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CHAPTER I 

THE CITY AND STAGE 

Within the thirty years from 1^Q$ to I6l5, Shakespeare 

began and ended his career as a dramatist. His very presence in 

this period makes an objective evaluation of other writers who 

lived and produced literary and dramatic art almost impossible. 

His contemporaries have become little more than that—Shakespeare's 

contemporaries. Smaller men than he they were, surely, but they 

produced individual art which deserves to be considered on its own 

merits. Thomas Dekker was one such man who wrote in a particular 

way and formed a fascinating contrast to his greater contemporary© 

Dekker and Shakespeare lived and worked in London in the 

Golden Age. They were a part of the time we try so hard to 

recreate in historians' studies. They heard, and probably sang, 

Dowland's airs in the barber shops. They wore those fantastic 

breeches of satin and capes of velvet. They saw the Virgin Queen, 

splendid even in wig and wrinkles, being carried through the mud 

and filth of the city in a chair draped in white satin. They 

walked through the seven gates of the wall of the medieval city 

out into the sprawling districts growing up around the walls, 

out into the fields where peasants still farmed in the old feudal 

open fields. They sailed on the Thames when it was still blue 

and pure. They must have seen Drake and Frobisher and Hawkins 

; ail in,: in thnir tiny ships in and out of the harbor. Perhaps they 



saw Leicester and Raleigh and Essex riding through the streets-

Raleigh with his gallant cape and his strange, sinister reputation 

for atheism, and Leicester, rumored to be the Queen's true love 

and Essex the stormy, irresponsible one. From the Queen's black 

teeth to the blue, forest-lined Thames, Elizabeth's London seems 

too exciting and too brightly colored to be real. We know that the 

floors of the Windsor were covered with stinking hay and that the 

two thousand gowns of the Queen must have borne the marks of 

lavish feasts without fork or spoon. We know that London had no 

sewage disposal and that waste lay in the streets until the rains 

swept it away. Yet the names of that age keep crowding in upon 

us, covering the stench and everyday dullness with sounds of 

excitement and fairyland adventure—Burghley, Drake, Bacon, 

Raleigh, Marlowe, Jonson, Essex, More, Sidney, Hooker, Donne, 

Shakespeare. The excitement was of mind and body in this Golden 

Age. 

It was an excitement of growth and change, but of destruction 

as well, and as the old order crumbled, much that was beautiful was 

destroyed even as the medieval stained glass of the cathedrals was 

broken in the name of pure religion in l5ii8o Perhaps as one com

mentator has observed, the destruction was a natural consequence 

of the excitement and energy: 

The age that produced Shakespeare was an era 
of change and restlessness. Everywhere—in 
religion, in philosophy, in politics, in 



science, in literature—new ideas were 
springing into life and coming into 
conflict, with the established order 
of things.-̂  

The order of things meant the medieval life of two generations 

before—feudalism and the old faith. The Wars of the Roses had 

ended in 1U85. Men were still living in I6OO whose grandfathers 

had fought in that time. The memory was still fresh in the folk 

tradition of people who passed their histories by word of mouth. 

With the coming of the dark, spare Henry VII, the old feudalism 

was doomed. Serfs were no longer bound to land and lords were no 

longer little kings. With the robust, fickle Henry VIII had come 

an even greater change in English history. The Reformation began 

with a divorce but was sanctified by the blood of martyrs. By 1558, 

religion in England was definitely Protestant. Sir Philip Sidney, 

for all his personal charm and bravery, was obsolete on a battle

field where gunpowder was effectively destroying the gentlemanliness 

of war. The seas were no longer forbidding since the compass, and 

the world had taken on new size and fascination through the voyages 

of tiny ships. But more important was the press and its effect, not 

only upon the men who depended upon their pens for livelihood, but 

also upon the casual and scholarly readers who crowded St. Paul's 

1 
Karl J. Holzknecht, The Backgrounds of Shakespeare's Plays 

(Dallas, 1950), p. 33. 



Churchyard. Printing made the changes in society and the order 

of things both constant and apparent and it increased the rate of 

change. 

The men and women of London were well aware of books and 

of the power they wielded over city and national life in l600. 

They crowded the churchyard of St. Paul's where the rows of book

sellers displayed their broadside ballads and woodcuts against the 

somber walls of the cathedral. Men in their velvet breeches and 

women in starched ruffs and beggars and poor soldiers home from 

the wars rummaged at their leisure through the work of hacks and 

the poetry of genius. Prayer books and romances and books on the 

home cure of disease were stacked with Ovid, Ariosto, and Dante; 

The Faerie Queen and The Rape of Lucrece were read with fervor of 

a curiosity childlike in its intensity. The same indiscriminate 

enthusiasm hovered over the crowds thronging the playhouses on the 

south side of the Thames. Even though all types of men came to the 

bookstands, the plays appealed to the illiterate and the scholar 

alike. M. C. Bradbrook has remarked that the audience which 

gathered to see King Lear or Volpone must have been a motley group: 

That same play which was studied by courtiers 
and performed before the Queen might on another 
day be acted before "the very scum, rascality 
and baggage of the people, thieves, cutpurses, 
shifters, cozeners; briefly, an unclean 
generation and spawn of vipers."^ 

2 
K. G. Bradbrook, The Growth and Structure of Elizabethan 

Comedy (LOG An,'eles, 1956), p. lii. 



Life was public in London in I6OO—more public than it is now. 

Without newspapers the only source of news was the gathering crowds 

in the streets talking of rumors which swept the city daily. Privy 

Counsellor, Cambridge scholar, sailor, beggar or country justice 

brushed each other on the streets and shared the same fears and 

sicknesses. The business of the day was carried on in the streets. 

News was gathered in the taverns and shops; clothes were washed 

and water was carried from ccromunity wells; and plays were viewed 

in uncovered theaters. The plays of the period show that life was 

transacted in public. Most of the action occurs in taverns or 

shops, on the battlefields or in foreign lands. If it goes inside, 

it goes "into a palace and echoes publicly in high ante-rooms or 

great dining-halls, or in the throne-room itself. If the scene is 

in one's private closet, it is always at high tension."^ The 

feeling of heightened tension was common to both street and stage 

in London in I6OO. Perhaps the excitement came from the feeling, 

more widespread and consciously expressed then than it had been 

before, that worldly success and tremendous power were possible 

and worthwhile. 

The feeling of excitement and adventure was one emotion 

desired by most of the Englishmen of Drake and Hawkins' day. The 

3 
Esther Cloudman Dunn, Tac L i t e r a t u r e of Shakespeare 's 

En,̂ "! ind ( j c i l i a s , l y i o ) , p . l5« 
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excesses of emotion, violent and lyrical, which could make 

Philip Stubbs grab his hat with his left hand and shout "God 

save the Queen" after having had his right hand chopped off for 

printing political pamphlets illegally, that would make Hieronimo 

bite out his tongue rather than confess the course of his revenge 

for his son's death, and that would send Drake out on his last 

voyage at the age of fifty-five were typically Elizabethan. 

Perhaps the word for the Elizabethan individual is intensity. 

It is this quality which is so exciting when caught in the char

acters upon the stage. This Elizabethan quality, as Professor 

Seccombe notes, was attempted and caught most successfully in the 

plays of William Shakespeare. 

What Shakespeare loves as an artist is power-
intensity—in human character. It may be the 
power of intellect or word power or power of 
passion or of grace; or the intensity of the 
exquisite as in Ariel, or the power of love as 
in Imogen, or power of wit as in Benedick, or 
intensity of stupidity as in Sir Andrew Aguecheek, 
whose silliness approaches the sublime; but it 
is always the intense, the perfect in some kind, 
that he dwells upon and makes central. Splendid 
and puissant personalities are the primary ma
terial of his tragedies, grants of wit or 
silliness of his comedy.*̂  

Thomas Dekker also shared this Elizabethan quality, although his 

ability to portray mankind lay in a different direction. Perhaps 

Thomas Seccombe and J. W, Allen, The Age of Shakespeare 
(London, 1917), p. 127. 



it would be more correct to say that Dekker's interest was in 

different men than Shakespeare's "splendid and puissant person

alities." \>Jhatever the cause of difference, there is made 

manifest in the dramas of Thomas Dekker and William Shakespeare 

the strange incongruity of vigor, color, pain, beauty, and 

intensity of the Elizabethan Age. 

Thomas Dekker was one of those near-great men unfortunate 

enough to be bom at a time when competition was too much for the 

near-great. He must have been born about 1570, probably in London, 

the city he apostrophized "0 Londoni Thou mother of my life, nurse 

of my being." He must have loved London with more than ordinary 

fervor. Mary Leland Hunt noted that six of Dekker's prose works 

are about the city, 

, • . its sufferings, its vices, its glories, 
its manners, and its monuments, and about 
half of his extant plays made London the real 
scene of action, with details of shops and 
apprentices, streets and public buildings—the 
sort of loyalty, the sort of local color that 
one acquires most easily in youth.^ 

Some critics conjecture that he was of Dutch origin because of 

his fondness for and facility in handling the comic stage jargon 

5 
Thomas Dekker, The Non-Dramatic Works, edited by 

A. B. Grosart, Rod for Runaways, IV (London, l88U), p. 285. 
Hereafter cited as Dekker, Non-Dramatic Works. 

Mary Leland Hunt, Thomas Dekker; A Study (New York, 1911), 
p. 11. 
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of the Dutch immigrant. Others think that Thomas Dekker was sent 

to Merchant Tailors' School and had been apprenticed to a tailor 

or shoemaker. There is a handwritten addition of "marchant-tailor" 

on the title page of a copy of Tropa Nova Triumphans which might 

indicate this, but there is no other evidence of it. Throughout 

his work he shows evidence of much scholarly learning and a 

peculiarly sensitive sympathy for the poor scholar. In The Whore 

of Babylon this speech appears: 

The Dragons that keep learning's golden tree. 
As you now have, fought with, conquered them. 
Got to the highest bough, eat of the fruit 
And gathered of the sevenfold leaves of Art 
What I desir'd; and yet for all the Moones 
That I have seene waxe olde, and pine for anger, 
I had outwatched them: and for all the candles 
I wast-d out on long and frozen nights. 
To lh<j.\: them into day; I fild my head 
With books, but scarce could fit my mouth with bread:" 

Yet his sympathy seems to have been so widespread that to single 

out one profession on that basis is highly arbitrary. 

Dekker first appeared in Henslowe's Diary in January, 1598, 

when Henslowe paid Dekker for a play, although a reference to one of 

his plays may appear earlier in 1596. Evidently he was involved in 

the writing of fifteen or sixteen plays in 1598. In February, 1598, 

7 
Ibid., p. III. 

Thomas Dekker, The Dramatic Works, edited by Fredson Bowers, 
The Whore of Babylon (Cambridge, 1953), II, ii, 98-107. Hereafter 
cited as Dekker, Dramatic Works. 

9 
Mary Leland Hunt, Thomas Dekker: A Study (New York, 1911), 

p. 28. 



Henslown records having paid forty shillings "to discharge 

M, Decker out of the counter in the Poultry." In 1599 Dekker 

wrote at least parts of ten plays for Henslowe. He must have 

had a hand in at least seventy-five plays, only seventeen of ^ich 

12 

reiTiain in existence. Of these seventeen plays, five alone are 

entirely his. Old Fortunatus (1595?), The Shoemakers' Holiday (1599), 

The \\̂ ore _of Babylon (1595?), I£ ii Be Not a Good Play, the Devil 

^s in rt (l6ll), and Match Me in London (I63O). The dates of these 

plays are conjectural and most authorities disagree on them. I 
13 

have, however, accepted the listing of Dr. Hunt. Thus Dekker 

tried all popular forms of drama, either alone or in collaboration, 

writing for men and boys' acting companies for over thirty years. 

Professor Bradbrook has divided Dekker's dramatic work into three 

divisions which are helpful as a general guide to the vast extent 

of his interests: the early popular comedies like Old Fortunatus, 

The Shoemakers' Holiday, and Patient Grissil, the citizens' 

comedies written with Middleton and Webster, and the final tragic 

10 
M. C. Bradbrook, The Growth and Structure of Elizabethan 

Comedy (Los Angeles, 1956), p. U2. 

11 
Mary Leland Hunt, Thomas Dekker: A Study (New York, 1911), 

pp. h7'hQ» 

12 
Karl J. Holzknecht, The Backgrounds of Shakespeare's Plays 

(Dallas, 19'>0), p. li;6. 

•^^y.firy Leland Hunt, Thomas Dekker: A Study (New York, 1911), 
p. ii8o 
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lyric mode of The Witch of Edmonton."̂ ^ 

Thomas Dekker was admittedly a minor Elizabethan playwright, 

but he seems to have assumed a place of peculiar importance as an 

indication of Elizabethan social awareness and sensitivity to folk 

tradition which is lacking in the greater minds of the age, even in 

the works of Shakespeare. Walter Bagehot characterized Dekker as a 

type of "special correspondent for posterity" for the age in which 

he lived.^ Dekker's importance to the social historian as a 

transmitter of the details of Elizabethan life was, of course, 

tremendously augmented by his work as a prose pamphleteer and a 

writer of devotion̂ il literature, but Dekker's keen interest in and 

absorption of the idiom, ideals, humor and struggle of the middle 

class merchant and laborer in the streets of London appears clearly, 

even in his plays, and affords a most marked contrast to the 

loftier concept of art obvious in Shakespeare's drama. Karl Holzknecht 

explains it this way: 

Although, as Hamlet remarked, the very purpose 
and the end of playing is to show "the very age 
and body of the time his form and pressure," 
Shakespeare was so universal an artist that the 
value of his plays as social documents is certainly 
secondary. In this respect, Shakespeare differed 
from his contemporaries Dekker and Jonson, for 
example, in whose pages one finds so faithfxil a 
picture of the men and manners of the day that 

M. G, Bradbrook, The Growth and Structure of Elizabethan 
Comedy (Los Angeles, 1956), p."^7. 

-'-̂ Quoted in Robert Ralston Cawley, Unpathed Waters: Studies 
in the Influence of the Voyagers on Elizabethan Literature (Princeton, 
iyhoT7 pT"?2i. 
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one can extract from them little "characters" 
of Elizabethan types or precise scenes from 
Elizabethan life. . . . It is not that Shake
speare was unable to be specifically realistic 
or concrete in his descriptions; it is rather 
that he rose above immediacy and contempor
aneousness and attained to universal truth.^^ 

Dekker lacked this "universal" quality. As Alexis F. Lange said. 

Original in assimilating, but scantily endowed 
with the reactive power that converted London 
into an illuminating symbol for a Shakespeare, 
Dekker's thou;;ht glided easily into the grooves 
of the city mind and his ethical views and 
standards took shape under the influence of 
communal spirit and bourgeois wisdom.-̂ ' 

Because Dekker was an expression of this "communal spirit and bour-

18 
geois wisdom," Lange called him "the best democrat of his age." 

As author of The Shoemakers' Holiday with its boisterous 

Simon Eyre as protagonist, Dekker assumed an important place in 

the history of himor. 

No other imaginative figure of the Elizabethan 
drama represents better than Simon Eyre early 
attempts of the Volksgeist at humorous self-
expression.-̂ ^ 

Dekker was an expression of a class—not a class revolting in the 

Marxist cycle or even a class struggling for rights and privileges. 

Karl J. Holzknecht, The Backgrounds of Shakespeare's 
Plays (Dallas, 1950), p. 52. 

•̂ "̂ Alexis F. Lange, "Preface" to The Shoemakers' Holiday in 
Representative English Comedies, Vol. Ill, edited by 
Charles Killr. Gayley (New York, 1937), p. l5. 

Ebid. 

^^Ibid., p. 17. 
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but a class of artisans, merchantmen and laborers conscious of 

themselves© 

Sir Thomas Smith in 1583 in De Republica Anglorum had listed 

the four classes of English society as being gentlemen, citizens and 

burgesses, yeomen artificers and laborers. The gentlemen included 

the king and the nobility, which Smith further divided into the 

greater or aristocracy and the lesser or knights and the esquires 

(those entitled to bear arms—"those whom their blood and race doth 

make noble and known." Smith thought that the English way of 

"making gentlemen so easily" was an advantage for the realm. 

Citizens and burgesses were the substantial inhabitants of the towns. 

Yeomen were the forty shilling freeholders, those who possessed the 

franchise in county elections and who served on juries. The "fourth 

sort of men v/ho do not rule" were the husbandmen, laborers, craftsmen 

and artificers and any merchants or copy-holders who did not own land 

in freehold. It seems to be a valid generalization to say that, 

in most instances Shakespeare expresses the middle class ideal of 

nobility, while Dekker expresses the intensely felt world of middle 

class daily experience. The difference is basic despite the fact 

that both authors intended to please the groundlings and the more 

monied playgoers. 

20 
Quoted in G, R. Elton, England Under the Tudors (New York, 

1963), pp. 251-252. 
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Dekker was one of the new young men expressing the middle 

class view of life. There were many of them—Greene, Nash, Heywood, 

even Jonson. One of the most successful, however, was a hack 

writer of broadsides, Thomas Deloney. 

Thomas Deloney had pioneered in the appeal of the craftsman 

and laborer class of London. He had composed broadside ballads and 

novels like Jack of Newberry which was dedicated to clothmakers. 

The Gentle Craft, dedicated to shoemakers, and Thomas of Reading, 

dedicated to weavers. These works were designed to appeal specifi

cally to the middle classes. Deloney reworked medieval romances by 

substituting craftsmen in" the central roles in implausible stories, 

thus reflecting the aspirations of his readers with "ribald enter-

21 
tainment, 'escape' literature and bourgeois wish fulfillment." 

Dekker's use of the source material he got from Deloney is highly 

significant in the development of a bourgeois tradition and pride 

among the untitled inhabitants of the streets. Dekker used The 

Gentle Craft as the source of his most popular, and best comedy of 

city life. The Shoemakers' Holiday. Deloney's novel had told the 

story of the marriage between Ursula and Crispine (who became Rose 

and Lacy in Dekker's play with an obvious improvement in nomen

clature), Ursula was the daughter of an emperor but Crispine was 

her social equal, being the son of the empress whom Ursula's father 

"̂̂ Kdwin Haviland Miller, Th£ Professional Writer in Elizabethan 
rinrland (Cambridge, 1959), p. 56. 
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had dethroned. Ursula's father objected to the marriage on political 

grounds and so the marriage, which takes place nevertheless, is kept 

secret, until Ursula is able to present her father with a grandson, 

thereby forcing recognition of her husband. Dekker's changes are 

significant. Rosa is the daughter of a grocer who had become Lord 

Mayor. Lacy is the untitled nephew of the Earl of Lincoln, who 

becomes a shoemaker in order to stay in London and gain admission to 

Rose's presence. Rose's father. Sir Roger Olney, and the Earl of 

Lincoln both object to the marriage on social grounds. Sir Roger 

Olney objected to his daughter's marriage with a noble because nobles 

had no useful profession, although he woxild have no objection if the 

suitor had a useful business: 

And yet your cosen Rowland might do well 
Now he hath learn'd an occupation.^^ 

Rose and Lacy are married through the aid of Simon Eyre, Lacy's 

employer and a cobbler who has risen to the position of Lord Mayor 

by a series of lucky speculations and hard work. Simon and his wife 

shelter Lacy from the wrath of the two guardians and invite the king 

to a dinner party so that he may plead for forgiveness for Lacy. 

The king comes to Simon's party and forgives Lacy and recognizes the 

marriage, saying 

22 
Dekker, Dramatic Works, The Shoemakers' Holiday, III, ii, 57-58. 
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• . • love respects no blood 

Cares not for differences of birth or state.̂ -̂  

The medieval romance of Crispine and Ursula has been completely 

transforr-.-̂ d into a more modem version of the marriage which crosses 

class lines. There is this interesting variation in the Cinderella 

theme of the prince marrying the poor servant girl: Rose was rich 

but Lacy was poor. 

Dekker was creating a story which, though taken from the 

fairy tale world of romance, was readily available to the Elizabethans. 

The age of the Tudor kings and queens was an age of unparalleled 

inflation, and as G, R, Elton has pointed out: 

An age of unexp̂ 'cted and unexplained inflation 
can be many things: it can bring trouble and 
decay as well as opportunity and advancement. 
But it cannot be humdrum and stable.^^ 

The cases of men who became rich as Simon Eyre did and who rose from 

the ranks of yeomen artificers or laborers to the highest position 

in the city and a place of power which rivaled that of the dukes and 

earls of Elizabeth's court were common enough. The old feudal barriers 

and rigid class distinctions had been broken down and although it has 

become trite to say that the middle class was rising, the opportunities 

for exceptional individuals to attain earthly success were greater 

^^Ibid., V, V, lOU-105. 

G. R. Elton, England Under the Tudors (New York, 1963), p. 26l^ 
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and more spectacular than they had been before. The Cecils were 

raised to the nobility by royal favor alone, in return for shrewd 

and loyal service to the crown and to England. They held power in 

Lnglnnd second only to that of Elizabeth throughout her reign. Sir 

Henry Billingsley, Lord Mayor in 1596-1597, is perhaps the best 

known to our century as the first translator of Euclid's Elements of 

Ge one try into English. But in 1596 he was known as a Cambridge 

scholar who had been apprenticed to a London haberdasher and had 

25 

become a wealthy merchant through the practice of his trade. 

Sir John Spencer, nicknamed by his contemporaries as "Rich" Spencer, 

had risen from the ranks of grocers to become Lord Mayor in l59ii 

and to leave an estate estijnated between 300,000 pounds and 800,000 

pounds from his trade with Turkey, Spain, Venice and Tripoli. 

Spencer may have been the actual model for Sir Roger Olney. He lived 

in Crosby Place, built around 11̂ 71, the tallest domestic building 

in London, with a hall fifty-four feet long, one-half as wide, and 

forty feet high. Crosby Place had been a residence of Richard III, 

and it is thought that Spencer perhaps had entertained the Queen 

there. Spencer had objected to his daughter's wish to marry William, 

Second Lord Compton, one of Elizabeth's favorites. Evidently his 

disapproval was expressed so strongly that the girl was removed from 

25 
[javid Novarr, "Dekker's Gentle Craft and the Lord Mayor 

of Lonaon," Modem i^hilology, LVII (May, 1900), p . 23li. 
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her father's home by court order because of beatings and misuse. 

Because of Elizabeth's favor, Spencer's daughter did marry Lord 

Compton, although Spencer was evidently never reconciled. Such 

defiance of princely power and nobility requires, not only stub

bornness, but a great deal of personal freedom which one would not 

expect to find. 

Other examples of the rise of extraordinary individuals may 

be cited. Feudal knighthood was often obtained by financial 

assistance to the sovereign. Richard Gresham (knighted in 1537) and 

his brother, John (knighted in l5Ul), the founder of the Muscovy 

Company, loaned money to their sovereigns and became Lord Mayors of 

London. Thomas Gresham, son of Richard, and the founder of the 

Royal Exchange, was the trusted financial agent of the crown. It 

was evidently true that "Shakespeare's London (and Dekker's) was full 

of potential or at least hopeful Dick Whittingtons."^^ Philip Stubbs, 

that stubborn old Puritan, wrote in 1583 in The Anatomy of Abuses; 

It is very hard to know who is a noble, 
who is worshipful, who is a gentleman, who 
is not, for you shall have those which are 
neither of the nobility, gentility, nor 
yeomanry . . . go daily in silks, velvets, 
satins, damasks, taffetas, and such like. 

26 
Ibid., pp. 23i;-235. 

27 
Karl Jo Holzknecht, The Backgrounds of Shakespeare's 

Plays (Dallas, 1950), p. l43o 
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notwithstanding that they be both base 
by birth, mean by estate, and servile 
by calling. This is a great confusion 
and a general disorder, God be merciful 
unto usi^° 

Thus Dekker's treatment of the fairy tale of Simon Eyre is not so 

much a fairy tale as a manifestation of the heights to which the 

middle class could rise in Elizabethan England. Such happenings 

were a part of London's city drama and Dekker, so much a part of 

London, could hardly fail to report this theme of the bourgeois 

folklore© 

It has been said that "Shakespeare's world is the world of 

folk legend more profoundly understood—a development, in fact, of 

29 

medieval Christianity." If this is true, then Dekker's world is 

the world of folk legend directly experienced and an outgrowth of a 

religious feeling directly experienced as well. 

Dekker's literary forte was the presentation of direct 

experience, divorced from any particular universal significance 

such as is found in Shakespeare's presentation of experience. He 

usually was unable to create a character with the depth of Shake

speare 's subjects, but there is a difference, not only in ability 

but in intent. S. L. Bethell observes: 

28 
Quoted in Karl J. Holzknecht, The Backgrounds of 

Shakespeare's Plays (Dallas, 1950), p. U3. 

29 
S, L. Bethell, Shakespeare and the Popular Dramatic 

Tradition (New York, 19Wi, p."̂ 527 
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Shakespeare's interest is in man rather than 
men: he is medieval in his concentration on 
those factors which men have in common rather 
than the individualizing factors which keep 
them apart,30 

Shakespeare's interest in character seems to have been largely 

philosophical—or, as Bethell says, Shakespeare is concerned with 

"designs for living"; so that in his plays the type emerges as most 

important, rather than the details of individual behavior which 

make individual men different from all others. Shakespeare becomes 

almost metaphysical—especially in his tragedies—in the treatment 

31 of man in his relationship to state and to God. Dekker, too, wa^ 

medieval in his assumption of the basic unity of mankind, yet he 

was able to portray easily the characteristics of individuals whom 

he must have known personally. As Ellis-Fermor points out, Dekker 

was a ready observer with a copious memory of "men and manners and 

32 

a quick sympathy for the suffering that makes men kin." 

Ellis-Fermor remarks further that Dekker "lacked insight into the 

individual desires, moods, processes of mind that make them 
33 

dissimilar," Finally she says 

"̂̂ Ibid., p. 81. 

-̂ •̂ Ibid., p. 79o 

-̂ Ûna Ellis-Fermor, "Thomas Dekker," in Shakespeare«s 
Contemporaries, edited by Max Bluestone and Norman Rabkin 
hnglewooG Cliffs, 1961), p. l62. 

IbiQ, 
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. . , his strength lies chiefly in these 
two qualities, in his power of recording 
the outward characteristics of his racy, 
bluff, hearty contemporaries (whether bawds, 
whon)s, sharpers or jovial and reputable 
citizens), and in his understanding of 
those moments of suffering when the sense 
of generic humanity wipes out the dis
tinctions between man and man.-̂ "̂  

The ability to recreate outward characteristics and the frequent 

inability to perceive fundamental differences of mental processes 

were perhaps outgrowths of Dekker's "journalistic" technique of 

aLv.ost simultaneous observation and recreation in literature which 

often mars the balance of his drama but makes him so valuable as a 

source of information about the people with whom he lived. Dekker 

recognized his own integral involvement in his own time: 

If I put into your hands a homely piece of 
V/orke, I must entreat you to blame the vanitie 
of our times, which are so phantasticall, 
that they covet stuffes, rather slight to 
feed the eye with show then substantiall for 
enduring . . . I have therefore not swomme 
against the streame; but followed the 
Humorous Tides of the Age."̂ *̂  

Shakespeare, more concerned with inward reality than with outward 

realism, escapes the confines of journalistic reporting. 

Apart from Dekker's journalistic approach to art and Shake

speare's search for universal significance, there is a striking 

^^Ibido 

35 
(uo ted in Edwin Haviland M i l l e r , The Profess iona l Wri ter 

in Flizabeth.an flngland (Cambridge, 1959), p . W» 
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difference in their choice of subjects and characters. Shakespeare's 

tragedy concerns itself almost entirely with the suffering and calam

ity of conspicuous persons.^ Holzknecht echoes this truism of 

Shakespearian criticism when he says: 

The heroes of Shakespearian tragedy are 
persons of high degree or at least members of 
great houses with respectable connections--
emperors and princes, like Antony and Hamlet; 
great generals, like Othello and Coriolanus; 
leaders of the State, like Brutus; or persons 
of social prominence, like Romeo. That only 
the great of the earth could be suitable 
subjects for tragedy was a theory as old as 
the Greeks.^' 

Professor Holzknecht indicates the differences between Shakespeare's 

tragedies and the limited number of tragedies of middle-class domestic 

life which Heywood and Dekker were beginning to write. The comedies 

of Shakespeare portray this same social class. Professor Holzknecht 

observes further: 

Of his heroines, Olivia is a countess of 
rank to marry the ruler of Illyria; Portia 
of Belmont is an heiress; Hero the daughter 
of a governor; Julia and Sylvia ladies of 
position. Their witty, sharp-tongued atten
dants—Maria, Nerissa, Margaret, Ursula and 
Lucetta—are not maids in the same sense in 

Andrew Cecil Bradley, "The Substance of Shakespearian Tragedy," 
in Tragedy: Plays, Theory, and Criticism, edited by Richard Levin, 
(Chicago, 1965), p. 160. 

Karl J. Holzknecht, The Backgrounds _of Shakespeare's Plays 
(Dallas, 1950), p. 331. The Konk's Tale by Chaucer, with its 
recounting:? of the falls of great men, provide:̂  also a basis for 
tr-o derivation of an Elizabethan theory of tragedy. 



22 

which we use the term today; they are 
waiting-[,'pntlewomen—maids of honor, if 
you please, but not servant girls. They 
have the same social standing as Anne Bullen, 
who in Henry VIIT is a knight's daughter and 
a waiting gentlewoman to Queen Katherine. 
• • • Likewise Enidia who helps Desdemona 
to undress, looks after her "nightly 
\raaring" and even makes her bed, does no 
more than the waiting-gentlewomen at 
court were accustomed to doing. She is, 
moreover, the wife of an officer second 
only to the husband of the lady she 
serves. Similarly, Shakespeare's young men-
Valentino and Proteus, Claudio and Benedick, 
Bassanio and Gratiano, Romeo, Mercutio and 
Benvolio—these gay young blades are fashioned 
after the young noblemen of Elizabeth's 
and James's court.38 

Shakespeare wrote about the inhabitants of Whitehall, whether his play 

was situated in t̂ ngland, Italy or Scotland. Dekker spoke about the 

dwellers in Cncapside and Whitefriars. He talked about the poor scholars 

of Grubstreet, the maimed soldier home from the wars, the immigrant 

laborer, the lowly woman weaving in a dirty shop, shoemakers, tailors, 

rakes and reprobates, and talked about them in diction slangy with 

the idiom of the streets© 

Dekker sentimentalized and idealized the lower classes whil« 

Shakespeare did the same for the upper classes. Both were writing 

what Bradbrook called "Comical History." 

Sturdy preference for kind hearts rather than 
coronets is typical of Comical History as a 
whole and is always endorsed by the king, who 

•3 O 

Ibid., p. 5U. 

file:///raaring
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himself relaxes among his subjects in the 
style that Shakespeare revives for Henry V 
on the field of Agincourt.39 

But Dekker's picture of Elizabethan life seems the more emotionallT' 

touching because of what most critics agree to be his most out

standing and unique characteristic as an Elizabethan writer—the 

spontaneous pity and sturdy optimism of the man which showed itself 

in a spirit of bohemian high spirits, boisterous, coarse and 

magnetic. Pity, said Lange, was Dekker's strongest emotion and "the 

transfigured source of matchless scenes of pathos." The range of 

Dekker's sympathy was not limited by social barriers. The "laws of 

humanitie and brotherhood" are binding upon high and low alike.^ 

Douglas Bush said that Dekker's social sympathy sprang from an 

intimate knowledge of suffering in an age when the changing economy 

had brought economic ills as well as blessings.^^ Dekker must have 

been very serious when he wrote the following note on the title page 

of Work for Armorours (l609): 

God helpe the Poore. 
The rich can shift. ̂-̂  

^^M. C. Bradbrook, The Growth and Structure of Elizabethan 
Comedy (Los Angeles, 1956), p. 71. 

^^Alexis F. Lange, "Preface" to The Shoemakers' Holiday in 
Representative English Comedies, Vol. Ill, edited by 
Charles Mills Gayley (New York, 1937), p. l5o 

^^Ibido 

^^Douglas Bush, English Literature in jUie Earlier Seventeenth 
Crntury I60()-l6o0 (Oxford, 19u8), p. U3. 

13, ̂ iuoted in Bush, jog. c i t . , p . U3. 
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Bush comments: 

A man who abhorred bear-baiting was not 
likely to oe unmoved by the poverty and 
suffering of his fellow creatures.^^ 

The social sympathy of Shakespeare was less prominent. As Hardin Craig 

points out, 

. . . there are not as many tears in Shakespeare 
as in Galsworthy, over the miseries of the poor. 
The commiseration of poverty was perhaps a more 
or less stereotyped thing, for the rights of man 
was not yet a living doctrine. The common man 
had grown less rather than more important since 
the days of Utopia. . . . in Shakespeare's 
time the debate between patrician and plebian , ̂  
was revived to the disadvantage of the latter.^^ 

Both Lange and Bush have commented upon the similarity between 

Dekker and Charles Dickens; the comparison is significant although 

certainly Dickens surpasses Dekker as an artist. Both Dekker and 

Dickens were middle-class humanitarians, not radical theorists, and 

their involvement in the suffering of the poor was personally rather 

than intellectually felt. The two are also alike in having no 

remedy for the ills which they felt except moral reforms and, as 

Bush writes, 

, , . no economic ideal except security 
within the existing frame of things, 
whether the sweet content and golden 
slumbers of the poor or the modest afflu
ence of jolly Simon Eyre and his busy little 

^^Ibid. 

Hardin Craig , Th^ Enchanted Glass: the Elizabethan Mind 
Ln L i t e r a t u r e (New York, 1936), p . 19^^^ 



2S 

kin^^dom. To redress the injustice of this 
world he can only call jji the next, hell 
as well as heaven©^" 

The characters of Dekker carry with them a sort of glory in their 

cn.iurance under disagreeable conditions, Dekker is constantly 

writing lines like "The value of a diamond is not lessened by the 

roughness when it is uncut," and "It can be no shame to gather a 

1 7 
viclot, growing close to the ground." Alexis Lange sees in 

Dekker's interpretation of the "common and mean" a "precursory 

li8 
opening of a distinctive m o d e m province of artistic motifs." 

He comments further: 

A gentlewoman, though a shoemaker's wife and 
a seamstress, a Bellafront reformed through 
love like Victor Hugo's Marion Delonne, such 
conceptions, particularly in point of the 
prominence given to them, anticipate by many 
generations the literary achievements of a 
later age.^^ 

The "prominence" which Dekker gave to the lower classes within their 

social context is thus distinctive and important in forming an opinion 

^Douglas Bush, English Literature in _the Earlier Seventeenth 
Century I60O-I66O (Oxford, 19ii8), p. U3. 

^^Alexis F. Lange, "Preface" to The Shoemakers' Holiday in 
Representative English Comedies, Vol. Ill, edited by 
Charles Mills Gayley (New York, 1937), p. 15. 

U8 
Ibid. 

^^Ibid. 
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of the social environment of the Golden Age of Shakespeare and 

Dekker's position as "special correspondent for posterity" is 

unique, for dr. Holzknecht pointed out: 

Except an they may serve for comic purposes 
or provide an Arcadian background for courtly 
living, there is little in detail about the 
lower classes in Elizabethan literature.^^ 

The points of comparison then which I would attempt to make 

are these. Although Dekker and Shakespeare arose from the same folk 

tradition and general social class and used the same art form, they 

expressed the needs and prejudices of different social ideals and 

were subject to different emotions about the social and religious 

situations which they treated. In choice of subject and in view of 

life, Shakespeare and Dekker represent an interesting contrast which 

is an important part of the social implications of Elizabethan 

literature© It has been said that it is the essence of the poor 

that they do not appear in histories. Perhaps in Elizabethan 

England the poor did appear on the stage to express their needs and 

desires and tragedies in the words of Dekker© The noble ideals of 

Shakespeare's kings and the humble good spirits of Simon Eyre's 

apprentices are two sides of Tudor history. Their presentations 

are significant to history and to art© 

Karl J. Holzknecht, Th^ Backgrounds of Shakespeare's 
Plays (Dallas, 1950), p. 5U. 



CHAPTER II 

CHARACTERS AND THEIR SOCIAL CLASSES 

We have already noted the marked differences in the choice 

of characters as heroes for the drama of Dekker and Shakespeare. 

In the depiction of characters it is obvious that both writers were 

painting men from the contemporary scene, a scene which they shared 

in common. Shakespeare's dramatic career stretches from Love's 

Labor' s Lost in 1590 to Henry VIII in l6l3, while Dekker's began 

probably in 1595 with Old Fortunatus and ended probably with 

Sri?-tow Merchant in 1632. It is equally obvious that the drama 

of both men sprang from the same traditions with the differences 

appearing only because of social modifications and personal emphasis. 

Shakespeare, no less than Dekker, was writing about Englishmen even 

when they have Italian names, and London is always his setting. 

As Bradbrook said: 

Shakespeare saw all large towns, ancient and 
modern, as ±f they were London; each had a 
tidal view and a populace of small tradesmen, 
and even in Italy, the south suburbs held 
an Elephant Inn.l 

Shakespeare, however, seems to have particularized his characters 

and limited them to a specific time and place less than many of his 

contemporaries did. Bradbrook, despite her statement that all 

Shakespeare's cities were London, points out that Shakespeare's 

characters 

•̂ v. C, Bradbrook, The Growth and Structure of Elizabethan 

lomedy (Los An̂ f-les, 195^77 ?• 9. 

27 
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. . . are not modified by the customs of parti
cular places . . . by the peculiarities of studies 
or professions . . . or by accidents of transient 
fashions. . . . In the writings of other poets 
a character is too often an individual: in 
those of Shakespeare it is commonly a species.^ 

The accent of Shakespeare's characterization is upon a human being's 

(not a particular individual's) reaction to a universal situation 

involving a conflict of moral values, or a conflict of human desires, 

or both, Shakespeare is concerned always with the universality of 

the problem faced, 

Dekker's characters are always best explained in social 

terms rather than philosophical terms. Professor Lange says: 

The accent falls on character; and this, 
action and social environment serve to reveal, 
not as an isolated trait or abnormal 
tendency, but as a concrete whole in its 
living context, , , , Simon Eyre is an 
individual, but an individual with the 
impress of his occupation.-̂  

The occupation becomes critically important in Dekker. His 

characters of all classes are in large measure described by 

their occupations. Professor Lange continues: 

It is the class aspect of character, admirably 
brought out in the delineation of Otley and 
Lincoln, that is the source of the dramatic 
collision and eventually a potent factor in 

2 
M. C. Bradbrook, The Growth and Structure of Elizabethan 

Comedy (Los Angeles, 1956), p. 8. 

Al.-xis r. Lange, "Preface" to The Shoemaker's Holiday in 
^r pre centra t i ve Lmil ish Comedies, Vol. H I , edited by 
Cnarlê j Mills Gay I .-y (iNew York, 1937), p. 9. 
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their comic undoing (in The Shoemakers' 
Holiday)©^ 

No small part of the effectiveness of The Shoemakers' Holiday 

ariser. from the conflict between the "leveling democracy of the 

heart" and class interests both of the nobility and the bour

geois with their class pride© Many scholars say the Rose-Lacy 

plot of The Shoemakers' Holiday was lifted from Romeo and *̂ uliet, 

which had been written about l59U. If so, then the area of 

conflict emphasized is of interest in the social context. In 

Shakespeare's play, the Capulets and the Montagues are feuding 

over an old long-forgotten quarrel, ^e reasons for the quarrel 

are unimportant. The emphasis is the senseless hatred of the 

children and servants of the two houses—those who have no real 

cause to hate. In The Shoemakers' Holiday, the social and class 

differences are the only cause of objection mentioned, and 

throughout the play, until the king forces Sir John Otley and 

Lincoln to relent, the class aspect is the only objection to the 

marriage of Rose and Lacy. Even in the last scene of the play, 

Lincoln is still objecting to the kingr 

Yea but my gratious Lord, 
I do mislike the match farre more than he. 
Her bloud is too too base.^ 

^Ibid., p. 9. 

Dekker, Dramatic Works, The Shoemakers' Holiday, V, v, 99-101, 
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The king's argument is a plea for a reevaluation of the class system 

on more permanent values: 

Lincolno, no more. 
Dost thou not know that love respects no bloud. 
Cares not for difference of birth or state. 
The maid is yong, wel borne, faire, vertuous, 
A worthy bride for any gentleman: 
Besides, your nephew for her sake did stoope 
To bare necessitie: and as I heare. 
Forgetting honors, and all courtly pleasures. 
To gaine her love, became a shoemaker. 

Romeo and Juliet were social equals—all of Shakespeare's lovers 

are, except for Malvolio in Twelfth Night, and he is only "sick of 

7 

self-love." 

Malvolio has been the object of a great deal of pity because 

of the obvious social snobbery (by our standards) with which he is 

treated. The pity is probably uncalled for since Malvolio is rid

iculed as much for his own gullibility as for his social aspirations. 

However, it is obvious that had Dekker written Twelfth Night, Malvolio 

would probably have succeeded in his quest for Olivia's hand, or at 

least he would not have been ridiculed for attempting it. Dekker 

would have been on his side, at any rate; and this is unusual in 

Elizabethan literature. Hardin Craig, the great Shakespearian 

scholar who edited the recent edition of Shakespeare's complete 

works, commented upon the social attitude expressed in Twelfth Night 

Ibid. 

7 
H'lrdin Crai^; ( c d . ) , The Complete Works of Shakespeare 

( D a l l a s , l y c ' l ) , Twelfth Ni^^ht, I , v, 97; hereafter c i t ed as 
SnsLkecpeare, Works, 
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and found it typical of the period. He says: 

Political stability was in part achieved 
by the enforcement of social classification. 
It must bo appaj'ent to any reader of Eliza
bethan literature that it attaches a great 
value to the nobility and the integrity of 
that class. The cruel snobbery with which 
Malvolio is treated in Twelfth Njght is perhaps 
a commonplace reflection of the general 
attitude toward the man who aspired to rise 
above his station." 

No such attitude is revealed in The Shoonakers' Holiday. Sir 

John Otley and the Earl of Lincoln both heartily dislike each 

other. Although they preserve a civility in open discourse, each 

feels himself the superior of the other. There is no subservience 

in the manner of the grocer to the earl, although Sir John often 

professes a hypocritical humility which Lincoln recognizes for what 

it is. In Act IV, when Lincoln has accused Otley of hiding his 

nephew and has just been convinced that Otley is as opposed to the 

match as he is, this interchange reveals the true feelings of social 

pride which each professes: 

Otley: I love your nephew Lacie too too dearly 
Too much to wrong his honor, • . . 
To witness I speake truth. I let you know 
How carefull I have beene to keepe my daughter 
Free from all conference, or speech of him. 
Not that I skorne your nephew, but in love 
I beare your honour, least your noble bloud. 
Should by my meane worth be dishonored. 

9 
Lincoln: How far the churles tongue wanders from his hart . . .̂  

Q 

Sh.'ikerpeare, Works, p. 192. 

D̂t kkcr. Dramatic Works, The Shoemakers' Holiday, IV, iv, 12-22. 
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The feeling of equality in social dealings is, of course, best 

cxonplified by Simon Eyre, who remains unabashed even before the 

king. When the king comes to dine with them. Eyre's wife is fearful 

for her husband's manners. 

Wife: Good my Lord, have a care what you speake 
to his grace. 

Eyre: . . . Shall Sim Eyre learne to speake 
of you, Ladie Madgie? Sim Eyrc knowes how to 
sp̂ âke to a Pope, to Sultan Soliman, to 
Tamburlaine an he were here: and shal I melt? 
shal I droope before my Soveraigne?^^ 

This is a far cry from the social attitude of the literature of the 

Tudor period as it was described by Professor Craig: 

Elizabethan literature usually also undervalues 
the common people, . . , There is little kind
ness toward them in literature. They were 
expected to be content with the position which 
Providence had assigned them, to be diligent, 
docile, humble, and obedient; and the ambition 
to rise above their social status must have been 
regarded as subversive and dangerous, actually 
sinful.11 

Dekker, however, seems to give his characters a sort of pride 

in their social position and a feeling of equality, if not superiority, 

to those whose birth is their only claim to social eminence. The 

servant basket-maker, Babulo, in Patient Grissil, expresses a kind 

of social consciousness and pride when he and his master, Janicola, 

are confronted by the Duke. 

10 Ibid., V, V, hh-Sh* 

Shakespeare, .Vorks, p. 192. 
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Janicola: Fall on thy knees, thou foole: 
see heere's our duke. 

Bnbulo: I have not offended him, therefore 
lie not ducke an he were ten Dukes. 
lie kneele to none but God and my Prince.^^ 

Later when the Duke had asked Babulo to be friends, Babulo replied, 

"It's hard, sir, for this motley jerkin to find friendship with 

13 
this fine doublet." Bot Patient Grissil and The Shoemakers' 

Holiday are folk legends of London which Dekker reworked, and they 

express something of the sturdy attitude of self-respect which must 

have existed among the middle class but which does not appear often 

in the drama of Shakespeare. 

Both Dekker and Shakespeare are characterized by dual 

tendencies of realism and romanticism in their presentation of 

character. It seems, however, that these two tendencies are mani

fested in widely different ways© Shakespeare is not so inclined to 

moralize his subjects as Dekker is, although there is a much greater 

idealization of Shakespeare's characters. The characters which 

Shakespeare chose to stand upon his stage and declaim his poetry were 

mainly those which his age had chosen as ideal. Even his villains 

are ideally villainous. He regarded the stage, even as the Greeks had, 

as deserving only those men and women upon it who were slightly 

bigger than life. The fact that his heroes and heroines are all 

12 Dekker, Dramatic Works, Patient Grissil, I, ii, 287-290. 
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from the nobility is a manifestation of this deliberate idealization 

of life both in its tragic and its comic aspects. Shakespeare 

possesses a realism which lies in his ability to portray mankind 

believably in generalized and philosophical terms. Dekker's 

romanticism exhibited itself in his tendency not only to moralize 

on all subjects but also to idealize the lower classes, 

M. T. Jones-Davis said in a discussion of The Roaring Girl, by 

Dekker and Thomas Middleton: 

. . . on decouvre, comme dans les scenes 
secondaires de The Roaring Girl, que les 
bourgeoises sont honnetes, les galantes dupes, 
les maris confondus et la procureuse Birdlime 
honnie; puis tout le monde se rembarque 
pour Londres.l*̂  

Even as Shakespe^e, Dekker deals with character types which were 

familiar upon the Elizabethan stage. His choice for these stock 

characters was very different from his great contemporary's, however. 

He seems happiest in his creations of comic Dutchmen and Welshmen, 

patient, gentle women, and humorous old men of boundless high spirits 

like Simon Eyre and Orlando Friscobaldo in The Honest Whore, Part II, 

who rattle away in gay abandon. His heroes and heroines are shoemakers 

and basket-weavers, shopkeepers and prostitutes. His play about 

Moll Cutpurse, a well-known figure of the London underworld, whose 

actual name was Mary Firth, does not picture an ideal representative 

of humanity, either saintly or satanic. She is, however, romanticized 

in Dekker's play into a female Robin Hood of the London backstreets. 

•̂ "̂:':,ir-ic Therese Jones-Davis, \jn Peintre de la Vie Londienne: 
Thomas Dekker (/aris, 1958), I, p. 131. 



35 

She is big, muscular, and independent, and not the least bit 

interested in getting married, which is a shocking deviation from 

Shakespeare's typical heroine. Another Dekker heroine who is 

definitely not the ideal expression of mankind's best and noblest 

thoughts is Bellafront, the reformed prostitute in The Honest Whore. 

She is ideal neither in her evil nor her good. As Mary Leland Hunt 

said: 

Bellafront is not an heroic or tragic character. 
She is eager to satisfy a conventional morality 
marrying a man who betrayed her when a child, 
and although she cannot be happy with the 
gamester Matheo, she makes the best of a bad 
situation.!^ 

Perhaps it would be justifiable generalization to say that Shakespeare's 

romanticism lies in his idealization of mankind in its most noble 

aspect and in his portrayal of individuals and their passions and 

joys and sins in their most intense and powerful terms. There are 

no dull days in the dramas of Shakespeare. Dekker's romanticism is 

expressed by his more sentimental and sympathetic handling of 

non-ideal characters. 

The fact that Shakespeare was dealing, not with the real but 

with the ideal, necessarily eliminated much comment upon Elizabethan 

social conditions and social needs in terms of the universal© 

Shakespeare's only bourgeois comedy is The Merry Wives of Windsor, 

and most of his other plays deal very sketchily with the contem

porary mid ile class of London. He was not unaware of social needs 

"̂ K̂ary Leland Hunt, Thomas Dekker: A Study (New York, 1911), 

p. 97. 
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but he did not express concern over them except in terms which could 

apply to any age. In Henry VIII, a play which dealt with a period 

only shortly rcir.ov(̂ d in time from Shakespeare's writing of the play, 

he mentions economic problems with which the hero of his piece had 

to deal© The unparalleled luxury and extravagance of Cardinal 

Wolsey had led to heavy taxation of the people and the Duke of 

Norfolk reported the results to the king thus: 

. . . Upon these taxations. 

The clothiers all, not able to maintain 
The many to them 'longing, have put off 
The spinsters, carders, fullers, weavers, who 
Unfit for other life, compell'd by hunger 
And lack of other means, in desperate manner 
Daring the event to the teeth, are all in uproar. 

And danger serves among them©l6 

But such mention of contemporary problems is rare in Shakespeare. 

In Dekker they abound. His concern for the poor of both city and 

field was perhaps the most striking feature of both his drama and his 

prose. 

Dekker was openly conscious of social evil even while he 

upheld the social order. Such comments as the aphorism already cited 

from the title page of Work for Armorours, "God helpe the poore,/ 

The rich can shift" abound in Dekker's work and demonstrate the bias 

with which he approaches all human situations. A. C. Swinburne in 

his famous essay on Dekker cited this quotation from Seven Deadly 

Sins, one of Dekker's prose pamphlets, as being an expression of the 

Shakespeare, Works, Henry VIII, I, ii, 30-37. 
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feeling of Oekker's awareness of injustice in the treatment of the 

poor: 

Thou set'st up posts to whip them when they 
are alive: set up a hospital to comfort 
them being sick, or purchase ground for 
them to dwell in when they be well; and 
that is, when they be dead. ' 

In Work for Armorours Dekker condemned not the injustice but the 

cruelty of his age when he said that the whipping of the bear in the 

sport of bear-baiting "moved as much pity in my breast towards him as 

the leading of the poor starved wretches to the whipping posts in 

1 ft 
London when they had more need to be relieved with food©" Again 

in the same work he commented upon the bears or bulls fighting with 

the dogs which he likened unto "poor men going to law with the rich 

and mighte." Continuing, he sayss 

The dogs (in whom I figured the poor creatures; 
and fitly may I do so, because when they starved 
at the door of Dives, they have nothing, if they 
have not but bare bones thrown to them) might 
now and then pinch the great ones and perhaps 
vex them little by drawing a few drops of blood 
from them, but in the end, they commonly were 
crushed©-^" 

Dekker not only commented upon the competition between rich and 

17 
Quoted in Algernon Charles Swinburne, The Complete Works: 

Prose, Vol. I, edited by Sir Edmund Gosse and Thomas James Wise 
"TNewTYork, 1926), p. 339o 

1 ft 
Dekker, Non-Dramatic Works, Work for Armorours, IV, p. 81. 

^^iDid., p. 90. 
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poor for the necessities of life in the city; he pictured repeatedly 

the punishments which government meted out to the poor. Professor 

Gregg listed some of Dekker's criticisms: 

. • . the thief that dies at Tyburne for 
a robbery (The Seven Deadly Sins), the 
Beadels of irell that whip soules in 
Lucifer's Bridewell (Newes from Hell), 
the ragged soldiers whose doom was the 
halter and whipping post (Dekker His 
Dreame), the prisoner that stood upon 
his coming forth and was put back until 
he had paid his fees to the keepers 
(Jests to Make You Merry) . . , Poverty 
banished to the suburbs to die—sunken-
eyed wretches, under the walls of the 
city (Work for Armorours), —miserable 
men who have stolen into a debt of ten 
pounds and are led straightw^ to 
execution (Old Fortunatus). 

To Dekker, a Londoner completely immersed in the city and fully 

aware of its evils, the country was not the pastoral Forest of Arden 

that Shakespeare had created. In The Belman of London, country 

life is pictured as 

full of care, and full of craft; full of labor, 
and yet full of penurie; I saw the poore 
husbandman made a slave to the rich farmour; 
the farmour racked by his landlord; I saw that 
covetousnesse made deere years when she had 
fullest barnes; and to curse plentie for being 
liberal of her blessings. I had heard of no 
sinne in the Cittie, but I met it in the 
village; nor any Vice in the tradesman which 
was not in the ploughman.^^ 

^^Kate L, Gregg, Thomas Dekker (Seattle, 192i4), pp. 88-89. 

21 
Dokker, Non-Dramatic Works, III, p. 112. 
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Shakespeare's view of country virtue is very different in As You 

Like It, when the exiled duke describes his forest home: 

Now, my co-mates and brothers in exile. 
Hath not old custom made this life more sweet 
Than that of painted pomp? Are not these woods 
More free from peril than the envious court? 
• . • . 

And this our life, exempt from public haunt. 
Finds tongues in trees, books in the running brooks. 
Sermonî  in stones, and good in everything. 

I would not change it©22 

Interestingly, however, the duke does change it for the life of 

"painted pomp" as soon as the opportunity offers itself. Dekker has 

a figure, Babulo, in Patient Grissil, who leaves the court of the 

Marquis to return to his former occupation, saying 
. . . great was the wisedome of that 
Taylor, that sticht me in motley. 
For hee's a foole that leaves basket-making to 

turn courtier . . . -̂  

Babulo sincerely likes basket-weaving better than courtly life, for 

all life is ultimately the same: 

. , . Clowns are not for the Court, wee'11 
keepe Court our selves, for what doe Courtiers 
but wee doe the like: you eate good cheere, 
and wee eate good bread and cheese; you 
drink wine, and wee strong beare; at night 
you are as hungry slaves as you were at 
noone, why so are wee; you goe to bed, you 
can but sleepe, why and so doe wee; in the 
morning you rise about eleven of the clocke. 

22 
Shakespeare, Works, As ̂ ou Like It, II, i, 1-17. 

Dekker, Dramatic Works, Patient Grissil, HI, i, 113-115. 
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• * 

why there wee are your betters, for we 
are going before you; you weare silkes, 
and woe sheepe-skinnes, innocence caries 
it away in the world to come. . . .^ 

Of course the theme of the contentment of the poor has been 

traditional since the rich discovered that they themselves were 

sometimes unhappy. The conception of contentment of the poor, 

often found in Dekker's plays and prose, is expressed in one of 

his most beautiful lyrics, ending with these lines: 

But hee that patiently want's burden beares. 
No burden beares, but is a King, a King, 

0 sweet content.25 

Shakespeare, too, echoes this theme which was a traditional one in 

Elizabethan literature© Anne Bullen in Henry VIII says 

. , . Verily, 
I swear, 'tis better to be lowly born. 
And range with humble livers in content. 
Than to be perk'd up in a glistering grief. 
And wear a golden sorrow©2o 

Shakespeare's characters, however, never try to "range with humble 

livers in content" for very long© And no one in any of his plays 

criticizes the rich for living selfishly in their wealth, as 

Babulo does: 

I should be a rich man by right for 

2U Dekker, Dramatic Works, Patient Grissil, V, i, 72-80. 

25 
Ibid., I, ii, 108-110. 

26 Shakespeare, Works, Henry VIII, II, iii, 18-22, 
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they never doe good deedes but when 
they see they must dye.27 

Specific groups within society appear with noticeable frequency in 

Dekker, usually with an especially intense expression of sympathy, 

The poor scholar and the wounded soldier are treated with a 

frequency which has led many scholars to conjecture that Dekker 

is speaking from personal experience. In The Whore of Babylon, 

this description of the life of a poor scholar appears: 

The Dragons that keep learning's golden tree. 
As you now have, I fought with, conquered them. 
Got to the highest bough, eat of the fruit. 
And gathered of the seven-fold leaves of Art, 
v̂'hat I desir'd; and yet for all the Moones 
That I have seene waxe olde, and pine for anger, 
I had outwatched them: and for all the candles 
I wasted out on long and frozen nights. 
To thaw them into day; I fild my head 
With books, but scarce could fit my mouth 

with bread: . . . ."2° 

In Patient Grissil Laureo laments. 

Oh I am mad 
To think how much a Scholar undergoes. 
And in the end reapes naught but pennurie© 
Father, I am inforced to leave my booke 
Because the study of my booke doth leave me 
In the lean armes of lanck necessitie.2" 

The soldier returned from the wars is a character Dekker frequently 

describes© Raffe, in The Shoemakers' Holiday, had been impressed 

into the army and taken from his new bride, Jane, and returned lame 

after the war. When he returned to the shop of his old master. 

jjekker. Dramatic Works, Patient Grissil, I, i, 113-115. 

'^^I^i?*' Ili2 '''̂^̂ <̂̂- il£ Babylon, II, ii, 98-107. 

29 
rbid. , Pat ient Cr ins i l , I , i i , Il42-lli7. 
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Simon Eyre, he expressed the plight of a wounded soldier: 

How does my Jane? when didst thou see my wife? 
Where lives my poore heart? Sheel be poore indeed 
Now i want limbs to get whereon to feed.^^ 

Again in News from Hell Dekker uses the disabled soldier as an 

example of halting poetry: 

For Poetry (like honesty and olde soldiers) 
goes upon lame feete, unless there bee 
musicke in her,31 

The soldier home from the wars must have been a frequent sight in 

London throughout the last years of Elizabeth's reign, for there was 

constant open war with Spain from the 1580's until Elizabeth's 

death© Shakespeare, however, makes no mention of this aspect of 

Elizabethan life. 

Despite Dekker's preoccupation with the society of his own 

day and the problems of the poor within that society, Dekker's plays 

are not pieces of realism intent upon exposing the ugly and vile in 

human existence. In llii Shoemakers' Holiday, Dekker "shows only the 

happy, the faithful and the generous. "^^ His picture of the king 

frolicking among his subjects, of the girl of low degree rejoicing 

in her husband's return, of the boisterous excitement of Simon Eyre 

'̂̂ Ibid., The Shoemakers' Holiday, III, ii, 73-75. 

Quoted in Douglas Bush, English Literature in the Earlier 
Seventeenth Century I6QO-I66O (Oxford, 191^8), p. 101. 

32 
M. C. Bradbrook, The Growth and Structure of Elizabethan 

Corrcdv (Los ^^n^^eles, 1956), p . 123. 
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and the idiosyncrasies of his wife, and the generosity of the 

noble Hammon who loved Jane but resigned her to Raffe with rich 

gifts and blessing—all these things reveal a joyous good humor 

which substantiates the statement of a contemporary that Dekker 

was "all felicity up to the brims," although his life was obviously 

a difficult one©^^ 

Of Shakespeare's emotional life and attitude we do not 

know so much. Shakespeare possessed to an eminent degree that 

quality of the poet which Keats called "negative capability," the 

ability of the artist to negate his own emotions and viewpoints in 

the artistic delineation of emotion and sensation and personality 

from the outside world, Dekker did not possess this detachment. 

His likes and dislikes are readily discernible© 

In the descriptions of dramatic heroines, however, both 

writers show a marked preference for certain types of women© The 

ideal Renaissance woman as she took shape in the plays of Shakespeare 

was perhaps best described in the praise of Lorenzo for Jessica in 

The Merchant of Venice: 

Beshrew me but I love her heartily. 
For she is wise, if -̂  can judge of her. 
And fair she is, if that mine eyes be true. 
And true she is, as she hath proved herself. 
And therefore, like herself, wise, fair, and true 
Shall she be placed in my constant soul©3*̂  

^^Quoted in Mary Leland Hunt, Thomas Dekker: A Study 
(New York, 1911), p. 3. 

3U hakcspearc. Works, The Merchant of Venice, II, vi, 52-57. 
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The ideal woman to Shakespeare was always wise, fair and true. She 

was able by her beauty to inspire love by a single glance, and she 

usually felt love as quickly and intensely as the hero did© 

Not only do Shakespeare's heroines fall in love immediately; 

they usually declare that love with little reticence. Juliet first 

declares her eternal love to the night air after her first meeting 

with Romeo, but she freely admits it to Romeo when she discovers 

him in the garden below her balcony. The intellectual independence 

with which Shakespearian heroines declare their feelings manifests 

itself also in their wit and cleverness. The ideal heroine was 

witty as well as fair. Most of Shakespeare's heroines display a 

broad classical knowledge. Unlike the average Elizabethan woman, 

even among the nobility, such figures as Rosalind, Portia, and 

Beatrice display great competence in reading and writing and in 

knowledge of professions. The legal knowledge of Portia in The 

Merchant of Venice is, of course, the climax of that play. It is 

an understatement to say that such knowledge was not the normal 

possession of a young lady of Elizabeth's time© 

Perhaps the most distinctive feature of the ladies Shake

speare loved to write about was their tendency to move the action. 

Ophelia in Hamlet is, of course, an exception, but so many of the 

women in Shakespeare's plays direct not only their own lives and loves 

but the lives and loves of the group which surrounds them. Rosalind 

er.gir.eers the marriage of every principal character in the play. 
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As You Like ̂ . Viola begins immediately to plot the path of love 

for the duke, and Lady Macbeth is the chief director of Macbeth's 

efforts to gain the throne. Shakespeare seemed to admire strong 

women rather than weak ones. This admiration is most evident in 

his treatment of Rosalind and Celia in As You Like It, Rosalind 

gets all the attention, all the careful picturing, and most of the 

best lines, while Celia remains in the shadows, awaiting the husband 

which the script must finally give her. To the strong woman, the 

wise, fair, and true girl who chooses her lover immediately and 

sticks to the choice through plots and counterplots, who is willing 

to risk all to save honor for love, who remains witty and clever 

and original in adversity, who is able to govern her lover through 

weakness, and even in the serious business of love is still able to 

play a good trick, Shakespeare gives the best of his genius. His 

strong woman may end in tragedy, as Juliet did, or she may become 

perverted, as Lady Macbeth did, but she remains strong, proud, 

capable of exciting pity, love, admiration, but always respect. 

Dekker's women are also strong, but in a different way. 

Dekker had a tendency to emphasize the quiet patience of a Celia 

rather than the boisterous good humor of a Rosalind. Bradbrook has 

stated that the chief virtue of Dekker's heroines was patience: 

Patience in adversity is Dekker's endowment 
of all his heroines. Patient Grissil, Lady 
Jane Grey in Sir Thomas Wiat, the other Jane 
of The Shoemakers' Holiday, Infelice and 
Bellafront in The Honest Whore and Susan in 
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The Witch of Edmonton are dedicated to it. 
The accent of constancy is the same in 
these and other heroines.3^ 

Most of Dekker's women lack the humor and cleverness of Rosalind, 

but they endure with gentle patience. His heroines have been 

criticized for emerging "from their trials too often, like some 

perfect machine, guaranteed mechanically perfect under all 

conditions©"^ With this criticism I do not agree, but it is 

obvious that to Dekker the ideal woman was neither especially 

witty nor especially wise, but always strong-willed and faithful. 

In this aspect of their characterization, both Dekker and 

Shakespeare were violating an established dramatic cliche. Women 

in Italian drama, and on the English comic stage, were convention

ally weak and giddy. English drama tended to make its women 

stronger than Italian drama had, and yet, as Dr. Doran saidt 

. , , the convention of women's weakness . , . 
is observed in at least one way in English 
drama. Women, even good women, generally 
yield quickly and easily to persuasion.37 

Ann's yielding to the wooing of Gloucester in Richard III is a 

typical example of this dramatic convention. Perhaps the most 

famous and striking example of the pliability of women upon the 

stage is Heywood's domestic tragicomedy, A Woman Killed with 

-̂ M̂. C, Bradbrook, _The Growth and Structure of Elizabethan 
Comedy (Los Angeles, 1956), p. 12U. 

^^Ibid., pp. 12ii-125. 

"^Madeleine Doran, Endeavors of Art: A Study of Form in 
D:i-abetn.rn .'.jna ( . 'adison, 195U), p . 222. 
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• Kindness, althoû 'h a discussion of this play is outside the scope 

of this study© Dr. Doran continued: 

H is against that rule of decorum that 
all must set striking exceptions like 
Bellafront in The Honest Wnore and 
Isabella in Measure for Measure; they 
gain force through our awareness of the 
convention.-̂  

Shakespeare seems to be echoing the standard dramatic attitude 

toward women when he has Viola say in Twelfth Night: 

How easy is it for the proper-false 
In women's waxen hearts to set their formsi 
Alas, our frailty is the cause, not wej 
For such as we are made of, such we bei^^ 

Yet Shakespeare often contradicts the theory of women's greater 

weakness, as he did in Twelfth Night when the duke told Cesario 

that men were not as strong as they wished to appear: 

For boy, however we do praise ourselves. 
Our fancies are more giddy and unfirm 
More longing, wavering, sooner lost and won. 
Than women's are.^ 

In Part K of The Honest Whore, Bellafront both yields to and 

resists the dramatic convention when she argues with Hipolito, who 

is trying to tempt her back to her old profession. She is bested 

in argument and yet resists Hipolito's temptation. Thus both 

dramatists display a tendency to depict women as stronger than the 

^^Ibid. 

-̂ Ŝhakecjpeare, Works, Twelfth Night, II, ii, 30-33. 

^^Tbid., II, iv, 33-36© 
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usual stage convention would dictate. 

All of Shakespeare's heroines—and heroes for that matter-

love intensely even as they love instantly. No character in a 

Shakespearian play marries someone he does not love. Usually 

Shakespeare's comedies end after the marriage arrangements have been 

made. There is relatively little attention given to the husband-

wife relationship. Rosalind in As You Like It jokes that wives are 

difficult to get along with: 

I will be more jealous than a Barbary 
cock-pigeon; more dangerous than a 
parrot against rain, more new-fangled 
than an ape; more giddy in my desires 
than a monkey—I will weep for nothijig 
. . © and I will do that when you are 
disposed to be merry© I will laugh 
like a hyen, and that when you are 
inclined to sleepo^l 

Dekker also pictures difficult marriages, especially in The Honest 

Whore, Part I, when as the subplot has what he calls "The Humours of 

the Patient. Man, and the Longing Wife." Candido the tailor is 

plagued by a wife who longs to make him angry. The patient man 

endures all, even to being committed to Bedlam. His wife is cured 

by his longsuffering, for, as he says, patience is the 

. . , sap of blisse, 
Reares us aloft; makes men and angels kisse. 
And (last of all) to end a household strife. 
It is the hunny gainst a waspish wife.*̂  

^^Shakespeare, Works, As You Like lb, IV, i, 1U7-157. 

^^Dekker, Works, The Honest Whore, Part I, V, ii, 506-509. 
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Most of Dekker's pictures of married life are idealistic, however. 

The robust love of Simon Eyre is shown by his statement to the 

kin£; about his wife Margery: 

.Mark this old wench, my king: 
I danced the shaking of the sheets 
With her six and thirty years ago. 
And yet I hope to get two or three 
Young Lord Mayors ere I die. 
I am lusty still, Sim Eyre still. 
Care and cold lodging bring v^ite hairs. 
My sweet Majesty, let care vanish. 
Cast it upon thy nobles, it will make 
Thee always look young, like Apollo, 
And cry Humph .'̂-̂  

The quietness of Orlando Friscobaldo in The Honest Whore, 

Part II, shows the depth of love which Dekker is sometimes able to 

picture between a man and his wife. Orlando's wife has died and he 

explains her death and their happy life together in this way: 

She's an old dweller in those high countries 
Yet not from me, here, she's there but before me: 
When a Knave and a Queane are married, they commonly 
Walke like Servants together: but a good couple 

are seldome parted.*^ 

Jane's reply to Hammon's suit even after her husband's rumored death 

in the wars is another example of the constancy of love between 

Dekker's married couples: 

Yet good sir, because I will not grieve you. 
With hopes to taste fruit which will never fall. 
In simple truth, this is the sum of all: 
My husband lives, at least I hope he lives. 

^^Dekker, Dramatic Works, The Shoemakers' Holiday, V, v, 3U-Ui. 

"'*Ibid., The Honest Whore, Part II. I, ii, 8U-87. 



50 

Pressed was he to these bitter wars in France. 
Bitter they are to me by wanting him» . ^ 
I have but one heart and that heart's his due.^^ 

The ideal of married unity was expressed more succinctly by 

Candido when he said: 

Pray we are a peaceful temper, by my wife. 
That is, be patient: for a wife and husband 
Share but one soule between them: this being knowne. 

Why should not one soule then agree in one?**" 

Yet perhaps it is true, as Professor Hunt maintains, that in the 

relationship of Grissil to her father and brother and Babulo, 

Dekker presents his ultimate vision of contentment within the 
family, for 

• • . nowhere else has Dekker so convincingly 
portrayed the loveliness of family life, poor 
in everything but affection and content, or 
exhibited more winningly the sweetness of his 
humor.**? 

The family relationship is the most important business of 

Dekker's heroines. He cares little for honor or wit or intelligence, 

and except for Moll Cutpurse in The Roaring Girl, his female 

characters have little independence of action or influence upon the 

plot. They function as Jane does in The Shoemakers' Holiday—they 

wait and work and resist evil. Thus with all of Dekker's characters, 

the accent is on social virtue rather than on individual strengths. 

He was dealing with a class primarily in social situations and 

p. CO. 

^^Dekkor, Works, The Shoemakers' Holiday, IV, i, 68-76. 

^^Ibid., The Honest Whore, Part II, I, v, 197-201. 

^Viary Leland Hunt, Thomas Dekker: A Study (New York, 1911), 
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therefore particularly sensitive to the need for patient endurance 

rather than intensity of feeling, for good fellowship and a ready 

tonf;ue rather than noble bearing and eloquence, vigor rather than 

Lkill, and for sympathy for individuals rather than pity for all 

mankind© Dekker's style and plot indicate his decided bias for the 

middle class and his unconscious expression of their point of view. 

Professor Bradbrook has remarked: 

Dekker only once satirizes the Puritans; 
he never shows cheating tradesmen or 
professional thieves. His rebuke to 
Jonson, "'Tis the easiest and the basest 
art to rail," was fairly spoken, for he 
was free of acerbity himself. Vigour, 
fidelity, and directness in the Dutch 
manner which his name suggests were his 
to command, as well as lively carica
ture and a journalistic passion for 
detail. He is like an earlier Dickens 
who never got past the stage of 
The Pickwick Papers.^Q 

In a time of expansion, excitement, and rebirth, such a man would 

have much to say. He would never have as much lasting significance 

as one who was searching out the universal truth of human inter

action and inner conflict. But as a participant in the daily 

business of middle class life, Dekker was able to convey a feeling 

of the excitement of the Elizabethan world of trade. 

I48 
M. C. Bradbrook, The Growth and Structure of Elizabethan 

Comedy (Los Angeles, 1956), p. 122. 



CHAPTER III 

POLITICS AND RELIGION 

If life was expressible to Dekker only in terms of the 

individual and his relationship to a particular socio-economic 

roup, and if the true expression of a character's personality 

could not be made apart from any reference to his particular 

trade, then it might be expected that Dekker would be unable to 

grasp easily the larger concepts of universal problems and 

loyalties. Shakespeare definitely had the advantage in express

ing what Lange called "the more impersonal problems and the 

broader issues of history and politics." Such things were 

beyond the range of Thomas Dekker. What he was able to do was 

to transform the legends and heroes of the City into literary 

form. The type of patriotism and loyalty to state and ruler 

was the type developed into the stories that the common sort 

told about themselves© It was a boisterous and emotional 

loyalty which the Englishman gave to England and her Queen in I6OO, 

but it lacked a philosophical basis. It was the loyalty of an 

individual for his group enlarged to a national scale, and it 

found expression in the success stories of the city or the 

countryside which gloried in the special luck or prowess or 

strength of Englishmen. Usually the Englishman's patriotism was 

given to a specific locality rather than to the nation as a whole. 

"̂ Alexis F. Lange, "Preface" to Th£ Shoemakers' Holiday, in 
Representative English Comedies, Vol. Ill, edited by 
Cn j-lcs r;;ij^ Gayley (New York, 1937), p. 9. 

52 
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and it was personified in a popular hero or monarch. Simon Eyre, 

Dick Whittington, and Gog and Magog wore City heroes; Hob the 

Tanner or Tamworth, Tom Stroud the yeoman of Norfolk, and Marley 

the B-ewer of Dunstable were the heroes of the countryside. These 

heroes and their adventures were usually connected with the more 

popular monarchs, Henry V, the Edwards, and Henry VIII.2 The 

r.nglishman found it easier to give his emotional loyalty to a 

person rather than to an abstraction. 

The type of gesture which Simon Eyre was ready to make for 

his monarch is a typical expression of the personalized nature of 

Dekker's patriotic feeling. Eyre says 

. . . you see not a white hair on my head, 
not a gray one in this beard, everie hair 
I assure thy majestic that stickes in this 
beard, Simon Eyre values at the king of 
Babilone's ransome. Tamer Cham's beard was 
a rubbing brush toot: yet lie shave it 
off, and stuffe tennis balls with it to 
please my bully king.^ 

It was this kind of personal adoration that characterized the Tudor 

monarchy. Both Henry VIII and Elizabeth had devoted much of their 

energies to the business of glorifying the crown as the visible 

symbol of the state. Much of this glorification of the monarch was 

accomplished by the personal magnetism of the Tudors, and much by 

the splendor and ceremony of the royal court. G. R. Elton commented 

that one of the most interesting minor problems of scholarship was 

^K, C. Bradbrook, The Growth and Structure of Elizabethan 
Cornedy (Los Angeles, 1956), p. hho 

^Dekker, Dramatic Works, The Shoemakers' Holiday, V, v, 19-28. 
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whether Elizabeth ever had a hot meal or not. She dined in private 

but the public ceremonial of bringing the dishes in procession 

from the kitchen took at least half an hour.^ 

Public ceremony lent dignity—almost deity—to the monarch. 

There was also a sincere love for the Tudor rulers as people and 

a feeling that their fairness and ability to rule had been the 

cause of the prosperity that had come to England in the sixteenth 

century. Shakespeare, long after Elizabeth's death in l603, put 

this tribute into the mouth of Archbishop Cranmer at Elizabeth's 

baptism in Henry VIII: 

This royal infant—Heaven still move about her— 
Though in her cradle, yet now promises 
Upon this land a thousand thousand blessings. 
Which time shall bring to ripeness. She shall be-
But few now living can behold that goodness— 
A pattern to all princes living with her 
And all that shall succeed. Saba was never 
More covetous of wisdom and fair virtue 
Than this pure soul shall be. All princely graces 
That mould up such a mighty piece as this is. 
With all the virtues that attend the good. 
Shall still be doubled on her. Truth shall nurse her. 
Holy and heavenly thoughts still counsel her. 
She shall be lov'd and fear'd. Her own shall bless her; 
Her foes shall shake like a field of beaten corn 
And hang their heads with sorrow. Good grows with her. 
In her days every man shall eat in safety. 
Under his own vine, what he plants, and sing 
The merry songs of peace to all his neighbors.^ 

G© R. Elton, England Under the Tudors (New York, 1963), p. 398. 

Shakespeare, Works, Henry VIII, V, v, 18-36. 
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Dekker, too, often showed the deep and genuine affection which he 

felt for the Queen. In his pamphlet. Seven Deadly Sins, he says 

She that for almost half a hundred 
years, of thy Nurse became thy Mother and 
laid thee on her bosom; whose head was full 
of cares for thee whilst thou slept upon 
softer pillows than down. She that wore 
thee always on her breast as the richest 
jewel in her kingdom, who had continually 
her eye upon thee and her heart with theej 
whose chaste hand clothed thy rulers in 
scarlet, and thy inhabitants in robes of 
peace: even she was taken from thee when 
thou wert most in fear to lose her." 

Again in The Wonderful Year l603 Dekker said 

To report her death took away hearts from 
millions, for having brought up, even 
under her wing, a nation that was almost 
begotten and born under her, that never 
shouted any other ave than for her name, 
never saw the face of any prince but 
herself; never understood what that 
strange outlandish word change signified. 
. • . She was the courtiers' treasure . . . 
the lawyers' sword of justice . . . the 
merchants• patroness . , . the citizens' 
mother . . . the shepherds' goddess . • .' 

That both Dekker and Shakespeare shared in the adulation of the 

crown, and especially of the Queen, can be seen from the passages 

already cited. Shakespeare, however, was able to lift the monarch 

above the level of respect and love for a person. To Dekker, as 

Dekker, Non-Dramatic Works, Seven Deadly Sins, p. 11. 

"̂ Ibid., The Wonderful Year l603, I, p. 86. 
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to most Englishmen, the attachment to the crown was a personal 

one. Elizabeth was "the citizens' mother," a very special person 

whom the people, especially of London, saw quite often and some

times had a chance to touch and talk with© J, E. Neale tells of 

the Queen's frequent processions through England and of one 

incident when a Sergeant Bendlowes of Huntingdonshire called to the 

royal coachman. 

Stay thy cart, good fellowj Stay thy 
cart that I may speak to the Queen. 

Whereat her Majesty laughed as she had 
been tickled. • . . although very 
graciously, as her manner is, she gave 
him great thanks and hand to kiss." 

This person who was Queen was more often mentioned in Dekker than 

was the abstract symbol of the monarch, the preserver of order and 

the representative of a universal principle of justice who appears 

in the plays of Shakespeare. Shakespeare's kings do not come to 

table with shoemakers, as Dekker's do. Such an act would be 

conceivable for a person who stopped in the streets for sergeants, 

but not for Shakespeare's godlike kings who are allied with the 

universe in mysterious ways. When Julius Caesar died, Calpumia said: 

When beggars die, there is no comet seen; g 
The heavens themselves blaze forth the death of princes. 

o 

J. E© Neale, Queen Elizabeth I (New York, 193U), p. 211. 

o 
Shakespeare, Works, Troilus and Cressida, I, iii, 83-110. 
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The skie:. respond again when Duncan dies in Macbeth. Shakespeare 

makes his monarchs symbols of the universal order of which he 

spoke in his Ulysses' famous speech before Agamemnon in Troilus 

and Cressida; 

. . . Degree being vizarded. 
The unworthiest shows as fairly in the mark© 
The heavens themselves, the planets and this center 
Observe degree; priority and place, 
Insisture, course, proportion, season, form. 
Office and custom, in all line of order; 
And th<)refore is the glorious planet Sol 
In noble innocence enthroned and sphered 
Amidst the other; whose medicinable eye 
Corrects the ill aspects of planets evil. 
And poi-.ts like the commandment of a king. 
Sans check to good and bad: but when the planets 
In evil mixture to disorder wander. 
What plagues and what portents, what mutiny. 
What raging of the sea, shaking of the earth. 
Commotion in the winds, frights, changes, horrors. 
Divert and crack, rend and deracinate 
The unity and married calm of states 
Quite from their fixturei 0, when degree is shaked. 
Which is the ladder to all high designs. 
The enterprise is sickj How could communities. 
Degrees in schools and brotherhoods in cities. 
Peaceful commerce from dividable shores. 
The primogenitive and due of birth. 
Prerogative of age, crowns, scepters, laurels. 
But by degree, stand in authentic place? 
Take but degree away, untune that string. 
And, hark, what discord follows^l" 

Upon the crown depended the welfare of the whole state, 

but to Shakespeare the welfare of the state was not the 

welfare of the individual tailors and farmers and 

•^^Shakespeare, Works, Troilus and Cressida, I, iii, 83-110. 
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basket-^^avers but of the entire mass of men, the commonweal of 

England. In Antony and Cleopatra. Caesar laments the death of 

Antony with these words: 

. . . the death of Antony 
Is not a single doom; in the name lay 
A moiety of the world.H 

Dekker laments the death of Queen Elizabeth in this fashion: 

Look from the Chamber of Presence, to the 
Farmers cottage, and you shall finde nothing 
but distraction; the whole kingdome seems a 
wildernesse, and the people in it are 
transformed to wild men©-̂ 2 

The point of view in Shakespeare is abstract and magnificently 

panoramic; Dekker's is fragmented by individuals. Shakespeare is 

deductive in his view of the state; Dekker is inductive in his. 

Professor Lange said, "As Th£ Whore of Babylon shows, the more im

personal problems and the broader issues of history and politics 

lay entirely beyond his ken."l^ 

It is obvious from much of Dekker's writings that he accepted 

the same theory of divinely instituted order in the universe that 

Shakespeare expressed in the speech of Ulysses. In This Be Not a 

Good Play, as Dr. Gregg observes, "the sovereign indeed is a 

colossus who supports the whole land©"^ Rebellion is made a sin 

11 

> 

Dekker, Non-Dramatic Works, The Wonderful Year 1603, pp. 87-88. 

Ibid., Antony and Cleopatra, V. i, 18-20. 

12, 
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against the divine plan in The Foure Birdes of Noah's Arke, Dekker's 

15 

book of prayers. Even as rebellion can disrupt God's intended 

order, so may evil men in places of power. Tampering with the 

natural law can upset the balance of the universe, for 
the law is unto us, as the heavens are 
over our heads. . . . But if they bee 
troubled by brablings and unruly mindes, 
and be put from their owne smooth and 
even course, then do they plague the 
world with stormes: Then doth Thunder 
shake the Rich man's building, lightning 
burnes up the poore man's Come, Haile-
stones beat down the fruites of the earth, 
and all creatures that are within the 
reach of their fury, tremble and hide 
their heads at the horrour.l^ 

In The Foure Birdes of Noah' s Arke, each of the social classes pray 

for submission to their appointed stations in life, and the differ

ence in their duties and gifts is made quite clear. Dr. Gregg 

summarizes the prayers in this way: 

Since each succeeding lower class has on 
its shoulders a heavier weight from above, 
and in the nature of things, less intel
lectual ability to appreciate properly the 
philosophical beauty of the divine harmony, 
the task of the lower classes,—agricultural 
laborers and servants of various sorts—, 
becomes mainly one of patient submission. 
The maid servant prays that, as the Lord has 
laid upon her the condition of a servant, 
her mind may be subjected to the state in 
which she was placed, and the serving man 
consoles himself in the thought that in the 

•̂ Îbid., The Foure Birdes (Of Noah's Arke, V, p. kS, 

16 

and Social Backgrounds (Seattle, 192U), p. 101. 
Quoted in Kate L, Gregg, Thomas Dekker: A Study in Economic 
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service of the Lord, he has a promotion 
greater than that due to kings,17 

Yet even while accepting the theory of world order, Dekker could 

more readily observe the disorders within his own experience rather 

than any coherent system, and it was those disorders which largely 

absorbed his attention© G, R. Elton has postulated that the 

Elizabethan "excessive preoccupation" with the order of the world 

and the scale of degrees upon which men were placed 

reflect less . . . the memory of the dis
turbed politics of the fifteenth century 
than an awareness of the instability of 
their own day when society was being 
dragged from its moorings by new ideas, 
new worlds, and most basically of ail-
by new wealth and new poverty.-̂ ^ 

Dekker was unable to accept more than intellectually the view of 

world order beyond temporary chaos which was so much a part of 

Shake speare's vis ion © 

Englishmen in general were much less well agreed about religion 

than they were about politics. While men expressing such radically 

different social viewpoints as Shakespeare and Dekker did could yet 

accept the same general philosophy of a divinely instituted order 

and arrangement of society, a small difference in religious point of 

view had tremendous consequences. Men did not fight over the power 

of the Pope or local bishop. Strictly speaking, Dekker and Shake

speare could really have no political views in the sense of party 

"̂̂ Ibid. 

18 G. R. Elton, England Under the Tudors (New York, 1963), p. 26l. 
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allegiances or codes by which the existing institutions could be 

judged. Dekker and Shakespeare could differ only upon social justice 

with which their political system functioned. If it did not function 

correctly, the fault lay, not in the system, but in the evil men who 

ran the system© Thus all social and political institutions depended 

upon religion and the moral system for their success. 

Religion was the question of ultimate concem to the Eliza

bethans. Dunn cited the diminishing role of religion in the world 

of literature when he said that 

One thing that altered the nature of 
Elizabethan poetry was the change in the 
importance of religious feeling. As a 
center of lyric expression it was 
losing power. Secular life on the 
other hand, as material for poetry, 
was becoming more important.1? 

However, judging from the conflict ranging from the Netherlands to 

the Parliament to the streets of Cheapside, religion was still a 

topic of vital and consuming interest© It is of course impossible to 

judge the influence of Christianity upon a nation of individuals, but 

it would appear from the amount of energy expended in argument that 

Christianity was still a going concern© There is, however, a differ

ence in expression and in general attitude toward religion in the 

works of Dekker and Shakespeare. Shakespeare tended to express 

religious feeling in terms of philosophy; Dekker in terms of 

emotional response and mercy, with reference to a specifically 

19 
i'-sthor Cloudman Dunn, The Literature of Shakespeare's 

Fj^nl'-^-^-d (Dallas, 1936), p. 19. 



62 

Christian dogma© 

In discussing the religious temperament of a writer in a 

predominantly Christian atmosphere, it is difficult to distinguish 

between the habits of expression and of thought that come to the 

writer as a result of his environment and those that come to him as 

a result of personal belief. The habit of expressing oneself in a 

style reminiscent of the Geneva Bible would come very naturally to 

one accustomed to hearing that book read and expounded daily in 

St. Paul's churchyard, and would not necessarily indicate a deep 

conviction or a conscientious study of the Bible© Thus, there are 

widely differing opinions as to the sincerity of the religious 

feelings of Shakespeare, Alfred Harbage quotes Goethe as saying 

that Shakespeare wrote "without reference to any established 

religion," and Schlegel as saying that, in Shakespeare we perceive 

20 
"a certain cool indifference." There are many examples of 

situations in Shakespeare's plays where the normal religious re

sponses are compromised or ignored completely. In Hamlet's dying 

speech there is no mention of religious comforts or continuing life© 

Hamlet speaks of the proper successor to the throne, and dies 

21 

saying, "The rest is silence," The same lack of religious sig

nificance is given to the deaths of Romeo and Juliet and Othello 

^^Alfred Harbage, As They Liked It: M Essay on Shakespeare 
and Morality (New York, 19U7), "p* ̂ 2. 

21 Shakespeare, Works, Hamlet, V, i i , 368. 
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and many other Shakespearian figures; yet Croce could say that 

Shakespeare bears "a strong imprint of Christian ethics."^^ Stoll 

could say that Shakespeare 

. . . has no theology or theodicy, no 
philosophy or "message," and Dr. Johnson 
could complain that Shakespeare "seems to 
write without any moral purpose . . .; 
his precepts and axioms drop casually 
from him."23 

Yet J. A. Bryant can quote G. Wilson Knight as saying that in 

Shakespeare's tragedies the "unique act of the Christian sacrifice 

can . . . be felt as central," and that 

Shakespeare's final plays celebrate the 
victory and glory, the resurrection and 
renewal, that in the Christian story and 
its reflection in the Christian ritual 
succeed the sacrifice©^ 

' Many quotations from the plays can be cited to prove either contention. 

Professor Stoll says that 

In comedy and tragedy both, Shakespeare is . . . 
not interested in problems or principles, 
religious, moral, or social, but accepts the 
reputable customs and opinions of his day© 
He calls none of them in question—to please 
his audience but also himself© There is an 
acceptance of the ideas of God, Sin, Retri
bution . . . . But it is implicit, even 
obscure, never made explicit and clear.25 

23 . , , 
Ibid., p. a3o 

Quoted in J. A. Bryant, Hippolyta's View (Lexington, 196l), p. lU. 

"̂̂ Elmer Edgar Stoll, Shakespeare and Other Masters (Cambridge, Mass., 
19i.D), p. 78, 
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To substantiate his view he might well have quoted Mariana's speech 

in Measure for Measure, which seems to negate all moral systems in 

the practical world: 

They say best men are moulded out of faults 
And, for the most part, become much more the better 
For being a little bad.26 

\<Yicn Schlegel speaks of "cool indifference," he could easily quote 

the dialogue between lago and drunken Cassio: 

Cassio: . . , Well, God's above all; and 
there be souls must be saved, and there be 
souls must not be saved. 

lago: It's true, good lieutenant. 

Cassio: For mine own part,—no offense to 
the general, nor any man of quality,—I 
hope to be saved© 

lago: And so do I too, lieutenant. 

Cassio: Ay, but, by your leave, not before me; 
the lieutenant is to be saved before the ancient. 
Let's have no more of this; let's to our own 
affairs. Forgive us our sins^ Gentlemen, 
let's look to our business.2' 

When J. A© Bryant defends Shakespeare as eminently Christian, he could 

easily refer to such pictures of saintly faith as Adam's in As You 

Like It, when the old servant offers his life savings to Orlando: 

• o • I have five hundred crowns. 
The thrifty hire I saved under your father. 
Which I did store to be my foster-nurse 

Shakespeare, Works, Measure for Measure, V, i, U4Ji-iiU6. 

27ibid., Othello, II, iii, 105-116. 
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When service should in my old limbs lie lame 
And unrc!gardod age in comers thrown: 
Take that, and He that doth the ravens feed. 
Yea, providently caters for the sparrow. 
Be comfort to my agei2" 

Or again, Bryant could have defended his statement that "Shakespeare 

more than any other popular playwright of his time had absorbed 

the language of the Prayer Book and Geneva Bible,"29 vith the 

quoting of Isabella's reference to the Pauline theology of Christ's 

having redeemed Adam's debt to sin and thus having freed all 

mankind: 

Angelo: Your brother is a forfeit of the law. 
And you but waste your words. 
Isabella: Alas, alasi 
Why, all the souls that were forfeit once; 
And He that might the vantage best have took 
Found out the remedy©30 

It is obvious, from the wide range of opinion on the subject, 

that the religious convictions of Shakespeare the individual have 

been successfully hidden under the dramatist's attempt to create 

characters who speak independently from their own convictions 

rather than the convictions of the playwright. Any moral values 

which appear in the plays seem to be the result of an over-all 

philosophical climate which was the habit of mind of Shakespeare, 

28 
Ibid., As You Like It, II, ii, 38-UU. 

J. A, Bryant, Hippolyta's View (Lexington, 1961), p. 16, 

30 Shakespeare, Works, Measure for Measure, II, ii, 71-76. 
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r.aher than any systematic attempt to present a pattern of moral 

behavior and Christian dogma. As Harbage said, 

Shakespeare is moral but not a moralist; if 
his plays teach at all, they do so casually 
rather than by conscious design; they are 
not didactic but exist within a moral frame.^^ 

Shakespeare is not, as E. E. Stoll pointed out, striving for truth, 

"but an imaginative experience; not fact, but the poet's sense 

32 
of fact." In religious expression as in delineation of character, 

Shakespeare is striving for power and intensity of feeling rather 

than accuracy or logic. As Dowden says, "Shakespeare provides 

no answers, but he puts the questions greatly."^^ 

Shakespeare is, then, objective and impartial in so far as 

it is possible for anyone to be objective within a specifically 

Christian society© He was concerned with spiritual evil i^ich 

was not necessarily expressed with reference to the Christian 

system. Dekker, on the other hand, is specifically Christian. 

His expression of religious feeling is bound up in an intense 

and personal relationship to the Church and to Christian dogma, 

and this relationship appears in every play and prose work Dekker 

wrote. In religion, even as in political and social relationships. 

•^Alfred Harbage, ̂  They Liked It; An Essay on Shakespeare 
and Morality (New York, 19U7), p. UO© 

^̂ ?:imer Edgar Stoll, Shakespeare and Other Masters 
(Cambridge, Mass., I9I4O), p. 81. 

33 
Quoted in Alfred Harbage, As They Liked It: An Essay 

on 'bakesoeare and Morality (New York, 19U7), p.1Ji2. 
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Dekker thought and wrote as one of the baser sort of people, and 

his expression of religion was molded by the needs of the world 

of trade. It is to be expected that Dekker, living by his pen, 

should be sensitive to the demands of his audience, and that he 

was sensitive has been pointed out by Bradbrook in her discussion 

°^ I2l£ ̂ Q^^s"^ IVhore, Parts I and K, as a part of the tradition of 

the prodigal play: 

In all the plays of the prodigal which appear 
between l602 and l607 (except Eastward Ho.', 
which burlesques the whole tradition) the 
sinner is let off very lightly. When he 
sinks to crime, it is often laid at his 
father's door. The shift from moral exami
nation of the prodigal to his portrayal as 
a sympathetic social figure is part of the 
general movement from a drama based on 
ethics to one based on the study of man in 
society . . . 3u 

Dekker's play is of this general type. Bellafront, combining the 

figure of faithful wife with the prodigal figure, is treated as a 

sympathetic social figure. Yet there are differences. Dekker's 

play does not attempt to blame Bellafront's fall on anyone else. 

Neither is Bellafront "let off very lightly." Her path back to 

respectable society and union with her father is slow and painful 

and never wholly accomplished. She does not die for her sexual 

transgression as Mistress Frankfort does in Heywood's play, A 

Woman Killed with Kindness, but she suffers social ostracism. 

3b 
X. C. Bradbrook, The Growth and Structure of Elizabethan 

Comedy (Los Angeles, 1956T7"p» 128. 
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domestic unhappiness and misery, abject poverty and humiliation. 

The condemnation is not melodramatic, but it is there. 

"The study of man in society" of which Bradbrook spoke serves 

to indicate the social nature of Dekker's Christianity—its prag

matism and its emphasis upon social justice and mercy and tolerance, 

social virtues of thrift and hard work and fidelity to marriage 

vows, kindness, generosity and patience. Swinburne quotes from 

Seven Deadly Sins of London a moral judgment which is typical of 

Dekker's active middle-class religion. 

He is not slothful that is only lazy, that 
only wastes his good hours and his silver 
in luxury and licentious ease:—no, he is 
the true slothful man, that does no good.^^ 

The dismissal of laziness and wastefulness as lesser sins than the 

failure to do good is perhaps more typical of the Londoner not yet 

greatly influenced by Puritanism, but it is probably closer to the 

attitude of the majority of the common people in London in I6OO© 

Dekker often commented upon the virtue of hard work. As has been 

noted previously, the primary objection which Sir John Otley had 

to Lacy's marriage to Rose in The Shoemakers' Holiday was that 

Lacy had no occupation. The importance of work as the qualification 

for true nobility is one of those democratic sentiments which run 

throughout Dekker's work© As Simon Eyre so often said, "Prince am 

Quoted in Algernon Charles Swinburne, The Complete Works: 
Prose, Vol. I, edited by Sir Edmund Gosse and Thomas James Wise 
XJI^iork, 1926), p, 339. 
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I none, yet am I noblie borne, as being the sole sonne of a 

Shoemaker." The admonition of Raybright in The Sun's Darling 

to all the nobly bom again indicates the emphasis upon social 

values such as humility. 

He who is high-bom never mounts yon battlement 
Of sparkling stars, unless he is in spirit 
As humble as the child of one that sweats 

To eat the dear-earn'd bread of honest thrift,-^' 

Patience appears in the subplot to The Honest Whore as the most 

necessary ingredient in peaceful domestic relationships and the 

virtue that ties man most closely to Christ© Submission and con

tentment appear in The Foure Birdes of Noah's Arke as virtues to 

be desired for the apprentice and serving girl. Dekker obviously 

was a man to whom morality in specific human situations mattered 

greatly, yet he never felt the necessity of rigid condemnation of 

those who broke the moral code. Dr. Bradbrook comments upon this 

facet of Dekker's work when she says: 

If the violent moral condemnation of the 
traitors in The Whore of Babylon be excepted, 
Dekker reserves his denunciation for those 
who prey upon others: for usurers, brokers, 
and bawds. A boundless charity and willingness 
to comply with all comers characterize such 
different figures as Candido and Jacomo Gentilli, 
the linen-draper and the lord. Ancient hos
pitality is praised, and though the subplot of 

-^Dekker, Dramatic Works, The Shoemakers' Holiday, II, iii, ii2-U3. 

37 
Quoted in Mary Leland Hunt, Thomas Dekker; A Study 

(-ew York, 1911), p. 5U. 
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The Wonder of a Kingdom might almost be 
called A Contention Between Liberality and 
Prodigality, it is the meanness of the 
prodigal in refusing alms which condemns 
him, and not his riots.^° 

The same generosity is echoed in the Preface to The Roaring Girlr 

. . . worse things I must needs confesse the 
world has taxt her for, then has been written 
of her, but 'tis the excellency of a Writer, 
to leave things better than he finds 'em; . . . 
yet we rather wish in such discoveries, 
where reputation lies bleeding, a slackness 
of truth, then fulness of slander.39 

Holzknecht, the editor of British Drama, comments upon this preface 

that "It is characteristic of Dekker that it should have been so."^^ 

This tendency to deal gently with the moral decisions of 

others has sometimes led to criticism of Dekker as a moral sloven. 

It would seem, however, that this is only another manifestation of 

a characteristic of Dekker's which we have already noted elsewhere— 

his sense of pity and sympathy for those who suffer. Dekker's 

emphasis upon moral growth and decay and the importance of moral 

rectitude is everywhere prominent, but it is not, like Shakespeare's, 

bound up in an impersonal law of the universe, but in a very per

sonal expression of Christianity© Bellafront is allowed to 

repent. She is even allowed to resume a fairly normal position in 

society. She becomes a devoted wife and a character capable of 

38 
M. C. Bradbrook, The Growth and Structure of Elizabethan 

Comedy (Los /ingeles, 1956), p. 12^. 

39 
Quoted in Karl J. Holzknecht, British Drama (Dallas, 1951i), 

p. 2dlo 

i;0 
ibia. 
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inspiring admiration and pity. Lady Macbeth in Shakespeare's 

play commits a sin which the Elizabethans would have judged 

little more harshly than Bellafront's shame, yet she cannot 

repent, and her sin drives her mad© There is no mention of a 

possible forgiveness nor any reference to the Christian promise 

of mercy. Although a comparison of the morality typical of 

tragedy is not exactly parallel to the normal moral attitudes of 

Elizabethan comedy, yet it is significant that the possibility 

of repentance and forgiveness is completely ignored in Shake

speare 's tragedy, and that in his comedies, sins intended by the 

heroines and heroes are never committed and so, in a sense, do 

not have to be forgiven, Dekker on the other hand seems willing 

to create heroes and heroines who do sin, and sin horribly, and 

yet can be reinstated© Matheo, Bellafront's disreputable 

husband, remains unrepentant throughout the play, yet is never 

cast out and is always lovable© Rowland Lacy commits a sin which, 

to Englishmen, was cardinal—he deserted a post of duty in time of 

war. Yet he, too, is forgiven for he did it in love. The charac

ter who sins in love or from an excess of generosity is never 

crushed by his sin, although he may be punished for it. In 

Dekker's plays, no one ever made a statement like -'̂ gelo's in 

Measure for Measure, when he was asked by Isabella to show pity: 

I show it most of all when I show justice; 
For then I pity those I do not know, 
Wnich a dismiss'd offence would after gall; 
And do him right that, answering one foul wrong. 
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Lives not to act another©^-^ 

Dekker's morality, though sometimes clouded by an easy 

S3'7r,p,ithy, has always its reference to the Christian system, while 

Shakespeare's does not© Perhaps this can best be illustrated by 

a closer comparison of one of Dekker's speeches on patience with 

Portia's famous speech on mercy in l̂ ie Merchant of Venice. 

Candido, in The Honest Whore, says. 

Patience my lordj why 'tis the soul of peace: 
Of all the virtues 'tis nearest kin to heaven© 
it makes men look like Gods: the best of men 
That e'er wore earth about him, was a sufferer, 
A soft, meek, patient, humble, tranquil spirit. 
The first true gentleman that ever breathed©^2 

This speech calls upon Christianity for its only sanction. Portia's 

speech reveals a morality seemingly springing from a different source. 

Tne quality of mercy is not strained: 

It droppeth as the gentle rain from heaven 
Upon the place beneath: it is twice bless'd; 
It blesseth him that gives and him that takes: 
'Tis mightiest in the mightiest; it becomes 
The throned monarch better than his crown; 
His sceptre shows the force of temporal power. 
The attribute to awe and majesty. 
Wherein doth sit the dread and fear of kings. 
It is an attribute to God himself; 
And earthly power doth then show likest God's 
When mercy seasons justice.^3 

Shakespeare, Works, Measure for Measure, II, ii, 100-lOU. 

Dekker, Dramatic Works, The Honest Whore, Part I, V, iii, 87-93. 

^^Shakespeare, Works, The Merchant of Venice, IV, i, 185-197. 
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Shakespeare's appeal for mercy is a broad and intellectual appeal 

to moral philosophy; Dekker's is a personal and emotional appeal 

to Christianity of the popular variety. Dekker did not possess 

a "certain cool indifference," whether in religion or in questions 

01 social justice. Nor did he possess the ability to separate 

himself from his subject and view it intellectually. When Shake

speare referred to mercy as "the attribute to awe and majesty," 

Dekker was busy redefining "gentleman" in terms of Christlikeness. 

There is a fundamental difference in the minds of two such men. 



CHAPTER IV 

THE UNIVERSAL AND THE PARTICULAR; THE POETIC 

VISION OF SHAKESPEARE AND DEKKER 

DekJcer and Shakespeare represent two types of the poetic vision. 

Snakespeare's vision discloses the universal significance of human 

events; Dekker's vision is more concerned with immediate suface de

tail in characterization. Dekker's vision was characteristic of his 

interest in the idiosyncrasies and peculiarities of men in social 

groups© The same sensitivity which made him feel pity for the bear 

in the baiting ring made his observation of a Simon Eyre or a 

Bellafront keen and sympathetic. He was obviously interested in the 

traits which distinguished them as characters. 

Dekker himself must have been an interesting person to know. 

The man who appears through his works, and especially through his 

prose works, seems continually enraptured by the multiplicity of 

things, hungry for experience for its own sake, loving the things 

of this world with a passion defined and enriched by a genuine 

and unforced piety. In so many ways he reminds one of Chaucer, 

catching life in flashes with all the transitory light and clarity 

and detail of a Flanders painting. He must have been a man to 

whom the comic spirit came easily© He attempted only one tragedy 

that we know of, and he left it unfinished© Perhaps his naive 

piety and religious faith shielded him from the tragic view. 

His acute sense of social justice, his independence and 

Mary Leland Hunt, Thomas Dekker: A Study (New York, 1911), 
p. 198. 

7U 
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hatred of servUity make him seem strangely modem, and perhaps 

it is true, as Bradbrook says, that his very "prlmitiveness" 

appeals to us. 

Modern sympathy with primitive art and 
with the symbolic rather than the logical 
structure of poetry makes it easier to 
accept the forms of a writer like Dekker.2 

His prlmitiveness consisted, in large measure, of his spon

taneous and excited reportings of his momentary impressions and 

his very enthusiasm. Bradbrook said: 

Shakespeare and Dekker both stood for 
the old way of writing as opposed to 
Jonson . . . the "untutored" and 
"Elizabethan quality" as opposed to the 
conscious and deliberately planned.^ 

Yet Dekker goes much farther in this unplanned style which is con

versational in tone and almost highly allusive. 

Much of Dekker's charm as a writer and as an individual 

comes from his warmhearted concern for individuals and from his 

genuine sympathy© He seems to have loved beauty sincerely, and 

not even the wretchedness of King's Bench Prison or the squalor 

of Grubstreet could rob the world of its beauty for him. He 

served his muses, "pure maids, but poor ones," with enthusiasm, 

and though he did not make the first rank as a dramatist, he added 

a note of childlike pleasure to the stage histories of the time. 

M. C. Bradbrook, The Growth and Structure of Elizabethan 
Comedy (Los Angeles, 1956), p. 9. 

Ibid., p. 6, 



76 

As an artist, Dekker did his best work on his prose pamphlets. 

They are without question better than his extant dramas. There, 

as Professor Bradbrook says, "his generous and enforced humanity 

and his deep veil of piety show up best."^ His lyrics have been 

appraised by Mary Leland Hunt in this way: 

A duly weighed appreciation of his lyrics 
must wait for a collection that shall 
include all the floating songs; but it 
may now be said of the best that they 
have upon them the freshness and spon
taneity of the early days, and of the one 
that Palgrave has made familiar, that it 
ranks with Shakespeare, but it could not 
have been written by Shakespeare, for 
it is a song of the people.5 

Freshness and spontaneity do not, however, make a great dramatist. 

Dekker was, as Professor Parks says, "careless, carefree, facile, 

fluid, hasty, indifferent to art." And Bradbrook adds that Dekker 

leaves the impression of a spendthrift talent, whose possibilities 

7 
were never realized. Perhaps that is part of his charm—the sense 

of his vast potential which is never completely expressed. Yet 

he sensed an artistic mood not often felt by Elizabethan dramatists 

^4. C, Bradbrook, The Growth and Structure of Elizabethan 
Comedy (Los Angeles, 1956), Po 130. 

^Mary Leland Hunt, Thomas Dekker: A Study (New York, 1911), 
p. 200. 

Edd Winfield Parks and Richmond Groom Beatty, editors, 
The :snr:lish Drama (New York, 1935), p. 879. 

7 
M. C. Bradbrook, The Growth and Structure of Elizabethan 

Comedy (Los An̂ êles, 1956y7"p. 120. 
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and furnished a link in the development of modern drama. As 

Mary Leland Hunt said, 

Dekker realized the artistic possibilities 
in the unsophisticated life of the humble, 
and represented it upon the stage with more 
fidelity to fact, humor, grace, and sym
pathy than any other Elizabethan/" 

Ln Professor Hunt's opinion, Dekker also contributed to the stage 

. . . power of varied humor, power of pathos 
and the most delicate sentiment, not even 
shadowed by sentimentality; power to make 
the everyday aspects of life seem as 
attractive as they really are; power to 
create character—a power based on sound 
psychology, for he was, to employ one of 
his own phrases, "deep read in the volume 
of a man" , . . , At Dekker's very best 
he was able to create also, brief scenes 
of surpassing beauty.^ 

Though Dekker lacked much in the way of technique and dramatic 

intuition, he is still a significant figure among the talented 

group of Elizabethan playwrights. 

Balanced against Dekker's intermittent flashes of lyric 

beauty and warm humanity is Shakespeare's constant voice of 

genius, and there is no explanation for genius© What in Dekker 

was a sudden turn of phrase, an elementary but sweet song, a 

purity of thought in the creation of a single character is in 

Shakespeare a sustained performance, a consistent interpretation 

8 
Mary Leland Hunt, Thomas' Dekker; A Study (New York, 1911), 

p. 201. 

9 
Ibid., p. 203. 
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of life in a kind of transcending comic or tragic mood. Where 

Dekker appeals to us as a personality shining through his prose 

and plays, Shakespeare makes scarcely any impression on us as an 

individual at all© While Dekker served his muses, Shakespeare 

was completely submerged in his art. It seems paradoxical that 

Dekker, who lived by his pen all his life, is nevertheless 

revealed so intimately as person through his art, while Shakespeare, 

the successful businessman of the London stage, reveals so little 

of himself in his poetry and drama. While Shakespeare could paint 

the realistic picture of a man's degeneration from the effects of 

sin in Macbeth, Dekker succeeded only in portraying a soul's 

rebirth in Bellafront© While Shakespeare created villains like 

lago who was evil merely because it was clever to be so, Dekker 

has no villains worth mentioning© When Shakespeare married his 

clever fair heroines to the highest nobleman available, Dekker 

had Simon Eyre tell Rose that she should not marry a courtier: 

Marry not with a boy that has no more 
hair on his face than thou hast on thy 
cheeks© A courtier . . . those silken 
fellows are but painted images, outsides, 
outsides. Rose; their inner linings are 
torn. No, my fine mouse, marry me with 
a gentleman grocer like your father.lO 

And though Rose did marry a courtier, he was a courtier with the 

smell of shoe leather about him. When Dekker's Rowland Lacy fell 

Dekker, Dramatic Works, The Shoemakers' Holiday, III, v, 59-69. 
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in love, he deserted his army post and went to work in the shops 

of London to stay with his beloved. When Shakespeare's Orlando 

fell in love, he hung verses upon the trees in the Forest of 

Arden. There is a question as to which of the two actions is 

more realistic or praiseworthy in a young man in love; there is 

no question, however, as to which is more dramatically conceived 

and artistically executed. While Shakespeare's religious 

feelings are in doubt, Dekker's prayers reveal a man who was 

intensely and mystically religious© 

0 Lord, cast mee not out of thy presence, 
but for thy dear Son's sake, whose blood 
bought the beggars as well as the Prince, 
make me a free-denizen of the city of 
heaven.11 

Shakespeare's conception of life is bound up in the world of ideas— 

Dekker lived in the world of trade. Shakespeare's style is artistic 

and powerful. It is the culmination of the Elizabethan movement. 

Dekker's style, as Professor Bradbrook said, defined the norm. 

His style has always the merits of 
easiness and simplicity, but the 
blank verse lacks pulse and power. 
His range is so wide that no one 
consistent impression remains. . • . 
As his early plays echo Marlowe and 
Greene, Dekker's middle verses reflect 
Shakespeare. For formal passages he is 
addicted to couplets; his imagery is 
always unobtrusive. His is precisely 
the simple, lucid, unplanned style 

Dekker, Non-Dramatic Works, The Foure Birdes of Noah's Arke, 
V, pp. 35-36. 
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which was essential to establish a norm. . . . 
language is a tool that has grown to his 
hand; he does not seek, like Jonson, to 
polish it. 

Shakespeare was the finished product; Dekker was primitive, but 

as Professor Bradbrook also remarked: 

M o d e m sympathy with primitive art and 
with the symbolic rather than logical 
structure of poetry makes it easier to 
accept the forms of a writer like Dekker. 13 

If Dekker failed to have that "infinite capacity for taking 

pains" that Carlyle said was the sum total of what men call 

genius, he did have a certain Elizabethan exuberance and 

simplicity which are peculiarly appealing. Dekker could not 

in any way be called decadent. Take, for example, these 

lines from Grissil's speech after she has been sent home in 

disgrace by the Marquise, her husband: 

If your remember on my wedding day 

You sent me with this pitcher to the well. 
And I came empty home because I met 
The gracious Marquesse and his company. 
Now hath he sent you this cupful of tears 
You'll say the comfort's colde, well be it so. 
Yet every little comfort helpes in woejl^ 

Commenting on these lines. Professor Ellis-Fermor says that in them 

12 
M. C. Bradbrook, The Growth and Structure of Elizabethan 

Comedy (Los Angeles, 1956), p. 130. 

13 
Ibid., p, 9. 

Iii 
Dekker, Dramatic Works, Patient Grissil, IV, ii, 81-87. 
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. . . there is a simplicity of pathos which 
uses no art at all and yet, like the note 
in Wordsworth's poetry, holds the ear 
because of its very plainness.15 

Dekker's poetry has been praised also by Lamb, who said that 

Dekker had "poetry enough for anything."-"-̂  Yet as a dramatist 

he lacked the ability to coordinate his efforts, to design his 

poetry for any overall effect. The Elizabethan exuberance 

renders him incapable of concentrated and single impressions. 

Dekker's scattered beauty of line and sensitivity contri

buted to his highly unusual effort to sing the song of the poor 

people that history so seldom hears© He devoted his life to this. 

In his dedication of "Match Me in London," to a close friend, 

Lodowick Carlell, he said: 

I have been a priest in Apollo's 
temple many years; my voice is decaying 
with my age, yet yours being clear and 
above mine, shall much honor me if you 
but listen to my old tunes. Are they 
set ill? Pardon them; well? Then 
receive them.17 

Written at the close of his career, probably in I63I, these words 

15 
Una Ellis-Fermor, "Thomas Dekker," in Shakespeare's Con

temporaries, edited by Max Bluestone and Norman Rabkin (Englewood 
Cliffs, N. J., 1961),, p. 161. 

16 
Robert Ralston Cawley, Unpathed Waters: Studies in the 

Influence of the Voyagers on ElizabetHan Liteirature (Princeton, 
lW3), p. 221. 

17 
Quoted in Mary Leland Hunt, Thomas Dekker: A Study 

(New York, 1911), p. I6I. 
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reveal not only the humUity of this man so close to the very 

humble about whom he wrote but also the lifelong dedication of 

the artist to his song. If Dekker lacked the conscious flow of 

poetry, if he lacked the ability to perceive nature and human 

actions and motivations, if he lacked the ability to organize 

and discipline his production, he was nevertheless able to convey 

a sense of the Elizabethan world which did not appear in the 

throne rooms of Hamlet's plays or the forums where Julius Caesar 

died. If he could not speak with learning and the authority of 

geniuG, he could sympathize with the poor scholar struggling to 

buy his books© If he could not analyze the feminine mind in the 

throes of passion for power and possession he could describe the 

patient cheerful efforts of Dame Margery to civilize her husband. 

If he could not write of the nobly bom, he could write of the 

nouveau riche who did not make themselves foolish aping the 

manners of their social superiors. If he had a mind lacking in 

analytic powers, he had a mind rich in the ability to record 

everyday sensations and transmit them. Shakespeare may have had 

the broader view of religious truth; Dekker seems to have had 

the more genuine and intense religion. Shakespeare was able to 

paint humanity larger than life and the best models he coud find 

were those who by birth stood above the rest. Perhaps as a genius 

he saw only the highest and best expression of the possibilities 

both of good and evil in humanity. Dekker was a smaller man, 

closer to the muddy feet and hands of humanity than to its 

hichc:;t dreams© 



BIBLIOGRAPHY 

Barber, C. L. The Idea of Honor in the English Drama: 1591-1700. 
Gothenburg: Elandors Boktryckeri Aktrebolag, 1^71 

Bethell, S. L. ^hakospeare and the Popular Dramatic Tradition. 
New York: Staple Press, 19ll^ 

Bluestone, Max, and Norman Rabkin, editors. Shakespeare's 
Contemporaries. Englewood Cli_ffs, N. J.: 
Prentice-Hall, Inc., I96I. 

Boas, Frederick S. An Introduction to Stuart Drama. 
New York: Oxford University Press, 19U6. 

Boynton, Percy H. London in English Literature. Chicago: 
University of Chicago Press, I9IU0 

Bradbrook, M. C, The Growth and Structure of Elizabethan Comedy. 
Los Angeles: University of California Press, 195Ŝ ^ 
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