		

Introduction

The true and primary intent of the Tragedians and Commedians of old,
was to magnifie Virtue, and to depress Vice; And you may observe throughout the Works of incomparable Johnson, excellent Shakespear, and elegant
Fletcher, &c they (however vitu[p]erated by some streight-laced brethren
not capable of their sublimity,) aim at no other end
J. S. in ‘To the Reader’, The prince of priggs revels (1651)
Critics have to spend half their time reiterating whatever ridiculously obvious
things the critics of their age have found it necessary to forget […] There is
something essentially ridiculous about critics, anyway: what is good is good
without our saying so, and beneath all our majesty we know this.
(Jarrell 1991: 152)

My thesis is a dramatic and theatrical study of the mature plays of the Beaumont
and Fletcher Folio. It proceeds from the observation that most attention has been
devoted to the early plays (written by about 1613) and very little to the later ones.
This work argues that it is only in the later plays—from about 1613 till 1625/26—
that both Fletcher’s unaided plays and the collaborative works of his atelier reach
the state of ‘dramatic maturity’. An explicit aim of my work is to provide a critical
reassessment of this prolific, popular and—for a long time—revered body of
dramas, and suggest possible paths of producing them in today’s context. The
approaches to the plays vary, from the practical, theatrical discussion of staging
and interpretative producing, through an analysis of the dramatic methods and
techniques, to intrinsic dramatic interpretations. The ultimate ambition is to uncover in the plays the potential for good theatre.

I

Throughout the seventeenth and much of the eighteenth centuries, John Fletcher
was one of the three great playwrights, one of the ‘Shakespeare-Jonson-Fletcher
Triumvirate’—as Oliphant observes (1927, Ch. 1). However, Fletcher’s fame
gradually waned. He was criticized for immorality and lack of style in the time of
classicist arbiters, who came to dictate the taste in the mid-eighteenth century, and
in the Romantic nineteenth century, which had little sympathy for Fletcher’s unpoetic poetry and his treatment of noble themes.1 The situation changed little in
1

It is perhaps no random coincidence that Fletcherian plays lost public and critical favour
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the Modernist times of early twentieth century, outraged by the plays’ deficiencies
in realistic mimesis, the continuing lack of poetry and originality in them, and—
most importantly—bewildered by the finding that, in comparison to Shakespeare
and in terms of Shakespearean drama—which had come to be touchstones of
what is good—the Fletcherian plays were not Shakespeare, and therefore simply
not as good.
Apart from these unsympathetic aesthetic objections, the plays suffered for
their ‘fatherlessness’: the collection of some 55 plays, known as the Beaumont and
Fletcher canon, was a body far too diverse to be dealt with in terms of the ruling
biographical criticism.2 Much critical energy was spent on the issue of disintegrating the canon into recognizable personal shares, thus transferring the question of
critical analysis onto the well-established, stereotypical discussion of the work and
its literary creator. Even though there were attempts to single out one or two of
the many collaborators—be it Beaumont (Gayley 1914) or Massinger (Chelli 1923
and 1926)—and present them as victims of the dramatic and versatile malefactor
Fletcher, who (as it were) ‘corrupted’ their personal style, the studies never satisfactorily accounted for the quality of the individual plays, let alone approached
the plays as such. Many of these critical blind alleys are still surviving, and the
early modern popularity and appraisal of Fletcher has been explained by the plays’
putative servility, debased, popular taste, or political importance.
However, a period of some 150 years is not the lifetime of an ephemeral, sensational, or other time-serving play. As a starting point of this study, I will assume
that the popularity Fletcher was getting was deserved. His contemporaries and
the following generations who pronounced ‘his loud memorie’ (The Chances, Prologue 12) had a more profound reason; his plays were an achievement of the age.3
Similarly, there was a more profound reason why the eighteenth, and ultimately
the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, grew to dispraise Fletcher. I do not wish
primarily to defend the work against the just or unjust criticism it has provoked;
my aim is to look into the dramatic qualities of the plays, and try to uncover the
achievement in situ—so to speak—and with as little regard for modern aesthetic
presumptions as can be. That is not to say that my approach is counter-aesthetic.
The ultimate aim is purely practical: to uncover the ‘stageability’ of these plays,
that is, what makes these plays good plays for the theatre of today, and the potential
to give delight to the present (or future) audiences.
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at a time marked by the rising influence of Idealist thought. Chapter 2 on ‘Theatre and
Theory’ discusses this peculiar relation between Idealism and Fletcherian drama.
Brooks (2000) deals with the issue of ‘readability’ of the author and of the marketing
manoeuvres that Humphrey Moseley felt compelled to undertake in order to secure a financial success for his edition; he needed, as Brooks claims, names that would sell. See also
below.
All quotations of the Beaumont and Fletcher plays are from Fredson Bowers’ 10–volume
edition The Dramatic Works in the Beaumont and Fletcher Canon, Cambridge UP, 1966–96.
Dating of the plays is Gordon McMullan’s (1994: 267–69). Quotations from Shakespeare’s
plays are taken from the Folio text (electronic version at Chadwyck-Healey); the line numbers are those of the Oxford edition (eds. Stanley Wells and Gary Taylor).
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II

Fletcherian plays have suffered from substantial critical neglect, and a rather
tendentious one at that. Critics have analyzed only a narrow range of plays, as
I outline below. It is only in the past decade that Fletcherian drama has received
more unbiased critical attention. This new phase can be dated since McMullan’s
groundbreaking political study on Fletcher (McMullan 1994), the completion of
Fredson Bowers’ monumental 10-volume edition of The Dramatic Works in the
Beaumont and Fletcher Canon (1966–96), and Lois Potter’s truly even-handed Arden
edition of The Two Noble Kinsmen (1997). One might add Kathleen McLuskie’s essay on the playwrights of 1613–1642 in the fourth volume of The Revels History of
Drama in English (1981), which is invaluable, though still a little bit depreciative in
approaching Fletcherian drama.
Apart from a few works, it is a rather striking fact that most criticism—regardless of the time in which it was written—has devoted a landslide majority
of attention to the early plays, such as Beaumont’s The Knight of the Burning Pestle
(1607), Fletcher’s The Faithful Shepherdess (1608–09), or the three notorious collaborations of theirs, Philaster (1608–09), The Maid’s Tragedy (1610) and A King and
No King (1611).4 Fletcher occasionally comes in with his two unaided tragedies,
Valentinian (1610–12) and Bonduca (1612–14), and his Shakespearean collaborations, The Two Noble Kinsmen (1613) and Henry VIII (1613), which are, however,
mostly to be sought under Shakespeare. This predilection for the early—and as I
claim, immature, and often juvenile—plays has its reasons. In most cases it is the
overriding myth of Shakespeare that slants the approaches. Somehow, to relate
Fletcherian plays to the yet-living Shakespeare gives the criticism a sufficient raison
d’être.5 The later plays are mostly subsumed under the cosy category of the Jacobean Decadence (Ellis-Fermor 1958).6
An easy way of disposing of them has been to charge them with a lack of
originality. Fletcherian dramatic work has often been ruled out as mechanical or
perfunctory. Several mature plays rework older material; some of them have even
4
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Rita Banerjee’s 1997 PhD thesis on The ideology of John Fletcher’s tragicomedies proceeds from
a very similar observation; however—as her abstract explains—her approach is essentially
political:
The general categorizations of John Fletcher as an entertainer and an ardent royalist suggest the need for a reassessment of his works. This necessity is enhanced by the fact that of
the more than fifty plays that Fletcher wrote, only the earlier collaborations with Beaumont
have received their fair share of critical attention, while the solo plays of Fletcher and
those written in collaboration with Massinger have been relatively neglected. Focusing
chiefly on the latter plays, I attempt to demonstrate that a contextual study illuminates the
antiestablishment and oppositional character of Fletcher’s plays. […] The tragicomedy was
an apt vehicle for voicing subversive sentiments, while nominally validating accepted political ideas through ironic, self-questioning resolutions. (Banerjee 1997, PhD thesis abstract)
For an observation on the commercialization of Shakespearean critical produce in relation
to his contemporaries see Gary Taylor’s 2000 article ‘C:/wp/file.txt 05:41 10–07–98’.
For a discussion of stereotypes in approaching early modern drama, see Chapter 2 and
Lois Potter’s essay (2001) cited there.

11

12

Fletcherian Dramatic Achievement

dramatic sources—just like Shakespeare had his. Yet, in the case of Fletcher and
his collaborators, criticism has mostly opted not for the favourable view of profitable reworking of dramatic archetypes, but rather for the dismissive verdict of
epigonism or even parasitism. Reading Fletcher has been, as it were, biased by an
underlying query ‘why bad’, rather than ‘why good’. The plays almost automatically became perceived as inferior repetitions of older, original themes, regardless
of the fact that originality (or inventiveness) was an aesthetic demand of a much
later date.
So—to give a brief outline—Coburn Freer in his 1981 work on The Poetics of
Jacobean Drama devotes only a single page to Fletcher’s dramatic poetry (58–59),
not quoting a single example, only the prefatory verses to the 1647 Folio. Later
he gives Fletcher a short mention, quoting 9 lines from Philaster (dating it 1620!),
and that only to show them ‘incapable of achieving [the] “intensity” and “fire”’
of Webster’s plays (Freer 1981: 202–03). However, Freer’s book is an extreme example of the neglect. As for the mature plays, Philip J. Finkelpearl (1990) devotes
one chapter (Ch. 11 ‘Fletcher’s politics after Beaumont’, 212–43) to them, and
he analyzes Fletcher’s unaided Valentinian, The Loyal Subject (1618), The Humorous
Lieutenant (1619), A Wife for a Month (1624), and briefly The Island Princess (1621).
Peter Ure, in his book of essays on Elizabethan and Jacobean drama (1974),
mentions only Valentinian and that in the context of male friendship. As far as
Fletcherian tragicomedy is concerned, the relevant contributions to Nancy Klein
Maguire’s collection Renaissance Tragicomedy (1987) limit themselves to the notorious and problematic The Faithful Shepherdess, Philaster and A King and No King, and
to cursory mentions of The Knight of the Burning Pestle and The Maid’s Tragedy; out
of the mature plays, The Mad Lover (1616) receives a paragraph, and The Humorous
Lieutenant and Women Pleased (1618) each a sentence. William P. Williams, in his
essay on Fletcherian tragicomedy, dealing with the use of foils in the later plays,
claims that ‘no matter what guise the foil character, or characters, comes in, his
or her deployment will be essentially what we have seen in A King and No King’
(Williams 1987: 153). Since he mentions only Women Pleased and The Mad Lover, he
indirectly denies Fletcherian tragicomic style much (if any) development. David
Farley-Hills’ outline on Jacobean Drama, published in 1998(!), devotes two chapters
to Fletcherian plays, dividing it to ‘The Beaumont Period: 1606–13’ (163–82),
and ‘Fletcher Without Beaumont’ (182–92), in which he mentions The Two Noble
Kinsmen, Fletcher’s unaided city comedy Wit Without Money (1614), Valentinian, and
also The Woman’s Prize, or The Tamer Tam’d (1611), comparing it to Shakespeare’s
The Taming of the Shrew, and linking Bonduca with Cymbeline because both treat
Roman-British history.
Apart from the few books mentioned in the beginning, little attention—or
rather virtually none—has been devoted to the thirty-odd plays from the last ten
years of Fletcher’s career as the first dramatist of the King’s Men (Fletcher died in
1625). This gap has been partly filled by (generally inaccessible) PhD theses. However, none—as far as I know—has been dealing with the dramatic achievement
of Fletcherian plays, that is to say, with their qualities as plays for practical theatre,
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not for the study-room. In this respect, one may include also Gordon McMullan’s
works, which are essentially concerned with historical and political implications of
the plays. My study attempts a dramatic reassessment of the mature Fletcherian
plays, which should help to fill in the gap in critical writing.

III Outline of the Method

In essence, my approach is intrinsic; it tries to uncover in the plays their potential
for the theatre. It is naturally concerned with historical appropriateness but not
primarily with authentic, historical circumstances. It tries to reconstruct the universal dramatic quality of the plays; the primary task then is not so much to find
what made the plays so popular, but rather what can be done nowadays to value the
plays as good plays. My initial assumption is that they were and are good, that their
one-time popularity was not only an ephemeral matter but shared something with
the pleasure which the theatre is capable of giving at any historical moment.
There are, theoretically speaking, two ways of getting closer to a past taste.
The first is the historicist one: to re-create the context in which a certain work of art
came to existence. This is the ‘constructive’ one, summing up the discrete historical
facts into a ‘thick description’ (to use Clifford Geertz’s term, borrowed by New
Historicists; see Kermode 2001). The other approach is the ‘continuous’ one: to
remove what the development has added, or taken away from what we live in. As
for the former, it is purely theoretical and—from the epistemological point—
impossible: meaning is always present; there is nothing like a meaning in the past.
In practice, the historicist approach is transferred, or delegated, to the present one.
The interpreter attempts to live in the historic situation by imagining what was or
could have been; naturally, all this takes place now. Likewise, if the plays have the
potential to be good in the theatre, the historic reason why they were so three or
four hundred years ago is secondary. Therefore, in approaching the ‘past taste’ for
Fletcherian drama, my study necessarily points to the obstacles which we create and
which separate us from a more even-handed evaluation of Fletcherian drama.
One such broad category of obstacles are—what I call—the modern stage
conventions of realism, a notion sufficiently anachronistic in respect to early
modern drama, as Chapter 1 claims. Much contemporary theatre is ruled by realistic impersonation and stage production, which is the heritage of the demiurgic
drama of Romanticism (sic), the theatre of Ibsen or Stanislavsky, and of the later
developments in their traditions. Necessarily these theatrical habits form a barrier
to the early modern styles, which are marked by ‘epic-ness’, and figurative and
fragmentary onstage presentation. Much modern theatre, blinded by the technological developments of staging possibilities, has tacitly assumed that realism
(or naturalism) is the ultimate perfection of representing world. Jacobean drama
knew better: the everyday detail had the power to bear a presence of the universal.
Realism can be enriched by figurativeness.
A related set of modern conventions are the conventions of ideology, or in
other words, predilection for a political theatre of strong and ideologically charged
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interpretations, a tradition originating in the dominance of Platonic philosophy in
much modern thought. Chapter 2 deals with the modern fashion of ideological
art and criticism, and points out the maladjustment of these approaches to Fletcherian drama and its characteristic, seeming ideological ‘void’. In connection to the
issue, Clifford Leech observes (though in a more concrete sense) that
We do not know Middleton’s or Fletcher’s Weltanschauung as we know Webster’s or
Ford’s or Chapman’s. We know what interested them in the human situation, but we
have no evidence for their ultimate interpretations of it. (Leech 1962: 113)

Perhaps it should be added that political and ideological criticism has, nevertheless, come to certain conclusions in the question. Lawrence B. Wallis (1947) sees
Fletcher et al as the servile and loyal ‘Entertainers to the Jacobean Gentry’, while
more recent approaches point to the subversive nature of their plays (McMullan
1994, Banerjee 1997, Rizzoli 1999). Whatever the conclusion is, in theatre it is
never absolute; the spectators experience their own play, and judge for themselves,
and a good play, if left in a sufficiently uninterpreted state, is relevant to what the
spectators invest it with.
However, modern producers tend to narrow down the play’s significance to
meet their ideological agenda. There is an unsated desire on the part of the producers to have complete control over the material they present.7 Yet, the audience
always know more than the actor, the director and the dramaturge; or, as Fletcher
puts it:
[Leocadia.]
they that look on
See more than we that play

(Love’s Pilgrimage 3.2.227–28)

One part of my approach is a study of the processes of early modern dramatizing
(Chapters 3 to 5). An issue in question, particularly in connection to the Beaumont
and Fletcher canon, is of course that of collaboration. Although much has been
written on how collaboration worked, it remains still an open question, if not
a mystery. In general, one may say that early modern collaboration is particularly
‘resistant to theory’ (to paraphrase Paul de Man); there is something seemingly
paradoxical (and thus, mysterious) as well as pragmatically workaday about collaboration that prevents theorists from accepting it for what it is: a simple fact.

7

Cf. with the ‘dévoir’ of structuralist semiology of the French schools of the 1960s and
70s.
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IV Fletcherian Collaboration
That no man knowes where to divide your wit,
Much lesse your praise; you, who had equall fire,
And did each other mutually inspire;
Whether one did contrive, the other write,
Or one fram’d the plot, the other did indite;
Whether one found the matter, th’other dresse,
Or the one disposed what th’other did expresse
Commendatory verses by Jasper Maine in the 1679 Folio
Though collaboration is an acknowledged fact of Renaissance dramatic
writing (see McMullan), how could five, or more, playwrights actually collaborate on a text?8
(Knowles 1999: 116)

It takes hundreds of pages before most theorists acknowledge and eventually
accept an obvious thing. It shows the conservative attachment to the existing subjects of study and the acknowledged ‘truths’ about them. Every novelty, however
obvious and real, requires kilobytes of proof and evidence. Metaphorically speaking, accepting a new notion is like overcoming distrust when meeting a future
friend. The actual issue is the resistance of theorists (as people) to new things, and
it has little to do with the fact that the novelty in question is a fact, and whether it
has actually happened is a different issue. Dramatic collaboration in early modern
English drama is a case in point.
Gordon McMullan (1994), in his chapter on Collaboration, expresses the unstructured and unwieldy reality of a collaborative work, which in essence resists
the neat categories with which criticism wants to classify and ‘subdue’ it:
The collaborative process—meeting in taverns to agree on plots, writing separate
scenes apart and then coming together to edit, handling material to one playwright
to finish and copy out—is a hermeneutical nightmare. It is in fact difficult to achieve
an appropriate working definition of collaboration. Fletcher has always been seen to
break the Aristotelian rules for unified drama and to defy the requirement to paste
over the cracks. (McMullan 1994: 135)

Only a couple of lines later, when mentioning the hypothesis that Fletcher, years
after Beaumont’s death, sometimes revised and completed a play that had been
drafted by Beaumont (and possibly himself) several years earlier, McMullan expresses a somewhat helpless regret at the benumbing critical discourse that—in
this case particularly—fails to capture the nature of reality:
This kind of collaboration with the dead [i.e. the dead Beaumont] is characteristic of
Fletcher in other ways, most notably in his insistence upon reworking Shakespearean
material and returning to generic and thematic questions first broached in actual collaborative work years earlier. In light of such complications, I would contend that
8

The reference is to Gordon McMullan’s ‘“Our whole life is like a play”: collaboration and
the problem of editing’, Textus, 9 (1996), 437–60.
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there has yet been no approach to the reading of Renaissance drama which deals
adequately with the collaborative processes which characterize the writing in which
Fletcher and every other Jacobean playwright was involved. (McMullan 1994: 135)

Part of the barriers in solving the issue of collaboration rests in the post-Romantic
conception of the author and that of novelty. The Romantic author is believed to
receive divine inspiration and produces a unique, idiosyncratic and unrepeatable
work of art. The falsity of this assumption has often been observed (Stillinger
1991). Romantic artists often and enthusiastically spread this aura of heavenly
inspiration, fashioning themselves to promote—what Jack Stillinger calls—the
‘myth of the solitary genius’. Although the Romantic (Idealist) origin of this notion has been recognized, the very act of creation of a work of art has retained
an air of deferential admiration for something irrationally semi-divine, at least in
the general consciousness.
This conception of the author upholds a tight bond between the inspired
author and his invention, and places the author in a solitary position—that of the
ultimate owner and holder of the ‘copyright’ for his invention. As such, the invention markedly bears the author’s unique traits. Vice versa, the uniqueness of the
author is inherently present in his creation. The semi-divine status of both the
work and the author creates a critical impasse; to approach the process of creation of a work of art pragmatically, in its down-to-earth reality, would be, to many,
a trespass against the myth that encompasses art.
The Jacobean era gave birth to the modern conception of the author—or at
least its early, pre-Romantic stages. It was Ben Jonson in particular, who strove to
establish for himself a ‘proto-copyright’ when he published his self-erected monument in 1616, immodestly named The Workes. (Before him it was only Chaucer
whose writings were published as collected ‘works’.) No wonder Jonson gained
much scorn from his contemporaries for doing so. One of the concrete cases of
building his own public image is his Sejanus’ Fall, originally a collaborative work.
In The Workes, Jonson exerted considerable efforts to dispose of the presence of
a ‘second hand’ in the writing.9 Jonson is, characteristically, an extreme case in
this, and as Douglas A. Brooks notes in his book on early modern collaboration
(Brooks 2000), Thomas Heywood’s almost unconcerned and resigned approach is
a much more representative instance of early modern authorship.10
On the issue of Jonson’s The Workes see Brooks 2000. This passage relies mostly on this
book. Douglas A. Brooks captures the problems of sole and joint authorship, and outlines
the reasons for the gradual ‘loss of ground’ for the Beaumont and Fletcher Folio, which
was not based on a single author, as Jonson’s or Shakespeare’s folios had been, but on an
idealised friendship. The lacuna between the multiple authors came to widen to such an
extent that it became as if ‘illegible’.
10 Shakespeare is sometimes thought to be similarly unconcerned about the publications of
his plays. This inference is not only rather speculative but also rather unlikely; a much more
probable alternative is that publications were produced in considerable negligence and
haste, and the publishers—as is sometimes the case even nowadays—often did not care
for the author’s meticulousness and published it in the ‘raw’ state; it is always much more
comfortable and faster (and therefore cheaper) not to care for proof-readings.
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Jonson’s effort to establish himself as a classic provides important indices
concerning collaboration. In the Prologue to Volpone he comments on his unaided
authorship of the play, which was—as he claims—written
without a coadjutor,
Novice, journeyman, or tutor.
(Volpone, Prologue 17–18)

Brian Parker, the Revels Plays editor, explains the terms Jonson uses, claiming that
they refer to
various modes of collaboration: coadjutor, an equal collaborator; novice, an apprentice,
writing parts under a master’s direction; journeyman, a hack, more than a novice but
less than a master, brought in for a limited responsibility; tutor, director, superintendent, and corrector of others’ work. (Parker 1999: 86n.)

This explanation is thorough and sounds plausible. However, Brian Parker gives
no reference to the source of this knowledge. One might only wish that he were
right; as it stands, on second thought, it seems to be a conjecture. John W. Creaser,
in his 1978 edition, is cautious and precise in his explanation, remarking that
theatre then required a large repertoire rapidly, and collaboration between playwrights was common, as many as five working at one play. Jonson himself had
collaborated several times. Little is certain about how dramatists collaborated, and
hence whether Jonson is mentioning four clearly distinguished methods of working.
A coadjutor was probably an equal who was assigned a substantial part of a play, and
a journeyman a hack who cobbled together other men’s work. (Creaser 1978: 208)

This seems more reasonable, although it says less about what is meant by the
possible four categories. Jonson’s remark in the Prologue might have been a piece
of boastful enumeration, transferring metaphorically trade categories onto (the
similarly mercantile) dramatic produce. Or, he could have used terminology current in the theatre ‘industry’ of the time. Maurice Chelli (1926), like Brian Parker,
supposes there was a ‘maître’ who supervised the collaborative play. If the dramatist’s profession was indeed modelled on guilds—as Jonson’s terminology may
suggest—this hypothesis would gain substantial support.
Early modern collaboration has been sometimes likened to Hollywood film
industry of the 1930s and 40s (Rabkin 1976: 10; McLuskie 1981: 169). Jack Stillinger, in his work on collaboration and the ‘myth of the solitary genius’, discusses
hack writers of Hollywood studios, quoting one of them, Donald Ogden Stewart,
who comments on the ways in which a screenplay came to existence:
‘The producers had the theory that the more writers they had to work on the scripts,
the better the scripts would be. It was the third or fourth writer that always got the
screen credit. […] It became a game to be the last one before they started shooting so that you would not be eased out of the screen credit.’ (Quoted in Stillinger
1991: 177–78)

In a way, the last collaborator, who gets ‘screen credit’, becomes the ‘guarantee’ of the script’s quality. There could have been something of this logic even in
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early modern collaborative processes; several collaborative plays were published
under the name of one author, probably the ‘master’ or the reviser who ‘updated’
old play-texts. (Was this the case of Pericles, A Yorkshire Tragedy, Mucedorus and
other of the Shakespeare Apocrypha?)11
Whatever was the case with the master dramatist, it does not account for the
process of collaboration itself. It does not provide answers to Norman Rabkin’s
questions on particularly Fletcherian collaborations:
Did someone farm out parts of a play to various authors? Was one writer in charge?
What explicit descriptions of the desired effects of plot, rhetoric, characterization,
and ambiance insured that play after play, regardless of the personnel employed in
its assembly, would faithfully match Professor Waith’s generic description of the lot?
(Rabkin 1976: 10)

As he further observes, collaborations ‘cannot have been a job of potching together plays of inadequate length’; the collaborators ‘must have worked together
intimately from the inception’ to create a unified work (Rabkin 1976: 11). Likewise,
collaborators were not only professional dramatists—professional in the sense of
subjecting their abilities to a task—but also masters in ‘the great Elizabethan disappearing act’ (Rabkin 1976: 12).
As it was part of the workmanship to become invisible in the final product, I will
assume the integrity of a play without looking into what breaks it up. The disintegrators of the Beaumont and Fletcher canon, who were trying to separate individual shares, attempted a task that is essentially against the nature of the plays,
seeking individuality in works that tended to avoid it. The initial, taken-for-granted
assumption of the disintegrating efforts is that each collaborator has his personal
and unique style and traceable features; this is of course the ideal of a Romantic
poet. Regardless of Romantic ideals the reality of collaboration is much more
simple and pragmatic, and therefore insuperably complex for disintegrators.
Apart from the above search for invisibility, there is one more and much
deeper factor that determines the specificity of collaboration: in writing it is both
common and necessary to take over motifs, situations, techniques, and expressions
from existing works, even without trespassing on what is considered plagiarism.
This constant process of taking-over has several reasons. The readers (or audience) have to find the new work relevant and to-the-point in the context in which
11 Douglas A. Brooks (2000) provides a slightly different reading, suggesting the marketing
impulses for giving one name only; one name—and presumably the best-known one—
is ‘readable’ enough, and much more ‘marketable’ than a group of names. Humphrey
Moseley, the publisher of the Beaumont and Fletcher Folio of 1647, ventured on his ‘sentimental attempt to monumentalize a relationship between two playwrights that death had
done its best to break up’ (Brooks 2000: 145), although both the preceding publications
of collected ‘Workes’—Will Stansby’s publication of the Jonson collection of 1616, and
Blount and Jaggard’s of the Shakespeare First Folio of 1623—featured one single author.
Brooks discusses ‘the struggle between singular and collaborative authorship’ in the thirty
years leading up to the 1647 Folio (Brooks 2000: 170).
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they find themselves. That is to say, it has to ‘communicate’ not only in respect of
reality and the audience’s (perhaps conventionalized) sense of what it is, but it has
to reflect previous attempts to tackle it. Thus, one important part of a new work
is the genre in which it is written (in case of prose), or the conventions of the
theatre that produces it. The new work necessarily becomes also a certain riposte
to what has preceded it. It is therefore impossible to speak of originality in the
Romantic sense.12 Modern criticism tries to put up with the seeming heterogeneity
of the work by the overused notion of intertextuality; however, this conception
captures only the most superficial aspect of the fact, without getting at the core.
In all its aspects, communication goes by repetition, and not only the inner one
(necessary for stylistic cohesion, coherence, and overall consistency) but also by a
repetition of existing, customary linguistic and extralinguistic phenomena. In this
respect, it is naive to assume a strictly personal style although authors have undeniable idiosyncratic features; an ideal personal style (fully and securely recongizable)
would be equivalent to autism.
In what follows, I will resign attempts to ‘uncover’ the individual authors of
the text. Without falling into the extremism of the deconstructionist impersonal
author, whenever speaking of Fletcher, I will primarily speak not of the historical figure of John Fletcher (1579–1625) but about the originator of the play, or
perhaps the collective author in the above sense. One may never know for certain
if the supposed originator of a play gave ‘a speech in the last scene of the last act’
to someone else to write or not.13 To take an example, The Woman Hater, as a play
of human folly, could have been informed by the tradition of the classical comedy
(and the Aristotelian notion that comedy should purge human folly); if this were
so, it would be a case of using sources, or of classical influence. Alternatively,
it could have been in reality suggested by the knowledgeable Jonson, who had
considerable influence on the early Beaumont and Fletcher; in that case it would
be, strictly speaking, an instance of collaboration. Be it the one or the other, I will
assume that the line ‘Here comes an other remnant of folly: I must dispatch him
too’ (The Woman Hater 5.2.110) was written by the author, whoever brought it into
Beaumont’s (or Fletcher’s?) mind.

IV

Chapter 3, on ‘Plats and Plays’, reopens the question of author-plots, or plot charts
(plats or plotts, in early modern English), and collects indices that would support
the hypothesis that it was on the basis of the Plat that playwrights collaborated
12 Compare Foucault’s notion of episteme as the impersonal context that more-or-less dictates the creation of a work of art; a related notion is that of the ‘dead’ author of Roland
Barthes (1968). For older analogies see Chapters 9 and 17 in Wellek and Warren’s Theory of
Literature (1942; Wellek and Warren 1993: 94–109; 226–37).
13 The quotation is taken from Thomas Dekker’s testimony about the writing of Keep the
Widow Waking during the trial for offence. Quoted from Bentley (1971: 233).
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on a play. Most critics admit that there must have been some kind of preliminary
planning. However, the practical, physical realization remains unspoken of.
Even if the hypothesis of Plats turns to be untrue, it has been observed that
Plats have ‘a definite value per se. For not only do the charts indicate the contents
of specific scenes but suggest graphically certain relationships as well’ (Dunkel
1925: 9). This virtue of perspicuity will be used for another instance of collaboration of the consecutive type: the exegesis preceding a potential present-day production. Some of my interpretive efforts will focus on structural patterns, using
an ad hoc Plat to approach the ‘fractal structure’ of individual plays.

V

Dramatic criticism is overly concerned with the diachronic aspect of plays, that is,
with the ‘phylogeny’ of a certain phenomenon, trying to trace back its gradual development in consecutive historical phases. As has been said, the approach of this
work will not be historicist in this sense; it will rather try to uncover the layers as
they are present now. In this particular case, the objective is to unveil the contemporary potential of the plays and of the issues treated. In other words, I am concerned
with the synchronous aspect, or—if you will—with the ‘ontogeny’ of drama. In
the middle chapters (Chapters 4 and 5, on ‘The Composition of Bonduca’), my
aim is to look into the process of dramatizing. There are virtually no extant ‘foule
papers’ for the plays analyzed, a rare exception being the case of Bonduca, which
survives in two versions: the Folio text of 1647 and the manuscript, claiming to be
a transcript of the author’s foul papers (British Library Add. ms 36758, reprinted
by W. W. Greg in The Malone Society Reprints).
Presumably, in the process of composition, the plotter-dramatist revises his
previous work and modifies it. From today’s perspective, these compositional palimpsests are virtually illegible, though sometimes one may assume that certain traits
are vestiges of earlier versions, later reworked. My attempt here is not to trace the
gradual procedure from a version to the following one, but to ‘interfere’, or merge,
all the versions in one hypothetical sequence. If a play has ‘original’ playwrights
and a reviser—as is supposed to be the case of many Beaumont and Fletcher plays
(Love’s Cure, Beggars’ Bush or The Noble Gentleman)—I will assume a synchronous work,
and the ‘author’s intention’ to be a sum of the various wills.
I will assume that Fletcher, having gathered source material, wrote a Plat. The
second stage was to dramatize the Plat into the dialogic form. In these stages he
had to make several choices, such as what is to be shown on the stage and what
is to be presented offstage, how foil subplots are to be constructed, and to what
extent the onstage action should support or subvert the fictional events. These
choices point to the aim of the play, and could serve as helpful guidelines to a potential producer. One aspect that Chapter 5 is particularly dealing with concerns
the relation between the stage and the fiction implicitly represented. The study
of the dramatic structure and dialogic form eventually points to the features of
a specifically Fletcherian style.
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VI

Chapter 6, on ‘Fletcher’s Dramatic Extremism’, continues to analyze the idiosyncratic dramatic techniques of Fletcherian drama. Eugene M. Waith (1958) has
detected the use of ‘strained assumptions’ and ‘impossible hypotheses’ in many
of the Fletcherian plays. His approach is essentially generic and literary in that he
traces the ancestors of this feature. I proceed from his observation to uncover the
inherent dramatic ‘logic’ behind the plays and situations. This logic, or ‘principle’,
subsumes several techniques that have been pointed out as characteristic of the
Fletcherian style. Apart from the controversial situations and situational deadlocks, these are deceptions and other techniques that have not yet been identified,
such as the uses of—what I call—dramatic cul-de-sacs and extended possibilities.
The dramatic logic that connects all the analyzed techniques brings in a new
perspective for possible interpretations of the plays. In a sense, the techniques create a peculiar fictional world in which the characters exist and operate. I argue that
the ‘humour’ characters of mature Fletcherian drama are not to be understood so
much in the context of Jonson’s notorious humour types, but rather that they are
quasi-allegorical figures that often function as direct foils to other characters and
even plots within the play.
Together with the last, seventh chapter (on ‘Subjective Allegories’), the discussion of the dramatic logic and its ‘objective correlative’ (to use T. S. Eliot’s term)
suggests possibilities of a figurative reading. The argument is that mature Fletcherian
plays intentionally move along three broad dimensions, the farcical onstage action,
and two fictional ones: the literal story, and the figurative (symbolic or allegorical)
significance which complements the literal one and provides it with the necessary
unifying element. This allegorical reading gives the plays their ‘sublime’, spiritual
dimensions, anticipating the Baroque mode of Continental theatre. From this perspective, Fletcherian tragicomedy is a mode that best corresponds to the demands
of Baroque allegories in that it builds up a powerful catharsis aimed at moral reform
without the human sacrifice of the (essentially pagan) genre of tragedy.

VII Teleology, Morality and Genre
Schoolemaster.       Stay, and edifie.
(The Two Noble Kinsmen 3.5.89)

[Theodor.]	      a little counsell
Will doe no harme
(The Loyal Subject 3.4.60–61)

One stream of argument running through this book concerns the uncovering of
our modern conventions. However unsettling and uncomfortable this may sound,
there is a certain range of aspects that are broadly accepted, and then another
range of things that are seen as ‘not modern’—whatever the reason for such tagging is. One aspect that is ‘not modern’ is the undeniable fact that early modern
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English drama is intrinsically Christian; however, from the modern conception of
Christianity has to be detracted the Idealist irrationality, that is, the modern breach
between reason and faith. Although much early modern writing is not pronouncedly
Christian, the context in which it came to existence—the culture and its norms
and mores—was such. To avoid possible imprecision I will therefore refer to the
phenomenon as (early modern) teleology, suggesting the Christian conception of
life as a journey towards the ultimate goal (telos) beyond mundane life.
In a sense, many early modern plays can be read as moralities dramatizing
an argument of ubiquitous teleology. This is true even in plays which have been
commonly associated with Jacobean decadence (in itself a concept rather closely
modelled on nineteenth- and twentieth-century existentialist Modernism). To give
an example: Rollo, the Duke of Normandy, or The Bloody Brother (1617), a peculiar
Fletcher-Massinger-Jonson-Chapman collaboration, is a tragedy in the line of
Middleton’s The Revenger’s Tragedy (1606), Women Beware Women (1620), Chapman’s
The Revenge of Bussy d’Ambois (1609–10), Tourneur’s The Atheist’s Tragedy (1609–10),
Webster’s The Duchess of Malfi (1613), or Massinger’s The Duke of Milan (1621).
In the catharsis of Rollo, the two revengers of the play, Rollo’s captain of guard
Hamond, and his sister Edith, are punished for their ‘un-Christian’ obstinacy in
their revenge on Rollo. In the skirmish, Hamond is mortally wounded by the dying Rollo, and Edith gets reward in her kind. There is something ‘unmodern’ in
the justice that the play and Edith’s kinsman Aubrey represent:
Aubrey. Who did this deed?
Hamond.        I, and I will answer it. Dyes.
Edith. He faints, o that same cursed knife has kil’d him.
Aubrey.		   How?
Edith. He snatcht it from my hand for whom I bore it,
And as they grappell’d——
Aubrey.	    Justice is ever equall.		
170
Had it not been on him, th’had’st dy’de too honest.
Did you know of his death?
Edith.	    Yes, and rejoyce in’t.
Aubrey. I am sorry for your youth then, though the strictnesse
Of law shall not fall on you, that of life
Must presently; goe, to a Cloyster carry her,		
175
And there for ever lead your life in penitence.
Edith. Best Father to my soule, I give you thanks Sir
And now my faire revenges have their ends,
My vowes shall be my kin, my prayers my friends. Exit [attended].
(Rollo, Duke of Normandy 5.2.167–79)

It is symptomatic of the different conception of justice of early modern teleology
that the resulting equilibrium is installed when Edith is punished (in a Christian
way) by being sent to a cloister, and accepts it with thankfulness, calling Aubrey
‘Father to my soule’.14
14 Compare the much more ‘pagan’ punishment of Vindice at the end of The Revenger’s
Tragedy.
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In very much the same vein, Fletcher and Massinger’s The False One (1621)
presents in all its plots facets of an ethical development from ‘falseness’ to repentance. In the subplot, Septimius (who is believed to have given the play’s title)
develops from a blatant rogue, to a repentant sinner, and eventually to a broken
social outcast. In the main plot, the Egyptian King, Ptolomy, is false to the ‘Fathers
testament’ (The False One 1.1.11) that he should be co-heir to the throne with his
sister Cleopatra. At the end of the play, the providentiality and moral teleology of
the catharsis is underscored by Cleopatra’s exegesis, while Ptolomy’s accomplice,
the treacherous and godless Photinus, is apprehended and led away:
Photinus.
How fell the King?
Achillas.	         Unable,
To follow Cæsar, he was trod to death
By the pursuers, and with him the Priest,
Of Isis, good Achoreus.
Arsino.	  May the Earth,		
170
Lye gently on their ashes.
Photinus.	   I feele now,
That there are powers above us: and that ’tis not
Within the searching policies of man,
To alter their decrees.
Cleopatra.	  I laugh at thee:
Where are thy threates now, (foole) thy scoffs, and scornes
175
Against the Gods? I see calamity
Is the best Mistris of Religion,
And can convert an Atheist.   Showt within.
Photinus.	    O they come,
Mountaines fall on me! O, for him to dye
That plac’d his heaven on earth, is an assurance		
180
Of his descent to hell; where shall I hide me?
The greatest daring to a man dishonest,
Is but a bastard courage, ever fainting.   Exit with Achillas and Souldiers.
(The False One, 5.4.166–83)

This notion of worldly justice dominated by Christian teleology is pronouncedly
present in most existential plays of the Fletcherian canon. It is only in relation to
the spiritual reading that the plays receive their integrity. So, for instance, the lustful Duke Frederick of A Wife for a Month is—like Edith of Rollo—punished by being sent to the cloister; it is in the hope of spiritual reformation that the dénouement
of the play is consummated (see Chapter 6). Chapter 7 on ‘Subjective Allegories’
deals with this teleological, moral (or moralist) dimension of the mature plays.
One section of Chapter 7 analyzes the providential presence in The Prophetess
(1622). Baroque, spiritual theatre in England—and the related issue of staging
providentiality—had, of course, different initial conditions from the theatre on
the Continent. Apart from the overwhelming impact of several waves of reformation and counterreformation in England, James I’s Parliament issued An Acte
to Restraine Abuses of Players (on 27 May 1606) ‘For the preventing and avoyding
the greate Abuse of the Holy Name of God in Stageplayes, Interludes, Mayg-
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ames, Shewes, and such like’ (Chambers 1923: 338–39).15 In effect, all older plays
were purged of oaths and all improper references to God. Thus the Baroque
mode, making its appearance in the English theatre from about 1612, had to
find its own way and means of expressing Christian providentiality. In result, the
plays of the period, denoted as decadent, are often seen as existential and godless rather than spiritual. Fletcherian drama should, arguably, be approached in
the Baroque context despite its seeming secular emphasis. As has been briefly
observed, it shows obvious signs of spiritual or religious concerns. Clifford
Leech claims that
There is little use of the supernatural in the plays of Fletcher, and when it does
appear it has the casualness, the sense of mere dramatic convenience, that we find
in the occasional references to fate or the gods. Not that Fletcher is uninterested in
religious belief: he is interested in it as he is interested in the way the human mind
behaves. (Leech 1962: 111)

The question of course is—and Gordon McMullan comments on the issue at
some length (McMullan 1994)—to what extent the palpable and the obvious (or
literal) in the plays is of consequence. Clifford Leech further claims that in ‘all
such instances [of conversion], however, it is the characters’ responses that matter, not any influence exerted by the gods’ (Leech 1962: 112). A counterargument
to this claim could be that there is little ground to suppose that early modern
religion shared the modern, essentially Platonic, distinction between the sphere of
gods and that of humans. Fletcherian drama is about ‘the characters’ responses’,
yet at the same time, about the providential operation that is being exerted disregarding the individuals’ wills. Moreover, given the ideological context in which the
plays came to existence, and the attention censors paid to the plays of the King’s
Men, the conspicuous absence of explicit references to divine issues is rather
understandable.
The notion of the theatre as cure, a common early modern idea, is directly related
to theatrical teleology in the above sense. Fletcher applies it, for purposes of trav15 The whole entry in Chambers’s ‘Documents of Control’ runs as follows:
[1606, May 27. An Acte to Restraine Abuses of Players (3 Jac. I, c. 21), printed in Statutes,
iv. 1097 ...]
For the preventing and avoyding the greate Abuse of the Holy Name of God in Stageplayes,
Interludes, Maygames, Shewes, and such like; Be it enacted by our Soveraigne Lorde the
Kinges Majesty, and by the Lordes Spirituall and Temporall, and Commons in this present
Parliament assembled, and by the authoritie of the same, That if at any tyme or tymes,
after the end of this present Session of Parliament, any person or persons doe or shall in
any Stage play, Interlude, Shewe, Maygame, or Pageant jestingly or prophanely speake or
use the holy Name of God or of Christ Jesus, or of the Holy Ghoste or of the Trinitie,
which are not to be spoken but with feare and reverence, [? such person or persons] shall
forfeite for everie such Offence by hym or them committed Tenne Pounds, the one moytie
thereof to the Kinges Majestie, his Heires and Successors, the other moytie thereof to hym
or them that will sue for the same in any Courte of Recorde at Westminster, wherein no
essoigne, Proteccion or Wager of Lawe shalbe allowed.
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esty, in The Mad Lover for instance. The masque produced in Scene 4.1 is meant
to cure the mad Memnon from his courtly (and extreme) love to the Princess.
(Memnon is a ‘humour’ character and arguably plays an central dramatic function
as a foil serving to set off the play’s other action.) The masque stages providentiality; Stremon impersonates Orpheus and another person, Charon. (It is unclear
who the latter impersonator is in the play. All the other roles have been assigned
in 3.5.) Orpheus sings a song which ‘Was rarely formed to fit’ Memnon, as one
of the ‘producers’ says (4.1.44). Charon tells of the fates of other ‘mad lovers’
and addresses the consternated Memnon, asking him to ‘love by reason mortall
not by will’, and to ‘be wise’ (4.1.64, 68). Orpheus brings in ‘a Maske of Beasts’
(4.1.77 sd) which features a ‘Lion [who] was a man of Warre that died, | As thou
wouldst doe to guild her Ladies pride, | […] a Dog [who was] a foole that hung
himselfe for love’, and an Ape that ‘with daily hugging of a glove, | Forgot to eat
and died’ (4.1.78–82). Each of the Beasts personifies one of Memnon’s lovesick
whims. When Orpheus concludes his choric commentary with ‘O love no more,
o love no more’ (4.1.88), Memnon ‘steales off silently’ (4.1.89) presumably much
moved. The audience is left in suspense while the anticipation of what comes of
‘madness’ is underway.
In general, Fletcherian tragicomedy is orchestrated so as to maximalize the
effect it has on the audience. Or, as one character voices it:
Alberto. I doe begin to melt too, this strange story
Workes much upon me.
(The Fair Maid of the Inn 5.3.235–36)

In this sense the plays are not only representing figurative actions of teleology but
are in themselves the means that works moral reformation—which is a notion
somewhat unsettling to the modern critic. The style of the theatre that Fletcher
and his collaborators develop is fashioned to serve this purpose of ‘edification’.
In course of the development the tragicomedy underwent during Fletcher’s
life in the theatre, his own original conception, presented in the ‘To the Reader’
address, a ‘manifesto’ prefixed to the 1609 edition of The Faithful Shepherdess, underwent a substantial change. The ‘mature’ tragicomedy is not strictly a genre that
‘wants deaths, which is enough to make it no tragedy, yet brings some near it,
which is enough to make it no comedy’ (as Fletcher claimed), but rather one that
provides the essentially Christian mercy of a possible reformation of faults. In
this sense Fletcherian tragicomedy is the Christian alternative to the pagan genres
of comedy and tragedy, neither of which gives the chance for reformation within
the protagonist’s life. As Aristotle defined in Poetics, comedy shows human follies
without reforming them, while the catastrophe of tragedy is brought about by
one particular fault of an otherwise virtuous hero. In this respect, the tragicomedy
may be argued to avoid death in order to be proportionate to the subject treated,
and to offer the merciful, Baroque ‘one more chance’. It avoids death since death
in the New Testament context plays a different role, and is no more the ultimate
punishment. (This issue is discussed in Chapter 7.)
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VIII Outline of the Work

As has been suggested, my thesis consists of seven more-or-less separate essays
which present seven different facets of mature Fletcherian plays. The facultative unifying element is the argument for a figurative reading of Jacobean drama.
Chapter 1, on ‘Modern Stage Conventions of Realism’, is a ‘defence of [putative]
mimetic inconsistencies’ in Fletcherian drama—as the subtitle announces. In this
essay I argue that it is our modern, anachronistic notions of what a stage representation of early modern drama should be that create the mimetic inconsistencies,
rather than failures of the plays in the dramatic sense. Chapter 2 continues in
this argument, uncovering some philosophical and ideological misconceptions in
approaching Fletcherian (and generally early modern) drama theoretically, that is,
outside the theatre, and the modern ‘habits’ of producing them. The key concerns
of these sections are production stereotypes and the post-Romantic and Platonic
notion of an ideological theatre, which still is a common practice.
Chapter 3, on ‘Plats and Plays’, revisits the question of the scenario, or author
plot, which is likely to have served as a standard document produced as the first
stage of writing a play. This chapter provides a historical justification of the approach of the following two chapters which analyze dramatic principles in John
Fletcher’s Bonduca, or in other words, the hypothetical process of writing Bonduca.
Chapter 4 is a study of Fletcher’s likely sources for the play, and Chapter 5 discusses some of the compositional aspects, uncovering a possible process in which
the sources were turned into the play.
Chapter 6 analyzes a set of related dramatic techniques proper to Fletcherian
drama, such as the use of ‘humour’ characters or hypothetical situations. These
techniques are shown to be commensurate with the needs that mature Fletcherian
tragicomedy lays. Chapter 7 suggests a Baroque reading of the mature plays. It studies several cases of the use of figurative action. The figurative readings—explicitly
pointed to in the plays—provide the literal, ‘popular’ stage plays with symbolic or
allegorical significance. This figurative dimension complements them and provides
the necessary element that unites the plotlines and the entire action.
From a different perspective, Chapter 1 is on acting Fletcherian drama, Chapter 2 on interpreting and directing it, Chapter 3 on historically justified ways of
writing early modern plays, Chapter 4 and 5 on the early modern process of writing and dramatizing, Chapter 6 on analyzing dramatic techniques in Fletcherian
plays, and Chapter 7 on finding unity and coherence in them.
As for the range of the plays analyzed, my work is—out of necessity—rather
selective. In the individual case studies I analyze techniques and exemplify them
on some of the plays. However, many beautiful plays, such as The Knight of Malta
(1618), Sir John Van Olden Barnavelt (1619), The False One (1621) or The Lovers’
Progress (1623), do not receive sufficient and deserved attention.

