him with his Puritan 

kinsman Nicholas: “I’ll sooner expect … charity from the devil than good from a puritan. 

I’ll look for relief from him when Lucifer is restored to his blood and in heaven again” 

(I.4. 56-61). But Nicholas does agree to help Idle dupe Sir Godfrey—perhaps reclaiming 

some level of ‘charity’ for even the hypocritical Puritan, since Nicholas cannot hope to 

gain by the theft—so it follows that the plot must climax with a conjuring of a ‘flesh and 

blood’ devil. Again like Fr. Edmunds, who must interpret for the demons as he 

manipulates them, it is Pieboard who takes the devil’s lines: “Now I come. … Arch-

conjuror, what wouldst thou with me?” It is also Pieboard who ends the conjuring with 

“So, so, so, I’ll release thee. Enough, captain, enough” (IV.2.136-143). His and Idle’s 

laughter keep this language of ‘release’ from sounding overt or heavy handed—this is a 

comedy, not Faust, after all—but the connection between playacting, falseness, and 

devilish influence remains in the air. 

 It comes back to haunt Pieboard and Idle in Act V, when Skirmish denounces 

them to the courtiers: 

PIEBOARD  [aside] The sting of every evil is within me. 
NOBLEMAN  And that you may perceive I feign not with you, [Pointing to 
Skirmish] behold their fellow actor in those forgeries who, full of spleen and envy 
at their so sudden advancements, revealed all their plot in anger.  
         (V.4.42-46)132 

 

132 While “player” was the more commonly used word to describe stage actors, “actor” is first 
used to describe the profession in the 1560s; see the Oxford English Dictionary. Cf. Shakespeare, 
Richard II V.2.24: “After a well-graced actor leaves the stage.” 
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If Pieboard’s “have you never seen a stalking stamping player that will raise a tempest 

with his tongue and thunder with his heels?” may be read as another dig at Shakespeare 

(King Lear was on stage at the Globe in 1606), Middleton’s audience might here have 

been reminded of Edgar’s Harsnettian demonic interiority during that storm (III.5.74). 

Pieboard falls back into the Calvinist language of conscience, but this time it is genuine, 

with all laughter and irony wiped out. The evils are embodied, sting-tailed demons within 

and an O-ing audience without.  

 By the final scene of Act V, then, Middleton has thoroughly deconstructed 

Pieboard’s play (the main plot of Middleton’s own first four acts).133 It would be hard to 

find a more apt image for this deconstruction than Pieboard’s presentation of his 

“masque” to the Gentleman patron. Arrested for debt, Pieboard rummages in his pockets 

until he finds a “a paper”, and in his own words, “to blear their unlettered eyes, I told 

them there was a device for a masque drawn in’t, and that, but for their interception, I 

was going to a gentleman to receive my reward for’t.” The reward that he craves of that 

Gentleman is “but to uphold my device, which is to let one of your men to put me out at 

133 Middleton plays on the double meaning of “plot” in Women Beware Women, when the Duke is 
confused to see people (actually) dying in the masque-within-a-play contrary to the summary he 
has received. “Duke: Why sure this plot’s drawn false, here’s no such thing.  Livia: O, I am sick 
to th’ death” (V.2.130-131). The relationship between enacting Pieboard’s plot and playacting 
Middleton’s plot, essentially equivalence in the first four acts, begins to dissolve in Act V. 
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backdoor” (III.4.64-67, 73-75). In the end, Pieboard’s play is an empty piece of paper, 

and he and his schemes may be bundled out the back door by the true playwright.134  

3.3.3 Protestant Society 

 Middleton then rewrites the play’s earlier attacks on Puritans by collapsing his 

anti-godly satire into an attack on one individual character. Corporal Skirmish, who takes 

on a truth-telling role similar to that of Fabian at the end of Twelfth Night, reveals the 

thief of Godfrey’s chain: “Where’s ‘Truly la, indeed la’, he that will not swear but lie, he 

that will not steal but rob, pure Nicholas St Antlings.” Godfrey responds: “O villain, one 

of our society, / Deemed always holy, pure, religious, / A puritan a thief? When was’t 

ever heard? / Sooner we’ll kill a man than steal, thou know’st. / Out, slave, I’ll rend my 

lion from thy back / With mine own hands” (V.4.66-73). While Thomas Dekker notes 

“Indeede-la” as the mincing oath of a “Puritanicall citizen,” and “truly la” is also used by 

the Widow and by Simon, both the verbal tick and accompanying hypocrisy are here 

134 For this reason, I believe that critics who complain that Act V is crude, disappointing, or 
inconsistent because the Pieboard gang loses have based their conclusions on a superficial 
reading of the play. Theodore Leinwand regrets that “[a]lthough [Pieboard] has won our 
sympathy and sustained the intrigue when not one other character reveals even a jot of 
imagination, he is exposed and bested.” The City Staged: Jacobean Comedy, 1603-1613, 
(Madison, WI: University of Wisconsin Press, 1986), 199. Heinemann argues that the play is too 
“crude not only in feeling but in dramatic construction” to be by Middleton. Puritanism and 
Theatre, 285. Enno Ruge calls the ending “bad stagecraft” and one of several “striking 
incoherences,” and even suggests a second authorial hand for Act V. “Preaching and Playing at 
Paul’s,” 50. Swapan Chakravorty complains that “the moral endnote is a fake.” Society and 
Politics, 63. 
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recast as personal to “pure Nicholas St. Antlings.”135 Godfrey responds by essentially 

excommunicating Nicholas from the godly community, because to remain within it one 

must actually be “holy, pure, religious.” While the audience probably laughs at his naïve 

protestation that no one has ever heard of a Puritan thief (Nicholas is far from the only 

theatrical example), Godfrey seems to insist that this is an invention of (Pieboard’s) 

theater. He seeks to take the “stage” (greed, hypocrisy, histrionic pharisaism) out of 

“stage Puritan,” refusing to conform with Patrick Collinson’s thesis that the anti-Puritan 

dramas in some sense “created” Puritan identity. The real “we” know our identity, he 

seems to say, and it is straightforward: if we are going to offend, it will be by violently 

punishing your failures to achieve a perfect society. Godfrey is probably right about this; 

the Millenary Petition was only the most recent example of godly attempts to impose 

their values and manners by law, and they were not shy about owning that goal.136  

 Middleton proceeds to rapidly rehabilitate the rest of Protestant society in a 

speech by the “Nobleman” which is worth quoting in full:137 

135 “Indeed, la” is used five times in the play, always by Nicholas. “Truly, la” is also used five 
times, typically by the Widow but also by Nicholas and Simon. See Dekker, The Wonderfull 
Yeare, (London, 1603), “To the Reader”. 
136 The sabbatarian George Widley wrote that “All must be compelled unto true religion.” Quoted 
in Collinson, Religion of Protestants, 230. Collinson writes that “No puritan would be content 
with a toleration for himself.” Elizabethan Puritan Movement, 68. Cf. Shakespeare’s Measure for 
Measure, where Isabella and the Duke find Angelo’s discipline draconian, but only unjust 
because he fails to keep his own laws—Isabella: “O just but severe law!” (II.2.41). Duke: “were 
he meal’d with that / Which he corrects, then were he tyrannous; / But this being so, he's just” 
(IV.2.83-85). 
137 My reading here is essentially opposite to Yachnin’s, who sees this speech as “a brilliant satire 
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Nay, knight, dwell in patience. [To Widow] And now, widow, being so near the 
church, ’twere great pity, nay uncharity, to send you home again without a 
husband. [To Muckhill and Tipstaff] Draw nearer, you of true worship, state, and 
credit that should not stand so far off from a widow and suffer forged shapes to 
come between you. Not that in these I blemish the true title of a captain or blot the 
fair margent of a scholar, for I honour worthy and deserving parts in the one and 
cherish fruitful virtues in the other. [To Widow and Frank] Come, lady, and you, 
virgin, bestow your eyes and your purest affections upon men of estimation both 
in court and city, that hath long wooed you and both with their hearts and wealth 
sincerely love you.         
          (V.3.75-89) 

 
The Nobleman in this final scene has taken Pieboard’s role as stage manager. He begins 

by calming Godfrey’s punitive anger, and thus restoring the Puritan to peace with a 

society that is always a corpus permixtum. He then rehabilitates the word “pure” from 

derogatory epithets, as the “Puritan Widow” and her prim daughter become “lady” and 

“virgin” of “purest affections.” Those affections will find their fulfillment in the Plus 

family’s parish church (probably St. Antholin’s); to not enter in would be “uncharity.” As 

with Pieboard and Idle’s use of “charity,” the Nobleman deploys the weighty term 

humorously, but now as the provenance of the Protestant English church (even a ‘puritan’ 

one) rather than of the devil and his followers.  

of the stately language of aristocratic rule, which Middleton achieves not by parodic exaggeration 
but rather both by setting the full, noble sentences against the conversational ejaculations of the 
other characters (“’Sfoot,” Idle asks, “who has blabbed, George? That foolish Nicholas?” [PW, 
5.4.26–27]), and also by placing the courtier’s admonition in a context that reveals it as a form of 
currency in a populuxe system of exchange between monied upstarts (who need the “free 
word[s]” of the nobility) and poor noblemen (who need money).” “Reversal of Fortune,” 770. 
There are two problems here: First, Yachnin continues to see Pieboard and Idle’s speech as 
morally normative throughout the final scene. Second, the play gives us no indication that either 
Muckhill or Tipstaff are themselves poor, despite their penniless court relations; by Godfrey’s, 
the Nobleman’s and their own (albeit biased) accounts both are wealthy.  
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 The sincere love which ends the Nobleman’s speech is in direct contrast with the 

insincerity of the soldiers. The Nobleman deploys Gosson et al.’s polemical equation of 

playacting with fraud against Pieboard and Idle, whose “forged shapes” dissipate when 

compared to “true worship, state, and credit.” Moreover, while the nobleman ‘feigns not,’ 

the soldiers are ‘actors’ and thus lying forgers. They embody the kind of disloyal 

equivocation that Crashawe attributes to all English Catholics—their profession 

(Catholicism/devilry/playing) compels untruth. Middleton has made Crashawe’s 

rhetorical jump from the “Babylon” of Rome to the spiritual “Babylon” of the London 

theaters. In the Seuen Deadly Sinnes of London, also published in 1606, Thomas Dekker 

wrote that “Oathes are Crutches, upon which Lyes (like lame soldiers) go, & need no 

other pasport. Little oathes are able to beare up great Lyes: but great Lyes are able to 

beate downe great Families…” When Corporal Oath was actually lamed, however, the 

lies, which had been the gang’s passport to undermine the Plus family, collapsed under 

the weight of truth.138   

138 See Hadfield, Lying in Early Modern English Culture, 93-94, and Dekker, The Seuen Deadly 
Sinnes of London Drawne in Seuen Seuerall Coaches, Through the Seuen Seuerall Gates of the 
Citie Bringing the Plauge with them (London, 1606), sig. C4r. John Kerrigan writes: 
“Middleton’s comedy makes much of the oath-allergic piety of London citizens, who threaten to 
‘fall down in a swoon’ in the face of such profanities as Corporal Oath’s ‘by Vulcan’s leather 
codpiece point’ (1.3.35–9). The Corporal is the epitome of soldierly bad language, but his name is 
also a quibble on the ‘corporal oath’ sworn by the benighted on relics and crosses. As for 
Pieboard, he displays exactly the cupidity and hypocrisy of his kind when he discreetly swears 
‘By gold’.” See Shakespeare’s Binding Language, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2016), 23. 
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 By contrast, the Nobleman reaffirms the worthiness of university men and their 

debates while stripping the title of “scholar” from the expelled Pieboard.139 He reminds 

his hearers that the military’s reputation for masculine virtue and loyalty is deserved, but 

that the criminal Idle is no longer a true captain.140 By denying the two men any of the 

moral authority of their former professions, the Nobleman restores that authority to the 

“estimation” of both “court and city.” Godfrey affirms this by again urging the union, this 

time not because Muckhill is slipping him cash, but because “these are men of 

reputation” for whose sake his sister and niece “shall be welcome at court, a great credit 

for a citizen” (V.4.90-92). The play’s governing viewpoint has made an about-face—

mainstream opinion now far outweighs the railings of adolescent players.141  

 Even the play’s misogyny is muted. The gentlemen’s ‘wooing’ has been insistent 

and underhanded, but unlike in Shakespeare’s Measure for Measure, for instance, the 

marriages finally depend on the women’s consent. Both mother and daughter appear to be 

persuaded, for they give that consent in enthusiastic language: 

WIDOW  With all my soul. 

139 Hamilton notes that blotting the “fair margent” of the scholars punningly refers both to 
“reputation” and to the scholarly practice of annotating works with comments and critiques in the 
margins. Middleton, 542. 
140 Cf. Jonson’s Captain Face (The Alchemist) and Shakespeare’s Captain Pistol (Henry V), both 
of whom become con men and pimps. 
141 Theodore Leinwand disapprovingly remarks that the play’s ending is “fully complicitous with 
conservative and unimaginative ideology.” The City Staged, p. 120. Gurr writes that like 
Heywood, many audiences were losing their taste for this railing by the middle of the 17th 
century’s first decade, and notes that the Paul’s Boys were trying to attract some business from 
the citizenry to supplement sales to the Inns of Court men and thus made some concessions 
regarding their usual “anti-citizen burlesque.” Gurr, Playgoing, 164-168 
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FRANK   And I with all my heart. 
 

Finally, Middleton turns the tables on the play’s recurring joke about dying fathers by 

reminding his young audience that, like Pennydub, they will soon become establishment 

patriarchs themselves. He does this, brilliantly, by transforming each of the spectators 

into the deceased Master Plus: 

NOBLEMAN   Now, lady, 
 What honest spirit but will applaud your choice 
 And gladly furnish you with hand and voice, 
 A happy change which makes e’en heaven rejoice. 
 Come enter into your joys. You shall not want 
 For fathers now, I doubt it not, believe me, 
 But that you shall have hands enough to give ye. 
      (V.4.103-109) 
 

The audience may refuse to ‘give away’ the brides, and thus implicate themselves in this 

‘happy change’ which Middleton has wrought, but the playwright doubts they will.  

 Fittingly for a play performed in the cathedral precinct, The Puritan Widow ends 

with the various respectable factions within Protestant London reconciled at a parish 

church—in Crashawe’s words, their common “spiritual mother.”142 Middleton has found 

a way to have his play and preach it too. The comedy’s reputation for daring would draw 

the customers (even Crashawe knew about it), but the final movement would quiet any 

stings of conscience which the playwright might feel by a ‘heaven rejoicing’ conversion 

142 Cf. Walsh’s observation that “The Puritan Widow concludes with integration rather than 
exclusion of the Puritan figures. The Widow, Frank, and Moll have each married out of their sect, 
dispersing Puritans into society more generally.” Unsettled Toleration, 78. 
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of perspective. This brings us near Middleton’s posture in 1609, when he admiringly 

quotes a recent Paul’s Cross sermon by Joseph Hall in the introduction to his 

soteriological treatise The Two Gates of Salvation. Middleton welcomes Hall to the choir, 

so to speak, naming him one of “one of the most excellent singers in David’s temple.”143 

Hall embodied the drive for a broad Protestant consensus which we have already seen in 

Crashawe’s attempt to unite elements of ceremonial enthusiasm and godly zeal, and in 

Middleton’s move to restores “stage Puritans” to the respectable mainstream without 

overtly identifying himself as “godly.”144 Hall insistently propounded “a decisively 

inclusive … view of the Church of England’s hall of fame, listing [the moderate Puritan] 

Willet along with his bête noire Richard Hooker, as well as puritans such as Greenham 

and evangelical bishops such as the Abbots.”145 In the more polarized decades following 

143 Middleton, 685. 
144 Both Heinemann and her critics are wrong, in other words, to see Middleton as an 
“oppositional” figure. In another 1608 Paul’s Cross sermon, Joseph Hall claims that the word 
“Pharisee” derives from a word meaning “Separation.” He proceeds to equate the zealous-but-
hypocritical Pharisees with the contemporary Jesuits. Hall worries that the “poison” of the Jesuit 
controversialists is accessible to the unlearned—including “frail women”—in the bookstalls of 
the very churchyard where he preaches, and begs that the books may be censored and removed. 
Knowing that his audience will expect him to conclude his attack on Pharisaism with a reference 
to the Puritan “Separatists,” Hall continues:” If any man expect that my speech on this 
opportunity should descend to the discourse of our contradicted ceremonies, let him know, that I 
would rather mourn for this breach, than meddle with it. … If you ever therefore look to see the 
good days of the Gospel, the unhorseing and confusion of that strumpet of Rome, for God's sake, 
for the Church's sake, for our own soul's sake, let us all compose ourselves to peace and love: Oh 
pray for the peace of Jerusalem ; that peace may be within her walls, and prosperity within her 
palaces.” See Josiah Pratt ed., The Works of Joseph Hall, Vol. V, (London, 1808), 6-15. 
145 Anthony Milton, Catholic and Reformed, 535-540. Peter Lake writes that Joseph Hall’s “style 
of divinity was sufficiently ‘Puritan’ to allow Professor von Rohr to include him in his excellent 
study of Puritan covenant theology.” And yet Hall’s stance on atonement, perseverance and 
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King James’ death, Hall’s long career of consensus building would earn him the 

suspicion of both Archbishop Laud and Laud’s Puritan opponents. But Middleton’s 

argument in The Two Gates illustrates that nonpartisanship was possible in the years 

leading up to 1610: the playwright’s treatise embraces the same system of high-Calvinist 

double predestination diagrammed by William Perkins’ golden chain.146 

 

 

assurance, and sacramental grace seem “designed to render reformed orthodoxy as they 
understood it more compatible with the demands of an inclusive national church and to undercut 
the exclusivist rigidities of certain Puritan styles of divinity.” “Defining Puritanism—again?”, 25. 
It is striking that in Hall’s 1608 treatise Characters of Vertues and Vices, Hall begins the second 
part on Vices with “Hypocrisy,” “because both she cometh nearest to virtue, and is the worst of 
vices.” His hypocrite “is the worst kind of player, by so much as he acts the better part,” 
particularly in matters of “religion.” The hypocrite’s religion ostentatiously unites both “Puritan” 
sermon-based practices and formalistic ceremonies. Compare “At church he will ever sit where 
he may be seen best; and in the midst of the sermon pulls out his tables in haste, as if he feared to 
lose that note; when he writes, either his forgotten errand, or nothing: then he turns his Bible with 
a noise to seek an omitted quotation; and folds the leaf, as if he had found it; and asks aloud the 
name of the preacher, and repeats it; whom he publicly salutes, thanks praises, invites…” with 
“Walking early up into the city he turns into the great church, and salutes one of the pillars on one 
knee. …[F]lesh on a Friday is more abomination to him than his neighbour’s bed: he abhors 
more, not to uncover at the name of Jesus, than to swear by the name of God.” Joseph Hall, 
Characters of Vertues and Vices: In two Bookes, (London, 1608), in Philip Wynter ed., The 
Works of the Right Reverend Joseph Hall, vol. VI, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1863), 106-
107. 
146 Lori Anne Ferrell even includes an image from Perkins’ A Golden Chain to illustrate 
Middleton’s soteriology; see Middleton, 679. Middleton himself declares in a gloss on Isaiah 8:14 
that “Christ is a sanctuary to his elect, to the rest a stumbling stone” (700). On Judgement Day, 
Christ will reply to some who call on him (Matthew 7:22-23) “‘I never knew you’: this is not of 
ignorance, but because he will cast them away” (693). When the “shepherd divideth his sheep 
from the goats” (Matthew 25:32) Middleton labels it: “The Judgement Day, the elect and the 
reprobate” (703). When the condemned ask God “why hast thou made me thus?” (Romans 9:20), 
Middleton replies: “Predestination. This similitude [of the potter] aptly agreeth in the first 
creation of mankind” (713).  
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4. Donne in the Hague and the Hague at the Globe 

 

In May 1619, the eyes and ears of Londoners were fixed on news from abroad. 

With the German electors preparing to crown a new Holy Roman Emperor, and the 

Jesuit-educated Ferdinand of Austria the leading candidate, tensions between Catholic 

and Protestant states in continental Europe were at breaking point. Meanwhile, England’s 

closest Protestant ally in the hot-and-cold war against Habsburg dominance was busily 

engaged in internal discord. The political rivalry between the two leading statesmen of 

the Dutch States General, the Advocate of Holland Johan Van Oldenbarnavelt and the 

Prince of Orange Maurice of Nassau, had morphed into a religious civil war. Maurice 

supported the majority party in the Dutch Reformed Church, which espoused a high 

Calvinism similar to William Perkins’ predestinarian system.1 Oldenbarnavelt backed an 

emerging party among the clergy of two provinces, Holland and Utrecht, who challenged 

aspects of this Calvinist orthodoxy. Following the teachings of the Leiden professor 

Jacobus Arminius, these “Remonstrants”—so-called after their 1610 manifesto the 

“Remonstrance”—insisted “that divine sovereignty was yet compatible with a significant 

degree of free will in man; and that Christ died for all, and not only for the elect.”2 

1 See my discussion of Perkins’ Golden Chain in Chapter 3. 
2 Anthony Milton, The British Delegation at the Synod of Dort (1618-1619), (Woodbridge: 
Boydell Press, 2005), xvii. 
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Denunciations from dueling pulpits led to blows between parishioners and tensions 

between provinces.3 

 The court preacher John Donne anxiously referenced these divisions in a 

November 1617 sermon before James I at Whitehall, lamenting that the Dutch, with “the 

powerfullest enemy in Christendom” (the Habsburgs) looming over their heads, “bred a 

more dangerous enemy in their own bosoms, and bowels by tearing themselves in pieces 

with differences, in points of subdivided Religion, and impertinent scruples, unjustly 

call’d points of Religion, in which men leave Peace, and Unity, and Charity, the true 

ways of salvation”.4 And, he might have added, they leave the only way to maintain the 

uneasy balance of European power. The representatives of the States General proposed 

calling a national church council, or synod, to decide the dispute. Oldenbarnavelt refused, 

and instead raised a force of 4,000 men to defend Holland’s sovereign independence. 

Maurice reacted swiftly and forcefully, marching an army through Holland and Utrecht, 

replacing the provincial governments with men from his own party, and arresting 

Oldenbarnavelt on a charge of treason in August 1618. With Oldenbarnavelt’s political 

3 For a study of the developing crisis focused on the province of Utrecht, see Benjamin Kaplan, 
“The Remonstrant Controversy, 1610-1620,” in Calvinists and Libertines: Confession and 
Community in Utrecht 1578-1620, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1995), 229-260. 
4 See The Oxford Edition of the Sermons of John Donne, Volume I: Sermons Preached at the 
Jacobean Courts, 1615-1619, ed. Peter McCullough, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 
36. 
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party routed, the States General called a synod at the city of Dort to condemn the beliefs 

of the “Arminians” and reassert Calvinist orthodoxy. 

 Looking to reestablish a united international Calvinist front, the States General 

invited allied Reformed states to send embassies to the Synod of Dort, which was at once 

a church council and an international political summit. James I’s son-in-law, the Elector 

Frederick of the Palatinate, sent a delegation led by his own chaplain Abraham Scultetus. 

In consultation with the English ambassador in the Netherlands Sir Dudley Carleton, 

James selected Bishop George Carleton to lead the British delegation, giving him careful 

instructions to reaffirm foundational Reformed confessional documents such as the 39 

Articles and the Heidelberg Catechism. But he ordered the delegation to reject any new 

doctrinal formulations which might offend the Lutheran German and Scandinavian 

princes, who generally sided with their Calvinist neighbors against the Habsburgs but 

viewed their theology with suspicion.5 

 Meanwhile, James sought to mediate in the brewing conflict between the German 

state of Bohemia and its titular monarch and probable emperor Ferdinand. In May of 

1618, Protestant Bohemian nobleman had flung Ferdinand’s representatives out of the 

third-story window of the Bohemian Chancellery. In February 1619, as the theologians 

deliberated at Dort and Oldenbarnavelt’s treason trial got underway at the Dutch capital 

5 See Jay T. Collier, Debating Perseverance: The Augustinian Heritage in Post-Reformation 
England, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2018), 62. 
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city of the Hague, James appointed Viscount Doncaster as his ambassador to Ferdinand 

in an attempt to stave off open religious warfare in Europe. John Donne would 

accompany Doncaster as chaplain and unofficial secretary.  

 The Doncaster embassy finally set sail in May 1619 as the Synod of Dort met for 

its final sessions. Bishop George Carleton, the senior clergyman at the Synod, closed the 

proceedings with a speech to the States General declaring that truth had prevailed against 

domestic heretics and the plots of the foreign Catholic “Antichrist.”6 Oldenbarnavelt was 

sentenced to death and beheaded at the Hague on May 13. The Genevan delegate 

Giovanni Diodati joked that the Synod’s “Canons” [resolutions] had “shot off the 

Advocate’s head.”7 The following entry was added to the register of the States of 

Holland: 

Monday, 13th May 1619. To-day was executed with the sword here in the Hague, 
… Mr. John of Barneveld … with confiscation of his property, after he had served 
the State thirty-three years two months and five days since 8th March 1586.; a 
man of great activity, business, memory, and wisdom—yes, extraordinary in 
every respect. He that stands let him see that he does not fall, and may God be 
merciful to his soul. Amen.8 
 

Or, in the King James Version, “Wherefore let him that thinketh he standeth take heed 

lest he fall” (1 Cor. 10:12). This is one of the key Pauline texts on the subject of 

6 Milton, British Delegation, xlviii, lii. 
7 M. W. Dewar, “The British Delegation at the Synod of Dort—1618-1619,” Evangelical 
Quarterly, 46 (1974), 103-116, at 115.  
8 J.L., Motley, The Life and Death of John of Barneveld: Advocate of Holland. Vol. 2, (New 
York: Harper and Bros., 1874), 392. 
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“perseverance”—the doctrine that a Christian must persevere in faith, hope, and love 

until death to be assured of salvation. The doctrine of perseverance was one of the five 

points disputed at the Synod of Dort, and was one of the primary loci of debate between 

the British delegation and their continental colleagues. Because, as we will see, teaching 

on this doctrine was inseparably related to the issue of “assurance” of salvation—one of 

the most hotly disputed theological issues in early modern Christianity, on which the 

Catholic council of Trent condemned the teachings of both Lutherans and Calvinists—

debates over perseverance could swiftly take on international political significance, as 

infidelity to a theological formulation could be interpreted as a betrayal of the  

international Protestant/anti-Habsburg alliance.9 

In this chapter, I argue that the British delegation’s distinctive approach to the 

topic of perseverance provides necessary context for reading two public performances of 

London religio-political sentiment in 1619: a London minister’s sermons before the 

Elector Palatine in Heidelberg and the Lord of the States General at the Hague, and the 

dramatization of those same Lords and their recent actions at the Hague performed by the 

King’s Men on the London stage. These London-based performances in turn provide 

further evidence that the British delegation at Dort sat squarely in the mainstream of 

English political theology. Examining John Donne’s international sermons and John 

9 For the paired statements on assurance and perseverance, See The Council of Trent, “On 
Justification,” First Decree, Chapters XII-XIII (1547). Cf. Chapter 2 of this dissertation. 
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Fletcher and Philip Massinger’s collaborative The Tragedy of Sir John Van Olden 

Barnavelt, this chapter demonstrates that James I’s delegates at Dort, his European 

embassy’s preacher, and a London play performed to “great applause” present a unified 

public opinion. King, church, and people speak in harmony on the necessity of 

persevering in faith (within the established church), in fidelity to the God-ordained civil 

government, and in a loyalty to the international Protestant cause balanced by a ‘Britain 

first’ national exceptionalism. 

 I begin by examining the British delegation’s elder-brotherly attempts to nuance 

and even to correct their Dutch co-religionists’ controversial stance on the surety of 

perseverance in their Collegiat Suffrage, a working document prepared for the benefit of 

the Synod. While the delegates had often been presented in older work as far too 

idiosyncratically Calvinist be in the Church of England mainstream, recent 

historiography has taken up, as a live question, “how far were the British delegates truly 

representative of their church?”10 Building on this work, I argue that the Dort delegates 

spoke univocally with John Donne, a preacher who several leading scholars present as an 

Arminian by the late 1610s, on the key soteriological question of perseverance. By 

10 Quoted from Milton, British Delegation, xxi. See, for instance, Nicholas Tyacke, Anti-
Calvinists: The Rise of English Arminianism, C. 1590-1640, (Oxford: Oxford University Press), 
1987; Anthony Milton, Catholic and Reformed: The Roman and Protestant Churches in English 
Protestant Thought, 1600-1640 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1995); Peter White, 
Predestination, Policy, and Polemic: Conflict and Consensus in the English Church from the 
Reformation to the Civil War, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1992); Collier, Debating 
Perseverance: The Augustinian Heritage in Post-Reformation England, (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2018). 
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putting Donne’s sermon at the Hague in context of his other sermons after being 

appointed to the Doncaster embassy, I argue that shared language regarding perseverance 

allowed clergymen like John Donne to promote a distinctively English political theology 

which affirms its kinship with continental high Calvinism, but also incorporates the 

Remonstrants’ critiques of Calvinism’s excesses. I conclude by arguing that this was not 

simply the position of elite preachers, chosen as ambassadors to the Dutch simply 

because of their unique sympathy for the Reformed cause. On the contrary, Fletcher and 

Massinger’s well-received Tragedy shows the same nuanced perspective, providing a 

popular-level London affirmation of Donne’s international rhetoric. Focusing on the 

language of perseverance in ecclesial and political fidelity, then, allows us to appreciate 

the striking (if short-lived) unity between the popular theater, the crown, and the 

mainstream clergy in 1619 as England sought to navigate the beginnings of religio-

political war on the continent. 

4.1 The British Delegation’s Doctrine of Perseverance: 

 The British delegation at Dort consistently sought to affirm their alliance with the 

Calvinist churches, while at the same time seeking to enrich Calvinist thought by 

acknowledging the force of some Arminian arguments. In their 1610 “Remonstrance,” 

Arminius’ disciples had rejected the Calvinist view “[t]hat those who have received 

[God’s] irresistible grace can never totally and finally lose it, but are guided and 

preserved by the same grace to the end.” They argued that “[a]lthough grace is sufficient 

and abundant to preserve the faithful through all trials and temptations for life 
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everlasting, it has not yet been proved from the Scriptures that grace, once given, can 

never be lost.”11 Persevering to the end, in other words, while always a possibility for the 

Christian, was not a logical or scriptural necessity.  

 By the time of the Synod of Dort, the Remonstrant position had evolved to a 

definite assertion that people who stood could fall. The Remonstrant Confession of 1621, 

authored and signed by the leading Arminian pastors Episcopius and Wtenbogaert to 

protest the Synod, argued that there are two categories of true Christians—those who 

persevere to final glory, and those who fail the final test. Episcopius had attended the 

Synod as a delegate for the University of Leiden, but quickly found himself on trial for 

his views. He argued, in agreement with the Synod, that there were 

Those who either without any defection or interruption continually persevere to 
the end in that godly purpose and in holy works, or who have fallen again or even 
often departed, having once again lapsed or fallen, again are led to serious 
repentance and so being restored by the grace of God they finally persevere.12 
 

In a passage that makes explicit reference to 1 Corinthians 10, however, Episcopius also 

argued that there are some who “truly believe and repent,” and  

who remain constant for some time in the true faith and in a certain holy purpose 
and demonstrate for a while the truth of their faith by good and holy works, but 
finally, whether by the enticements of the world, the flesh or Satan, or conquered 
and broken by some violent tyranny, they defect and desert from the faith.13  
 

11 Phillip Schaff, The Creeds Of Christendom, Vol. I, (Christian Classics Ethereal Library, 1877) 
518-519. Schaff notes that the Remonstrants took this argument further after 1610, replacing “had 
not yet been proved” with cannot be proved from Scripture. 
12 The Arminian Confession of 1621, trans. Mark Ellis, (Wipf and Stock: 2005), 18.6. 
13 Ibid. 
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Those who persist in refusing to “be moved to some sad remorse or serious sorrow for 

their sins” often “turn to their own destruction.” Finally, their wicked acts are sometimes 

“followed by some exemplary and public punishment of these men in this life, occurring 

before the eyes of all.”14 This public punishment is a foretaste of God’s eternal 

punishment for those who fail to persevere. 

 The Synod, by contrast, insisted that “Of this preservation of the elect unto 

salvation, & perseverance of true beleevers in the faith, the faithfull themselves may be 

and are ascertained…” True believers surely attain everlasting life; only those who lacked 

genuine faith can fall away. The Synod condemned, moreover, the errors of those “That 

teach, that the regenerate, and true beleevers, not onely may totally, and finally fall from 

justifying faith, as also from grace, and salvation, but that frequently also they indeede 

doe fall from all these, and perish everlastinglie.”15 While this may strike the 

contemporary reader as much ado about very little, the Synod insisted that the 

Remonstrant error on perseverance “makes the very grace of justification, and 

regeneration, and Christ’s continuall custody voyde.” In the eyes of the majority at the 

Synod, the Remonstrants denied the very basis of the Christian gospel, the grace of 

salvation. 

14 The Arminian Confession of 1621, 20.3. 
15 Milton, British Delegation, 317, 319. 
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 The British delegates to the Synod signed these Canons, but opposed the strongly 

worded condemnation of the Remonstrant teaching on perseverance, which they 

considered erroneous but defensible from patristic tradition.16 The British delegates were 

all Calvinists themselves, but as Peter White notes, “orthodox Calvinism in 1619 was 

dynamic and variegated, encompassing a significant theological diversity.”17 Some high 

Calvinists at the Synod complained that the British delegates were “more than half 

Remonstrant” themselves, and their leader Franciscus Gomarus quoted the famous 

English Puritan William Perkins against Bp. George Carleton. The British were 

unimpressed, however, and Gomarus only demonstrated “how far English theology had 

moved” from the harsh predestinarianism of Perkins.18 The delegate and Dean of 

Worcester Joseph Hall followed John Donne in decrying the divisions within the Dutch 

church and blamed the Remonstrants for disturbing the peace, but called Arminius 

himself “acute and learned.”19  

 Hall and his fellows were aware that some high-ranking clergy in their own 

church, including the bishops John Overall and Lancelot Andrewes, had some sympathy 

with the Remonstrant position. The Cambridge delegate John Davenant had brought 

Overall’s book on the topic to the Synod, and the delegation insisted that “many learned 

16 Collier, Debating Perseverance, 84. 
17 Peter White, Predestination, Policy, and Polemic, 185. 
18 Peter White, Predestination, Policy, and Polemic, 201, 185. Cf. Anthony Milton, British 
Delegation, xxxii. 
19 Peter White, Predestination, Policy, and Polemic, 180.  
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and saintly men” believed in the possibility of the justified failing in perseverance.20 But 

their request to drop the condemnation was denied by the Synod president Johannes 

Bogerman. The British delegation sought instead to nuance their approval of the Synod’s 

proceedings by publishing their own working documents, the Collegiate Suffrage of the 

Divines of Great Britaine. 

 This Suffrage had been prepared in the leadup to the formulation of the Canons, 

as each delegation took turns giving their judgement of each of the five controverted 

points. As the representatives of the most powerful nation in the Reformed network, the 

British delegation always spoke first. They were careful, the delegate Walter 

Balcanquahall told Dudley Carleton, to “condemn no more but that which must be 

condemned” of the Remonstrant teachings, and also made a point “to condemn too some 

hard phrases of the Contra-Remonstrants [the most zealously anti-Arminian Dutch high 

Calvinists].”21 They took seriously, for instance, the Remonstrant concern that the 

Calvinist teaching on assured perseverance could lead to a false sense of security which 

might disincentivize actual perseverance in the faith.  

 This kind of security based on a sense that one was predestined to election, they 

argued, could be deadly: 

If any man therefore walke in a way contrarie to Gods ordinance, namely, that 
broad way of uncleannesse and impenitencie, (which leads directly down to hell) 
he can never come by this meanes to the kingdome of heaven. Yea and if death 

20 Milton, British Delegation, xxxii. 
21 Milton, British Delegation, 224. 
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shall overtake him, wandring in this by-path, hee cannot but fall into everlasting 
death. … They are deceived therefore that thinke the elect wallowing in such 
crimes, and so dying, must notwithstanding needs be saved through the force of 
election.22 
 

The justified sinner—the true Christian—who had fallen back into “uncleannesse” was 

under a sentence of “everlasting death” (a formulation which the rest of the Synod would 

not altogether assent to).23 If he were to die in these crimes, he must be damned. The 

British here openly rebuked some of the Contra-Remonstrants, who had argued that an 

elect believer could die immediately after committing adultery or murder and still be 

immediately welcomed into heaven.24  On the contrary, the British wrote: “Whilest they 

cleave to such sinnes, and sleepe securely therein, Gods fatherly anger ariseth against 

them. … [F]or the Crowne of life is not set upon the head of any but those, who have 

fought a good fight, and have finished their course in faith, and holinesse. He is therfore 

unfit to obtain this Crowne, whosoever a yet cleaves to the workes of wickednesse.”25 

This does sound more than half Remonstrant. But the key word here, which keeps the 

British in the Calvinist camp, is “fatherly.” God intends to bring this “unfit” sinner back. 

22 Milton, British Delegation, 274. 
23 Collier writes: “Following the same rationale expressed in the Collegiate Suffrage, [the British 
delegates] desired to add to the effects of heinous sins the contraction of damnable guilt and a 
lack of fitness for the kingdom of heaven until absolved by returning in faith and repentance. The 
Synod granted no change to deny fitness for heaven, but did qualify it [Article Five, V] as 
addressing enormous sins and added that offending believers ‘incur deadly guilt’ until they return 
in repentance.” Debating Perseverance, 82. 
24 Milton, Catholic and Reformed, 419. 
25 Milton, British Delegation, 273 
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 Even those who had fought long and run well could fall into serious temptation 

and sin. So the Collegiate Suffrage turns the emphasis away from (without denying) an 

assurance rooted in election, and toward the ordinary means of grace provided to the 

believer: 

By the decree of Election the faithful are so predestinated to the end, that they are 
(as along the Kings high way) to be led to this appointed end, through the meanes 
set down by God, otherwaies not to attaine the same. Nor are Gods decrees 
concerning the means, manner, and order of such events, lesse fixed and sure, 
then the decrees of the end and of the events themselves.26 

 
It was only God’s gracious decision to keep the sinner from dying in “such estate” of 

“impenitencie” that could ensure that the elect and justified sinner escaped final 

damnation. The believer, then, must make an “act of repentance” or else live under the 

“merit of damnation”.27 The “highway” to the “Kingdom of God” was the way of 

“repentance” and “absolution” leading to a renewed “faith” and “holinesse”.28 

 The British divines, then, ultimately affirmed the Calvinist teaching of the Synod, 

but issued elder brotherly correctives and even direct rebukes to the most radically 

predestinarian members of their allied delegations. When Gomarus invoked Perkins to 

claim that the British delegation’s nuanced reaction to the Arminians betrayed their 

doctrinal heritage, Carleton asked whether Gomarus was accusing them of “temerity or 

ignorance” in suggesting that their position “was not according to the judgement of the 

26 Milton, British Delegation, 274. 
27 Milton, British Delegation, 275. 
28 Milton, British Delegation, 274-276. 
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Church of England.” On the contrary, he assured the Synod, “they had said nothing in 

their judgement, which was not the judgement of their church.”29 Carleton insisted that 

the English church, and thus the English nation, believed both that true believers would 

ultimately persevere on the quest for the Kingdom of God, and that they could fall for a 

time into sins meriting damnation. The fact remains, however, that Lancelot Andrewes or 

John Overall might not have signed the Canons at all. This has led some scholars to argue 

that the British delegation represented just one faction within elite opinion that 

momentarily coincided with royal policy, not the majority theological and political stance 

among the English clergy and laity.  

 Reading the Collegiate Suffrage—originally a series of live lectures—in the 

context of two other public performances from 1619 works against this argument. John 

Donne’s diplomatic sermons at the courts of the England’s two key Calvinist allies, the 

Palatinate and the Dutch States General, and John Fletcher and Philip Massinger’s 

portrayal of Anglo-Dutch solidarity in The Tragedy of Sir John Van Olden Barnavelt at 

the Globe theater, give us snapshots of a mainstream popular opinion committed to the 

cause of pan-European Protestantism but confident in England’s exceptional wisdom and 

favored status in the eyes of God. As we will see in reading Donne’s sermons and the 

Tragedy, the British delegation at Dort distilled a distinctive but dominant brand of 

English theology on an international stage. And as Diodati’s grim joke about the 

29 See Milton, British Delegation, xxxii; White, Predestination, Policy, and Polemic, 185. 
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“Canons” illustrates, the British theology of perseverance had direct political 

applications. 

4.2 John Donne’s Sermons at Heidelberg and the Hague 

 John Donne had feet in many camps. His theological identity in the late 1610s and 

early 1620s has been a topic of a long-running scholarly debate.30 Donne was friendly 

with the ardently Calvinist Archbishop of Canterbury George Abbot and with the rather 

more irenically Calvinist Dort delegate Joseph Hall, but also expressed sentiments on 

predestinarian preaching that sound remarkably sympathetic to Remonstrant objections to 

Calvinism. In 1619 he split time as a preacher to the Puritan-leaning legal congregation at 

Lincoln’s Inn and as chaplain to the king. In 1622 was pressed into service at Paul’s 

Cross by James I to rebuke Puritan railing against the king’s pro-Spanish foreign policy, 

but in this sermon, titled The Directions for Preachers, Donne managed to speak for the 

30 For recent arguments for an “Arminian” Donne, see Peter McCullough’s commentary on 
Donne’s sermons in The Oxford Edition of the Sermons of John Donne, Volume I, and Achsah 
Guibbory’s articles “Donne’s Religion: Montagu, Arminianism and Donne’s Sermons, 1624-
1630,” English Literary Renaissance 31.3 (2001): 412-439, and “Reconsidering Donne: from 
Libertine Poetry to Arminian Sermons,” Studies in Philology 114.3 (2017), 561-590. Paul R. 
Sellin, on the other hand, sees Donne as a “Puritan” preacher in 1619. See So Doth, So is 
Religion: John Donne and Diplomatic Contexts in the Reformed Netherlands, 1619-1620, 
(University of Missouri Press, 1988), 175-177. Other scholars have drawn attention to Donne’s 
own dislike of such labels and his close friendships with churchmen across the theological 
spectrum. See, for instance, Daniel W. Doerksen, “Polemist or Pastor? Donne and Moderate 
Calvinist Conformity” and Jeanne Shami, “‘Speaking Openly and Speaking First’: John Donne, 
the Synod of Dort, and the Early Stuart Church,” in John Donne and the Protestant Reformation, 
Mary A. Papazian ed., (Detroit: Wayne State UP, 2003), 12-34, 35-65, and Katrin Ettenhuber, 
Donne’s Augustine: Renaissance Cultures of Interpretation, (Oxford, UK: Oxford University 
Pres, 2011). 



king to the people, while still giving public voice to the popular support for a pro-

continental Protestant international policy.  

The question of Donne’s theological affinities is a particularly pressing one for 

the period of his 1619 embassy. Did he confirm the temperately Calvinist teachings of his 

compatriots on doctrines like “the perseverance of the saints,” or lodge a dissenting 

opinion on behalf of men like Andrewes and Overall?  The preeminent Donne biographer 

of the 20th century, R.C. Bald, argued that the sermon which Donne had labeled as Two 

Sermons, to the Prince and Princess Palatine, the Lady Elizabeth at Heydelberg, when I 

was commanded by the King to wait upon my L. of Doncaster in his Embassage to 

Germany must have been misidentified, since it “contain[s] a direct confutation of 

Calvinistic doctrine, and it is incredible that Donne as an official member of an embassy 

would have been so tactless as to assail in this manner beliefs to which the Palatinate was 

still strongly sympathetic.”31 The fact that only one sermon follows this label also led 

George Simpson and Evelyn Potter to speculate that the sermon had been 

miscatalogued.32  

Paul Sellin, the leading historian of the Doncaster Embassy, also speculates about 

the text of Donne’s sermon labeled At the Haghe Decem. 19. 1619, guessing that the 

31 R. C. Bald, John Donne: A Life, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1970), 352. 
32 George R. Potter and Evelyn Simpson, The Sermons of John Donne, Volume I (Univ  of 
California Press, 1953), 37. Unless otherwise noted, all citations to the texts of Donne’s sermons 
are from Brigham Young University’s online version of the Simpson & Potter edition, and follow 
BYU’s practice of individually paginating each one. 
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version which Donne expanded in 1630 is likely more sensitive to the Arminian policies 

of Charles I and Archbishop Laud than his original sermon would have been.33 But 

reading these two sermons in context of each other, of Donne’s Whitehall and Lincoln’s 

Inn sermons preached both immediately before and after the embassy, and of the work of 

the British delegation at Dort, justifies a conservative editorial approach that accepts the 

texts of Donne’s two embassy sermons in light of their consistency with a broad swath of 

distinctively British but still Calvinist public opinion.34  

 The first and more convincing reason to doubt the text of the Heidelberg sermon, 

which Donne would have preached from the pulpit usually occupied by the high-

Calvinist Abraham Scultetus who had clashed with the British at Dort, is the strange label 

of “Two Sermons.”35 But this title is hypothetically explainable in context. The sermon’s 

sub-heading, the “First Sermon as we went out,” may imply that Donne preached a 

second sermon at the Palatinate court as the Doncaster embassy returned to London via 

Heidelberg late in 1619.36 If this is the case, the second sermon was not published with 

the first, and it has not been identified. Alternatively, the heading may mean that this was 

33 Paul R. Sellin, So Doth, So is Religion: John Donne and Diplomatic Contexts in the Reformed 
Netherlands, 1619-1620, (University of Missouri Press, 1988), 125. 
34 Sellin’s tendency to see Donne as a Puritan at this point errs in the opposite direction, I believe. 
35 See Anthony Milton, “A Distorting Mirror: The Hales And Balcanquahall Letters And The 
Synod Of Dordt.” in Aza Goudriaan and Fred van Lieburg, eds Revisiting the Synod of Dordt 
(1618-1619), (Brill, 2011), 135-162. 
36 Paul Sellin, So Doth, So is Religion, 3. 
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the first sermon Donne preached while on the embassy, but that this “first” sermon was in 

some way “two sermons.”  

 Donne was accustomed to preaching at both morning and evening prayer to his 

congregation at Lincoln’s Inn. His first published sermons delivered after his return from 

the continent, both preached at Lincoln’s Inn on January 30, 1619/20, treat a paired set of 

texts. The morning sermon examines John 5:22: “The Father judgeth no man, but hath 

committed all judgement to the Sonne.” The evening sermon seeks to reconcile this 

teaching with the Son’s words in John 8:15, “I judge no man.” This theme of 2-and-1 also 

appears in the text of the sermon Donne preached on December 19 at the Hague. In the 

heading for the sermon, Donne notes that “I preached upon this Text [Matthew 4:18-20. 

Since in my sicknesse at Abrey-hatche in Essex, 1630, revising my short notes of that 

Sermon, I digested them into these two.” Donne closes the first of “these two” with the 

words “And these are the pieces that constitute our first part”. He begins the second 

document by repeating the heading of the text from Matthew, and opens the body text 

with the words “We are now in our Order proposed at first, come to our second part”. We 

have, then, one “Sermon,” published in two distinct though related sections. 

 To return to the June 16 Heidelberg sermon or “two sermons.” The text of the 

sermon is a little over 10,000 words in print. By contrast, the regular court preacher 

Abraham Scultetus’ first sermon at Heidelberg before the Elector’s new bride the “Lady 

Elizabeth”, delivered six years earlier in June of 1613, came to a little over 5,000 words 
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in an English translation published that same year in London.37 If this was Scultetus’ 

standard length for a midsummer court sermon, Donne’s own June sermon would have 

been roughly twice as long as the average.38 It is possible, in other words, that Donne 

conceived of and perhaps delivered his Heidelberg sermon in two parts. Donne 

demonstrated that he was not over-scrupulous about reproducing the precise format of his 

preaching texts by “digesting” his single Hague sermon into a pair of sermons. He may 

have done the opposite here, and combined a thematically united pair of short sermons 

into a single document which roughly matched the length of Donne’s typical Whitehall 

court sermons. Alternatively, he may simply have rather sloppily described a single 

sermon which he had mentally organized in two blocks. Either way, there is enough of a 

pattern in the Lincoln’s Inn, Hague, and Heidelberg sermons to make a confident 

37 A sermon, preached before the two high borne and illustrious princes, Fredericke the 5. Prince 
Elector Palatine, Duke of Bauaria, &c. and the Princesse Lady Elizabeth, &c. Preached in the 
castle-chappell at Heidelberg the 8. of Iune 1613. being the next day after her Highnesse happy 
arriuall there: by that reuerend and iudicious diuine, Mr. Abraham Scultetus, his Highnesse 
chaplaine. Together with a short narration of the Prince Electors greatnes, his country, his 
receiuing of her Highnesse, accompanied with twe u [sic] other princes, thirty earles, besides an 
exceeding great number of barons and gentlemen, and eight daies entrtainement [sic]. Translated 
out of High Dutch by Ia Meddus D. and one of his Maiesties chaplaines. (London: 1613). 
38 This is admittedly speculative. Only a handful of Scultetus’ sermons were published in English. 
The other, titled “A Secular Sermon,” is about 10,000 words, but was preached on New Year’s 
Day, 1617, to celebrate the 100 years of Reformation from Martin Luther’s 1517 revolution up to 
the present day. A holiday sermon celebrating the centennial of Protestant preaching might be 
expected to be longer than sermons delivered on less grand occasions. 
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conclusion that the “Two Sermons” label has simply been affixed to the wrong text rash 

at best.39 

 Bald’s dismissal of the sermon on theological grounds similarly fails to take 

account of two distinct theological movements within the text which illustrate the Anglo-

Reformed approach to perseverance.40 Donne begins the Heidelberg sermon by proposing 

to treat Romans 13:11, “For now is our salvation nearer than when we believed,” 

according to three senses. The first is the actual “Advent” of Christ in the past, when he 

came to the Jews within the history of Israel. The remaining half of the sermon examines 

the second two senses in which salvation is “nearer,” both of which “are directed to all 

Christians, and not only to the new convertits of [Israel].” This second half pertains to the 

present and the future. Donne transitions from the historical Advent with these words: “In 

39 Hugh Adlington, who is editing this sermon for the Oxford Edition of the Sermons of John 
Donne, writes: “The volume opens with Donne’s 1619 address to the royal court at Heidelberg, 
delivered in his role as chaplain to the Doncaster embassy to Germany and the Low Countries. 
This oration qualifies as a Jacobean court sermon on the basis of the prominent presence in the 
congregation of Princess Elizabeth, daughter of James VI & I. Earlier scholarship has questioned 
the accuracy of the titling of the Heidelberg sermon, on the grounds that both the sermon’s 
scriptural text (Romans 13.11) and its discussion of predestination are inappropriate to its 
preaching occasion. However, my own research into the diplomatic contexts of Donne’s sermon 
(focusing in particular on the Palatine need for English military and financial support) leads me to 
defend the attribution found in the folio text of 1660/1. This attribution will, of course, be tested 
rigorously during the editorial process.” https://donnesermons.web.ox.ac.uk/volume-ii-sermons-
preached-jacobean-courts-1619-1625 
40 I agree with Sellin that Bald overstates Donne’s disagreements with international Calvinism. 
But I think Sellin swings too far in the opposite direction by arguing that Donne’s “Puritan” 
theology was essentially the same as that of William Perkins, and that Donne’s ecclesiology was 
entirely compatible with the non-episcopal ministries of continental Calvinism. See Sellin, So 
Doth, So is Religion, 175-177. 
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a second sence we took these words of Christs second Advent, or coming, his coming to 

our heart, in the working of his grace.”41 Donne treats the third sense in the last pages of 

his sermon as a simple outflowing of the second—the “working of his grace” in “our 

heart” throughout the course of our lives confirmed as “eternall salvation” after the 

Christian has persevered in “belief” until death.42 

 This division between Christ’s historical ministry to Israel and his ongoing 

ministry in the Christian church loosely structures a key theological shift that happens 

within the sermon. Bald overstated Donne’s rejection of Calvinist teaching in the sermon. 

In the first half of the sermon, Donne affirms Dort’s teaching that “perseverance is a fruit 

of election” (in other words, that Christians are predestined to persevere), teaching that 

“now the elect Children of God have by his powerful grace a present possession of 

glory.”43 As with Christ’s earthly life, death, and resurrection, Donne’s focus here is on 

what God has already willed and thus, in a sense, already accomplished. Donne likewise 

affirms Dort’s argument that Christians may have “assurance according to the measure of 

their faith” that they will persevere in grace unto eternal life, arguing that the faithful 

person may have “a fair and modest infallibility of salvation.”44 

41 Donne, Two Sermons, 11. 
42 Donne, Two Sermons, 12. 
43 Donne, Two Sermons, 2. 
44 Canons of Dort, Fifth Head of Doctrine, Article 9; Donne, Two Sermons, 3. 
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 Donne then quotes Calvin himself on the means by which salvation has been 

manifested to the world: 

That was true of the Jews, and will alwaies be true of the whole Church of God, 
which Calvin saies, … because the grace of God it self cannot be discerned by the 
eye, nor distinguished by the touch, … we could not assure our selves of the 
mercies of God, if we had not outward and sensible signs and seals of those 
mercies; and therefore God never left his Church without such external and 
visible means and seals of grace.45 

 
This language of “signs and seals” of grace which bolster our “assurance” of salvation is 

the classic Calvinist formulation of the way that sacraments and church worship 

experientially confirm the grace already given to the elect in their predestination. The 

Heidelberg Catechism, the Palatinate’s chief confessional document which had recently 

been officially endorsed at Dort,46 likewise defines the sacraments as “sacred signes and 

seales set before our eyes, and ordained of God, thereby to declare and seale up the 

promise of his Gospell unto us”.47 

 Alongside this classically Reformed—and the English Arminian-sympathizers 

would argue exceedingly low—view of the sacraments early in the Heidelberg sermon, 

Donne also affirms the sacramental view of preaching which Richard Hooker associated 

45 Donne, Two Sermons, 5. 
46 Anthony Milton, “A Missing Dimension of European Influence on English Protestantism: The 
Heidelberg Catechism and the Church of England, 1563–1663,” Reformation & Renaissance 
Review, 20.3, 235–248, at 241. 
47 A catechisme of Christian religion Allowed to be taught in the churches and schooles within the 
countie Palatine, (Printed by Humfrey Lownes, 1617). 
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with the Puritans:48 “For first there is verbum in carne, the word came in the flesh, in the 

Incarnation; and then there is caro in verbo, he that is made flesh comes in the word, that 

is, Christ comes in the preaching thereof”.49 Christ’s “real presence” in worship, then, 

comes not in the Eucharist but in the word preached. Far from Bald’s assertion that the 

Heidelberg sermon is a direct attack on Calvinist doctrine, Donne over and over echoes 

the language of Calvin and of the Reformed confessions defended by the Synod of Dort. 

 Like the Collegiate Suffrage, however, Donne’s sermon takes the form of a “Yes, 

but…”. After turning his attention to the Christian lives of his present audience at the 

Palatinate court, Donne directs them to think about their own deaths, and gently warns 

them against the presumption which the Remonstrants (and the British delegation) 

associated with some high Calvinist theologians: 

Salvation is Salvation perfected, consummated; Salvation which was brought neer 
[in] baptism, and neerer in outward holyness, must be brought neerer than that: 
And this prope, this neerness is, that now being neer death, you are neer the last 
seal of your perseverance; and so the credidistis, the believing amounts to this: 
though you have believed and liv’d accordingly, … with a belief in your root, in 
the heart, and a belief in the fruits, expressed in a good life too, yet there is a 
continuance and a perseverance that must crown all this; and because that cannot 
be discern’d till thine end, then only is it safely pronounced, Now is Salvation 
neerer you than when you believed.50 
 

Even a genuine, justifying faith does not remove the necessity of continual progress in 

Christian duty, all the way to the moment of one’s death. These duties, Donne has already 

48 Hooker, Laws of Ecclesiastical Polity, Book V, XXI-XXII. 
49 Donne, Two Sermons, 1-2. 
50 Donne, Two Sermons, 16-17. 
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explained, involve not only “the works of sanctification” within ourselves; we must also 

persevere in “our mutual duties of society towards our Equals and Inferiors, and of 

Subjection towards our Superiours,” and in “religion towards God”.51   

 “Religion,” as distinguished here from personal ethical behavior, refers to the 

doctrine and worship of the established church. There is a real kind of “a historical and a 

moral faith,” Donne argues, by which a “man may believe the Christian Religion, or the 

Reformed Religion for his ease, either because he cannot or will not debate controversies, 

and reconcile differences, or because he sees it best for order and quiet, and civil ends, 

which he hath in that state where he lives.”52 While his listeners should go further and 

seek “union with God,” “peace of conscience,” and “the undoubting trust and assurance 

of Salvation” by appropriating Christ to themselves, Donne insists that even a passive 

civic faith is “wrought” by God “from the beginning”.53 This loyalty to the state religion 

goes hand-in-hand with loyalty to one’s fellow citizens and rulers. And it is only by 

persevering in personal, ecclesial, and civil fidelity that we may obtain “fruition, 

possession of glory, in the Kingdome of Heaven”.54 

 This does not mean, however, that restoration is impossible if faith waivers or 

duty fails. Here, Donne takes a strikingly different approach to the sacraments, one that 

51 Donne, Two Sermons, 2. 
52 Donne, Two Sermons, 15. 
53 Donne, Two Sermons, 15. 
54 Donne, Two Sermons, 17. 
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would have pleased Lancelot Andrewes. The Collegiate Suffrage had taught that 

“repentance” and “absolution” was the highway to God’s Kingdom.55 Donne teaches that 

“God’s medicine” for sin “is purgative in confession, and restorative in absolution; 

corasive in the preaching of Judgments, and cordial in the balm of the sacrament: here is 

no limitation of time, at what time soever a sinner repenteth, nor limitation of sins, 

whatsoever is forgiven in earth is forgiven in heaven”.56 The sacraments always provide 

the way back into grace. For the Jews, blood sacrifice provided the ceremonial 

“expiations” for sins. Christians, likewise, have “the sacrifices of prayer, and of praise, 

and of Christ in the sacrament; for so it is the ordinary phrase and manner of speech in 

the Fathers, to call that a sacrifice”.57 Donne appeals to the Fathers here because he 

knows that talk of Eucharistic “sacrifice” is far less congenial to a continental Reformed 

auditory than his previous descriptions of Word, signs, and seals.  

 Nor does he stop here. Instead, he presses forward by firmly distinguishing 

English ecclesiology and sacramentalism from the presbyterian and memorialist models 

associated with Swiss Calvinism. We call the Eucharist a “sacrifice,” Donne insists, 

not only as it is a commemorative sacrifice, (for that is amongst our selves, and so 
every person in the congregation may sacrifice, that is, do that in remembrance of 
Christ,) but as it is a real sacrifice, in which the Priest doth that, which none but 
he does; that is, really to offer up Christ Jesus crucified to Almighty God for the 
sins of the people, so that that very body of Christ, which offered himself for a 
propitiatory sacrifice upon the cross, once for all, that body, and all that body 

55 See page 9. 
56 Donne, Two Sermons, 8. 
57 Donne, Two Sermons, 7. 
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suffered, is offered again, and presented to the Father, and the Father is intreated, 
that for the merits of that person, so entreated and offered unto him, and in 
contemplation thereof, he wll be merciful to that congregation, and applie those 
merits of his, to their particular souls.58 
 

Laymen may make a memorial sacrifice in their hearts, but only the “priest” may 

celebrate the sacraments of reconciliation. Donne would repeat this distinctively British 

formula in his December sermon at the Hague, affirming that “[t]here is but one faith in 

the remission of sins; that is true too, but one; But no man can absolve himselfe; There 

must be a Priest and a penitent.” Because the church has “priests”—a term which 

presbyterian Calvinists pointedly rejected—members of the congregation who fail to 

persevere can find forgiveness and restoration in confession, absolution, and 

Communion.59  

 This is not to deny the sermon’s earlier affirmations of predestinarian soteriology 

based on God’s invisible will. But in the Christian life, sinners need “sensible and visible 

means” to restore them on the road of perseverance.60 Nor does Donne believe that this 

implies a break between the Church of England and her continental allies, despite his 

willingness as an ambassador of Protestantism’s most powerful nation to give his 

Palatinate audience a taste of a now remarkably high version of English sacramentalism. 

58 Donne, Two Sermons, 7. 
59 Donne, At the Haghe Decemb. 19. 1619. I Preached upon this Text. Since in my sicnesse at 
Abrey-hatche in Essex, 1630, revising my short notes of that Sermon, I digested them into these 
two. Quoted hereafter as First Sermon at the Haghe, 12. 
60 Donne, Two Sermons, 8. 
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The “Princess Palatine” was James I’s daughter, after all. He reasserts a shared Reformed 

identity by pointedly denying the Catholic doctrine of transubstantiation, which 

according to Donne teaches that “bread is God,” and praises those “who undertook the 

reformation of Religion in our Fathers day” and asserted, contra “the Roman Church,” 

that Christians may have “assurance” of salvation.61  

But, he insists, assurance must not become the kind of security which excuses any 

infidelity. The first-generation Reformers who authored confessions like the 39 Articles 

and the Heidelberg Catechism defined “assurance thus, That when a man is sure that he 

believes aright, that he hath no scruples of God, no diffidence in God, and uses all 

endeavors to continue it, and to express it in his life, as long as he continues so, he is sure 

of Salvation; and farther they went not”. But, and here Donne apparently has certain 

Gomarist Contra-Remonstrants in mind, “then there arose men, who would reform the 

Reformers, and … would take away the condition, if you hold fast, if you express it; and 

so came up roundly and presently to that, If ever you did believe, if ever you had faith, 

you are safe for ever, and upon that assurance you may rest.”62 Assurance must flow 

from perseverance; it must never become arrogant presumption. The way that the 

Heidelberg sermon unites confessional Reformed doctrine with a this-life focused call to 

find assurance in the visible means of grace rather than in the secrets of predestination 

61 Donne, Two Sermons, 9. 
62 Donne, Two Sermons, 16. 
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is perfectly consistent with Donne’s preaching throughout this period— from his 

November 1617 sermon before King James, to his farewell sermon at Lincoln’s Inn 

immediately prior to the embassy, to his April 1626 sermon before Charles I in which 

Donne praised the “blessed sobriety” of “our Divines” at “the last forraine Synod.”63  

Donne’s willingness to speak this synthesis boldly on an international stage 

displays not, contra Bald, an unbelievable lack of tact, but the identical religio-political 

attitude exhibited by the British delegation at Dort. In a Latin sermon delivered at the 

opening of the Synod, for example, Donne’s friend Joseph Hall had warned the Lords of 

the States General and his fellow clerical delegates to prevent the laity from obsessing on 

the secret mind of God [arcanissima Dei concilia]. He complained that an excessive 

“libertas” in Dutch preaching had encouraged scholastic quibbling about predestination.64 

He argued that the Synod should favor neither those who seek to plumb these depths in 

favor of an over-cautious vindication of God’s justice which judges God’s “causam”  

according to earthly standards (the Remonstrants), nor those who react by ascribing to 

God a “prodigiosam justitiam” (the hyper-Calvinist Contra-Remonstrants).65 Rather, the 

63 For the 1617 sermon, see page 1. For Lincoln’s Inn, see A Sermon of Valediction at my going 
into Germany, at Lincolns-Inne, April 18. 1619. For the 1626 sermon, see Donne, Preached to the 
King in my Ordinary wayting at White-hall, 18. Aprill 1626., 10. For an excellent discussion of 
this last sermon, see Jeanne Shami, “Speaking Openly and Speaking First”: John Donne, the 
Synod of Dort, and the Early Stuart Church,” in Mary A. Papazianne ed., John Donne and the 
Protestant Reformation: New Perspectives, (Wayne State University Press, 2003), 35-65. 
64 Concio, Coram Synodo Dordrechtana, Anno Domini, 1618, Praedicata, A Jos. Hall, D.D. 
Archipresb. Vigorn., in The works of the Right Reverend Joseph Hall, Vol. X (Oxford: University 
Press; 1863), 253-261, at 258-259. 
65 Hall, Concio, 257. 
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Synod should take James I’s advice and reaffirm its commitment to the Reformed 

confessional documents [“Ecclesiarum confessioni”] which had for years been the 

doctrinal standard for their various national churches.66 As for the salvation of 

individuals, Hall argued, it is enough, “O homo,” if you are what God wishes you to be, 

and seek no further into God’s purposes for you than he has openly revealed.67 If the 

States General and the Synod would follow this advice, he concluded, the result would be 

“vobis salutem, gloriam Ecclesiae, Reipub[licae] pacem.”68 Personal salvation, the glory 

of the church, and the peace of the state—the tripartite reward for Christian perseverance. 

 Donne echoed these themes when he stood before the Lords of the States General 

himself on December 19, 1619. As he had occupied the pulpit of Abraham Scultetus at 

the Palatine court, he likely now stood in the pulpit of the Hague’s “Court Chapel,” the 

Hofkapel. Johannes Wytenbogaert, Arminius’ successor as the Remonstrant leader, had 

preached in this pulpit until the defeat of Oldenbarnavelt’s party the previous summer, 

and Oldenbarnavelt himself was buried in a Hofkapel vault.69 Perhaps with this in mind, 

Donne warns his auditory of the schismatic upheavals which can follow a “perverse and 

sinister affection to the particular preacher”:70 

66 Hall, Concio, 260. 
67 Hall, Concio, 257. 
68 Hall, Concio, 261. 
69 For a compelling argument on the location of Donne’s sermon, see Sellin, So Doth, So Is 
Religion, 109-113. 
70 Donne, Second Sermon at the Haghe, 10. 
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Take heed of accompanying the beginners of Heresies and Schismes; … [T]o 
follow Christ doctrinally, is to embrace those Doctrins, in which his Church hath 
walked from the beginning, and not to vexe thy selfe with new points, not 
necessary to salvation. That is the right way, and then thou art well entred; but 
that is not all; thou must walke in the right way to the end, that is, to the end of 
thy life. So that to professe the whole Gospel, and nothing but Gospel for Gospel, 
and professe this to thy death, for no respect, no dependance upon any great 
person, to slacken in any fundamentall point of thy Religion, nor to bee shaken 
with hopes or fears in thine age, when thou wouldst faine live at ease, and 
therefore thinkest it necessary to do, as thy supporters doe; To persevere to the 
end in the whole Gospel, this is to follow Christ in Doctrinall things.71 
 

Perseverance means to shun “innovation,” no matter how illustrious its supporters are. It 

means to walk in the doctrines of your fathers all the way to your death. “God loves not 

innovations,” Donne warns his congregation. “Old doctrines, old disciplines, old words 

and formes of speech in his service, God loves best.”72 

 These old doctrines, disciplines, and liturgies are the ones which connect the 

English and the Dutch as Reformed peoples. God sends out his faithful preachers, whom 

Donne christens “Sea-men” in a reference both to the fishermen apostles and probably to 

his own voyage, to gather in all “Nations” into one “houshold of the faithfull”.73 This 

household is at once spiritual and political, since “God loves; that a naturall, a secular, a 

71 Donne, Second Sermon at the Haghe, 13. 
72 Donne, Second Sermon at the Haghe, 19.  
73 Cf. the close of Donne’s Sermon of Valediction to his congregation at Lincoln’s Inn shortly 
before taking ship: “Christ Jesus remember us all in his Kingdome, to which, though we must sail 
through a sea, it is the sea of his blood, where no soul suffers ship wrack; thou we must be blown 
with strange winds, with sighs and groans for our sins, yet it is the Spirit of God that blows all 
this win, and shall blow away all contrary winds of diffidence or distrust in Gods mercy; where 
we shall be all Souldiers of one Army, the Lord of Hostes” (15). 
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civill fraternity, and a spirituall fraternity should be joyned together.”74 As Hall argued, 

these multi-strand religio-political ties are necessary for the personal, ecclesial, and civic 

peace. “God saw a better likelihood of avoyding Schisme and dissention,” Donne 

continues, “when those whom hee called to a new spirituall brotherhood in one Religion, 

were naturall brothers too, and tied in civill bands, as well as spirituall.”75 This is the 

brotherhood shared internally and internationally by the Reformed British, Dutch, and 

Palatine states. 

 Donne then returns to the fragility of this brotherly state, echoing the Collegiate 

Suffrage and the Heidelberg sermon’s affirmation of assurance paired with the necessity 

of avoiding false security. We find this assurance, not in tortured speculation, but plainly 

in the words of Scripture. The Bible, in the hands of a faithful preacher, should enact “a 

fast union, and inseparable alliance of thy soule to God, and to the fellowship of his 

Saints, as they were intended for thee, that is, if thou beest content to rest in those places, 

which are cleare, and evident in things necessary.” But if the preacher indulges himself 

and those of his audience who “are weary of hearing any other thing, then Election and 

74 Donne, First Sermon at the Haghe, 12. Fascinatingly, Donne then issues a parenthetical caveat, 
insisting that he is “not medling nor disputing the proceedings of States, who, in some cases, go 
by other rules than private men do” (13). If this parenthetical was included in the original sermon, 
Donne may be acknowledging that the Doncaster Embassy has been treating with the Habsburg 
Ferdinand. As he references marriage alliances, he may also be avoiding the implication that he is 
criticizing James’ diplomatic interest in marrying the future Charles I to the Spanish Infanta. 
Alternatively, Donne may have inserted this parenthetical in 1630 when he was preparing the 
sermon for publication to avoid criticizing Charles’ actual marriage to the Catholic French 
princess Henrietta Maria.   
75 Donne, Second Sermon at the Haghe, 13.  
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Reprobation,” Scripture will become only a source of “anxiety”—and by implication, our 

“alliance” with God and one another will be strained.76 To avoid this, the preacher must 

exhort his audience to a faithful life. Donne assures the Dutch lords that the rotations of 

the sun and moon are “not so certain” as God’s promise that if we “serve him” we “shall 

have eternall life.”  He again alludes to the trans-oceanic bonds which unite the British 

and Dutch, reminding them of the thoroughly Dortian doctrine that “our comfort” is “that 

God that sets us to Sea, will prosper our voyage.” But only God sees the end of that 

voyage: “Every man is that he is; but onely God is sure that he shall be so still.” So we 

must faithfully persevere in the duties of the Christian, because “he that grows not in 

Religion, withers.”77 

 “He that stands let him see that he does not fall.” As we have seen, this warning, 

pronounced by the Dutch lords in the Hofkapel audience upon Oldenbarnavelt’s 

execution, runs throughout Donne and Hall’s sermons. Oldenbarnavelt himself hovers 

just under the surface. He emerges in Hall’s use of praeteritio to reference the wicked 

arts of certain politicians [“malis quorundam politicorum artibus”], and in Donne’s 

warning against doctrinal “dependance upon any great person.”78 Oldenbarnavelt’s 

failure to persevere is the hamartia that drives Fletcher and Massinger’s otherwise rather 

clunky Tragedy, which played in London while Donne traveled the continent. 

76 Donne, Second Sermon at the Haghe, 22. 
77 Donne, Second Sermon at the Hague, 5. 
78 Donne, Second Sermon at the Hague, 13; Hall, Concio, 259. 
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4.3 The Tragedy of Sir John Van Oldenbarnavelt  

 In his first sermon preached on returning to London, Donne reminded his 

congregation at Lincoln’s Inn that God doesn’t divide the world into “shires or 

parishes”—his jurisdiction is the world. Since the nations are united under God, “things 

done in one County may be tried in another; and … in offences of high nature, 

transmarine offences may be inquir’d and tried here.”79 The popular London dramatists 

John Fletcher and Philip Massinger’s play tries (a biased version of) the transmarine 

offences of Oldenbarnavelt at the Globe, the Southwark stage that could become any 

place in the world. Theologically and politically sensitive as it was, the play faced 

significant censorship from the Master of the Revels and a temporary stay on 

performance by the Bishop of London (a post that had been held previously by Fletcher’s 

own father). But in mid-August the King’s Men “fownd the meanes to goe through with 

the play of Barnavelt, and it hath had many spectators and receaved applause.”80 These 

ordinary citizens witnessed a dramatization of the same political theology promoted by 

Donne and the Dort delegation, and their applause demonstrates the extent to which those 

international formulations enjoyed domestic approval. 

79 Donne, Morning of January 30, 1619/20, 5-6. 
80 See T. H. Howard-Hill, “Buc and the Censorship of Sir John Van Olden Barnavelt in 1619,” 
The Review of English Studies, 39.153 (1988), 39-63; Martin Garrett, “Massinger, Phillip,” 
ODNB, 3. 
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 The play opens with a lord of the States General, Modesbargen, striving to calm 

Oldenbarnavelt’s jealous anger against Maurice, Prince of Orange. Oldenbarnavelt 

believes that Maurice has maneuvered to usurp his preeminence in the esteem of the 

Dutch people, and threatens drastic action to regain it. Modesbargen knows that such an 

uncharacteristic attempt at self-aggrandizement, especially if it disturbs the peace, will be 

counter-productive, and begs Oldenbarnavelt to stay the course: “I love you as a frend: 

and as a Wiseman / have ever honord you: be as you were then / and I am still the same” 

(I.1.56-59).81 Be wise, honorable, and worthy of our love, he continues, not “distemperd” 

or swayed by “passion,” as Oldenbarnavelt has become: “But now I find you are lesse 

then a man, / lesse than a common man; and end that race / you have so long run 

strongly, like a child”82 (I.1.63-65). Modesbargen echoes another key passage from St. 

Paul on perseverance: “I have fought a good fight, I have finished my course, I have kept 

the faith” (2 Timothy 4:7).83 The civic loyalty of the soldier, the personal endurance of 

the spiritual athlete, and the doctrinal fidelity of the obedient churchman—

Oldenbarnavelt will fail in all three. 

81 The Tragedy of Sir John Van Oldenbarnavelt, ed T. H. Howard-Hill, Malone Society, (London, 
1980). 
82 I have modernized u/v and expanded abbreviations. 
83 King James Version. In his first published Whitehall sermon after the embassy, Donne 
similarly warns against securely expecting “to triumph if we had overcome the heat and 
intemperance of youth.” Old soldiers must finish what they have begun: “[W]e must fight it out to 
our lives end. And then we have the reward of this lesson, and of this law limited, nemo 
coronatur, no man is crowned except he fight according to this law, that is, he persever to the 
end.” Donne, Sermon Preached at Whitehall, March 3, 1619/1620, 13. 
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Modesbargen fears that the change in Oldenbarnavelt’s character presages some 

“alteration in the state” (I.1.84). That alteration will involve doctrinal faith, as 

Oldenbarnavelt leads the lords in his faction into religious schism. Oldenbarnavelt meets 

with a group of Arminian leaders and pledges his political support for their teachings: 

“The states are sitting: all that I can doe / ile say in litle: and in me, theis Lords / promise 

as much. I am of your belief / in every point you hold touching religion, / and openly I 

will profes myself / of the Arminian sect” (I.2.231-237). Contra the recent fashion of 

reading the play as secretly pro-Arminian, Fletcher and Massinger’s description of 

Arminianism as a “sect” in the mouth of one if its own supporters leaves no doubt of the 

play’s stance towards the movement.84 These “sectaries” are theological and social 

heretics who break apart Donne’s “houshold of the faithfull.”  

But Fletcher and Massinger’s condemnation of the Arminians is nuanced. The 

playwrights emphasize that Oldenbarnavelt’s conversion to Arminian doctrine is 

motivated by political calculation (Hall’s “malibus artibus”), not by a response to 

Arminian preaching. Modesbargen reacts to Oldenbarnavelt’s pledge to the Remonstrant 

leaders with a warning: “let me tell you; where Religion / is made a cloke to o r bad 

purposes / they seldom have success” (I.2.269-271). Maurice of Orange makes the same 

point, accusing Oldenbarnavelt of using religion as a “Bellowes” to “fright the union of 

84 See Kimberley Hackett, “The English Reception of Oldenbarnavelt”, Brian Walsh’s conclusion 
to Unsettled Toleration, and to some extent Ivo Kamps, Historiography and Ideology in Stuart 
Drama, (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1996). 
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the State, to shake it” (I.3.525-526). Oldenbarnavelt admits as much to Modesbargen, but 

dismisses his objections as “too holly”. Since “we live not now with Saincts, but wicked 

men”, the ends will justify the means (I.2.269-270). 

 Oldenbarnavelt’s “bellowes” to achieve these political ends include 

commissioning “fire-brands” like the fictitious Arminian preacher “Holderus” to stir up 

trouble among the people (III.1.1010). But it is important that respected Arminian 

preachers such as Wtenbogaert are never attacked directly in the play. In fact, 

Wtenbogaert’s one line, expressing his naive conviction that Oldenbarnavelt’s conversion 

is sincere, was reassigned to an Utrecht politician for performance to satisfy the censor 

(I.2.245-246).85 Like Donne and Hall’s condemnation of the unseemly Dutch libertas 

prophetandi, Fletcher and Massinger lampoon Holderus’ practice of shaping his message 

to the curious tastes of his lay audience in Act II, Scene 2. But in line with the British 

delegation’s reluctance to issue personal condemnations of the faith of individual 

Remonstrant clergymen summoned to the Synod, the playwrights condemn the practice 

without bringing actual Arminian clerics on the stage. Instead, they stage a foolish 

nonconformist teacher overtly modeled on the London radical “stage puritan,” preaching 

85 Howard-Hill refers to the name “Holderus” as “a stroke of irony on Fletcher's part since 
Holderus was the name of the 'Minister of the Word of God' who wrote the very objectionable 
‘Castigations’ in the margin of Barnavels Apologie (1618), a pamphlet drawn on by the 
playwright.” The irony does not seem to fit Holderus’ function in the play, however, and I think 
this is probably a misidentification. “Holderus the Arian,” as Richard Bancroft called him in his 
famous 1588 Paul’s Cross Sermon against Martin Marprelate, was an anti-Calvinist Lutheran 
divine named Wilhelm Holder who died in 1609. English Calvinists accused the German 
Lutherans of sharing some Arminian errors. See “Buc and the Censorship of Barnavelt,” 59. 
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strange doctrines and pursuing rich women in the manner of Middleton’s Pieboard.86 

Holderus bears as much actual resemblance to a respected conformist English 

“Arminian” such as Lancelot Andrewes as Zeal-of-the-Land Busy does to William 

Crashawe or William Perkins.87 When Holderus flees the city of Utrecht at the first 

approach of Maurice of Orange’s troops, a pious Englishwoman visiting the city 

underscores the point with the ironic observation that “theis fellows have strong faithes, 

and notable valors” (II.4.8.942). Personal weakness, civic disloyalty, and doctrinal 

infidelity go hand in hand. 

 Fletcher and Massinger contrast Oldenbarnavelt’s twilight weakening with the 

perseverance of Maurice of Orange.88 Crediting “the grace of heaven” which has guided 

him through his life and lent him “industrie and strength,” Maurice looks forward to the 

day when he finishes his course and “shall sitte down, though old and bruizd, yet happy” 

(I.3.351-55). In distinction to Oldenbarnavelt’s puerile desire for fame, Maurice shrugs 

86 The censor followed the usual royal policy and struck out any references to actual Dutch 
clergymen. “Preacher” has even been revised to “teacher” and “pulpit” to “meeting” in the final 
version of the text (see Act II, Scene 2). For a discussion of the London stage puritan, see Chapter 
3 of this dissertation. Margot Heinemann’s grouping of this play, along with Middleton’s corpus, 
as pro-Puritan anti-court drama fails for the same reasons discussed in Chapter 3. See Margot 
Heinemann, Puritanism and Theatre: Thomas Middleton and Opposition Drama under the Early 
Stuarts, (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1980), 136, 203-5. 
87 See Chapter 3 of this dissertation. 
88 Not, though, with the “election” of Maurice of Orange, contra John Curran’s schematic reading 
of the play, modeled on Perkins’ Golden Chaine, which sees Maurice as predestined to salvation 
and Oldenbarnavelt as irredeemably reprobate. Both Maurice and Oldenbarnavelt have lived long 
lives of service to God and country, but only one perseveres to the end. See Curran, “‘You are 
yourself’: Calvinist Dramaturgy and its Discontents in The Tragedy of Sir John Van Olden 
Barnavelt,” Exemplaria, 16.1 (2013), 235-265. 



off censure and insists that popular libels cannot “make me forsake my dutie; touch, or 

shake me, / or gaine somuch upon me, as an anger, / whilst here I hold me loyall” 

(I.2.358-62). His personal endurance and political loyalty are matched by doctrinal 

fidelity. When one of Maurice’s allies, an English captain serving the States General, 

complains to him that Oldenbarnavelt’s faction have set up new “teachers, masters, 

Princes, / allmost new gods too, founders of new faithes,” Orange urges them to stand 

firm in their own commitment to “order, duty, faith” and to avoid being drawn into public 

broils which disturb the peace (I.2.426-37). 

As we have seen, the English gentlewoman and the English captain firmly 

endorse Maurice’s virtuous religio-political orthodoxy. Maurice’s role as representative 

of the true Netherlands in the Anglo-Dutch alliance is further underlined when he 

mobilizes his “choicest Companies” led by two Englishmen serving the States General: 

“Collonell Veres from Dort” and “S r Charles Morgans” (IV.2.1864). The stage English 

soldiers wholeheartedly support Maurice. Oldenbarnavelt, meanwhile, becomes 

increasingly obsessed with his own past achievements as a justification for his present 

disloyalty. His accomplishments most prominently include alliances which 

Oldenbarnavelt formed with the other European Calvinist powers, including “the King of 

Fraunce” Henry IV and “England’s Queene” Elizabeth I, “both mightie Princes / and of 

immortall memories,” the “Elector Palatine of Brandenburge,” and the “King of Britaine, 

that now is” (See IV.3.1884-90; IV.4.2279-83). But his security in these international 

Protestant credentials—he insists that “a wise-man spyns his own fate, and secures it”—
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leads him to betray his own work by inviting the Spanish Habsburgs to assist him in 

eliminating his rival Maurice (IV.3.2015, IV.5.2200-10).  

 When Oldenbarnavelt finally stands trial at the Hague, the lords of the State 

General make clear that his betrayal of his church, country, and his own “conscience” are 

inextricably linked, and threaten all Calvinist nations:  

Examine all men / branded with such fowle syns as you now dye for, / and you 
shall find their first stepp still, Religion: / Gowrie in Scotland, ’twas his maine 
pretention: / was not he honest too? His Cuntries Father? / those fyery Speritts 
next, that hatchd in England / that bloody Powder-Plot; and thought like meteors / 
to have flashd their Cuntryes peace out in a Moment / were not their Barrells 
loden with Religion? / were not they pious, just, and zealous Subiects? (V.3.2938-
47).  
 

Oldenbarnavelt’s piety, personal righteousness, and civic loyalty have all dissolved: his 

Arminianism is linked to the “Romaine” religion, his “honesty” compared to lies of the 

Jesuits, and his treason equated with the bloody civil destruction of the Gunpowder 

conspirators.89 

 But, as the British delegation insisted against the Gomarist hyper-Calvinists, 

repentance for falling away always remained a possibility. In Donne’s memorable phrase 

in his “Sermon of Valediction” at Lincoln’s Inn prior to the embassy, “The Market is 

open till the bell ring.”90 Over and over throughout the tragedy, Oldenbarnavelt is offered 

89 See IV.3.2936. For discussions of the Gunpowder Plot and the London view of the Jesuits’ 
truthfulness, see chapters 2 and 3 of this dissertation. 
90 Donne, A Sermon of Valediction at my going into Germany, at Lincolns-Inne, April 18. 1619, 
11.  
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the chance to return to his former fidelity. Bredero, a lord of the States General, tells 

Oldenbarnavelt that “I am sorry that a man of your great wisdom, / and those rare parts, 

that make ye lov’d, and honord, / in every Princes Court, highly esteemd of, / should 

loose somuch in point of good, & vertue, / now in the time, you ought to fix your faith 

fast, / the creadit of your age carlesly loose it” (III.1.1042-48). But, Bredero continues, 

this loss can and should be remedied: “You … I make no doubt, will meet your owne 

fault, sodainely, / and chide yourself: grow faire againe, and flourish” (III.1.1059-1063). 

Oldenbarnavelt, however, refuses to listen to Bredero’s gracious words, asking “[A]nd 

must I hear [this] sett down for all my service, / is this the glorious mark of my 

deservings?” (III.1.1064-65). When Oldenbarnavelt’s Lieutenant Leidenbersch tells him 

that he has “confesd” his crimes to the States General, his leader disbelievingly asks three 

times: “Confessd? …. Confessd? … Confest: … upon what hope? Is there ought left to 

buoy us / but or owne confidence?” (III.4.1488-1500). His confidence in his own deserts 

leads him to commit what Donne in his March Whitehall sermon would call “that high 

sin of Presumption”—when men’s own self-regard leads to “a murmuring weariness of 

this life, and to an impatient desire, and perchance to a practise of their owne ends”, sure 

of their readiness for heaven.91 Oldenbarnavelt literally makes a suicide pact with his 

lieutenant Leidenbersch—who, interestingly, invokes “odd’s sacrament” as a casual oath, 

trivializing the seal of reconciliation (I.4.915-16). Though he chillingly backs out after 

91 Donne, Sermon Preached at Whitehall, March 3 1619/20, 3. 
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Leidenbersch stabs himself, Oldenbarnavelt continues to see death as preferable to 

repentance. Worse, he presumes divine approval for his hard-heartedness, calling “be 

witnes heaven, / if this poore life, were forfeyt to [Maurice’s] mercy, / at such a rate I 

hold a scornd subiection / I would not give a penney to redeeme it” (III.1.1113-16).  

 Oldenbarnavelt is offered a final opportunity to confess at his Hague trial, where 

the lords of the States General present proof of his efforts “to subvert Religion / to deface 

Iustice, and to break the union / and holly league between the Provinces” (IV.5.2402-4). 

Barnavelt continues in “impudence,” however, retorting “Now, when you please 

Condempne me, / I will not use one sillable for your mercy, / to have mine age renewd, 

and once again / to see a second triumph of my glories” (IV.5.2391-2428). 

Oldenbarnavelt insists on his own condemnation; he is unwilling to receive back his life 

and the very glory for which he initially rebelled at the price of a single word of 

repentance. But the lords try yet again: Oldenbarnavelt’s three denials of confession—

“Confessd? Confessd? Confest?”—challenged by equal grace. Bredero pleads with him: 

“Mounseieur Barnavelt / will ye confes yet freely your bad practises / and lay those 

Instruments open to the World / those bloody, and bold Instruments you wrought by: / 

mercy may sleepe awhile, but never dies” (V.1.2680-84). The Market is open till the bell 

ring. Oldenbarnavelt refuses once again. 

 In a pamphlet translated into English and published in London in 1618 from 

which Fletcher and Massinger drew material, a minister from the Calvinist German state 

of Hesse had prayed for Oldenbarnavelt’s destruction, hoping that “you and your 
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adherents, your Arminian slaves to Antichrist, all perish together. For thus much I 

presume except you repent, and conforme yourselfe to Antiquity.”92 Fletcher and 

Massinger rejected this kind of presumption, at least when it came to Barnavelt’s spiritual 

state. As Donne and the Collegiate Suffrage had insisted, the possibility of such 

repentance for a man in mortal sin ruled out labeling Oldenbarnavelt and his followers as 

a reprobate slaves to Antichrist. In the final scene of the Tragedy, the Dutch lords give 

Oldenbarnavelt a final chance at reconciliation with God, if not with the state, at the 

chopping block: “Will ye confess your faults? … Play not with heaven.” At first, 

Oldenbarnavelt’s security remains unshakeable: “My Game’s as sure as yours is” 

(V.3.2951-59). But then Fletcher and Massinger do something surprising. Rather than fall 

into the flip-side of Oldenbarnavelt’s error (letting false security thwart true 

perseverance) by presuming to rule, in this transmarine trial, on the Advocate’s final 

reprobation, they write an ambiguous ending to a thus-far unambiguous tragedy. 

Oldenbarnavelt breaks off yet another recounting of his own glorious past mid-line and 

shifts direction: “a little stay me, / Honor, and world, I fling ye thus behind me, / and thus 

a naked poore-man, kneele to heaven: / be gratious to me, heare me, strengthen me, / I 

come, I come, o gratious heaven: now: now: / now I present—“ (V.3.2990-95). The axe 

falls, cutting off his final words. Is this repentance: a true rejection of his lust for glory 

92 John van Oldenbarnevelt and Petrus Holderus, Barneuels Apology: Or Holland Mysterie. With 
Marginall Castigations (London, 1618), sigs. H3v – H3r. See “Buc and the Censorship of 
Barnavelt,” 59. 
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and a cry for grace? Or is it a final performance of Oldenbarnavelt’s confidence in his 

own righteousness, presenting himself to God and presumptuously calling for his passage 

into heaven “now”, “now”, “now”? Without the rest of his last sentence, it is impossible 

to tell. Repentance and renewed perseverance remain even a retrospective possibility for 

Oldenbarnavelt. But they are only a possibility, and the verdict of the Dutch States 

General remains: He that stands let him see that he does not fall, and may God be 

merciful to his soul. 

 The British delegation to Dort, the Doncaster embassy’s chaplain who split his 

time in London preaching to Puritan lawyers and to the Stuart court, and the King’s Men 

with their popular intervention into international politics at the Globe speak univocally. 

Together, they reaffirm England’s commitment to a network of Calvinist states and 

churches based on the friendships and confessional documents of the preceding century. 

Threats to the church, state, and people of her allies—such as the Arminian challenge to 

the Dutch Calvinist majority—also threaten Britain. But, as Donne preached in his first 

Whitehall sermon after returning home from the embassy, “God hath not come so neare 

to any Nation, and dealt so well with any Nation as with ours.”93 With Donne, the Dort 

delegates and the Globe playwrights insist on England’s exceptional role within her 

international network. She, and not Geneva, Heidelberg, or the Netherlands, provides the 

most humane and sophisticated theology, the most faithful citizens, the bravest soldiery 

93 Donne, Sermon Preached at Whitehall, March 3 1619/20, 2. 
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and the wisest government. England, then, can afford to correct the excesses of her allies, 

to be gracious to those who err, and to urge perseverance on the highway of safety and 

salvation. 
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5. Milton’s Augustinian Masque1  
 

 
  

 John Milton first entered the arena of polemical pamphleteering in 1641-42, as 

London’s hierarchical society began to spiral toward violence. Milton launched a series 

of vicious attacks against the Book of Common Prayer by associating it with theatricality 

and the stage, and bolstered his assault with ad hominem-riddled volleys against the 

Prayerbook’s most eloquent defender, Bishop Joseph Hall. A veteran of the Jacobean 

church ordained at the beginning of the 17th century, Hall had appealed in print to the 

now ascendant Parliament to respect the long-established authority of King, Bishop, and 

liturgy. Milton responded by mocking Hall and his fellow court-preacher bishops as 

empty vestments, and lampooned the role that staging theatricals played in the university 

training of the bishop’s eventual successors (such as Hall’s clergymen sons): 

[S]o many of the young Divines, and those in next aptitude to Divinity have bin 
seene so oft upon the Stage writhing and unboning their Clergie limmes to all the 
antick and dishonest gestures of Trinculo’s, Buffons, and Bawds; prostituting the 
shame of that ministery which either they had, or were nigh having, to the eyes of 
Courtiers and Court-Ladies, with their Groomes and Madamoisellaes.2 

 
Milton here combines a cluster of concepts we have already encountered in the 

Marprelate tracts.3 In his word-picture of a dramatic clerical striptease, Milton connects 

playacting with prostitution, with deceit, and with the threat of a (popish) courtly 

influence on English “Divinity.” In doing so, Milton quietly erases his own past. As a 

1 A portion of this chapter was published as “Sanctifying Rites in Milton’s A Masque Presented 
at Ludlow Castle, 1634.” Christianity & Literature 68, no. 2 (March 2019): 193–212. 
2 Milton, Apology for Smectymnuus in the Complete Prose Works of John Milton, Vol. 1, (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 1953), 887. 
3 See Chapter 1 of this dissertation. 
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young Cambridge divine preparing for possible ordination Milton had performed in at 

least one academic “entertainment,” and later, as a graduate continuing his studies, he had 

himself provided a masque for ‘the eyes of Courtiers and Court-Ladies’. By externalizing 

elements of his own history which he now repudiates, Milton also rejects the church-and-

state establishment which he had twice pledged allegiance to in his student days. In fact, 

Milton’s new contempt for the court takes him beyond the most famous Caroline 

antitheatrical screed, William Prynne’s Histriomastix—a text whose thesis Milton had 

either rejected or simply ignored in his A Masque Presented at Ludlow Castle, 1634. 

 In 1633, the scholar and popular polemicist William Prynne had his ears cropped 

and was then imprisoned in the Tower of London. His crime, officially “sedition,” was to 

describe women who performed in public masques as “whores” at a time when Charles 

I’s stylish Catholic queen Henrietta Maria was busily engaged in promoting that form of 

entertainment at court. Archbishop Laud, who brought Prynne’s writings to King Charles 

I’s attention and who spearheaded his prosecution, was a deadly enemy of the type of 

Calvinist social and practical divinity which he called “Puritanism.” Unlike Milton in 

1640, however, Prynne was technically a conformist. He acknowledged the monarch’s 

sacral authority in the English church and state, the authority of the bishops, the 

orthodoxy of the 39 Articles, and the lawfulness of the Prayerbook liturgy, which was 

first established by King Edward VI and revised under Queen Elizabeth. Prynne argued 

that the purging of licentious performances for the benefit of “Church” and 

“Commonwealth” must fall to private citizens, not because the king lacked authority, but 

because he was busy: “the King, and State might doe it,” but “it would take them off 
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from more eminent, and weightie affaires, to the publique preiudice; and misbeseeme 

their grauities, to spend many serious, and teadious consultations vpon such toyes as 

these.”4  

 Prynne’s anti-social virulence gave Laud an opening to attack a mode of Calvinist 

activism which the archbishop found deeply distasteful (in the words of one 

contemporary, Prynne’s book “was fitter to be called Anthropomastix than Histriomastix, 

the scourge of mankind rather than the Kings sacred person”).5 But Prynne’s opinion was 

apparently shared to some degree by Charles I’s own secretary of state Dudley Carleton. 

After watching Charles’ mother Queen Anne perform in Ben Jonson’s The Masque of 

Blacknesse, Carleton had written to a friend that the Queen and her ladies’ “apparell was 

rich, but too light and curtezan-like for such great ones.” Their painted faces and hands, 

moreover, were “a very lothsome sight, and I am sory that strangers should see owr court 

so strangely disguised.”6 In the 1634 masque commonly called Comus, however, Milton 

satisfies Carleton’s objections about courtesan-like costuming— while dismissing 

Prynne’s assertion that feminine performance is inherently “whorish”—by staging the 

chastity of a ‘Court-Lady’ who is neither painted or disguised but who plays herself. In 

this dramatic presentation of the Lady Alice Egerton’s temptation, rescue, and 

homecoming, Milton, according to Stephen Orgel, achieves the last word in the form 

4 Prynne, Histrio-mastix The players scourge, or, actors tragædie, divided into two parts, 
(London, 1632), 44. 
5 Quoted in Richard McCabe, “William Prynne,” Oxford Dictionary of National Biography 
(online), 2. 
6 Orgel, The Jonsonian Masque, (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 1965), 68. 
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pioneered by Ben Jonson. In doing so, he celebrates an English Reformed liturgical 

culture on the brink of dissolution.  

 In what follows, I first examine the Masque’s poetic and artistic context, framing 

Milton’s own early lyric poetry with Jonson’s Jacobean masques, Thomas Carew’s 

Coelum Britannicum, Book II of Edmund Spenser’s The Faerie Queene, and 

contemporary trends in sacred art. I then turn to the theological-liturgical context for the 

Masque provided by the court sermons and controversial divinity of a group of high-

profile clerics associated with the British delegation to the Synod of Dort. The chapter’s 

third section argues that Milton’s Masque should be read as an autumnal flowering of a 

moderately Reformed Jacobean-Elizabethan culture, philosophically indebted both to 

Neoplatonism and to the grace-saturated virtue ethics of the Augustinian scholastics, and 

which unites an emphasis on ‘evangelical’ interior spirituality and sanctification with a 

Richard Hooker-esque affirmation of the potency of rites and ceremonies. The chapter’s 

fourth and final section will argue that 1637 (the year of the Masque’s print publication) 

witnessed the dissolution of Comus’ spiritual and poetic milieu, and will trace that 

‘falling apart’ in the bitter pamphlet-wars which transformed many of this chapter’s 

dramatis personae into personal enemies. 

5.1 Poetic Contexts: The Ceremonial Beauty of Carew, Jonson, Spenser, & 
Milton 
 
 In 1634, Milton was commissioned to write a masque to celebrate the arrival of 

the Thomas Egerton, Earl of Bridgewater and Lord Lieutenant of the Welsh counties, at 
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his new administrative abode at Ludlow Castle in Wales.7 Despite the fact that Milton’s 

Masque was written to celebrate the installment of the king’s governor in his post—the 

Masque would be presented on September 29, the traditional “Quarter Day” when 

magistrates took office—many scholars have looked to find a nascent republicanism in 

this first major work by the future defender of regicide.8 Barbara Lewalski writes that 

“Bridgewater’s character and Ludlow’s distance from the court gave Milton space to 

create for this occasion a masque that radically challenges the cultural politics of that 

court genre.”9 But Lewalski’s “distance from court” could just as accurately be replaced, 

poetically at least, with “proximity to it.” In February of 1634, Bridgewater’s two sons 

7 The same Thomas Egerton who helped Donne find employment with his father, the elder Sir 
Thomas Egerton. See David Colclough, “Donne, John,” ODNB, 4. 
8 Stephen Orgel remarks that the “occasional” nature of the masque was one of the defining 
features of the genre. Whereas Jonson’s city comedies, despite their topicality, could be played 
nearly anywhere and at any time, court masques were intended for this place on this day. See 
Jonsonian Masque, 6. 
9 See Barbara Lewalski, The Life of John Milton: A Critical Biography, (Malden, MA: Blackwell, 
2003), 63. Cf. Leah Marcus, who reads Milton as already anti-Charles. The Politics of Mirth, 
(Chicago: University of Chicago Press, 1989), 200ff. Marcus allows that Lawes’ journey from the 
Chapel Royal and Coelum Britannicum to Ludlow might have “suggested an identification” 
between Whitehall and the court of Jove, but proceeds to tear down that identification. She argues 
that there are too many levels between Jove, Neptune, the “blue haired deities,” and the “noble 
peer of mickle trust and power” Bridgewater, to support the “political specificity” of the expected 
allegory. But her expectation of such a rigid “specificity”—to the extent that the slightest 
variation is proof of radicalism—strikes me as a straw man. Her claim that “the only clear 
hierarchy” flows from Jove or Neptune to Bridgewater and thence to the Welsh fails to make 
Milton’s Masque antagonistic to the king. While Kerrigan et. al. gloss “high and nether Jove” as 
distinct references to Jove and Pluto, the previous reference to “Jove’s court” and the context of a 
Hellenized Christianity points toward Jove/God’s unitary rule of “eternity”—whether heaven or 
hell (14). Moreover, Milton’s audience knows that civic and spiritual power flows from God to 
his anointed “vicegerents” to their feudal lords and magistrates, and thence to the people. The 
subordinate Neptune, meanwhile, exercises “by lot” the “Imperial rule of all the sea-girt isles,” 
and chooses to “grace his tributary gods” by committing to them “several government,” including 
the tract ruled by Bridgewater (18-32). Milton’s prologue may not quite work as a thinly 
disguised schematic of the English state apparatus, but it is hardly revolutionary. I would argue 
that Marcus’ portrayal of Lawes as “fundamentally loyal” but “not a fanatical partisan of all 
aspects of government policy” could apply just as well to his collaborator Milton.  
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had performed in Thomas Carew’s court masque Coelum Britannicum. The masque, with 

music written by a gentleman of the Chapel Royal Henry Lawes, was presented by 

Charles as a gift to his queen—part of an exchange of courtly entertainments inspired by 

the Neoplatonic virtuous love poetry of the Parisian salons.10 Carew’s masque celebrates 

the godlike omnipresence of Charles’ government. When the Three Kingdoms of 

England, Scotland, and Ireland ask the masque’s Genius, “How can the shaft stay in the 

quiver, / Yet hit the marke?”, the Genius compares Charles to the source of a river, and to 

a celestial sphere which can “Kindle new starres” while resting “here” at court.11 The 

king then takes his seat next to the queen, and the Masque concludes with figures of 

Religion, Truth, Wisdom, Concord, Government, and Reputation descending from the 

clouds, with fifteen lesser stars (British heroes, including Egerton’s two sons) 

surrounding the king, and framed by a painted backdrop of a far-off Windsor Castle. 

Bridgewater set off for Ludlow late in the summer of that same year. For a figure of 

‘Government, Concord, and Reputation,’ a Privy Councilor and the King’s representative 

in Wales, to journey to his administrative domain accompanied by his young ‘British 

heroes’ and by the Chapel Royal singer Henry Lawes, may be seen as an image of 

10 See Erica Veevers, Images of Love and Religion: Queen Henrietta Maria and Court 
Entertainments, (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1989). Regarding Coelum 
Britannicum, Veevers writes: “[Inigo] Jones’ complementary sets of stage images [for the King’s 
and Queen’s masques] reinforced visually the basic dualities of Neoplatonism, of masculine and 
feminine, body and spirit, earth and heaven. The uniting of these complementary qualities at the 
end of each masque represented an ideal unity, which was reinforced by the harmonious union of 
the King and Queen” (119). 
11 Poems, with a Maske, by Thomas Carew Esq, One of the Gent. of the Privy-Chamber, and 
Sewer in Ordinary to his late Majestie. The Songs were set in Musick by Mr. Henry Lawes Gent. 
of the Kings Chappell, and one of his late Majesties Private-Musick. The third Edition revised 
and enlarged. (London, 1651), pg. 208. 
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Charles’ arrow remaining firmly in the quiver yet hitting the distant mark, a sort of 

Neoplatonic emanation of kingly authority.12 Windsor remains in Ludlow’s background.  

Only in the background, however. The Ludlow Masque, according to Stephen 

Orgel, solves the basic problem of the “Jonsonian masque”: How to make the praise of 

the noble-masquers—at once the subjects and presenters of the masques—“valid.” By 

“valid,” Orgel means something like ‘earned dramatically’ or, more to the point, attained 

via a poetic narrative which both individuates and matures its subject/primary masquer. 

This requirement illuminates Orgel’s identification of Sir Guyon, the central figure of 

Book II of Edmund Spenser’s Faerie Queene, as an “analogue” to the “spokesman” roles 

in Jonson’s Stuart masques.13 Guyon’s trials enact the process of virtue formation both in 

himself, as he falls to rise again, and in the attentive reader who consents to spiritually 

participate in Spenser’s poetics.14  

12 The king’s virtuous example proves literally inspirational for his subjects: “Your exemplar life 
/ Hath not alone transfused a jealous heat / Of imitation through your virtuous court / By whose 
bright place your palace is become / The envied pattern of this underworld” (Coelum 
Britannicum, pg. 175). Compare this with John Donne’s Eclogue, 1613. December 26—
composed a full 20 years earlier. When “Allophanes finding Idios in the country in Christmas 
time, reprehends his absence from court, at the marriage of the Earle of Sommerset,” Idios 
responds: “No, I am there / As heaven, to men dispos'd, is every where, / So are those Courts, 
whose Princes animate, / Not onely all their house, but all their State, / Let no man thinke, 
because he is full, he hath all, / Kings (as their patterne, God) are liberall / Not onely in fulnesse, 
but capacitie, / … So is the Country of Courts, where sweet peace doth, / As their one common 
soule, give life to both, / I am not then from Court.” The poetic conceit of an omnipresent court, 
in other words, was not invented in the Personal Rule. 
13 Orgel, Jonsonian Masque, 14.  
14 See Spenser’s dedicatory letter to Sir Walter Raleigh: “The generall end therefore of all the 
booke, is to fashion a gentleman or noble person in vertuous and gentle discipline. … To some I 
know this Methode will seem displeasant, which had rather have good discipline delivered plainly 
in way of precepts, or sermoned at large, as they use, then thus clowdily enwrapped in 
Allegoricall devises. … But of the twelve other vertues I make XII other knights the patrons, for 
the more varietie of the historic: Of which these three bookes containe three. The first, of the 
Knight of the Red crosse, in whom I expresse Holinesse: the second of Sir Guyon, in whome I set 
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With this criterion, Orgel sees the most successful of Jonson’s masques as 

Oberon. This masque was centered, not on the king, but on Prince Henry, and “was itself 

part of the ‘shining rites’ by which the prince beneath the mask was declared successor to 

the throne.”15 Oberon does not flatter, it enacts.16 This is why, despite the fact that 

Milton’s “Comus is frequently adduced as the death blow of the masque”—a comment as 

true today as it was in 1965—“in many respects it applied Jonson’s technique with a 

success” that Jonson “himself rarely attained.”17 For the Lady Alice Egerton, in the 

privacy of her father’s home, can do what no monarch can: she can speak in a masque. At 

court, only the villains of the antimasque, played by professional actors, could achieve 

“particularity” as “a dramatic character, an individual.” But Alice Egerton can open her 

mouth in a world which, in Orgel’s formulation, is full enough to acknowledge that the 

“conflict and misrule” of the antimasque cannot simply be dismissed with a wave of the 

foorth Temperance …” (emphasis added). Spenser is, of course, following in the footsteps of his 
late friend Sir Philip Sidney’s Defense of Poesy, and in one of the Faerie Queene’s prefatory 
sonnets dedicates the piece to Sidney’s memory: “Which now triumpheth through immortal Merit 
/ Of his brave Vertues, crown'd with lasting Bays / Of heavenly Bliss and everlasting Praise” (To 
the Right Honourable and Most Vertuous Lady, the Countess of Pembroke, 3-5). We will return 
to this idea of virtue’s crown below. 
15 Orgel, Jonsonian Masque, 83. 
16 Cf. William Shullenberger’s argument that Milton’s masque functions as a public ritual 
passage, for the Lady, which “is not only representational, but performative” and indeed 
“transformative.” Lady in the Labyrinth: Milton’s Comus as Initiation, (Madison, New Jersey, 
2008), 15-16. 
17 While this claim has been nuanced, it has survived. Lauren Shohet, for instance, writes that 
“Milton’s Reform-inflected Ludlow masque … long treated as an extraordinary effort, has come 
to appear part of an oppositional tradition of masquing.” See Reading Masques: The English 
Masque and Public Culture in the Seventeenth Century, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2010), 
42. 
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masquers’ hand—a world which tests the virtuous and which requires the active 

intervention of grace.18  

 It is also, of course, a highly formalized and ceremonial world which aims to 

represent Hellenic ideals via ritualized action—a world in which Milton’s early poetry is 

at home. In a 1631(?) lyric meditation on a chaste young woman titled Il Penseroso, 

“Melancholy” is embodied as a “pensive nun, devout and pure” with a “saintly visage” 

colored “Wisdom’s hue.”19 She is united to “the spirit of Plato” and to “immortal mind,” 

as well as to the Muses, “Jove’s altar,” “gorgeous Tragedy,” “the tale of Troy divine” and 

the myth of Orpheus. These are not, moreover, simply intellectual ideals—they must be 

enacted in a suitable place. As Spenser writes, “For of the soul the body form doth take: / 

For soul is form, and doth the body make.” 20 Richard Hooker argues that this goes for 

18 Orgel, Jonsonian Masque, 75. 
19 The reputation of English monasticism was enjoying something of a comeback among the 
university avant-garde conformists, and Milton seems to have imbibed some of their sentiments 
here. Milton had already written commemorative verses for the avant-garde ceremonialists 
Lancelot Andrewes and Nicholas Felton in 1626, representing the bishops as a haloed saint and 
the “rex sacrorum,” or “king of the sacred rites,” respectively. I believe, however, that Campbell 
and Corns’ conclusion that Milton must therefore have been a full-throated Laudian in the late 
1620s/early 1630s is an overreaction. See Anthony Milton, Catholic and Reformed, 317; Gordon 
Campbell and Thomas N Corns, John Milton: Life, Work, and Thought, (Oxford: Oxford 
University Press, 2008), 31-32. 
20 Spenser’s An Hymn in Honour of Beauty (132-133). Cf. Orgel, Jonsonian Masque, 121. This 
long poem could serve as an intertext for the whole chapter, but space confines me to quoting a 
few lines. God’s “wondrous pattern” for creation, “perfect Beauty” is hidden in heaven where 
sinful eyes cannot “deflore” it, but “Thereof as every earthly thing partakes / Or more or less, by 
influence divine, / So it more fair accordingly it makes, / And the gross matter of this earthly 
mine, / Which clotheth it, thereafter doth refine, / Doing away the dross which dims the light / Of 
that fair beam which therein is empight” (36-49). 
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stone bodies as well as human; architecture matters.21 So when Milton calls Melancholy 

back into England, she leads him into a beautiful chapel:  

But let my due feet never fail,  
To walk the studious cloister’s pale,  
And love the high embowed roof,  
With antique pillars’ massy proof,  
And storied windows richly dight,  
Casting a dim religious light.  
There let the pealing organ blow,  
To the full-voiced choir below,  
In service high, and anthems clear,  
As may with sweetness, through mine ear,  
Dissolve me into ecstasies, 
And bring all Heav’n before mine eyes. 

     (155-166)  

Milton’s emphasis on the “beauty of holiness” as a function of ecclesial architecture and 

music is redolent of the culture at both universities during Milton’s tenure at Cambridge. 

22 The late 1620s and early 1630s saw a concerted movement in the college chapels both 

to resurrect organ-accompanied choral services, largely abandoned under Elizabeth (her 

Chapel Royal being the notable exception), and to restore the physical beauties which had 

been whitewashed under Edward. While avant-garde conformists like William Laud 

21 Hooker argues that because, in St. Augustine’s words, “Signs must resemble the things they 
signify,” we must cultivate “a sensible excellence, correspondent to the excellency of him whom 
we worship.” This will enable the exterior forms of worship to convey “celestial impressions.” 
The physical setting, therefore, should be “majestic and stately … temples”. See Of The Laws of 
Ecclesiastical Polity: A Critical Edition with Modern Spelling, ed. Arthur Stephen McGrade, vol. 
3, (Oxford: Oxford University Press), Book V, chapters 6, 11, (pg. 21-22, 31-32). 
22 Compare this to the words of Calvin’s successor at Geneva, Theodore Beza, who preached that 
the house of God is not a building “that we enter to see the beautiful shapes of vaults and pillars 
… Nor is it a place that we visit in order to fill our ears with the singing of choirs and the music 
of organs. Rather it is a place where the pure Word of God is clearly preached.”  
Quoted in Scott M. Manetsch, Calvin’s Company of Pastors: Pastoral Care and the Emerging 
Reformed Church, 1536-1609, (Oxford, 2012), 37. 
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spearheaded many of these efforts, they had bipartisan support.23 Nicholas Tyacke and 

Kenneth Fincham note that “the most ornate Oxford chapel of its day was at Lincoln 

College, built in 1629-31,” by Laud’s nemesis, the Calvinist Bishop of Lincoln John 

Williams.  

The new chapel—a prime instance of “Williams’s highly elaborate but non-

Laudian reading of the ‘beauty of holiness’”— was adorned with “storied windows richly 

dight,” most prominently a lofty depiction of Christ’s life and crucifixion in the east 

window (pictured below).24 

23 I will prefer this term (and the related term “Laudian”) to “Arminian” throughout, except when 
explicitly discussing predestinarian issues, because my focus in this chapter is less on the 
doctrines of election and reprobation per se, and more on what those conflicts did to the 
communal use of the Book of Common Prayer. Cf. Anthony Milton, who writes: “While Laudian 
became more generally accepted for the 1630s, Peter Lake proposed a new term to define pre-
Laudian devotees of the beauty of holiness—avant-garde conformity, which has since displaced 
Arminian in scholarly usage, partly (perhaps) because it does not foreground doctrines of grace 
and does not replicate a term used pejoratively by contemporaries. It also ties these divines 
explicitly to a late Elizabethan context, rather than linking them to a civil war narrative.” See 
“Arminians, Laudians, Anglicans, and Revisionists: Back to Which Drawing Board?”, 
Huntington Library Quarterly, 78.4 (2015), 723-743, at 733. 
24 Kenneth Fincham and Nicholas Tyacke, Altars Restored: The Changing Face of English 
Religious Worship, 1547-c. 1700, (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2007), 186. 
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Figure 2: Image courtesy of https://www.lincoln.ox.ac.uk/History-of-the-Chapel 
 

At Cambridge, meanwhile, the Laudian Matthew Wren was engaged from 1628-1632 in 

building gorgeous new chapel for Peterhouse College. Milton’s own college, Christ’s, 

restored the organ and choral services only after his graduation, but many of the other 

colleges did so early in the 1630s. King’s and Trinity Colleges, moreover, had older 

(though in Laudian eyes insufficient) choral establishments.25 Despite his later rejection 

25 A 1641 Puritan report about the state of Cambridge listed the following items: 
“PETERHOUSE: The lords prayer and confession are sung and said by all the chappell…; ST 
JOHN’S: the Confession sung by all the Colledge; The psalmes or hymnes are sung or said 
Alternatim by the two sides of the Chappell, but all joyne together at the Doxologie; QUEENS’: 
The confession is sung by all on sundayes and holy dayes; PEMBROKE: They sing confession 
and prayers; CHRIST’S: Schollers spend very much time in learning of pricksong, in order to the 
chappell, to the great losse of theire time and prejudice to theire studdies.” Quoted in Trevor 
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not only of Laudian reforms but even of the Elizabethan and Jacobean settlements, it is 

hardly surprising that Milton the artist should absorb these elements of his surroundings, 

or that they should impact his early aesthetics, especially given the significant support for 

the beautification of worship even among the Calvinist rank-and-file.26 Milton in 1631 is 

not yet the supporter of the regicide and the Puritan Independents, much less the anti-

Trinitarian systematician of De Doctrina. Like the Lady of the 1634 Masque, the poet of 

Il Penseroso (still a member of the university’s “studious cloister”) prays to return to the 

beautified chapel while wandering in the woods attended by spirits: “And as I wake, 

sweet music breathe / Above, about, or underneath, / Sent by some spirit to mortals good, 

/ Or th’ unseen Genius of the wood” (151-154). The worshipper re-enters the cloister 

with the cyclical regularity of morning and evening prayer, and sweet guardians attend 

him when he leaves.27 This poetic and architectural tradition grounding Milton’s early 

lyric is intimately wrapped up in his theological and liturgical tradition, so I will turn to 

examining the ecclesial contexts for Milton’s 1634 Masque Presented at Ludlow Castle. 

 
 

Cooper, “‘New-divised anthemes to make themselve merry’: Choral evensong in the time of 
William Laud,” Ecclesiology Today 28 (2002), 2-13, at 8. See also Trevor Cooper, “Dowsing at 
Cambridge University,” in The Journal of William Dowsing: Iconoclasm in East Anglia during 
the English Civil War, Trevor Cooper ed., (The Boydell Press, 2001), 47-55. 
26 See Fincham and Tyacke, Altars Restored, 273. 
27 Similarly, in the circa 1632 poem At a Solemn Music, “Voice and Verse” are a “Blest pair of 
sirens, pledges of Heav’n’s joy” which lift us to “the sapphire-colored throne,” recall the Edenic 
“perfect diapason,” and foretell the day when “we soon again renew that song, / And keep in tune 
with Heav’n, till God ere long / To his celestial consort us unite, / To live with him, and sing in 
endless morn of light” (25-28). Spoken and sung poetry is an agent to unite us to God’s celestial 
consort—the church in glory, which self-consciously sacred architecture and ritual seek to make 
present before the worshipper’s eyes. 
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5.2 Ecclesial Contexts: Toward An (Erastian) Augustinian Consensus on 
Grace & Sacrament 
 
 When Lewalski cites “Bridgewater’s character” alongside “Ludlow’s distance 

from the court” as giving Milton “space to create for this occasion a masque that radically 

challenges the cultural politics of that court genre,” she is referring primarily to Thomas 

Egerton’s Calvinism. Lewalski argues that Bridgewater enables Milton to join an 

inchoate “reformed” opposition to court culture and religion.28 She is right that 

Bridgewater (a friend and ally of the royal favorite Buckingham) was apparently a 

Calvinist, as his eldest daughter Frances reported that her father had made a point of 

“seasoning her against Arminian principles.”29 But that did not yet imply any alienation 

from the king. In “The Character of Man,” a sermon preached at court two weeks after 

the king’s masque Coelum Britannicum, James I’s former delegate to the Synod of Dort 

Joseph Hall had reminded his audience that Charles was God’s own representative: 

“Homage, obedience, tribute, prayers, lives, are due from us to God’s vicegerents. … 

Even so, O thou God of kings, still and ever double this knowledge and dear account of 

thine upon that thy servant whom thou hast chosen, anointed, ordained, protected, to be 

28 Lewalski, John Milton, 63. Cf. Marcus, Politics of Mirth, 169-212. See also David Norbrook, 
“The Reformation of the masque,” in The Court Masque, David Lindley ed., (Manchester: 
Manchester University Press, 1984), 94-110.  
29 Quoted in Tyacke, Anti-Calvinists, 170. 
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the great instrument of our peace and thy glory!”30 This was boilerplate providentialist 

court Calvinism, the stuff of the Edwardian and Elizabethan homilies on obedience.31 

 Bridgewater’s Calvinism could still lend itself to such a sacralization of royal 

authority.32 Joseph Hall demonstrates that his “homage and obedience” need not imply a 

distinctly Caroline (as opposed to Elizabethan-Jacobean) absolutism by framing it in 

these words: “It is God’s truth: it can be neither paradox, nor parasiteism, to say, that God 

takes special knowledge, and makes special account, of kings. …What will follow hence, 

but that they owe more to God than other men; since more respect calls for more duty.” 

He echoes Elizabeth’s constant reminders to Parliament that, in matters of church and 

state, she answered to God rather than to man, balanced with her assurances that her love 

for them and fear of God would always keep the public welfare uppermost in her mind.33 

30 Hall, “The Character of Man,” in The Works of Joseph Hall, Vol. 5, (Oxford, UK: Talboys, 
1837), 397. Based on the current Bridgewater family library catalogue (the collection is housed at 
the Huntington Library), the Bridgewaters owned many of Hall’s sermons. Hall also dedicated 
Book IX of his Contemplations upon the Principal Passages in the Holy Story to Bridgewater’s 
father, “my singular good lord, Sir Thomas Egerton,” See Works, (1837), 191.  
31 Hall’s labeling Charles as God’s “vicegerent” recalls Hall’s 1630 court sermon, when the 
bishop had reminded his auditors that even a “Christian court, the emblem of heaven” must take 
thought to avoid hell. See “The Hypocrite” (1630), in Works, Vol. 5 (1863), 444. 
32 The Masque’s performance on September 29, at once the quarter day and the feast of St. 
Michael and all Angels, only emphasized the dual civic and sacred character of the day—the 
sword of the judge and of the archangel. Patrick Collinson has shown that in the counties, the 
king’s magistrate and the gospel preacher were seen as the twin pillars of Jacobean godly society. 
The Religion of Protestants: The Church in English Society 1559-1625, (Oxford: Clarendon 
Press, 1982), chapter 4. Joseph Hall writes that “the good magistrate … is the faithful deputy of 
his Maker, whose obedience is the rule whereby he ruleth. … He is the guard of good laws, the 
refuge of innocency, the comet of the guilty, the paymaster of good deserts, the champion of 
justice, the patron of peace, the tutor of the church, the father of his country, and, as it were, 
another god upon earth.” Characters of Vertues and Vices (1608), Book I, “Of the good 
magistrate,” Renascence Editions, 11-12. 
33 See Donald V. Stump, and Susan M. Felch, eds. Elizabeth I and her age: authoritative texts, 
commentary and criticism. (New York: W. W. Norton & Company, 2009). 
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Hall’s need to defend such boilerplate court-sermon material from the charge of 

“parasiteism” may indicate a subtle attempt to distance himself from explicitly royalist 

Laudian preachers; he reminds his auditors that “at a Court, where outward glory would 

seem to shoulder out the thoughts of poor despicable mortality,” it is urgently necessary 

to consider the “wretched frailty” of all men, even of King David himself. 34  

 Mocking the “self-admiration” of the pagan Caesars, who named months and stars 

after themselves—“there was elbow room enough in their imaginary heaven, for their 

deification”—Hall recommends instead the posture of David: “Lord, what is man, that 

thou takest knowledge of him? In one breath is both sovereignty, and subjection: an 

absolute sovereignty over his people; … an humble subjection to the God of kings.”35 

Though Hall is no courtier, I do not think that this “imaginary heaven” need be taken as a 

direct rebuke of Charles’ Coelum Britannicum, performed just weeks earlier. If Carew 

means us to see the king’s apotheosis literalistically, then he has fallen into the kind of 

“parasiteism” from which Hall distanced himself above. But Steven Orgel reminds us 

that the “light” which shines at the center of the Jonsonian masque “is not King James; it 

is, at most, that figure which James, as the center of both the fictive and the actual court, 

represents.”36 If the Stuart king is collapsed into the divine majesty he represents, then we 

have not merely absolutism but pagan emperor-worship. But if the masque King’s ascent 

is typological, in the same sense that Elizabeth and James could be identified with both 

David and Christ, then the tension between praising the office and preaching to the man 

34 Hall, “Character of Man,” 410.  
35 Hall, “Character of Man,” 410-412. 
36 Orgel, Jonsonian Masque, 125. 
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can be maintained.37 As John Donne put it in a 1617 sermon at Whitehall before James: 

“Though as Princes are Gods, so their well-govern’d Courts, are Copies, and 

representations of Heaven; yet the copy cannot be better than the Original.” 38 Hall, 

likewise, praises Charles by invoking a mental image of King David: “What a majesty in 

that erected countenance! What a correspondence to heaven! How doth the head of this 

microcosm resemble that round celestial globe; and the eyes, the glittering stars in that 

firmament; and the intellectual powers in it, those angelical and spiritual natures which 

dwell there!” But, lest we think that “correspondence” is somehow inherent to the 

monarch, rather than dependent on heaven’s grace, Hall reminds his listeners that God’s 

heavenly “favour” is “diffused to David, not as a king, but as a Man.” 

37 See Chapter 2 of this dissertation. 
38 John Donne, “A Sermon Preached at Whitehall,” November 2, 1617. Peter McCullough writes 
of this sermon: “The sovereign in the upper reaches of this house of God [a royal chapel], literally 
suspended next to the blue ceiling painted to suggest the heavens, constituted a living picture of 
divinely ordered hierarchy and the harmonious union of civil and ecclesiastical government under 
the royal supremacy. Here God’s power and blessings were sent down upon a godly monarch, 
and through her or him given to the magistrates, while thy in return learned from the Word 
preached and from prayers offered how to use that God-given power of government to establish 
and confirm a religious commonwealth.” Sermons at Court: Politics and religion in Elizabethan 
and Jacobean preaching, (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 41. Although the 
British court in Coelum Britannicum is in fact taken as a superior model to Olympus by the pagan 
deities in Jove’s court, the heaven of the Greek pantheon in Carew’s masque is delineated from 
the actual omnipotence of the Christian God. When the goddess Fortune boasts of  the “Title of 
Omnipotent” ascribed to her by the ancients, “by which I rival'd Iove,” she is dismissed with a 
reference to the power of the Creator; “The groping world first found thy Deity, / And gave thee 
rule over contingencies, / Which, to the piercing eye of Providence, / Being fix'd and certain, 
where past and to come / Are allwayes present, thou dost dis-appear, / Losest they being, and art 
not at all” (Sermons, Volume 1, 199). In God’s piercing eyes, there are no contingencies, which 
provides a model for the kingly “wisedome” and “rule” assigned to Charles at the masque’s 
conclusion (pg. 213).  
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  Charles, anointed of the Lord though he be, shares his glorious humanity with all 

his subjects. David’s majesty, moreover, is coupled with “vileness.” Our lives are “a 

flower, a vapour, a smoke,” our bodies a “ragged cottage”; and though our “sack of dust” 

harbors an “immortal spirit, a spark of thy heavenly fire, a glimpse of that divine light,” 

we “foul and muddy [it] with error.” Paradoxically, man’s only hope to ‘correspond to 

heaven’ is to abase himself in repentance—“Down, then, dust and ashes: down with those 

proud plumes of the vain misconceits of thine own goodliness, beauty, glory.” It is only 

when Man calls out for grace, “Come, Lord Jesus, come quickly,” that he gains his 

majesty: “The regenerate man is an angelical creature: and man, … as he comes out of 

God’s mould, is the great master-piece of his Creator.”39 

5.2.1 Calvinists and Arminians 

 Alienation between the young king and Calvinist elites like Egerton and Hall was 

on the horizon, but I follow Nicholas Tyacke, Patrick Collinson, and Anthony Milton in 

seeing Prynne’s scourge Archbishop Laud as largely responsible for exploiting and 

exacerbating tensions which might not otherwise have reached breaking point.40 Laud 

was the first Archbishop of Canterbury since Cardinal Reginald Pole who cannot be 

described as a Calvinist in his theology of grace and worship. He had been a protegee of 

Lancelot Andrewes and Richard Neile, the early episcopal leaders of a small but powerful 

39 Hall, “Character of Man,” 413-422. 
40 See Tyacke, Anti-Calvinists: The Rise of English Arminianism, c. 1590-1640, (Oxford, UK: 
Clarendon Press, 1987); Patrick Collinson, The Religion of Protestants: The Church in English 
Society 1559-1625, (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1982); Anthony Milton, Catholic and Reformed: 
The Roman and Protestant Churches in English Protestant Thought, 1600–1640, (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 2009). 
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anti-Calvinist insurgency which sought to challenge the “Calvinist consensus” of the late 

Elizabethan and Jacobean church.41 When King James (r. 1603-1625) sent a group of 

moderately Calvinist bishops to discuss issues of grace, predestination, and salvation at 

the 1618-19 Synod of Dort, Laud’s sympathies lay firmly with the Dutch anti-Calvinists 

or “Arminians.”42 The Arminians rejected John Calvin’s doctrines of unconditional 

election, affirmed the role of man’s free will in salvation, and questioned the teaching 

that those who were “justified” could never fall from grace.  

 Laud’s longstanding antipathy to the Calvinist tenor of Jacobean English theology 

was no secret. In 1608, the future bishop and Dort-delegate Joseph Hall had chided Laud 

for his lack of Protestant zeal: “Today you are in the tents of the Romanists, tomorrow in 

our’s, the next day betweene both, against both. Our adversaries think you our’s, wee 

their’s.”43 Then, Laud had been on the fringes of the church, but in the 1620s he began to 

move closer to the nexus of power. Upon the death of Lancelot Andrewes, Laud 

succeeded to the deanery of the Chapel Royal (1626), followed quickly by the bishopric 

of London (1628). Already exercising an unusual degree of influence through his close 

41 This “Calvinist consensus” was always a broad tent, never a monolithic identification with the 
theologians of Geneva. To hold the church together, both Elizabeth and James had to exercise a 
light hand (with occasional brass knuckles) and a certain amount of politic ambiguity regarding 
the boundaries of acceptable practice. The Church of England’s “Calvinist” or “Reformed” 
theology had to include under its umbrella a spectrum of opinion, from Lutheran-flavored bishops 
like Edmund Guest and Lancelot Andrewes to Geneva-admiring occasional conformers like the 
preachers of St. Saviour’s and St. Antholin’s, despite frequent tensions (see chapter 3). 
42 The delegate Bishop George Carleton complained that the Durham House party desired to 
“have shaken off from [their] feet the dust of Dort.” See Anthony Milton, Catholic and Reformed, 
485. The English “moderate Calvinists” at Dort affirmed that God’s election was the cause of 
salvation, but for the most part demurred from the more “high Calvinist” position that God’s 
reprobation (rather than sin or man’s free will) was the cause of damnation. Cf. Chapter 4 of this 
dissertation. 
43 From Hall’s Epistles (1608), quoted in Anthony Milton, “Laud, William,” ODNB, (2009), 3.  
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relationship with Charles I (r. 16225-1649), William Laud replaced the Calvinist George 

Abbot as Archbishop of Canterbury in 1633—the publication year of Prynne’s infamous 

Histriomastix.  

 However, despite the cascade of Calvinist accusations that the Arminians were (at 

least semi-) ‘Pelagian,’ ‘popish,’ and ‘Jesuitical’,  Hall’s admission that Catholics viewed 

people like Laud as “our’s” is important.44 For some of the stalwarts of James’ court 

pulpit, English Reformed Protestantism could be stretched, carefully, to allow for a range 

of views on predestination, grace, and the sacraments, provided that the symbols of 

orthodoxy were carefully managed.45 For Joseph Hall and John Donne—two churchmen 

earlier identifiable with what Laud would call “doctrinal Puritanism,” and both of whom 

found themselves begging Charles’ forgiveness after striking overly Protestant notes in a 

court sermon—that meant eschewing the term “Calvinist” or “Arminian” and focusing 

instead on the Protestantism’s devotion to Augustine of Hippo.46  

 Joseph Hall had hoped that Charles would overcome the theological broils which 

had followed the Calvinist decisions of the Synod of Dort in the final years of James’ 

reign. In one of his first sermons before Charles, Hall prayed:  

44 Cf. Katrin Ettenhuber, Donne’s Augustine: Renaissance Cultures of Interpretation, (Oxford, 
UK: Oxford University Pres, 2011), 185: “A week before parliament was disbanded [March 
1629], for instance, MPs declared as a capital enemy of the kingdom anyone who ‘shall bring in 
innovation in religion, or by favour seek to extend or introduce Popery or Arminianism’.”  
45 On the use of the “symbols” of orthodoxy, see Anthony Milton, Catholic and Reformed, 424-
435, 539-545.  
46 To see this devotion in action, one need only compare the number of references to Augustine 
with the references to any other patristic, medieval, or Reformation authority in the index of the 
2016 critical edition of the Edwardian and Elizabethan Books of Homilies, edited by Gerald Bray. 
John Calvin had famously claimed that Augustine “is wholly ours.” See B. A. Gerrish, “The place 
of Calvin in Christian theology” in The Cambridge Companion to Calvin, ed. Donald McKim, 
(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 2004), 291. 
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O, how is every good heart divided in sunder with the grief for the late divisions 
of our Reuben! We do not mourn, we bleed inwardly, for this distraction. But I do 
willingly smother these thoughts; yea, my just sorrow chokes them in my bosom, 
that they cannot come forth but in sighs and groans. O thou, that art the God of 
peace, unite all hearts in love to each other, in loyal subjection to their sovereign 
head! Amen.47 
 

Hall’s decision to preach a mere Augustinianism was not, however, only a response to 

court/episcopal politics. As early as 1608 (the same year he chided Laud), Hall had 

complained that “the papists” accuse the Protestants of running after modern authors: 

“Say the papists, ‘One saith I am Calvin's, another, I am Luther's.’ We disclaim, we defy 

these titles, these divisions: we are one in truth: would God we were yet more one!”48 He 

repeats the same sentiment more pointedly in the sermon before Charles referenced 

above: “One says, ‘I am Luther's for consubstantiation;’ another, ‘I am Calvin’s for 

discipline;’ another, “I am Arminius’s for predestination;’ another, ‘I am Barrow’s or 

Brown's for separation.’ What phrensy possesses the brains of Christians, thus to 

squander them selves into factions?” By placing Luther and Calvin on the same footing 

with Arminius and Brown, Hall seeks to focus instead on the doctrine and practice of 

“This flourishing church of Great Britain.”49  

 Citing the Arminian-leaning bishop John Overall for support, Hall writes that “our 

Church, saith he, with St. Austin, maintaineth an absolute and particular decree of God to 

save those whom he hath chosen in Christ, not out of the prescience of our faith and will; 

47 Hall, Sermons, “The Beauty and Unity of the Church,” (1625?), in Philip Wynter ed., The 
Works of the Right Reverend Joseph Hall, Vol. 5, (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 1863), 
284. 
48 Hall, “Christianity and Pharisaism” (1608), in Works, Vol. 5, 4. 
49 Hall, “The Beauty and Unity of the Church,” in Works, Vol. 5, 283-285. 
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but out of the mere purpose of his own will and grace.”50 He adds, however, that “withal 

he addeth a general conditionate will of God, or a general evangelical promise of saving 

all, if they do believe: since God doth will and command, that all men should hear Christ 

and believe in him; and, in so doing, hath offered grace and salvation unto all…” 

Salvation, in other words, depends solely on God’s good pleasure (And, “what can the 

Synod of Dort, in this case, wish to be said more?”), but God has also offered “within the 

Church especially” a “common and sufficient grace” for all who enter.51 Regardless of 

one’s views on predestination, then, grace is “especially” offered to men and women in 

the communal patterns of public worship. 

 Striking similar notes, John Donne—who would himself treasure the gold Dort 

medal presented him by the States General in 161952— rebuked the Dutch in a 1617 

sermon before King James for “tearing themselves in pieces with Differences, in points 

50 This sounds like Hall’s Calvinism peeping through. But at the York House Conference 
convened to examine (and clear) Richard Montagu’s New Gagg, the avant-garde conformist 
Dean of Carlisle Francis White, who had licensed the book and now spoke for Montagu, declined 
to defend Montagu’s apparent denial of unconditional election. Montagu himself walked back his 
denial and promised that “he would write a booke to the contrary to explain himselfe better.” 
Quoted in Nicholas Tyacke, Anti-Calvinists, 178. 
51 Hall, Via Media, in Works, Vol. 9, 492. As Hall says elsewhere, “God’s promises are his 
performances; with men to promise and to pay are two things; they are one with God.” “The 
Hypocrite,” 438. 
52 Clayton Lein writes that Donne returned to England in 1620 carrying “with him a precious gold 
medal presented to him by the delegates of the Synod of Dort. He doubtless knew that only his 
friend Joseph Hall had been so honoured by the States General: even the other British delegates to 
the Synod had received silver versions. Donne cherished its value and pointedly regarded it as a 
personal tribute, bequeathing it to his ‘welbeloved’ friend Henry King as ‘that Medall of gold of 
the Synod of Dort which the States presented me wth all at the Hague’. Clayton Lein, “Donne: 
The Final Period,” in Dennis Flynn, M. Thomas Hester, and Jeanne Shami ed., The Oxford 
Handbook of John Donne, (Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press, 2011), 600-615, at 601. Donne 
praised “the blessed sobriety” of the British delegates at “the last forraine Synod” in an April 18, 
1626 sermon before Charles I at Whitehall. See Evelyn Simpson and George Potter, The 
Collected Sermons of John Donne, (BYU: 2004), 7:4, pg. 10. 
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of subdivided Religion, and impertinent scruples, unjustly call’d points of Religion; in 

which, men leave Peace, and Unity, and Charity, the true ways of salvation, and will 

enquire nothing, but how soon, how early God Damn’d them: … what hour of the day, 

and what minute of that hour, God’s eternal decree of election or Reprobation was 

made.”53 A few months later, in a sermon displaying a “flamboyant” range of patristic 

citation, Donne preached that “Resistibility, and Iresistibility of grace, which is every 

Artificer’s wearing now, was a stuff that our fathers wore not, a language that pure 

antiquity spake not.”54 Christ knocks, Donne continues, but “does not say, he will break 

open the door.” However, we can “cheerfully rely” upon the fact that “His purpose shall 

not be frustrated; his ends shall not be prevented; his ways shall not be precluded.”55 

These are thoroughly Augustinian formulations, allowing Donne to appeal to “our 

fathers” in contradistinction to the debates over “Resistibility” between the followers of 

Arminius and the hyper-Calvinist Franciscus Gomarus in the leadup to Dort.56  

53 The Oxford Edition of the Sermons of John Donne, Volume I: Sermons Preached at the 
Jacobean Courts, 1615-1619, Peter McCullough ed., (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 2015), 
36.  
54 McCullough, Sermons at Court: Politics and Religion in Elizabethan and Jacobean Preaching, 
(Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 207. 
55 McCullough, Sermons of John Donne, Volume 1, 2. Ettenhuber writes: “Donne draws on 
Augustinian precepts of interpretation articulated in the final books of the Confessions; he tries to 
catch glimpses of God's eternal love through localized ruptures in the fabric of political discourse, 
and re-casts the crisis of 1629 as a temporary digression from the broader providential narrative 
of creation and salvation.” Ettenhuber, Donne’s Augustine, 186. 
56 See Anthony Milton, Catholic and Reformed, 418-423. Donne was elected Prolocutor between 
the lower and upper houses of Convocation in 1626, during the broil over Richard Montagu’s 
anti-Calvinist works and over Parliament’s attempt to impeach Buckingham. Donne, however, 
insisted that the tensions need not explode into open conflict, “for neither are there heresies for us 
to contend against, nor are schisms occurring to be minded.” See Jeanne Shami, “‘Speaking 
Openly and Speaking First’: John Donne, the Synod of Dort, and the Early Stuart Church” in 
Mary A. Papazian ed., John Donne and the Protestant Reformation : New Perspectives, (Detroit: 
Wayne State University Press, 2003), 35-65, at 40. 
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5.2.2 Baptismal Grace 

 Donne applies these sentiments to his own country over a decade later, after Laud 

preached a sermon to Parliament aiming at “one mind in the Church and one mind in the 

State” and appealing to “Saint Augustine” in support of the “concord in mind and 

affections, and love of charitable unity, which comes from the Spirit of God, and returns 

to it.”57 In an Augustine-saturated 1629 Whitsunday sermon which studiously avoids 

naming any contemporary faction, Donne quotes frequently from the Confessions:58  

‘Contendunt & dimicant, & nemo sine pace videt istam visionem [Confessions 
13.11], They dispute, and they wrangle, and they scratch, and wound one anothers 
reputations, and they assist the common enemy of Christianity by their 
uncharitable differences, Et sine pace [13.11], And without peace, and mildnesse, 
and love, and charity, no man comes to know the holy Ghost, who is the God of 
peace, and the God of love.’59  
 

Whereas, in Katrin Ettenhuber’s words, “Laud’s Augustine … is a relentless and 

dedicated enforcer of Church order,” Donne “presents Augustine as a kind of 

eschatological enabler” whose eternal perspective on historical conflict allows Donne to 

cast troubles at home and abroad as a “temporary digression from the broader 

providential narrative of creation and salvation.”60 The redemptive transhistorical bond of 

57 Quoted in Ettenhuber, Donne’s Augustine, 188. This paragraph essentially summarizes her 
argument. Achsah Guibbory and Peter McCullough’s argument that Donne was becoming more 
Arminian in his own theology only highlights the possibility that a Calvinist like Hall and an 
Arminian(?) like Donne, friends as they were, could continue as fellow travelers with a shared 
vision for the English church. 
58 Donne quotes from six separate Augustinian texts in the sermon and draws implicitly on 
several more. See Ettenhuber, Donne’s Augustine, 189. 
59 Ibid., 195. 
60 Ibid., 186, 197. 
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Christian charity, Donne continues (still quoting Augustine), is the baptism shared by all 

Christians: “The water of Baptisme, is the water that runs through all the Fathers.”61 

 A few months later, these “dueling Augustinianisms”62 spilled over into 

Cambridge University’s Commencement Day disputations (1629). Hall’s fellow delegate 

to Dort Samuel Ward, the Lady Margaret Professor of Divinity, had the task of 

determining the Arminian Edward Quarles’s BD thesis that based on the teaching of the 

Prayerbook, “All baptized infants are undoubtedly justified.”63 In the baptismal service, 

the application of water was followed by the words: “Seeing now, dearely beloued 

brethren that these children bee regenerate and grafted into the body of Christ’s 

Congregacion…” The rubric in the 1604 edition added “It is certain by God’s word, that 

children being baptized, have all things necessary for their salvation, and be undoubtedly 

61 Ibid., 200. 
62 I borrow this term from the introduction of an excellent recent volume on 17th century 
Protestant and Catholic debates over the doctrines of grace, Jordan Ballor, Matthew Gaetano, and 
David Sytsma, eds, Beyond Dordt and De Auxiliis: The Dynamics of Protestant and Catholic 
Soteriology in the Sixteenth and Seventeenth Centuries, (Boston: Brill, 2019), 1. Cf. Ettenhuber, 
who writes that for “seventeenth-century religious, textual, and political culture, … Augustine’s 
status was nothing less than totemic. The French Jansenist Pasquier Quernel (1634–1719), for 
instance, in formulating his views on grace and predestination, discovered a devastatingly simple 
method for disarming his enemies: ‘You must burn Augustine if the statement is false.’ In 
England, the Puritan William Crompton and the Catholic John Brereley turned a global religio-
political dispute over the nature of the one true Church into a scholarly disputation over the right 
reading of Augustine. Crompton's Saint Austins Summes (1624) was a direct reply to 
Brereley's Sainct Austines Religion (1620); both texts discuss questions of doctrine exclusively 
through the parsing of Augustinian quotations. The 1611 Authorized Version of the Bible defends 
its scholarly methods against the ‘cavils’ of uncharitable readers by leaning heavily on the 
authority of Augustine's De Doctrina Christiana. And in the same year, Thomas Tuke's A Very 
Christian, Learned, and briefe Discourse, concerning the true, ancient, and Catholicke 
Faith applied Augustine as a panacea for ‘all wicked and vp-start Heresies…Papists, Anabaptists, 
Arrians, Brownists, and all other Sectaries’.” See Ettenhuber, Donne’s Augustine, 13. 
63 Stephen Hampton, “Samuel Ward and the Defense of Dordt in England,” in Beyond Dort De 
Auxiliis, 200-218, at 200. 
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saved.” A typical Calvinist gloss on this language had been that “regenerate” was simply 

a turn of phrase, charitably assuming that the particular baptized child was in fact one of 

the elect, the only group that could receive actual justification via the sacrament.64 

Granting that non-elect infants were in fact justified could contradict the teaching of Dort 

that all “converted” Christians persevere to the end.65 In a carefully crafted response to 

Quarles’ thesis which “consciously” follows “Augustine, rather than the mainstream of 

Reformed theological opinion,” Ward affirmed that all baptized infants are washed from 

original sin, and are certainly saved if they die in infancy.66 The non-elect, however, 

would fall into actual sin in adulthood, whereas the elect would persevere via faith and 

repentance.67 In this way, he sought to reconcile both Dort’s teaching and Arminian 

objections via an Augustinian reading of the established baptismal liturgy. 

 Neither Laud on the one side, nor several of Ward’s more implacably Calvinist 

colleagues on the other, could ultimately be satisfied by such arguments.68 But despite the 

distortions of contemporary polemics—in which defending the salvific role of man’s free 

will and good works became “Pelagianism” and affirming unconditional election became 

“Puritanism”—these disputes over the nature of grace took Augustine’s corpus as their 

lingua franca. For churchmen like the Dort delegates, that Augustinian tradition was 

64 Hampton, “Samuel Ward,” 205-206. 
65 Many English Arminians rejected Dort on that liturgical ground. 
66 Hampton, “Samuel Ward,” 217. 
67 Ibid., 212. Cf. John Donne’s very similar formulation in his Two Sermons Preached to the 
Prince and Princess Palatine, June 16, 1619, in Evelyn Simpson and George Potter, The 
Collected Sermons of John Donne, (BYU: 2004), 2:12, pg. 14. 
68 A number of Ward’s friends, including William Bedell, George Downham and the Dutch 
Reformed theologian Gisbertus Voetius, objected to Ward’s formulation as coming too near 
“universal grace.” Ibid., 216. 
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usefully mediated via the “sounder scholastics,” particularly Aquinas in his teaching on 

the infusion of divine graces and theological virtues which enable the life of faith.69 

Prevenient grace—"the grace of God by Christ preventing us” (Article X)—was itself a 

given, whether it primarily flowed to Christians via the decrees of election and the 

preaching of the Word (confirmed to their faith in the sacraments), or through obedience 

to ecclesiastical decrees and via the actions per se of sacramental worship. When John 

Donne died in 1631, it would still have been possible to imagine that this explicitly 

Protestant Augustinian center could hold, tangibly knit together by the continued 

subscription of the (given-by-law) Articles of Religion and the common services of the 

Prayerbook.  

5.3 Milton’s Augustinian Masque: 1634 
 
 John Milton subscribed to the royal supremacy, the Book of Common Prayer, 

episcopacy and the Articles when he received his Cambridge BA in 1629 and his MA in 

1632.70 But readings of Milton’s first major work, A Masque Presented at Ludlow Castle, 

1634, have tended to fall too easily into the fallacious binary of mid-17th century 

polemics. Often, the 23-year-old Milton is either read teleologically as an anti-

authoritarian Puritan, or revisionistically as a Pelagian Anglo-Catholic.71 I believe that 

69 For Aquinas’ influence on the British delegation at Dort, see David S. Sytsma, “Aquinas in 
Service of Dordt: John Davenant on Predestination, grace, and Free Choice,” in Beyond Dordt 
and De Auxiliis, 169-199, at 175, 192. 
70 Unlike the teenage John Donne, who matriculated early to avoid signing. See Campbell and 
Corns, John Milton, 63; David Colclough, “Donne, John” ODNB, 2. 
71 On the “Puritan” or militant Protestant side, see Maryanne McGuire’s Milton’s Puritan Masque 
(Athens, Georgia, 1983) and Barbara Lewalski, The Life of John Milton: A Critical Biography 
Revised Edition, (2001), chapter 3. In opposition to this, Campbell and Corns have argued that 
Milton was a thoroughgoing Laudian in his early years, and like Richard Crashaw perhaps even 



 

250 
 

the difficulties in definitively sustaining either version illuminate the false choice at play. 

In their place, I posit a poet and potential churchman (Milton was still holding open the 

possibility of ordination) who, like Joseph Hall, had been formed by the Augustine-

centric preaching of the parish and university pulpit. Milton had grown up on the rhythms 

of the Prayerbook, from baptism to confirmation, Morning and Evening Prayer, and Holy 

Communion.72 In 1634, still early in the “Personal Rule” and a few months prior to the 

launch of Laud’s disastrously autocratic visitation tour, he had not yet been forced to 

choose one party in the English church at the expense of the other. His Masque of that 

year reveals a deeply Augustinian conception of grace which flows from divine election 

via fervent interior faith and external ritual—a vision of grace, in short, which would 

have been as familiar to Thomas Cranmer as it was to Donne and Hall. 

5.3.1 Contra Fish’s anti-Augustinian Reading 

 It was a commonplace Cambridge joke during Milton’s tenure that “A meal 

without wine is like a sermon without Augustine.”73 But there have been thoroughly anti-

Augustinian readings of Milton’s Masque which discount any role for prevenient grace. 

Perhaps the most influential of these belongs to Stanley Fish. His argument serves as a 

Catholic-attracted. They argue for a synergism or semi-Pelagianism in the masque’s portrayal of 
virtue. Stanley Fish presents the Lady’s journey in terms which are either Pelagian or hyper-
Puritan, depending on whether her virtue is simply inherent, or whether she’s intently focused on 
signs of election or even her ‘inner light’ (see my summary of his argument below). Sarah Van 
der Laan comes to the same conclusion, arguing that Milton’s masque eschews “transformation” 
the children’s character, opting instead for an admiring “exposure” of the children’s “essential 
character.” See “Circean Transformation and the Poetics of Milton’s Masque,” The Seventeenth 
Century 31, no. 2 (2016): 139-160, at 151.  
72 Cf. Leah Marcus, The Politics of Mirth, (Chicago, 1986), 201. 
73 See Hampton, “Samuel Ward,” 204.  
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foil for my own, so it is worth briefly summarizing here. Fish writes of the Masque’s 

Lady, after she has been lured and immobilized by Comus: “Yet, as it turns out, she is left 

with everything—everything that matters. This is what is meant when she says to Comus, 

‘Thou canst not touch the freedom of my mind’ (663), or, in other words, ‘All of this—

my weakness, your strength, the entire situation as it seems to be—is beside the point. I 

may be imprisoned in every sense you can conceive, but in truth I am free.’” The Lady 

must look to Heaven by gazing inward, since “One gazes at something from which one is 

necessarily (and fatally) distinct; but the light within the Lady’s breast, the ‘something 

holy’ (246) that lodges there, her virgin purity, her chastity, is not something she 

apprehends but something she moves within and therefore is.” The Lady’s self-regard 

worships the Creator: “The virtuous narcissist is, without contradiction, Narcissus and 

Echo, at once self-absorbed and responsive, as Echo is, only to the voice of the Other.” 

Her completeness is such that her imprisonment only highlights her freedom, she is “a 

mind—spirit, animus—and she might have added that by immobilizing her [Comus] has 

done her the service of framing the strength (hidden, inner, and masculine) that sustains 

her, a strength he cannot touch.” Frames, not forges. As we view Comus, our ears are 

educated; the Lady, like the Son in Paradise Regained, does not need to be taught: 

“There is nothing to measure her or her progress against, because there is no background 

in relation to which she can stand out as a figure. She is her own background, and thus 

the perfect emblem (and rescuer) of chastity, whose unblemished form is unblemished 

even to the extent of not being set off by some other form that gives it shape.” The 

teleology of the Lady’s test, then, culminates in a celebration of a world which is “always 
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a repetition of the same; … displaying at every point the deep serenity that is the reward 

of becoming one with its dance, a world without seams, where surface and depth are 

indistinguishable and everything is ‘In unsuperfluous even proportion’ (772).”74   

   I do not intend to contradict every aspect of Fish’s essay, which I will cite 

appreciatively below. I do believe that the young Milton’s Masque is deeply indebted to a 

theotic tradition in which the pious soul shares a mystical union with God and thus 

participates now in her teleology. Milton cites Spenser as a greater teacher even than 

Aquinas, and he could have found this concept in either. But I want to challenge an 

assumption which seems to be present in the phrase “One gazes at something from which 

one is necessarily (and fatally) distinct.” Why is distinction necessarily fatal? We have no 

reason to think that in 1634 Milton was already a monist; we have every reason to think 

him a fervent conforming churchman with an artist’s eye for the “beauty of holiness” and 

unremarkable views on the Nicene Creed. For a Trinitarian, disjunction is fatal, but 

distinction (between the persons of the Godhead, between God and man) is necessary for 

relationship. And even with regards to Milton’s later work, it would seem a stretch to 

paint an eschatological dance of static indistinguishability. I am unconvinced by the 

claim that neither the Lady nor her brothers grow in knowledge or virtue; their test seems 

to mature them in both. 

 

 

74 See How Milton Works (Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press, 2001), 152-182. 
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5.3.2 Praying on Michaelmas 

 The Christian Platonism, hopeful Augustinianism, and loyalism (vs. royalism) of 

Hall’s court sermon provides a revealing backdrop for the opening scenes of Milton’s 

Michaelmas masque.75 When Henry Lawes’ “Attendant Spirit” descended from heaven to 

heaven’s outpost on September 29, 1634, he steps at once into festivities for both a 

religious holiday—the Feast of St. Michael and All Angels, which have spilled out of the 

Ludlow chapel into the Great Hall—and a secular one, the “Quarter Day” when 

magistrates took office. This occasional context is one of the most conventionally 

masque-like aspects of Milton’s Comus.76 In the wilds of Welsh Ludlow, Comus’ wicked 

misrule can only be defeated by the united swords of the king’s magistrate—who 

“beareth not the sword in vain: for he is the minister of God, a revenger to execute wrath 

upon him that doeth evil”—and of God’s archangel.77 And while scholars have often 

remarked that the Masque echoes the liturgical prayers for Michaelmas, they have not 

always paid attention to the thoroughly Augustinian theology operative in those prayers. 

An examination of them will help us see that the Masque’s Neoplatonism which Fish 

highlights does not entail a rejection of humanity’s embodied need for grace.78 

75 Hall reconciles a soul-body dualism (“this reasonable soul … is the man: that [the body] but the 
case”) with human fleshliness via Jesus, who as “come down and put on these rags of our flesh,” 
and “hast carried up this human nature of ours into the inseparable union with the ever-glorious 
and blessed Godhead” to the wonder of “all the angels of heaven.” Thus, while in ourselves we 
are “earthly and gross,” in God we become “angelical.” 
76 See Orgel, Jonsonian Masque, 83. 
77 Romans 13:4, KJV 
78 Leah Marcus, while she reads Milton as already anti-Charles and thus anti-Laud’s personal 
power, argues that the masque upholds the ceremonial norms of the established church: “As 
William B. Hunter, Jr., noted ten years ago, Comus is steeped in the liturgy for its festival 
occasion, the Feast of St. Michael and All Angels.” For the masque’s participants and viewers, 
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 The Psalm appointed for the Michaelmas Communion lends itself to the discourse 

around body-and-spirit, incarnation, redemption, and the shared humanity of the prince 

and the poor examined in Hall’s sermon above:  

‘The Lorde is hye above all heathen: and his glory above the heavens. Who is 
lyke unto the Lorde our God, that hath his dwellyng so hye: and yet humbleth 
himselfe to beholde the thynges that are in heaven and earth? He taketh up the 
simple out of the dust: and lifteth the poore out of the myre; That he may set him 
with the princes: even with the princes of his people’ (from Psalm 113).   
 

Henry Lawes, the Masque’s “Attendant (or “Guardian”) Spirit,” opens the performance 

by identifying himself as one of the “bright aerial spirits” who “live ensphered / In 

regions mild of calm and serene air” at “the starry threshold of Jove’s court,” far above 

the “low-thoughted care” and the “smoke and stir of this dim spot, / Which men call 

earth.” The darkness of earth hides from “men” the “sainted seats” where Virtue’s 

servants may sit “amongst the enthroned gods” after their “mortal change,” but Jove will 

not leave them there (1-12). He lifts them out of the dust. 

 The Collect for the day emphasizes God’s initiative in dispatching angels to aid 

his people in their service of Heaven: “Everlastyng God, which haste ordayned and 

constituted the services of all Angels and men in a wonderfull ordre: mercifully graunt, 

that they whiche alwaye doe thee service in heaven, may by thy appoyntment succour 

and defende us in earth: through Jesus Christe our Lorde, &c.” The Gospel reading from 

Matthew 18 narrows that broader plea for angelic assistance to focus on the grace which 

God grants to children in the face of temptation:  

who would likely have attended services that day, “the [thematic] parallels would have been 
unmistakable and would have encouraged them to perceive the masque as an extension of the 
liturgical lessons” See Marcus, Politics of Mirth, 201. 
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“Verely I saye unto you, excepte ye turne and become as children, ye shall not 
entre into the kyngdome of heaven. Whosoever therfore humbleth hymselfe as 
this childe, that same is the greatest in the kyngdome of heaven. … But whoso 
doth offende one of these lytle ons which beleve in me, it were better for him that 
a milstone were hanged aboute his necke, and that he were drowned in the depth 
of the sea. Woe unto the worlde, because of offences: necessary it is that offences 
come: But woe unto the manne, by whom the offence cometh. … Take hede that 
ye despise not one of these lytle ons. For I saye unto you; that in heaven their 
Angels doe alwayes beholde the face of my father, whiche is in heaven.”79  

 
If these texts form a backdrop for the Masque’s performance and reception, then the 

theology of prevenient grace, angelic assistance, the heavenly greatness won by humble 

service, and the role of “offences” in the Christian journey are all in line with the 

reformed Augustinianism of a preacher like Joseph Hall. Milton’s celebration presents, 

not the apotheosis of a great Lady, but a few of the “due steps” on the upward journey to 

“eternity” of a young girl—growing up toward “the crown that Virtue gives” (10-14). It 

is on behalf of this mere girl, removed from the privileged nursing “in princely lore” and 

separated from her “father’s state”—a “forlorn and wand’ring passenger” of “tender 

age”—that grace prevents the “peril” and “perplexed paths” of the journey. The 

Attendant Spirit reveals that “by quick command from sov’reign Jove / I was dispatched 

for their defense and guard” (41-42). What at first sounds like a quid pro quo between the 

Attendant and the Lady’s Virtue—“To such my errand is, and but for such, / I would not 

soil these pure ambrosial weeds / With the rank vapors of this sin-worn mold” (16-17)—

is clarified by adding Jove to the chain of causality.80 His “quick command” precedes the 

79 Quoted from the 1559 Book of Common Prayer. 
80 In an early Jacobean text, Characters of Vertues and Vices, Joseph Hall wrote of “the faithful 
man” that he “lives ever in heaven; and sees all earthly things beneath him. When he goes in to 
converse with God, he wears not his own clothes, but takes them still out of the rich wardrobe of 
his redeemer; and then dare boldly press in, and challenge a blessing. The celestial spirits do not 
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Spirit’s flight.  The Spirit further elaborates this chain of causation a few lines later: 

“Therefore when any favored of high Jove / Chances to pass through this advent’rous 

glade, / Swift as the sparkle of a glancing star, / I shoot from Heav’n to give him safe 

convoy” (78-81). Jove’s favor causes his command, his command causes heavenly aid, 

and heavenly aid brings safety to the lost pilgrim seeking Virtue’s crown.81 The Spirit’s 

leading will come, not via static self-contemplation, or “jumping up and down in one 

place,” but through ritual or even liturgical movement.82 By that, I mean a movement in 

which the celebrants are not quite actors, but rather costumed members of the audience’s 

family, who will ultimately draw the spectators/congregation into the action, whose 

performance includes and invokes spiritual descent and ascent, prayer (spoken and sung), 

exhortations, benedictions, and sacraments, and for whom both movement and time are at 

once cyclical, linear, and ultimately upward.83  

scorn his company, yea, his service.” Characters, (1608), “Of the faithful man,” 5-6. Cf. John 
Donne, who preached on Whitsunday in 1626 that “God comes downeward to us; but we must go 
upward to God; not to get above him in his unrevealed Decrees, but to go up towards him, in 
laying hold upon that lowest linke” (7:229). See Shami, “Speaking Openly,” 57-58. 
81 Cf. Joseph Hall: “What shall I say, that, ere the world was, thou lovedst man that should be? 
With an everlasting love hast thou embraced him; whom thou madest hapy, and foresawest 
forlorn and miserable. The angels fell; thou lettedst them go: man fell; and, O thou Blessed Son 
of the Eternal Father, thou wouldst rather divest thyself of the robes of heavenly glory; and come 
down and put on these rags of our flesh; and therein endure the miseries of a servile life, the 
scorns of wretched men, the pains of a bitter and accursed death, the wrath of thy Blessed and 
Coessential Father; than man should not be recovered.” Hall, “Character of Man,” 423. 
82 Fish, How Milton Works, 168.  
83 What John Donne, in a 1619 sermon to the Elector Palatine, describes as the “sacramental and 
ritual, and ceremonial things, which are the bellows of devotion…” See Evelyn Simpson and 
George Potter, The Collected Sermons of John Donne, (BYU: 2004), 2:12, pg. 9-10. The Pauline 
image of the Christian life as an athlete running a race (1 Corinthians 9:24) may describe a 
densely populated circular track as felicitously as an individualist cross-country marathon. 
“Circular” and “linear” are not contradictions. 
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 In the Masque, philosophy and her attendant scenery of Hellenic mythology have 

been drawn into the service of a thoroughly Christian humanism which assures us from 

the beginning that Heaven stoops to help God’s children. Grace precedes virtue.84 The 

Masque dramatizes the testing of temperance or chastity by a figure of sensuality. But the 

persons tested are not simply Neoplatonic allegories. They are listed in the dramatis 

personae as “The Lord Brackley, Mr. Thomas Egerton his brother, and The Lady Alice 

Egerton” alongside their alter-egos of “1. Brother,” “2. Brother,” and “The Lady.” These 

are not simply actors playing roles: the Attendant Spirit, played by the music master 

Henry Lawes, is the music master, “That to the service of this house belongs, / Who with 

his soft pipe and smooth-ditties song, / Well knows to still the wild winds when they roar 

…” (85-87).85 The “Lady” and her brothers were baptized Alice, John, and Thomas 

Egerton when their parents and their parish called “upon God the Father, through our 

Lord Jesus Christ, that of his bounteous mercy hee will graunt to these children that thing 

which by nature they cannot haue, that they may be baptized with water and the holy 

84 This is not to say that Milton is uninterested in the virtue ethics of Greek philosophy (in his 
later treatise on educating children he makes it quite clear that he is), but it’s a philosophy 
baptized into the English church by pre-and-post-Reformation scholastics and into English poetry 
by the likes of Edmund Spenser. See, for instance, Milton’s advice that young men spend the day 
studying classical ethics, history, and philosophy, followed before bed by the Old and New 
Testaments, in Of Education (1644), 976. Stephen Fallon, looking almost exclusively at Milton’s 
later work, argues that in Milton’s mind virtue was something that came naturally and habitually 
to him without the need for grace. While Milton indisputably moved away from reformed 
orthodoxy as he aged, it is at least possible that the mature Milton assumed he had clearly 
expressed that holiness flows from grace in his earlier work. But it is clear that the university 
student of the early 1630s was a far more orthodox figure than the polemicist of the ’40s and 
’50s. Stephen M. Fallon, “Milton and Literary Virtue,” Journal of Medieval and Early Modern 
Studies 42, (2012), 181-200. 
85 The introduction to the Masque in the Kerrigan, Rumrich, and Fallon edition is helpful on this 
point. 
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Ghost, and received into Christes holy Church, and be made lively membres of the 

same.” Their battle against Comus is an example of “manfully” fighting “under [Christ’s] 

banner against sinne, the world, and the devil” by themselves forsaking “the vaine pompe 

and glory of the world, with all the couetous desires of the same, and the carnall desires 

of the flesh.”86 At the Masque’s denouement the triumphant children will be presented as 

“Three fair branches of your own” “timely tried” by Heaven to their parents the “Noble 

Lord, and Lady bright” of Bridgewater (967-970).87 

 According to Joseph Hall—and, I think, to the young Milton, following in 

Spenser’s poetic footsteps—God’s salvific grace comes, not to or via kings, but to human 

beings stripped of worldly status: “Let his wonder be general;” Hall exhorts, “not so 

much of David, a man selected; as of David, a man.”88 As in Hall’s account, the poet’s 

focus is on the ‘Character of a Woman’ rather than on the king, the queen, or even the 

Lord Lieutenant. As Orgel argued, praise transcended parasitical flattery and became 

86 The baptismal rite of the 1604 Book of Common Prayer.  
87 Compare this to the opening canto of Spenser’s Faerie Queene Book II, where the Knight of 
Temperance Sir Guyon nearly attacks the Knight of Holiness St. George, but immediately stops 
and reverences him when he recognizes the Red Cross, “the sacred badge of my Redeemer’s 
death,” painted on George’s shield (II.i.27). Embraced by Holiness (the distinctively Christian 
idea of being set apart for communion with Christ, cf. Hebrews 10:10), Temperance may proceed 
on his quest. Quoted from Edmund Spenser, The Faerie Queene, ed. A. C. Hamilton et al., (New 
York: Longman, 2007). Joseph Wawrykow demonstrates that this idea of ‘union with Christ’ is 
fundamental to Aquinas’ understanding that the Christian receives the great theological virtues of 
faith, hope, and charity, followed by infused moral virtues (like temperance) which replace the 
old natural habits, through a relationship with Jesus Christ: “To live authentically is to live on the 
basis of Christ and to grow into Christ.” Wawrykow, “Jesus in the Moral Theology of Thomas 
Aquinas,” Journal of Medieval and Early Modern Studies 42, (2012), 13-33, at 22. As the recent 
volume Aquinas Among the Protestants, ed. Manfred Svensson and David VanDrunen (Hoboken, 
New Jersey, 2017) has demonstrated, there is nothing oxymoronic in the idea of a Protestant 
virtue ethic, as has sometimes been claimed. 
88 Hall, “Character of Man,” 413. 
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“valid” when the central figure’s virtues could be dramatically worked out, when the 

masque could become, in Jonson’s words, “the mirror of man’s life.”89 King David’s 

repentance in “dust and ashes” can be enacted via the liturgical performance of Psalm 51; 

but the English monarch cannot become so vulnerable—hence the illegality of staging a 

ruling monarch. Alice Egerton, on the other hand, can be staged as one who is lost and 

must be found. But her eventual safe arrival at Ludlow, where she will be conducted with 

her brothers by their aerial Guardian to “behold the face of [their] father” (Matthew 18), 

unites castle and Coelum in a typological conceit remarkably similar to that used by 

Carew. 

5.3.3 The Lady’s Test 

 In distinction to Fish, for whom the body is irrelevant; contra Prynne, for whom a 

masquing Lady is a whore; and even unlike Carew’s masque, which idealizes the king 

and queen’s untouchable marital chastity, Milton’s Guardian Spirit comes to defend a 

virgin through a test of her chastity which, as in Augustine’s City of God, will imprison 

her body and thus work to test and refine her soul.90 As it was for Spenser’s Guyon in 

Book II of the Faerie Queene, the forest’s primary test to the children’s virtue will be 

Circean; that witch’s son Comus lurks in the woods to offer travelers “orient liquor in a 

crystal glass,” which when accepted turns “their human count’nance, / Th’ express 

resemblance of the gods” into “some brutish form” of “perfect … misery” (65-73). The 

89 See Orgel, Jonsonian Masque, 103. 
90 Brendan Prawdzik writes: “Milton’s staging of a fifteen-year-old female with substantial 
speaking, singing and dancing parts challenges the pronounced anti-feminism running through the 
anti-theatrical tracts — most directly William Prynne’s Histriomastix…” Theatrical Milton, 
(Edinburgh University Press, 2017), 57. 
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Spirit, now in the form of a shepherd-musician, flees at the sound of Comus and his 

beast-headed followers’ “hateful steps,” explicitly contrasted to the “due steps” of all the 

virtuous and the soon-to-be-heard “chaste footing” of the Lady (92, 146). Contra 

Lewalski, this sorcerer who turns men into beasts is not simply a Cavalier sensualist, nor 

is his chalice a straightforward symbol of alcoholic debasement.91 Circean transformation 

is a favorite image of Hall’s for the antithesis to regeneration. In his 1634 court sermon, 

he urges his auditors to turn from the sinful pride of “the vassals of Satan” and to replace 

it with a holy pride in God’s favor: “think these sublunary vanities too base to carry away 

your hearts. … Say ye so, ye Regenerate Soul. Should such a man as I debauch and sin? 

Should such a man as I play the beast? Is it for my upright face to grovel? Is it for my 

affections to walk on all-four? No; let beast be sensual: let devils be wicked …”92 

91 Lewalski writes: “With his bestial rout Comus is made to figure on one level Cavalier 
licentiousness, Laudian ritual, the depravities of court masques and feasts, as well as the unruly 
holiday pastimes – maypoles, morris dances, Whitsun ales – promoted by the Book of Sports 
Charles I had reissued the previous year. Comus embodies as well the seductive power of false 
rhetoric and the threat of rape.” The Life of John Milton, 63. 
92 Hall, “Character of Man,” 425. Cf. Hall’s sermon “The Estate of a Christian,” (1625?), Works, 
Vol. 5 (1863), 303: “Our mythologists tell us of many strange metamorphoses; of men turned into 
beasts, birds, trees; wherein, doubtless, they had moral allusions. Let me tell you of a 
metamorphosis as strange as theirs, and as true as theirs fabulous. They tell us of men turned into 
swine by Circe: I tell you of swine turned into men; when drunkards and obscene persons turn 
sober and well-governed. They tell you of men turned into stones, and of stones turned into men, 
immediately upon their deluge; I tell you, that of very stones sons are raised up to Abraham.” 
Debauchery is here connected to spiritual degeneration, and ‘sobering up’ with becoming a son of 
Abraham (i.e., a regenerate soul). Hall emphasizes the black magic of such a transformation in his 
1626(?) sermon before Charles, “St. Paul’s Combat,” 343: “Certainly, God made man upright; as 
in shape, so in disposition. What wrought this miserable metamorphosis? what could do it but 
sorcery? and what witch could this be but the old Circe of the world, sensuality?”  
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 Like Hall’s sensual devils, Comus’ invitations to “joy,” “feast,” “Midnight shout, 

and revelry, / Tipsy dance, and jollity”—since “Venus now wakes, and wakens Love”— 

move beyond sins of the flesh to a deeper spiritual perversion (102-104, 124): 

Come let us our rites begin, 
’Tis only daylight that makes sin, 
Which these dun shades will ne’er report. 
Hail goddess of nocturnal sport, 
Dark-veiled Cotytto, t’ whom the secret flame 
Of midnight torches burns; mysterious dame 
That ne’er art called, but when the dragon womb 
Of Stygian darkness spits her thickest gloom, 
And makes one blot of all the air, 
Stay thy cloudy ebon chair, 
Wherein thou rid’st with Hecat’, and befriend 
Us thy vowed priests, till utmost end 
Of all thy dues be done, and none left out …  
Come, knit hands, and beat the ground, 
In a light fantastic round. 
    (125-144)93 
 

Comus is the priest of a bad religion. His eyes are not fastened to the ground; he looks up, 

but hopes to see darkness. He summons witch-goddesses. He celebrates “abhorred rites,” 

and fulfills his vows to the utmost end of his patronesses’ dues, which must run the 

opposite way from the “due steps” of the just and Milton’s “due feet” returning to the 

cloisters (535). The Attendant has already identified the steps of Comus’ dance as 

“hateful,” so when Comus invokes “Love,” we know that this word has been turned 

93 Compare Comus’ Circean lineage, his magic cup, and his “light fantastic round” with these 
lines denouncing the goddess Pleasure in Carew’s Coelum Britannicum: “Bewitching Syren, 
guilded rottennesse, / Thou hast with cunning artifice display'd / Th' enamel'd out side, and the 
honied verge / Of the fair cup, where deadly poyson lurks. / Within, a thousand sorrowes dance 
the round” (pg. 201). Here as elsewhere, Milton’s masque is a more successful offspring (rather 
than a rejection) of a Whitehall masque. 
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inside-out by his liturgy. His chalice is the sacrament of a black mass, complete with 

midnight torches, bestial companions, and a lost virgin to be sexually victimized. It is 

Nature worship contra naturam, in that Comus idolizes creatures over Creator, but it is a 

worship keenly aware of unseen realities. Comus reveals his spiritual perception both 

when he “can distinguish by mine art” the “different pace / Of some chaste footing” (the 

approaching Lady), and by his reaction to the prayer she sings: “Sure something holy 

lodges in that breast” (247). He has heard the sensual siren songs with which Circe would 

seduce sailors and put to sleep “the prisoned soul” with “potent herbs and baleful drugs” 

before, “but such a sacred and home-felt delight, / Such sober certainty of waking bliss / I 

never heard till now” (253-264).  

 The Lady is of a higher order than Circe, but so is Comus. The Attendant has told 

us that the son “Excels his mother at her mighty art,” and Comus claims that “We that are 

of purer fire / Imitate the starry choir” (63, 111-112). He is thus a parody of the “aerial 

spirit” who descended from Jove’s “starry threshold” to open the Masque (1-3). Like 

him, Comus will appear as a shepherd. And his response to the Lady is identical to that of 

Milton’s Satan when he first sees Eve: worshipful delight which appreciates the worth of 

its object and acknowledges her relation to a greater power (the holy “he” who makes in 

her “his hidden residence”), followed by a determination to possess the woman and defile 

her by winding snake-like into her heart (163). Comus’ “Love” is demonic hate. The 

“virtue of this magic dust” which he casts into the air is the power to ensnare the Lady’s 

“virtuous mind” (165, 211). Can virtue cast out virtue? Only if Comus’ virtus has been 

inverted and become a vacuum. 
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 The Lady, though deceived by Comus’ disguise, recognizes something of his 

purposes before they meet. She has heard the racket of Comus’ celebration, and it 

reminds her of the worship of unruly, uneducated shepherds, “When for their teeming 

flocks and granges full / In wanton dance they praise the bounteous Pan, / And thank the 

gods amiss” (176). She is, like the elder brother in the following scene and like Eve in 

Paradise Lost, a little too naïve about the range of spiritual depravity. She envisions 

something similar to stanza VIII from On the Morning of Christ’s Nativity (1629):  

The shepherds on the lawn,  
Or ere the point of dawn  
Sat simply chatting in a rustic row;  
Full little thought they then,  
That the mighty Pan  
Was kindly come to live with them below. 
     (85-90) 
 

She supposes that the group in the woods, in contrast to the decorous shepherds above, 

have been drinking too freely, like St. Paul’s Corinthian parishioners who overindulge in 

the Eucharistic cup.94 The worship is wanton, not the god himself—he is thanked amiss 

by abusing his bounty.  But Comus and his followers never invoke “bounteous 

Pan” in their worship, because in these early poems Pan is associated with Christ and 

ought to be worshipped. This crew, on the contrary, is that which opposes the celebration 

of the Nativity Ode in stanzas XX and XXIV: “With flow’r-inwoven tresses torn, / The 

Nymphs in twilight shade of tangled thickets mourn” (187-188), and “In vain with 

timbrelled anthems dark / The sable-stoled sorcerers bear his worshipped ark” (219-220). 

There are worse things than discordant liturgy. 

94 1 Corinthians 11:17-22, King James Version. 
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 The Lady discovers this when she enters the cloud of magic dust: 

 What might this be? A thousand fantasies  
 Begin to throng into my memory  
 Of calling shapes, and beck’ning shadows dire,  
 And airy tongues, that syllable men’s names  
 On sands, and shores, and desert wildernesses. 
      (205-209) 
 
 Comus’ attack on the Lady’s imagination, like the dream which the reptilian Satan 

whispers into Eve’s ear—“Assaying by his devilish art to reach, / The organs of her 

fancy, and with them forge / Illusions as he list” (PL 801-803)—is intended to taint her 

perceptions and prepare the ground for a frontal assault. 

 The Lady, unattended by her brothers, is about to encounter a figure whose offers 

of worldly enjoyment are next-door to Hell.95 She turns inward, as Fish points out, to 

survey her defenses: 

The virtuous mind, that ever walks attended 
By a strong siding champion Conscience.— 
O welcome pure-eyed Faith, white-handed Hope, 
Thou hovering angel girt with golden wings, 
And thou unblemished form of Chastity, 
I see ye visibly, and now believe 
That he, the Supreme Good, t’ whom all things ill 
Are but as slavish officers of vengeance, 
Would send a glist’ring guardian if need were 
To keep my life and honor unassailed. 
     (211-220) 

The Lady’s inward gaze rests on her own Conscience guiding her; its attendance is an 

excellent thing, but she breaks off. For Conscience (con-scientia) to act rightly, it needs a 

95 Like Spenser’s Guyon when he leaves behind the Palmer and encounters Mammon. See FQ 
II.vi.24. 
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correct knowledge of the pertinent facts.96 Comus’s attack on the link between her senses 

and her intellectual powers, united with the “single darkness” he has summoned to inhibit 

her senses themselves, leave Conscience vulnerable. But she is not given another moment 

either to rashly presume on her natural powers or to despair of them, because she is 

interrupted by an immediate infusion of theological virtue from the Supreme Good, the 

source of grace.97 These graces are so tangible that the Lady sees them visibly in the form 

of a pure-eyed, white-handed, golden-winged angel. Faith and Hope can operate in 

confusion and darkness, because “faith is the substance of things hoped for, the evidence 

96 See, for instance, Thomas Aquinas, Summa Theologica, trans. Frs. of the English Dominican 
Province, (Benziger Bros., 1947), I.79.12. 
97 I think Fish’s reading here fails to account for the Lady’s cry of “welcome.” He writes: “It is as 
if she were abstracted from the landscape of her consciousness and sees that in another instant its 
even surface will be marked by alien shadows and shapes. But then, in the nick of time, she 
dispels those shapes by declining to acknowledge them as her own; ‘thoughts’ they may be, but 
they are thoughts from some outside agency, and as she refuses them they fade away (like the 
fleeing, sighing, pagan deities of the Nativity Ode) to be replaced by what was already there 
[emphasis added].” Fish, 164-165. Donne is more to the purpose here when he reminds his 
Whitehall auditory that “God dwells in luce inacessibili, in such light as no man by the light of 
nature can comprehend here,” accessible only when “that light of grace … was shed upon thee 
here.” Preached at Whitehall, March 3, 1619/20, (BYU), 11. 



 

266 
 

of things not seen.”98 After Faith and Hope, the audience of course expects “Love” or 

“Charity.”99 Instead we hear “Chastity.”100  

 I believe the reason for this must be related to what the Lady has unwittingly 

absorbed of Comus’ imperfectly overheard grammar. By summoning the nomen sacrum 

“Love” into the midst of the “dragon womb” of his rite, Comus has defiled the word.101 

The Lady, her brothers, and the Attendant Spirit must and will rescue it from Comus by 

the Masque’s conclusion, but in the meantime she chooses another. Chastity is not a 

negative term; it does not mean abstinence or the triumph of reason over passion. 

Chastity is the virginal love of a created being for God which we encountered in Il 

Penseroso’s contemplative nun, and which St. Paul commends when he writes: “There is 

difference also between a wife and a virgin. The unmarried woman careth for the things 

98 Hebrews 11:1. Cf. Joseph Hall’s 1608 account of the gift of faith, where he writes of “the 
faithful man” that “His eyes have no other objects but absent and invisible; which they see so 
clearly, as that to them sense is blind. … His understanding is enlightened with the beams of 
divine truth: God hath acquainted him with his will; and what he knows he dare confess: there is 
not more love in his heart than liberty in his tongue.” Characters of Vertues and Vices, Book I, 
“Of the faithful man.” This kind of interior and individualized faith is at the heart of Hall’s 
religion. For the bishop, both the Puritanical sermon gadder and the Laudian or Catholic formalist 
are equally in danger of hypocrisy, if either forgets to be a doer of the Word: “Do you see a man, 
whose stomach insatiably craves new superadditions upon the indigested morsels of his last 
hour’s lecture, and yet nauseates at the public prayers of the Church? do you see a superstitious 
votary looking ruefully from his knees upon his adored crucifix ; and, as Isaac the Syrian 
prescribes, living like a dead man in a solitary sepulchre, yet making no bones of killing kings? 
… These have a form of godliness, and are the worse for it.” “The Hypocrite” (1630), 430-431. 
99 As in 1 Corinthians 13. 
100 Cf. again Spenser’s Hymn in Honour of Beauty regarding the eyes which “adore” the “Perfect 
Beauty” rather than “deflore” it: “For lovers' eyes more sharply sighted be / Than other men's, 
and in dear love's delight / See more than any other eyes can see, / Through mutual receipt of 
beam[e]s bright, / Which carry privy message to the spright, / And to their eyes that inmost fair 
display, / As plain as light discovers dawning day” (232-238). 
101 See 1 John 4:8: “He that loveth not knoweth not God; for God is love.”  
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of the Lord, that she may be holy both in body and in spirit.”102 Rosemond Tuve connects 

this care for holy things with “that element of right allegiance which Christian thought 

gave it right down through the centuries to Milton’s Comus (fidelity to ‘the right loves’ is 

the emphasis we persistently meet from Augustine onward, preventing the excesses of 

enslavement to Mammon or to Acrasia).”103 When Spenser and Milton write about 

Temperance, they are writing about Love.104 The Lady knows the love is mutual; God has 

sent her angelic graces, and the “glist’ring guardian” she will indeed need to combat the 

demonic “officers of vengeance” is already en route. Providence confirms this love by a 

sign, a flash of light which breaks through the clouds and which the Lady must be 

looking outside of herself to see (223-225). Fish’s image of meditating upon the Other via 

oneself, of venerating one’s own soul as an icon for the divine, does not cover the Lady’s 

need for and comfort from a wholly external divine interposition.105 Indeed, the sign fixes 

her attention more firmly on her need for help from the community of the good.  

102 1 Corinthians 7:34.  
103 Rosemond Tuve, Allegorical Imagery (Princeton, 1966), 366. Cf. Fish, 165: “One who is 
chaste pledges herself to the highest possible service and rejects all other services as unworthy 
and idolatrous.” 
104 Lauren Shohet writes: “Faith, hope, and especially love as the way to a happy life of temperate 
virtue are prominent in these different but significantly overlapping venues of city pageant, court 
masque, city masque, and country house masque. These texts variously emphasize love as charity 
or as chastity; both involving right use of the world, the terms are more similar in seventeenth
century usage than in ours.” See Reading Masques, 54. Tuve discusses how the old collection of 
the seven virtues (the three theological virtues with the four cardinal virtues of prudence, 
temperance, fortitude, and justice) came to be integrated in allegorical literature with the seven 
evangelical gifts of the Spirit preached by Christ in the Sermon on the Mount. See Allegorical 
Imagery, 88. 
105 Spenser’s An Hymn in Honour of Beauty is again instructive here. Contrasting the eyes of love 
with the eyes of lust, the poet writes: “But they, which love indeed, look otherwise, / With pure 
regard and spotless true intent, / Drawing out of the object of their eyes / A more refined form, 
which they present / Unto their mind, void of all blemishment; / Which it reducing to her first 
perfection, / Beholdeth free from flesh's frail infection. / And then conforming it unto the light, / 
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 Prompted by her “new enlivened spirits,” the Lady begins to sing a prayer to 

attract the help of her brothers, but which also looks to the intercession of a witness, Echo 

(228).106 She asks Echo to reveal to her the boys’ location: “O if thou have / Hid them in 

some flow’ry cave, / Tell me but where, / Sweet queen of parley, daughter of the sphere. / 

So may’st thou be translated to the skies, / And give resounding grace to all heav’n’s 

harmonies” (238-243). Comus’ music parodies the song of the spheres; the Lady’s joins 

that song as she prays both for Echo’s help and for Echo’s translation from whatever 

sphere she currently resides into the realm of “heav’n’s harmonies,” the starry threshold 

of Jove’s court. This is an economy of grace: Echo both needs the grace of heaven, and 

will act as heaven’s instrument to bring divine aid to others. 

 Compare Comus’ response to the Lady’s song with Il Penseroso’s ecclesial 

“anthems clear” which could “dissolve” Milton “into ecstasies” and lift his heart to 

“Heav’n”:  

Can any mortal mixture of earth’s mold 
Breathe such divine enchanting ravishment? 
Sure something holy lodges in that breast, 
And with these raptures moves the vocal air 
To testify his hidden residence; 

Which in itself it hath remaining still, / Of that first Sun, yet sparkling in his sight, / Thereof he 
fashions in his higher skill / An heavenly beauty to his fancy's will; / And it embracing in his 
mind entire, / The mirror of his own thought doth admire. / Which seeing now so inly fair to be, / 
As outward it appeareth to the eye, / And with his spirit's proportion to agree, / He thereon fixeth 
all his fantasy, / And fully setteth his felicity; / Counting it fairer than it is indeed, / And yet 
indeed her fairness doth exceed” (211-231). The image of the beloved embraces the lovers entire 
mind, but it never becomes coterminous with her mind. The beloved always remains a “Thou” or 
“Other” with whom the image must constantly be compared, and whose fairness eternally 
refreshes and refines the mental icon. 
106 Note the passivity of “enlivened”—a gift received, not a feat performed. Cf. Paradise Lost, 
XI.22-26: “See Father, what first fruits on Earth are sprung / From thy implanted grace in man, 
these sighs / And prayers, which in this golden censer, mixed / With incense, I thy priest before 
thee bring, / Fruits of more pleasing savor from thy seed …” 
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How sweetly did they float upon the wings 
Of silence, through the empty-vaulted night 
At every fall smoothing the raven down 
Of darkness till it smiled … 
     (244-252) 
 

In the Lady’s hymn, invisible reality transforms the material world. The words of her 

enlivened spirits move “vocal air”; her syllables are resonant, carnal and creative. 

Enchantment issues from the hidden residence of the holy, takes the oppressive darkness 

of the forest, and builds a vaulted cathedral (with a religiously dim “high embowed 

roof”) for music to echo in. Earth’s mold can be an instrument of divine power. 

 When Comus addresses the Lady, he begins by flatteringly adopting ceremonial 

language he believes will please her: 

… I’ll speak to her 
And she shall be my queen.—Hail, foreign wonder! 
Whom certain these rough shades did never breed, 
Unless the goddess that in rural shrine 
Dwell’st here with Pan or Sylvan, by blest song 
Forbidding every bleak unkindly fog 
To touch the prosperous growth of this tall wood. 
     (264-270) 

 
Comus’ “Hail” casts his picture of her in a distinctly Marian light: she is a goddess-like 

being who dwells with Pan, who is honored by a shrine to the pair of them, and who sings 

a “blest song” which fights against the darkness. 107 She is the opposite, in fact, of 

Comus’ true queen, to whom he had cried “Hail goddess of nocturnal sport, / Dark-veiled 

107 Cf. the Marian ethos of Henrietta’s Maria’s masques. Veevers, Images of Love and Religion, 
chapter 3. The terms “courtly” and “romantic” can here be clustered with “ritual” and “liturgical” 
without contradiction; the line between chivalric devotion to a beloved lady and pilgrim devotion 
to Our Lady is a fine one, as we see in Dante’s stance toward Beatrice or in the knights’ reverent 
responses to the iconography of Gloriana in FQ II. 
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Cotytto”—the patroness of “the dragon womb / Of Stygian darkness.”108 Comus 

recognizes the kind of thing the Lady is by associating her with the Christian archetype of 

holy chastity. But he has already profaned her hailing her name “in vain,” as the 

commandment puts it.109 He plans to profane her further.110  

 The Lady, though, deflects both title and praise (a gentle Protestant corrective to 

Henrietta Maria’s Marian cult?) and focuses attention on her own need for aid:111  

Nay gentle shepherd, ill is lost that praise 
That is addressed to unattending ears; 
Not any boast of skill, but extreme shift  
How to regain my severed company  
Compelled me to awake the courteous echo …   
    (271-275) 
 

Her response makes it clear that she has, in fact, literally attended to his words; they are 

not, however, the kinds of words she is listening for (news of her brothers). Comus’ 

108 Cf. Paradise Lost IV.505-535. Comus’ use of “Hail” here, recalling the Ave Maria, is a 
perversion (albeit written much earlier) of the typological “Hail, Eve” in Paradise Lost: “On 
whom the angel ‘Hail’ / Bestowed, the holy salutation used / Long after to blest Mary, second 
Eve” (PL V.385-387). 
109 Exodus 20:7. 
110 Defiling the Virgin Mary is a classic example of the single most heinous thing one might do to 
offend Christ. Timothy Wengert writes that it was the Dominican indulgence-seller Johann 
Tetzel’s claim that “were one to rape the Virgin Mary so that she conceived another child, God 
would forgive him, ‘provided he placed the necessary sum in the [collections] box’” which most 
enraged Martin Luther in their encounter. See Timothy J. Wengert, Martin Luther’s 95 Theses, 
(Fortress Press, 2015), xxxv. 
111 But not an aggressive/rebellious repudiation of queenly imagery. Cf. stanzas II-IV of George 
Herbert’s “To All Angels and Saints,” published in The Temple in 1633: “Not out of envie or 
maliciousnesse / Do I forbear to crave your special aid: / I would address / My vows to thee most 
gladly, blessed Maid, / And Mother of my God, in my distress. / Thou art the holy mine, whence 
came the gold, / The great restorative for all decay / In young and old; / Thou art the cabinet 
where the jewel lay: / Chiefly to thee would I my soul unfold: / But now (alas!) I dare not; for our 
King, / Whom we do all jointly adore and praise, / Bids no such thing: / And where his pleasure 
no injunction layes, / (’Tis your own case) ye never move a wing.” In George Herbert: The 
Complete Poetry, ed. John Drury and Victoria Moul, (Penguin, 2015), 74. Also see Stanza V of 
John Donne’s “A Litany” for a less hesitant celebration of the Virgin Mary. 
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flatterings are, as always, the wrong words. It is not until he tells a bald-faced lie about 

the boys’ location, abandoning his preferred mode of telling the truth backward, that he 

convinces her to accompany him. Even here, however, Comus reveals his bent; when he 

saw the boys in the wood, he reports, “I was awestruck, / And as I passed, I worshipped; 

if those you seek, / It were a journey like the path to Heav’n / To help you find them” 

(301-304). The Lady should take warning from his confessed idolatry, but either she was 

too excited at his claim “Two such I saw” fifteen lines earlier to pay much attention, or 

she is too gracious to correct him a second time. Comus is correct, of course; the path to 

Heav’n and the path to reunion with her family run parallel for the Lady, while Comus 

strives to run the opposite direction. This is true even when their paths lie together. 

Comus is one of God’s “slavish officers,” so the temptations he presents to the Lady will 

glorify her while damning him. Perhaps the Lady sees through his disguise for a moment, 

for it is here that she utters her most overtly Christian prayer: “Eye me blest Providence, 

and square my trial / To my proportioned strength” (329-330). May Providence, the 

gentle aspect of the Protestants’ God, protect her, and may he not test his child beyond 

the strength (the virtus) he has given her to prevail.112  

 The Lady’s brothers are anxiously searching for her.113 The elder seeks to dispel 

their fear of the dark dangers which might beset her with the cheering thought that 

112 Cf. 1 Corinthians 10:13: “There hath no temptation taken you but such as is common to man: 
but God is faithful, who will not suffer you to be tempted above that ye are able; but will with the 
temptation also make a way to escape, that ye may be able to bear it.”  
113 This is a more faithful Spenserian reference, perhaps, than that of Areopagitica, where Milton 
writes that Spenser, “describing true temperance under the person of Guyon, brings him in with 
his palmer through the cave of Mammon and the bower of earthly bliss that he might see and 
know and yet abstain,” 939. 
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“Virtue could see to do what Virtue would / By her own radiant light, though sun and 

moon / Were in that flat sea sunk” (373-375). Lines like this are central to Fish’s reading, 

but the younger brother is skeptical: “You may as well spread out the unsunned heaps / 

Of miser’s treasure by an outlaw’s den, / And tell me it is safe, as bid me hope / Danger 

will wink on opportunity” (398-401). It is difficult for me not to read this as a gloss on 

Spenser’s Guyon, who is astonished to come upon Mammon “sunning his threasure hore” 

(FQ II.vii.Arg.). Despite Guyon’s confident claim to Mammon that he has a “high 

heroicke spright” which disdains to look at money (II.vii.10), after a long debate he 

wavers and expresses curiosity to see Mammon’s “secret place” or storehouse (II.vii.19-

20). The spiritual peril this puts Guyon in, opening him to ever-accumulating 

temptations, casts doubt on the elder brother’s (less confident) rejoinder that while his 

sister’s (mere) body may be endangered, “No goblin, or swart fairy of the mine, / Hath 

hurtful power o’er true virginity” (Masque 436-437).114 Even when the Attendant Spirit 

arrives to anxiously report that he has heard the Lady’s song ascending like incense (“a 

steam of rich distilled perfumes”), but seen herself encumbered around with a “deadly 

snare” by a “damned wizard,”115 the elder brother repeats the claim that Virtue may be 

“Surprised by unjust force, but not enthralled” (555-574, 590). Rather than engaging him 

in debate, the Spirit replies simply that Comus’ “Hellish charms” can “unthread thy 

114 This pattern is repeated in Canto xii, when Guyon gazes for far too long on the cavorting 
maidens in the Bower of Bliss, “and in his sparkling face / the secret signes of kindled lust 
appear” (II.xii.68). At least for Guyon, a sin of the heart has already occurred, and shame may 
fuel his surprisingly thorough destruction of the garden as much as his mission does. Cf. Matthew 
5:28. 
115 It is the wizard Archimago who tempts Guyon to attack the Knight of Holiness in the first 
canto of the Faerie Queen Book II. 
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joints, / And crumble all thy sinews” (614-615). Neither swords nor philosophy can 

prevail here—instead, he gives them a plant of “divine effect” called Haemony, which 

will act on Comus like garlic on a vampire, or like the sign of the cross on a demon.116 In 

response, the elder brother finally follows his sister’s example and remembers to pray, 

telling the Spirit to “lead on apace, I’ll follow thee, / And some good angel bear a shield 

before us” (which of course exactly describes what the Attendant Spirit is doing with the 

Haemony; the grace has preceded the request) (657-658).117 

 I will give only a brief reading of the centerpiece of the Masque, the argument 

between Comus and the Lady. Here, Comus’ lack of charity takes the form of a ritualized 

attack on the Lady’s chastity. Comus and his “rabble” process in, set the Lady in “an 

enchanted chair,” and offer her Comus’ cup, which she refuses and “goes about to rise” 

(stage instructions after 659). Comus, lifting his wand, informs her that she is “Root-

bound” by his power (662). She responds in the vein of the elder brother, though 

importantly concludes with eyes upward: “Fool, do not boast; / Thou canst not touch the 

freedom of my mind, / With all they charms, although this corporal rind / Thou hast 

116 Cf. Lancelot Andrewes’ anti-iconoclastic Good Friday sermon on contemplating the crucified 
Christ: “Surely, the more steadily and more often we shall fix our eye upon it, the more we shall 
be inured; and being inured, the more desire to do it. For at every looking some new sight will 
offer itself, which will offer unto us occasion, either of godly sorrow, true repentance, sound 
comfort, or some other reflection, issuing from the beams of this heavenly mirror.” In The 
Library of Anglo-Catholic Theology: 96 Sermons of Lancelot Andrewes, ed. Henry Parker, 
(Oxford, 1841), vol. 2, 130. 
117 Catherine Gimelli Martin addresses Haemony within a compelling discussion of the 
convergence of Arminian and Spenserian themes in Comus in “The Non-Puritan Ethics, 
Metaphysics, and Aesthetics of Milton’s Spenserian Masque,” Milton Quarterly 37.4 (2003), 215 
– 244, and her expanded version in Milton among the Puritans: The Case for Historical 
Revisionism, (London and New York, 2016), 141 – 174. I would demur, however, from her 
straightforward association of Milton (and Richard Hooker, for that matter) with an Arminian 
anti-Calvinism, which in her hands becomes somewhat anti-Augustinian as well. 
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immanacled, While Heav’n sees good” (662-665). The ensuing debate, however, in 

which Comus clearly wants to take her virginity, does not actually center on a sexual act 

of some mere “corporal rind.”118 The act which Comus wants to her to commit is to drink 

of his cup, “That flames and dances in his crystal bounds,” one sip of which “Will bathe 

the drooping spirits in delight / Beyond the bliss of dreams.” (673, 812-813). The 

seduction combines the material with the spiritual, and Comus’ final words in the Masque 

are “Be wise, and taste.—” (813).119 This the Lady refuses to do, crying out for help—

118 On the one hand, I read the Lady’s words here as demonstrating an admirable faith. Hall writes 
that the happy man “hath a wise and virtuous mind in a serviceable body, which that better part 
affects as a present servant and a future companion; so cherishing his flesh, as one that would 
scorn to be all flesh. … He keeps ever the best company; the God of spirits, and the spirits of that 
God; whom he entertains continually in an awful familiarity; not being hindered, either with too 
much light, or with none at all. His conscience and his hand are friends, and what devil soever 
tempt him, will not fall out: that divine part goes ever uprightly and freely; no stooping under the 
burden of a willing sin …” (Book I, “He is a happy man”). Cf. Augustine’s pastoral letter to 
Christians violated in the sack of Rome, where he claims that “sanctity of body is not lost while 
sanctity of mind remains, even if the body is overpowered” (R.W. Dyson ed., The City of God 
Against the Pagans, (Cambridge, UK: Cambridge University Press, 1998), I.16.  
    On the other hand, the Lady seems to share somewhat in her brother’s naivete. Augustine 
reminds the Romans that their danger is real: “If you did not consent to those who sinned, this 
was because divine assistance was added to divine grace, lest grace be lost.” Grace could perhaps 
have been lost (and here Augustine touches extremely lightly, barely glancing at the connection), 
because it might be possible that “shame bursts in nonetheless, for fear that someone will think 
that an act which, perhaps, could not have been undergone without some bodily pleasure occurred 
with the consent of the mind also.” He acknowledges the “fear that lust will defile even when it is 
another’s,” but insists that “It will not defile, if it is another’s; and if it defiles, it is not another’s.” 
(City of God, I.18, 28).  
    In other words, while Augustine entirely affirms the idea that “No means No,” he apparently 
senses—and does not entirely refute—an anthropological possibility that physical stimuli could 
touch “the freedom of my mind,” at which point “another’s” might become “not another’s.” But 
even if this should happen, healing grace is always at hand: as the Augustinian Joseph Hall puts 
it, “all the powers and craft of hell cannot fetch [the penitent] in for a customer to evil; his 
infirmity may yield once, his resolution never.” Similarly, Hall writes of “the faithful man” that 
he “is often tripped, seldom foiled; and if sometimes foiled, never vanquished. … [I]f sin of force 
will be his tenant, his lord he cannot. His faults are few, and those he hath, God will not see.” 
Character of Vertues and Vices, Book I, “Of the penitent,” “Of the faithful man”, 6, 13.  
119 Cf., again, the temptation of Eve in Paradise Lost. 
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“Mercy guard me!”—before rejecting his “lickerish baits” (695, 700). As St. Paul writes, 

she “cannot drink of the cup of the Lord, and the cup of devils.”120 The Lady’s 

impassioned attack on Comus’ “Vice,” “ingratitude,” blasphemy, and inability to 

comprehend “high mystery” and the “sage / And serious doctrine of Virginity” moves 

him to again acknowledge that she is the vessel of “some superior power” like “the wrath 

of Jove.” (760-803). But, unlike Satan in Paradise Regained, or even Spenser’s 

Mammon, Comus has only made two serious attempts at this point. He has not exhausted 

his armory, but has just launched into a third attempt to “try her yet more strongly” when 

the rescue party arrives (806). God has answered her prayer and squared the trial to her 

strength. We are spared from asking answering the questions “What would have 

happened? How long could she have resisted if no help had come?” 

 The brothers rush in and smash Comus’ chalice, at which point he and his rabble 

flee. Any inclination they might have felt to be impressed by their own victory over his 

ritual, however, is immediately dispelled by the Attendant Spirit’s rebuke:  

What, have ye let the false enchanter scape?  
O ye mistook, ye should have snatched his wand  
And bound him fast; without his rod reversed,  
And backward mutters of dissevering power,  
We cannot free the Lady that sits here  
In stony fetters fixed, and motionless. 

      (814-819) 

The Spirit’s plan is striking; the fact that he wanted the boys to take the wand from 

Comus makes it appear that he also wanted them (or himself) to use the wand and a spell 

to free the Lady. This, after we have seen the Lady adamantly refuse to touch Comus’ 

120 1 Corinthians 10:21. 
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black arts. How could they lawfully use his magic, even for a good end? The answer, I 

think, must be that Comus has been using their “magic” all along, but backwards.121 

Reversing Comus’ wand is to turn it right-side-up; chanting his spell backward is to pray 

in the right order. That prayer would free the Lady from her bondage—a bondage which 

is real despite the fact that she has resisted Comus’ offers. This again mirrors Guyon’s 

temptation by Mammon, since Guyon rejects all of Mammon’s gifts but is finally 

“ouercome with too exceeding might” and collapses in a dead faint, only to be rescued by 

a guardian angel (FQ II.vii.66). The boys, despite their best efforts, “mistook,” and the 

Lady is still bound. But Joseph Hall had preached in a 1630 court sermon that “It is an 

easy thing to turn men into beasts, a cup too much can do it; but to turn beasts into men, 

men into saints, devils into angels, it is no less than a work of omnipotency. And this 

godliness can do.” 122 Circean deformation can itself be transformed by grace. 

 It will arrive in response to the litany invoking the gracious nymph Sabrina 

(another “virgin pure”), both stanzas of which conclude with the liturgically repetitive 

“Listen and save” (826, 866-889). Sabrina’s performance of her “office”—sprinkling of 

the Lady with “pure” water to break the chains of “glutinous heat”—is overtly 

sacramental.123 Through this ceremonial rite, the Lady is freed from her bonds. The 

Attendant Spirit responds with due thanks, but he still knows better than to presume on 

121 For Augustine, of course, evil is purely negative—the lack of or antithesis to true being, not an 
alternate kind of being or mode of existence.  
122 Hall, “The Hypocrite,” 437. 
123 Cf. Spenser’s An Hymn in Honour of Beauty: “Loathe that foul blot, that hellish firebrand, / 
Disloyal lust, fair beauty's foulest blame, / That base affections, which your ears would bland, / 
Commend to you by love's abused name, / But is indeed the bondslave of defame; / Which will 
the garland of your glory mar, / And quench the light of your bright shining star” (169-175). 
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the strength of mere creatures: “Come Lady while Heaven lends us grace, / Let us fly this 

cursed place, / Lest the sorcerer us entice / With some other new device” (938-941).124 

Heaven does lend grace, and “the stars grow high, / But Night sits monarch yet in the mid 

sky” (956-957). There is no apotheosis here for the Lady; Night remains. The Attendant 

Spirit knows that none of them—not the boys, not the Lady, not even himself—are safe 

from Comus’ power. They will always need to return “to holier ground,” their due steps 

returning to the cloister, to be strengthened for that encounter (943).  

 But return does not negate growth; the Spirit is explicit about this when he 

presents the children to their parents:  

Here behold so goodly grown  
Three fair branches of your own;  
Heav’n hath timely tried their youth,  
Their faith, their patience, and their truth.  
And sent them here through hard assays  
With a crown of deathless praise. 
   (968-973)  

 
Compare this to Hall’s closing exhortation to his aristocratic congregation: “Where 

should ambition dwell, but at a Court? Oh, be ye ambitious of this honour, which will 

make you everlastingly happy. Whatever become of your earthly greatness, strive to be 

found in Christ; to be partakers of divine nature; to be favourites of heaven.”125 Being 

124 Cf. God’s words in Paradise Lost, XI.90-93: “He sorrows now, repents, and prays contrite, / 
My motions in him; Longer than they move / His heart I know, how variable and vain / Self-left 
…” 
125 Hall, “Character of Man,” 424. Cf. the conclusion of Carew’s Coelum Britannicum, where the 
masque’s spokesman Mercury pronounces that the monarchs and “Such of this traine, as with 
industrious steps / In the fair prints your vertuous feet have made, / Though with unequall paces, 
follow you” shall ascend to the spheres. “This is decreed by Jove, which my returne / Shall see 
perform’d” (p. 203). In one of the masque’s final lines, the Chorus then calls upon all virtues and 
blessings to “Crowne this King, this Queen, this Nation” (pg. 213). The difference, of course, is 



 

278 
 

“favored of high Jove” entails striving, but not unaided (78). The crowns the children 

claim are won for them through the divine power which initiated the Masque and 

introduced them onto the stage. “What can we fear,” Hall asks, “while we have such 

guardians? While we have such conveyance, what can let us from ascending into 

heaven?”126 And yet the crowns have been truly given, the growth actually granted—

theirs to keep, but not to rest on.127 

 The Attendant Spirit begins to ascend, and leaves us with a benediction which, 

rather like the ending of Carew’s masque, unites the crowns won by the children with a 

celestial consummation. He is going to the land, he says, where dwells the son of Venus: 

Celestial Cupid, her famed son, advanced, 
Holds his dear Psyche sweet entranced 
After her wand’ring labors long, 
Till free consent the gods among 
Make her his eternal bride, 
And from her fair unspotted side 
Two blissful twins are to be born, 
Youth and Joy; so Jove hath sworn. 
   (1004-1011)  

that Carew’s foolish pagan deities acknowledge the court at Whitehall because Olympus has 
grown enough to recognize the British virtues: Charles and Henrietta Maria had crowns before 
the masque began. Milton’s Jove, coterminous with “Providence,” rewards what he enables. 
126 Hall, “Character of Man,” 424. 
127 Cf. Hall’s 1608 image of the “happy man” in his Characters of Vertues and Vices: “He walks 
cheerfully in the way that God hath chalked, and never wishes it more wide or more smooth. 
Those very temptations whereby he is foiled strengthen him: he comes forth crowned and 
triumphing out of the spiritual battles; and those scars that he hath, make him beautiful. His soul 
is every day dilated to receive that God in whom he is; and hath attained to love himself for God, 
and God for his own sake. His eyes stick so fast in heaven, that no earthly object can remove 
them: yea, his whole self is there before his time; and sees with Stephen, and hears with Paul, and 
enjoys with Lazarus, the glory that he shall have; and takes possession beforehand of his room 
amongst the saints. And these heavenly contentments have so taken him up, that now he looks 
down displeasedly upon the earth, as the region of his sorrow and banishment…” Book 1, “He is 
an happy man”, 14-15. 
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The Masque’s movement ends with an eschatological image of the Marriage Supper of 

the Lamb. If shaggy Pan is like Christ incarnate, his “pure ambrosial weeds” soiled “with 

the rank vapors of this sin-worn mold,” Cupid is like Christ ascendant, divine Eros who 

inflames the longing of chaste virginity. 128 The Lady becomes Psyche, an image for the 

whole church whose long, arduous wandering will culminate in her glorification as the 

spotless, Celestial Bride of St. Paul’s letter to the Ephesians.129 Their union is the 

consummation of charity, and it will produce eternal twins of beatitude. This is for the 

future, but even the present is redemptive. We last heard Venus’ name invoked in a 

perverse antithesis of chastity. Now she has been partially restored; she is the mater 

dolorosa, waiting sadly for wounded Adonis who as another Christ/church image (the 

corporal wounded body not yet in glory) is in the process of being resurrected. That 

resurrection is made up of many falls, and many turns to rise again. Through prayer, 

exhortation, and sacrament, Milton’s church was “waxing well” of the “deep wound,” for 

Heav’n had stooped to her (1000, 1023). 

5.4 A Strained Consensus Dissolves: 1637-1642 
 
 The optimism of this vision would not survive the later part of the decade. Henry 

Lawes oversaw the publication Milton’s Masque in 1637, the same year that Laud began 

128 Cf. Isaiah 53:2: “he hath no form nor comeliness; and when we shall see him, there is no 
beauty that we should desire him …” Cf. Milton’s Animadversions, where Milton, quoting 
Spenser, makes Pan an image of Christ worshipped simply and for his own sake, as opposed to 
the carnal worship of the wealthy “Prelates”: “Those our admired Spencer inveighs against, not 
without some presage of these reforming times. … ‘Nought having, naught feared they to forgoe / 
For Pan himselfe was their inheritance’” (CPW, Vol. 1, 722-723). 
129 See Ephesians 5:25-33. For a more extended typological reading of the Lady/ Psyche, see 
David V. Urban, Milton and the Parables of Jesus, (University Park, Pa., 2018), chapter 5. 
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a years-long march through the dioceses as the new Archbishop of Canterbury. Laud was 

not content to use his new power as Archbishop to punish a few personally obnoxious 

London Calvinists like Prynne. Laud remained at court for the first year after his 

enthronement, but the autumn witnessed the beginning of his national metropolitical tour. 

This march through England would destroy the remnants of an English Prayerbook 

Protestant consensus.130 As he visited each diocese over the next three years, he enforced 

conformity to every jot and tittle of the Prayerbook worship—and accompanying 

130 There were, of course, many non-ecclesial factors contributing to this dissolution—as always 
in the period, finding any clear boundary between ecclesial and secular concerns is impossible. 
Peter Lake helpfully summarizes some of the scholarship on this very contentious year: “As 
Kevin Sharpe argued, on one view of the matter, the point of [Charles’] whole [attempt to 
reeducate the English in the ways of true obedience and right religion] was not merely to restore 
the nation to unity and moral health but to enable Charles to reenter the Continental war, as part 
of an anti-Spanish coalition, using the reconstituted military muscle of the ship money fleet to 
restore his own lost honor and ultimately the Palatinate to his sister and her husband Frederick. 
Sharpe shows just how close that came to happening in 1636/7, but when it failed to happen, a 
series of steps were taken that were designed to render the revolution effected or intended in the 
1630s permanent. The decisions finally to proceed judicially against John Williams and finally to 
allow ship money to go to court, to try Burton, Bastwick, and Prynne, to impose a new prayer 
book on Scotland and, as Nicholas Tyacke explains in his essay in this issue, to restore royal 
control over New England were all taken in 1637, probably within weeks or months of one 
another. Also, as Anthony Milton has shown, the printed propaganda behind the Laudian program 
was pushed up to an altogether higher level of volume and stridency in 1637.” See “From 
Revisionist to Royalist History; or, Was Charles I the First Whig Historian,” Huntington Library 
Quarterly, 78.4 (2015), 657-681, at 664-665. See also Julianne Werlin, who writes concerning the 
decade of the Personal Rule: “Economic policy was, of course, far from the only source of 
opposition to the monarch; the importance of religious controversy in the rise of discontent, in 
particular, can hardly be overemphasized. Even here, however, it is difficult to fully disentangle 
the strands of dissent. It is clear that religious disputes in the period could be linked to 
commercial and political questions, including such heterogeneous topics as the celebration of the 
Sabbath, the organization of church pews, tithes and impropriations, and the censorship of 
religious writings. From the perspective of contemporaries, each form of power blurred into 
another; each incursion on the one hand, or each loss of power on the other, could bring others in 
its trail, leading to hardening positions. Veiled allusions on the part of opponents to a continental-
style absolutist court and a crypto-Catholic church set terms of debate that cut across religion, 
politics, and economics. And via the print market, they also extended to literature.” Writing at the 
Origin of Capitalism, (Oxford: Oxford University Press, forthcoming). 
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rubrics—with a draconian thoroughness never matched by a Whitgift or a Bancroft.131 

What most offended many of his clergy, however, was Laud’s own divergence from the 

rubrics of 1559/1604. Under Elizabeth and James, the communion table had been placed 

in the church’s nave, with the table’s short ends facing east and west. Three months after 

Laud’s enthronement, however, a new royal proclamation decreed that communion 

should be celebrated with the tables restored to the east end, or “sanctuary,” of the 

church—their pre-reformation location. The novelty (or neo-traditionalism) of this decree 

inspired fierce opposition: in the minds of Calvinists here, surely, was a return of 

‘popery’. Their conviction was strengthened by the fact that 1634-1635 also saw the first 

explicit attacks on Calvinist Eucharistic teachings licensed for publication.132 But Laud 

broke that opposition at each stage of his tour, as his bishops and the church courts 

enforced the new orders.133 The most enthusiastic Laudians accentuated the revolution by 

replacing the carved wooden tables with stone altars (in some cases retrieving the very 

stone slabs which had been removed a century earlier) and demanded that parishioners 

genuflect to the altar when approaching it.134    

 Bridgewater, however, opposed Laud’s interventions in Wales, and the 

Archbishop complained to Charles in 1636 that “much more good might be done” in the 

131 Anthony Milton writes that Laud’s “metropolitical visitations of twenty dioceses between 
1634 and 1637 represented a drive for ecclesiastical uniformity unparalleled since the 
Reformation…” See Milton, “Archbishop Laud,” ODNB, 14. 
132 The texts were Robert Bolton’s A Three-Fold Treatise (1634) and Edmund Reeve’s The 
Communion Booke Catechism Expounded (1635). See Fincham and Tyacke, Altars Restored, 
145-146. 
133 Tyacke, Anti-Calvinists, 203-209. 
134 See Tyacke, Anti-Calvinists, 199-200; Tyacke and Fincham, Altars Restored, 227. 
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Welsh church if Laud “were not overborne by the Proceedings of ye Court of the 

Marches there” (Charles, proposing to settle the quarrel amicably, decided in Laud’s 

favor).135 The more “evangelical” bishops (many of them appointed by James) were 

similarly unenthusiastic. In a letter to Samuel Ward, the Bishop of Salisbury and former 

Dort delegate John Davenant wrote: “I wish wee could all content our selfs with that 

doctrine and those rites which our predecessors have left unto us. I can see nothing 

altered, or augmented, for the better.”136 Joseph Hall, now bishop of Exeter, likewise 

referred to his preference for “the anciently received orders” and “disliking of all novel 

devices.” He was friendly toward the local preachers, and reported that despite many 

“factious spirits” fomenting nonconformity when he took office, “I used all fair and 

gentle means to win them to good order” that nearly all were “perfectly reclaimed.” Laud, 

however, viewed such “fair and gentle means” as “favour to Puritanism,” and informers 

in Exeter were encouraged to complain of Hall, who reported that he “was three several 

times upon my knee to his Majesty to answer these great criminations.”137 

135 Leah Marcus, Politics of Mirth, 176. Charles wrote in his diary that he planned to act as a 
mediator and seek an amicable agreement between his two ministers. 
136 Quoted in Tyacke, Anti-Calvinists, 211. 
137 Ibid., 213. Richard McCabe writes: “Hall defined ‘puritanisme’ in purely formal terms as ‘a 
refractory opposition to the ceremonies, rites and customes of the church’ and rejected the 
suggestion that its more ‘subtile’ practitioners hid their 'unquiet and pestilent humours' under 'the 
colour of a full outward conformity’. Outward conformity was all that Hall required. ‘I have no 
dore nor window into mens hearts’, he asserted, ‘these I must leave to theyr maker’.” See 
“Popularity, prelacy and Puritanism in the 1630s: Joseph Hall explains himself,” English 
Historical Review (1996), 856-881, at 880. Such attitudes, not surprisingly, rendered him highly 
suspect to the Laudian party. ‘Some that sate at the sterne of the Church', he asserts, 'had me in 
great Jelousie for too much favour to Puritanisme’ (Observations, 41). Complaints of his ‘too 
much Indulgence to persons disaffected’ (McCabe, 16–17) were common, spies were sent into 
the diocese, and he was openly threatened by the lawyer Richard Kilvert, Laud's principal agent 
in the downfall of Archbishop John Williams.” See “Joseph Hall,” ODNB, 5. Note that the 
suspect attitude of not making a “dore nor window” into a man’s soul simply echoes Elizabeth I. 
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 Some of the most strenuous opposition to Laud’s altar policy, however, came 

from Laud’s old antagonist William Prynne and from Laud’s “sworn enemy,” the “beauty 

of holiness” Calvinist John Williams. Bishop Williams openly published his old-

fashioned Elizabethan/Jacobean views in his The Holy Table, Name and Thing (1637). 

Prynne, who had once referred to the bishops as his “reverend fathers in God,” lamented 

the changes which had occurred “within these few years” and denounced “the pontificiall 

lordly prelates of England,” who were “dumbe themselves, very seldome or never 

preaching in their diocesse[s]” and who oppressed the “many godly, faithfull, painfull 

ministers” who preached the Protestant religion.138  Ironically, Laud suspected the 

Bishop of Lincoln of masterminding Prynne’s attacks on the Caroline episcopacy, and 

denounced Williams’s supposed Puritanism at Prynne’s 1637 trial.139 In his address, Laud 

made it clear that for the Caroline altar to increase, the Elizabethan/Jacobean pulpit must 

decrease: “The altar is the greatest place of God's residence upon earth. I say the greatest, 

yea greater than the pulpit, for there ‘tis Hoc est corpus meum, ‘This is My body’, but in 

the pulpit ’tis at most but Hoc est verbum meum, ‘This is My word.’”140 That at most 

speaks volumes—a far cry from Donne’s uniting of Christ’s real presence in Word and 

Sacrament at Heidelberg.141 Prynne, mutilated and imprisoned in 1634 with little public 

comment, now lost the remainder of his ears, had his nose slit and his cheeks branded, 

138 See Tyacke, Anti-Calvinists, 226. Prynne went on to call for the bishops either to give up their 
jure divino pretensions and acknowledge that their bishoprics depended on the prince’s favor, or 
to relinquish their office altogether. 
139 Anthony Milton, “William Laud,” ODNB, 9. 
140 Ibid., 202. 
141 See Chapter 4 of this dissertation. 
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and was banished from England. His route to the Channel Island, however, became a 

“triumphant progress,” as sympathetic crowds cheered him on his way.142  

 Laud’s campaign had the effect of driving formerly conformist members of the 

lower clergy—apparently including the potential minister Milton—further away from the 

positions of their bishops. Tyacke considers the experiences of John Ley, a Cheshire 

vicar, as “perhaps fairly typical of many a future presbyterian minister.”143 Ley had been 

a “conformable” evangelical through 1634, and described himself as one who would 

“contest with” nonconformists. But a 1635 letter to his bishop complains of a 

“schismaticall” stone altar erected in the cathedral on the orders of the Archbishop of 

York. Ley would go on to sign the Solemn League and Covenant of 1643, committing to 

the “Reformation of Religion in the Kingdoms of England and Ireland, in Doctrine, 

Worship, Discipline and Government, according to the word of God, and the example of 

the best Reformed Churches” [i.e., of the Scottish Kirk].144  

 Joseph Hall, who had been friendly with the evangelical lecturers of his diocese, 

attempted a defense of English episcopacy along lines that might conciliate these ‘best 

reformed Churches.’ But Laud forced Hall to revise his manuscript, insisting that English 

142 William Lamont, “William Prynne,” ODNB, 2. 
143 Tyacke, Anti-Calvinists, 223. 
144 See The Solemn League and Covenant, Commonly called’d the Scotch Covenant, (London, 
1676),  Article I. Tyacke records another typical case, this time in the diocese of London: “Best 
documented is that of Thomas Shepherd, lecturer at Earls Colne, who by his own account was not 
a resolute nonconformist when the wrath of Laud fell upon him in 1630. Despite having a 'license 
to officiate the cure' from Laud's predecessor, Shepherd was forbidden to 'exercise any ministerial 
function' in London diocese. According to Shepherd, in his autobiography, it was only sometime 
after this episode that ‘the Lord let me see into the evil of the English ceremonies, cross, surplice 
arid kneeling’. Doubts about ‘church government’ by bishops soon followed.” Anti-Calvinists, 
224. 
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bishops were not merely presbyters elevated to a position of authority over their brethren, 

like the Swiss antistes or like Calvin in Geneva, but had been elevated by God to an 

ontologically higher order, separate from that of their priests. The publication of 

Episcopacie by Divine Right Asserted under Hall’s name in 1640 lead to him being 

branded as a traitor to the Calvinist cause.145  

Hall attempted a more moderate—and probably more wholehearted—defense of 

the English church in his January 1641 pamphlet addressed to the Long Parliament, An 

Humble Remonstrance for Liturgy and Episcopacy. In the Remonstrance, Hall reminds 

the Parliament that both Queen Elizabeth and “the learnedest King, that ever sat upon this 

throne; … King James, of blessed memory” had approved the Prayerbook, and that it had 

been first instituted by the Edwardian “holy martyrs.” Episcopacy, meanwhile, was of 

“Apostolical, (and therefore, in that right, Divine) institution.” John Williams’ preference 

for an “Apostolicall” rather than iure divino defense of episcopacy had drawn Laudian ire 

on his head five years earlier.146 Here, Hall tries to walk the middle way by using both 

Williams’ and the Laudians’ terms, but glossing iure divino thus: “when we speak of 

Divine Right, we mean not an express law of God, requiring it upon the absolute 

necessity of the being of a Church, what hindrances soever may interpose; but a Divine 

institution, warranting it where it is, and requiring it where it may be.”147 Since 

episcopacy was a (political) impossibility for many reformed churches, however, they 

“lose nothing of the true essence of a church, though they miss something of their glory 

145 See Anthony Milton, Catholic and Reformed, 460-469; McCabe, “Joseph Hall,” ODNB, 6.  
146 See Anthony Milton, Catholic and Reformed, 460. 
147 Hall, Humble Remonstrance, 634. 
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and perfection.” Indeed, he continues, English episcopacy already “differs little from 

their own [government],” since many Presbyterian churches elected antistes or 

moderators to exercise executive oversight. He concludes with an anguished appeal for 

unity:  

Alas, my brethren, while we do fully agree in all … doctrinal and practical points 
of religion, why will ye be so uncharitable, as, by these frivolous and causeless 
divisions, to rend the seamless coat of Christ? Is it a title, or a retinue, or a 
ceremony, a garment, or a colour, or an organ pipe, that can make us a different 
church, while we preach and profess the same saving truth?148 

 
The last several years, however, had finally rendered Hall’s claim for doctrinal and 

practical consensus a nostalgic myth. Nor was the resurrection of the old Presbyterian 

platform limited to reluctantly nonconformist but still Erastian clergy. In the summer of 

1637, Martin Marprelate’s uproarious challenges to Elizabethan authority resurfaced. 

Joseph Black writes of one Northamptonshire vicar who complained to Laud that his 

flock were reading the Marprelate tracts (apparently aloud), “jeering and sporting 

themselves whenever anything was read which inveighed against the jurisdiction 

episcopal,” and reacting to the vicar’s “exhortations on the need to pay the unpopular tax 

of ship money with ‘open sedition if not more.’”149 The seams which had opened 

between Hall and his former allies among clergy and laity were on full display in the 

reply to his Remonstrance by the “Smectymnuans”. 

 

148 Ibid., 637. 
149 Black, “The Rhetoric of Reaction: The Martin Marprelate Tracts (1588-89), Anti- Martinism, 
and the Uses of Print in Early Modern England,” The Sixteenth Century Journal, 28.3 (1997), 
707-725, at 724. See Chapter 1 of this dissertation for a longer discussion of the Marprelate 
controversy. 
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5.4.1 Milton contra Hall: The “Smectymnuus” Controversy 

 Now living in London as a scholar and tutor, Milton had associated himself with a 

group of moderately Puritan-leaning clergymen who, in conversation with bishops like 

John Williams and the Irish Calvinist archbishop James Ussher, had been focused on 

reforming the English episcopacy along the lines of the Swiss antistes or Presbyterian 

“moderators” cited by Hall as almost as good as bishops.150 After the publication of 

Hall’s Humble Remonstrance, however, four of these ministers turned their attention 

instead to rebutting Hall. Writing under the acronymic penname “Smectymnuus,” their 

rebuttal included a historical appendix by their lay associate Milton which betrays a 

loathing for the bishops which Campbell and Corns view as “irreconcilable” with the 

Smectymnuans’ previous dialogue with Williams and Ussher.151  

 Milton begins by comparing the first English archbishop, Augustine of 

Canterbury, with late antique “Arrians” and contemporary Jesuits. Relying on the tropes 

of early Reformation morality plays like John Bale’s King Johan, Milton proceeds to 

unfold the perpetual “treasons” of the ensuing succession of medieval archbishops, who 

150 Parliament had pressured Charles into releasing Williams from the Tower in 1640. 
151 Campbell and Corns, John Milton, 140. That said, Milton adopts the language of these 
Presbyterians enough to undermine Catherine Gimelli Martin’s attempt to read Milton’s theology 
as consistent throughout his writerly career, arguing that “the masque already upholds the 
Arminian position maintained in Of Education, Areopagitica, Paradise Lost, and the Christian 
Doctrine.” In the Animadversions, Milton contrasts “envied Geneva” with the laughably ignorant 
Church of England. See Martin, “Non-Puritan Ethics,” 216; Milton, Animadversions, 723-728. In 
a starker example, Milton uses distinctly Nicene language to praise Christ—“O thou the ever-
begotten light, and perfect Image of the Father” (705)—and in a contemporaneous text seeks to 
attack the episcopal party by equating them with the ancient Arians. The Arianism of Milton’s 
own later works Paradise Lost and De Doctrina is of course well known. 
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had treated their bishoprics as gifts from the papacy rather than from their kings.152 A 

return to Edward VI’s supposedly “compleat pattern of Reformation” would not, Milton 

concludes, remedy the episcopal rot. Taking aim at Hall’s appeal to the moral authority of 

the Protestant bishops burned by Queen Mary—pillars of Foxe’s Martyrs though they 

were—Milton denounces “the deficiency of zeal and courage” even of “Cranmer and 

Ridley.” In short, “from the beginning of Queene Elizabeth to this present day,” all 

“prelates” have worked to “bring in doctrines of Popery, Arminianisme, and 

Libertinisme, to maintain, propagate and much encrease the burden of humane 

ceremonies: to keep out, and beat down the Preaching of the Word, to silence the faithfull 

Preachers of it, to oppose and persecute the most zealous professours, and to turn all 

Religion into a pompous out-side; and to tread down the power of godliness.”153 Milton 

has gone beyond Prynne’s alleged “Puritanism” of the early 1630s, which could 

differentiate between good, evangelical bishops and “lordly prelates.”154 Now, not only 

the Laudian reforms but the Elizabethan and even Edwardian periods of English 

Protestantism must be thoroughly repudiated. 

 Moreover, while Milton’s Masque had rejected or ignored the compulsive anti-

popery of Prynne’s Histriomastix—in which the apocalyptic Roman “Whore of 

Babylon,” the theatricality of the idolatrous mass, and the lasciviousness of theatrical 

152 See Chapter 1 of this dissertation. 
153 Smectymnuus redivivus: Being an answer to a book, entituled, An humble remonstrance. 
(London, 1641), 71-78. 
154 Prynne had referred to the Jacobean bishops as his “right reverend fathers in God.” but insisted 
that their elevation over the rest of the clergy depended solely on the monarch’s pleasure, not on a 
divine mandate elevating the bishop to a distinct order. See Tyacke, Anti-Calvinists, 256. 
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performance shared the same conceptual space—Milton’s own full-length contributions 

to the ongoing debate with Hall takes up Prynne’s mode of discourse, as we have already 

seen in Milton’s mockery of clerical “Trinculo’s, Buffons, and Bawds.” 155 In doing so, 

he repudiates without comment the September 29, 1634 theatrical event that was Comus, 

and implicitly nullifies his debt to the man who wrote the music, performed alongside the 

Lady, and got Milton’s work into print—the Chapel Royal singer Henry Lawes.156   

 “God hath now taught [the Christian multitude] to detest your Liturgie and 

Prelacie,” Milton wrote in his first solo-authored contribution to the debate, 

Animadversions Upon the Remonstrant’s Defence, against Smectymnuus.157 That your 

runs all throughout the tract; Milton decries “your party,” “your faction,” “your 

priests.”158 When Milton does employ “our” to refer to the English liturgy, it is only to 

lament the poisoned chalice forced on us—Cranmer, he writes, was merely a “translator” 

who failed to transform the “Scorpion” of the Roman missal into healthy food. As a 

result: 

… our Liturgie hath run up and down the world like an English gallopping Nun, 
proffering her selfe, but we heare of none yet that bids money for her. … [S]o 
long as she symbolizes in forme, and pranks her selfe in the weeds of Popish 
Masse, it may be justly fear’d shee provokes of jealousie of God, no otherwise 

155 See Prynne, Histrio-mastix The players scourge, or, actors tragædie, divided into two parts, 
(London, 1633), 37-39, 116-119, Cf. Peter Lake’s discussion of the lumping of popery, 
theatricality, and sexual titillation by antitheatrical writers in Peter Lake, with Michael Questier, 
The Antichrist’s Lewd Hat: Protestants, Papists and Players in Post-Reformation England, (New 
Haven: Yale University Press, 2002), 443-450.  
156 Though he remains content to have it published as poetry for reading, both in 1637 and 
thereafter. 
157 Milton, Animadversions, in the Complete Prose Works of John Milton, Vol. 1, (New Haven: 
Yale University Press, 1953), 689-90. 
158 Ibid., 665-666, 617. 
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then a wife affecting whorish attire kindles a disturbance in the eye of her 
discerning husband.159 
 

In Milton’s Masque, chastity was preserved through the gracious action of liturgical 

worship. In antithesis to the Michaelmas prayer service were the wanton steps of 

Comus—literally the anti-Masque—and the bestiality which his perverse “abhorred rites” 

inspired in his victim-disciples.160 Now, the service in celebration of “St. Michael and All 

Angels” has itself become a whorish display. The “pensive nun, devout and pure” of Il 

Penseroso—a figure of chastity like the Lady Alice—now beats “the ground / In a light, 

fantastic round.” In a word, Milton concludes, the established liturgy is “evil” and 

“unlawfull”.161 

 Her enchantments, indeed, are now indistinguishable from the devilish sensuality 

of Comus. In his second refutation of Hall, An Apology against a Pamphlet (1642), 

Milton employs Martin Marprelate’s classic insult against that stalwart Jacobean 

preacher, whom Middleton had once lauded as one of the “sweetest singers in David’s 

temple”: “No marvell if the people turne beasts, when their Teachers themselves as Isaiah 

calls them, Are dumbe and greedy dogs that can never have anough, ignorant, blind, and 

cannot understand, who while they all look their own way every one for his gaine from 

his quarter, how many parts of the land are fed with windy ceremonies instead of sincere 

159 Ibid., 680, 687. 
160 The “antimasque” was “A grotesque interlude between the acts of a masque, to which it served 
as a foil, and of which it was at first often a burlesque. (Sometimes made antic-masque.).” OED. 
161 Ibid., 691. 
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milk.”162 Even when the prelates do preach (as Milton is forced to admit has been known 

to happen), their “quaint Sermonings interlin’d with barbarous Latin” quote the 

“comments and postils of Friers and Jesuits” while “scorning and slighting the reformed 

writers.”163  Hall’s scrupulous avoidance of directly quoting contemporary Calvinist and 

Arminian writers, in an effort to root his reformed theology in a bipartisan patristic and 

scholastic heritage, becomes in Milton’s hands the badge of Hall’s betrayal of the 

partisans of “envied Geneva.”164 The bishops’ teaching has now been revealed for the 

windy, pranking, empty display that it is. Their spell has been lifted and “one Lay-man,” 

once trapped in bestial ignorance, now displays “more savoury knowledge” than “a dozen 

of Cathedrall Prelates.”165 

 In order to defend his own “savoury knowledge” from the ad hominem 

suggestion, made in print by either Hall or his son, that Milton had spent too much time 

visiting theaters to be qualified to debate divinity, the chaste “Lady of Christ’s College” 

rewrites his own past.166 The young poet who had authored a Cambridge interlude 

(Prolusion 6), an aristocratic entertainment (the Arcades) and a highly dramatic masque 

now blasts candidates for ministry who had engaged  

162 Milton, An Apology Against a Pamphlet Call’d A Modest Confutation of the Animadversions 
upon the Remonstrant against Smectymnuus, (London, 1643); reprinted in Complete Prose 
Works, Vol. 1, 932. Cf. Chapter 3, page 138 of this dissertation. 
163 Milton seems to have in mind the stylized and, to the ears of their own generation, highly 
skillful and even beautiful rhetoric that characterized the court preaching of Lancelot Andrewes, 
John Donne, and Joseph Hall. He also apparently takes aim at Hall’s 1608 Character of Vertues 
and Vices, mocking the “ends which from some penurious Book of Characters [his opponent] had 
been culling out and would faine apply.” Milton, Apology, 834, 883, 935. 
164 Milton, Apology, 723. 
165 Milton, Animadversions, 690. 
166 According to a contemporary, this was Milton’s undergraduate nickname. 
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in “prostituting the shame of that ministery which either they had, or were nigh having, to 

the eyes of Courtiers and Court-Ladies, with their Groomes and Madamoisellaes.”167 

While these “disciples” of the “reverent Prelats” sold their “clergie limmes” on the stage, 

the young Milton, having devoted himself to virginal “honour and chastity,” was merely 

a censorious “spectator”—an expert critic who “mislik’t” and “hist” at what he saw.168  

 In sum, Milton’s catalogue of “quaint” and “barbarous” sermons, “whorish” 

liturgy, and “stage writhing” combine to expose an established church whose stuffy bad 

taste is matched only by its outdated, idolatrous doctrine. The solution must be to turn the 

power of Parliament against the power of the “Prelats”. As Milton prepared his Apology 

in the early spring of 1642, Hall and his colleagues were imprisoned by Parliament in the 

Tower on the same old Henrician charge of praemunire once used to destroy Cardinal 

Wolsey and to subjugate the English church to the Royal Supremacy. The Earl of 

Bridgewater, still at Ludlow but increasingly alienated by the king’s enforcement of 

Laud’s reforms, was locked in a hopeless struggle to save the authority of the Council of 

the Marches from Parliament’s onslaught against Charles’ most unpopular administrative 

organs. Laud’s court of Star Chamber fell in 1641; Bridgewater’s court of the Marches 

“effectively ceased to exist from 1642, though it was never legally dissolved.”169As war 

broke out between the Presbyterian Parliament and the King’s aristocratic, chiefly 

167 Milton, Apology, 887. 
168 Ibid., 887-91. Cf. Prawdzik, Theatrical Milton, 107-120. 
169 Lloyd Bowen, Dismantling Prerogative Government: The Council in the Marches and the 
Long Parliament, English Historical Review Vol. CXXII No. 499, 2007. 
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Laudian followers, Bridgewater retired to his own estates to wait out the war as a neutral. 

But his house was looted by a party of the king’s troops.  

 Joseph Hall, released from prison but expelled from his episcopal residence 

nearby Norwich cathedral, continued to preach and minister in the nearby village of 

Higham.170 He was powerless, however, to prevent what he described as a “kind of 

Sacrilegious and profane procession” of anti-popish demonstrators from carrying “all the 

Organ pipes, Vestments, both Copes and Surplices,” “the leaden crosse, “and the Service 

books and singing books” to the marketplace and burning them there. Their antic, 

Comus-like parody of worship was led by “a leud wretch walking before the Train, in his 

Cope trailing in the dirt, with a Service book in his hand imitating in an impious scorne 

the tune, and usurping the words of the Letany used formerly in the Church.” Hall made a 

final appeal to an Augustinian consensus on behalf of the stained-glass windows of the 

cathedral and episcopal chapel, arguing that “they were the Pictures of some antient and 

worthy bishops, as St. Ambrose, St Austin, &c.” “It was answered me,” he wrote, “that 

they were so many popes.”171 Like Augustine of Canterbury in Milton’s account of the 

church, the bishop of Hippo belonged to a past condemned to the hammer. 

 

 

 
 
 
 

170 Hall had previously been translated from Exeter to Norwich. 
171 Quoted in McCabe, “Joseph Hall,” ODNB, 7. 
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Conclusion 
 

As we have seen, the relationship between the pulpit, the stage, and the 

“magistrate” was continually evolving. As England changed as a nation from the reign of 

Henry VIII and the establishment of the Tudor dynasty to the downfall of the Stuarts 

under Charles I, popular opinion and its formation through public forms of media evolved 

as well. It is thus impossible to speak of a monolithic “early modern relationship” 

between the theater, the state, and the church. Rather, discrete political crises, domestic or 

foreign, created new relationships between the men who wrote for and acted on the stage, 

the men who composed for and preached in the public pulpits, and the men responsible 

for the oversight and censorship of these venues. To see this, though, we must give closer 

attention to under-explored texts too often deemed unworthy of careful study: texts like 

Crashawe’s incredibly long Paul’s Cross sermon against nonconformity or the court 

sermons of Joseph Hall. We must give them the same careful attention, in fact, that 

London audiences of the 16th and 17th centuries (including some of the great literary and 

dramatic authors of the day) gave to weekly sermons—listening, reading, annotating, and 

discussing them. Studying these preachers and playwrights together clarifies and enriches 

the literary, social, and ecclesial historiography of the English sixteenth and seventeenth 

centuries by revealing just how interdependent politics, religion, and literature were (and 

are). I hope that this project can contribute to demonstrating that an interdisciplinary 

approach to the humanities, which seeks to encounter texts in their own historical terms 

and contexts, still has value for understanding those who have gone before us and the 

world that we have inherited. 
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