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SUMMARY

This thesis surveys the impact of the Gunpowder Plot upon the Jacobean stage
1605-16. While historians have long dismissed the Plot as a failed attack
undertaken by a group of disenfranchised radicals, its influence on the cultural
imagination of English dramatists has largely been overlooked. By surveying
details of the Plot itself, and the non-dramatic texts circulating in its immediate
aftermath, it becomes clear that non-dramatic Protestant authors responded to the
Powder Treason with fear and panic, writing alarmist and inflammatory texts
designed to demonise Catholics. These texts include ballads, sermons, and poetry.
This circulating Protestant discourse developed specific linguistic Gunpowder
paradigms and motifs, which subsequently began to appear on the London stage
from 1606. With close readings of a number of plays produced during this period,
this thesis demonstrates that playwrights incorporated specific Gunpowder tropes
into drama, leading to the creation of a number of Gunpowder plays in the years
1606-16. Gunpowder plays include motifs of undermining, witchcraft, possession,
demonic activity, equivocation, treason, and sedition. They also often include
depictions of the two women from Revelation, known respectively as the Woman

Clothed with the Sun, and the Whore of Babylon. In addition, this thesis reveals



that subsequent political events, such as the murder of Henry IV of France in
1610 and the Overbury Scandal of 1613-16, reinforced fear of Catholic terrorism,
and were thus incorporated into drama during this period, often conflated with
the Powder Plot by playwrights, and circumnavigated via the Gunpowder motifs
established in 1606. Moreover, one Gunpowder play, Macbeth, emerges as the
definitive dramatic response to the Powder Treason. This thesis seeks to establish
that the Gunpowder Plot had such a profound effect on the Jacobean cultural

imagination that it provoked a watershed in English drama.
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Introduction

‘To kill at one blow or with one blast’

“All forbidden books they get,
And of the powder-plot, they will talk yet:
At naming the French king their heads they shake,
And at the Pope and Spain slight faces make’
Ben Jonson, Epigram XClI

This thesis began life as a question. Did the Gunpowder Plot have an impact on
the work of Shakespeare? Intrigued, and working with the initial theory that an
event as enormous as the Plot, indeed an event still celebrated annually over 400
years later in Britain, would almost certainly have been explored by literary
scholars, | was surprised to discover that Catesby’s treason still largely belongs to
the world of early modern historians. Endlessly documented in books and films,
the events of 1605 have been so thoroughly covered that, as leading Gunpowder
historian Mark Nicholls remarked in 2007, there is ‘little meat on old bones.”" In
his view, the Plot has been so extensively researched that the actions of ‘terrorists’
on what Hugh Trevor-Roper refers to as ‘the idiot fringe of the indebted gentry’
‘may nowadays raise a shudder, or perhaps a nervous chuckle, but they do not
appear to demand a detailed reconsideration.”” Dr Nicholls’” own recent research
into the Plot has, however, cast new light on old bones, and became the starting
point for my enquiries. Therefore, while the Gunpowder Plot may have been
exhausted by historians, for literary scholars the work may only just have begun.
In order to assess the impact of the Gunpowder Plot on the Jacobean stage,
this thesis needs to answer several questions. Did the discovery of Guy Fawkes in

a vault beneath Westminster register as noteworthy with the average Londoner?



How did the government react? What was the result of the conspiracy upon
public imagination, and did play-going audiences of 1605-16 have any real
interest in a failed attack on king and Parliament? If so, how did playwrights
respond? Given the Gunpowder Plot was a Catholic conspiracy, was any aspect
of anti-popery presented on the stage in relation to the event?

In order to answer these questions, my research needed to follow a logical
progression and a chronological timeline. This involved close analysis of the non-
dramatic texts produced in the aftermath of the Plot, followed by a survey of the
drama that then began to follow. After an initial browse through the non-dramatic
texts published in 1605-6, it immediately became clear that the response to the
Gunpowder Treason was one of astonishment and horror; following the arrest of
Guy Fawkes, ‘anxiety was a long time dying’ and a ‘timeless mixture of ignorance
and terror affected every level in English society’.” A useful contemporary analogy
might be the terror attacks of 9/11. Ten years on from Bin Laden’s assault on
North America, semantic signifiers have evolved which are now often used as a
shorthand to denote the events: ‘Ground Zero’, ‘Twin Towers’, ‘Flight 93, ‘World
Trade Centre’. The event itself need not be described, the linguistic signifiers are
enough to evoke the shockwave of fear that reverberated around the world. The
same is true of the Gunpowder Plot. In 1605-6, words like ‘Blow’, ‘Mine’, ‘Vault’,
‘Fawkes’ rang with an equal topical resonance. And just as the western world
struggled to assimilate the events of 9/11, as it eventually became absorbed into
the cultural landscape through its incorporation into films, novels, documentaries,
and stage plays, so too did Catesby’s treason. Gary Wills, in his book Witches and

Jesuits: Shakespeare’s Macbeth, arrives at a similar analogy, but since his book



was written prior to 9/11, he draws comparisons between the Gunpowder Plot
and Pearl Harbour, and reflects on the long shadow cast by the atomic bomb in
the 1950s. The catastrophic events of 9/11 changed the world. Fear and anxiety
fuelled a global panic, which even today reverberates in western society. The
resulting wars in Afghanistan and Iraq were a direct result of the attack, and
cultural production in the west began to reflect the shifts and changes of a society
fearful of further terrorist action. Popular television shows such as 24, while not
making direct references to 9/11, are nevertheless products of the attacks, since
they evolved as a response to western society’s need to negotiate the issues of
assault and siege. Television audiences wanted to explore new threats to society
from a position of safety, and ultimately, to witness good triumph over evil in a
world in which the authorities were reassuringly in control. A similar climate
prevailed in London in the weeks and months following 5" November, and
drama, as the foremost mode of entertainment, served to perform the same
function in 1605 as television and films have done since 2001. That no play exists
which openly transposes the events of the Powder Treason onto the stage is due
to the conditions of censorship; as Wills states, even in a period of ‘relaxed
censorship it was against the rule to present living kings and contemporary issues’
without at least some attempt at masking the subject.”

James |, like the authorities in 2001, was quick to distance himself from
wholesale condemnation of a religious minority. In his speech to Parliament two
days after the discovery of gunpowder beneath the Lords, he maintained a wholly
moderate stance, highlighting the atypicality of the Gunpowder Plotters. They

were, he concluded, evil and corrupt, blinded by greed and ambition, and not



representative of the vast majority of Catholic subjects. Yet within a month of the
Plot’s discovery, sermons and poetry had begun to shift away from this calm
authorised response towards a polemic which was both alarmist and
inflammatory. In texts such as The Divell of the Vault, printed within a few weeks
of James’ speech, the conspiracy had become ‘dreadfull, foule, Chymera-like'.
The Plotters are ‘Tygrish blood-sworne Jesuits, / Spanized Brittish slaves’,” and the
Plot a stratagem of the pope/Antichrist, whose ‘strict religion grounded false, / On
proud rebellion stands.”®

This thesis seeks to demonstrate that the Gunpowder Plot had an enormous
short-term impact on the English cultural imagination. One specific means by
which this impact can be traced is through popular drama produced for
audiences on the London stage. | will seek to establish that drama at this time
drew on the mythology and semantics of the Plot to negotiate not only the
conspiracy of 1605, but also subsequent events. Events such as the death of Henri
IV in 1610, James I’s foreign and domestic policy, his choice of husband for the
princess Elizabeth, and the vilification of the Catholic Frances Howard during her
divorce and subsequent trial for murder in 1616. The abundance of allusions to
the Plot on the stage 1605-16 demonstrates that playwrights were not merely
referencing Gunpowder rhetoric in an effort to ensure topicality to their plays,
they were introducing tropes of witchcraft, treason, infection, and sedition, all
traditional memes in Jacobean drama, as a direct response to the events of
November 1605. In addition, this thesis seeks to highlight the previously
unrealised significance of the Whore of Babylon to Jacobean theatre. As a figure

from Revelation, many scholars, including, most recently, Frances Dolan, have



discussed the relevance of the Whore of Babylon to the seventeenth century,” but
her appearance on the London stage in the months following the Gunpowder Plot
has largely gone unnoticed. Along with her religious opposite, The Woman
Clothed With The Sun, the Whore of Revelation’s appearance in drama during
this period was not due to her theological importance following the Reformation,
but to the specific and repeated couplings of the Gunpowder Plot with the
Antichrist and the pope. As a result, characters such as Lady Macbeth,
Middleton’s Duchess, and Webster’s Vittoria Corombona perform multiple
functions. They highlight the infectious nature of corrupt Catholicism as figures for
the Whore, and commit crimes reinforcing the satanic nature of the Gunpowder
Plotters and Catholic treachery. Witches perform a similar function, indeed, often
the role of the biblical Whore and the Witch intertwine; hence a play such as
Macbeth becomes less drama designed to appeal to the king’s interest in
demonology, and more a deeply disturbed tragedy preoccupied with the sinister
nature of Catholic menace.

In any study of anti-Catholicism in seventeenth century England, it is
important to differentiate between well-established anti-Catholic rhetorical tropes,
and specific paradigms that might emerge in response to a localised event. The
Whore of Babylon existed as a meme for denouncing the Catholic Church long
before Fawkes was discovered beneath Westminster, but she acquired a
heightened topicality as a Gunpowder motif in the aftermath of 1605. Post-Plot
paradigms certainly share some elements with accepted historical anti-popery, but
Gunpowder rhetoric itself existed beyond general features of anti-Catholicism. As

Peggy Munoz Simonds states, playwrights and authors in this period ‘usually did



not make up new and original metaphors. Instead they employed conventional
topoi appropriately and often varied them to suggest new meanings, or they
combined them with others in a new way.”® A Jacobean playwright might choose
to be ‘deliberately ambiguous in his use of topoi, for poetic, political, or religious
reasons.”” As Janet Clare states, government intervention in the form of censorship
‘could not have failed to interact with the creativity of practising dramatists and to
have introduced degrees of compromise, ambiguity and re-presentation of
material.”"

This thesis thus seeks to demonstrate how imaginative tropes specific to the
Plot, such as the undermining Jesuit, and the serpent beneath the flower,
established new anti-papist nomenclature in the theatre as part of an acute
cultural response to the events of 1605. The Gunpowder Plot was widely
regarded as a Roman design. Arthur Lord Chichester, Lord Deputy in Ireland, for
example, was informed specifically by Salisbury that the Plot was 'an abominable
practice of Rome and Satan’." On November 13" 1605, the government passed
an act for the perpetual remembrance of the anniversary of the Plot, an event it
regarded as the work of 'many malignant and devilish papist, Jesuits, and

seminary priests'"

Robert Appelbaum stated in 2007, ‘when we look at the literature spawned by the
Gunpowder Plot, we may now be disposed to find out how the literary world of
the seventeenth century responded to terrorism and the terror it provoked. How

did it approach the moral problem posed by the existence of terrorism? How did it



manage, or not manage, to put terror into words, and terrorism in its place?’"” No
substantial research into the connections between the Powder Treason and the
production of drama it its aftermath has so far been undertaken. Martin Wiggins,
in his book Shakespeare and the Drama of his Time,'* seeks to locate Shakespeare
and his contemporaries in the concrete realities of Jacobean theatre, as
playwrights working within the shifting demands of genre, architecture, and
audience.” However, he chooses to pay little attention to the political topicality
of London drama during this period. Curtis Perry, writing on Thomas Dekker’s
The Whore of Babylon asserts, ‘it has even been suggested that we read The
Whore of Babylon as a pro-Jacobean play written in the spirit of patriotic
nationalism occasioned by James’ triumphant evasion of the popish Gunpowder
Plot in 1605. In this account Elizabeth’s defeat of the Armada is seen, plausibly
enough, as analogous to James’ defeat of Guy Fawkes.”'® However, Perry leaves
this question open to further speculation and debate. Julia Gasper defines the
fundamental theme of Dekker’s play as ‘the struggle of the True Church against
the anti-Christ’,'” and Judith Doolin Spikes refers to it as a play in which ‘England,
the champion of Protestantism, is overtly cast in the role of the Angel of Light and
Catholicism in that of the Fiend of Darkness in the timeless cosmic warfare’."
Neither however seeks to explore why Dekker may have chosen this particular
subject matter in 1606.

Gary Wills broke new ground in this area by suggesting that some plays
produced in the immediate aftermath of 5" November shared particular

similarities in imagery and theme. He argues that these plays ‘have reference to

the Gunpowder Plot of 1605, the overriding matter of political interest in the



succeeding year, prompting sermons, treatises, ballads, pamphlets and satires, as
well as plays.”"” Wills defines a Gunpowder play as follows: ‘References to the
Plot are essential. These references must be obvious, although indirect (the
condition of even relaxed censors’ rules). But some larger themes are also
essential. The typical Gunpowder play deals with the apocalyptic destruction of a
kingdom (attempted or accomplished), with convulsions brought about by secret
‘mining’ (undermining), plots, and equivocation. And witches are active in this
process. When that pattern occurs, along with direct references to the Powder
Treason, one has a Gunpowder play.”* Wills identifies four plays as Gunpowder
plays: Shakespeare’s Macbeth, with which his study is concerned, Sophonisba by
John Marston, Dekker’s The Whore of Babylon, and The Devil’s Charter by
Barnabe Barnes. He states that there are other plays, both earlier and later, which
deal with similar themes, ‘but they do not have the particular constellation of all
these factors, presented at the time of the Plot and in the language of the Plot.”*!
Wills” book, while undeniably of importance to this thesis, serves only as a
starting point. He views Gunpowder plays as independent compositions with little
relation to each other beyond the Plot, they are, in fact, simply exploring the same
themes at roughly the same time. As such, his book poses more questions than it
does answers. While Wills is content to leave his investigations to 1606, this
thesis seeks to explore the wider impact of the Plot on the Jacobean stage. Since
so little work has been undertaken into this subject, it is to be expected that Wills’
investigations and my own will crossover. A response to some of the questions
posed by Wills has recently been provided by Richard Dutton, in his book Ben

Jonson, Volpone, and the Gunpowder Plot,” which moves the collective research



surrounding the Plot and Jacobean drama forwards. Dutton’s work is pre-
shadowed by that of B. N. De Luna, whose influential study on Ben Jonson and
the Plot, Jonson’s Romish Plot,”® was one of the first to make a direct link between
the Gunpowder Plot and the London stage. As such, it enriches our understanding
of the field, but, like Dutton and Wills, De Luna is primarily interested in the
significance of the Powder Treason upon Jonson’s play. Richard Dutton makes the
case that Volpone is indeed a written response to the Plot, and while his findings
are extremely useful, they serve a limited purpose in terms of this thesis, since
Dutton is preoccupied with Volpone as Jonsonian political satire rather than as
part of a co-operative dramatic response to the Powder Plot. His book does of
course enrich existing research, and demonstrates there is an increasing interest in
the Gunpowder Plot and literary production, but like Wills” book, it chooses not
to explore the wider picture. Rebecca Lemon, in her work on treason and law in
early seventeenth century England,** also pays attention to the consequences of
the Gunpowder Plot on aspects of absolute monarchy. She acknowledges the
importance of the Oath of Allegiance to works such as Jonson’s Catiline, and
Donne’s Pseudo-Martyr, but she too is largely preoccupied with the political
impact of the Plot upon James and his government. Alistair Bellany, in The Politics
of Court Scandal,” notes the impact of the Plot on James’ reign, and his research
into news culture in early seventeenth century London is invaluable in shedding
light on how rhetoric, discourse, and ballads about the Plot were disseminated.
However, his focus is primarily on the Overbury scandal and the means by which
Londoners negotiated that particular Catholic plot in 1613-15. Paul Quinn, in his

recent doctoral thesis Anti-Papistry and the English stage, 1580-1642, also
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considers the impact of the Gunpowder Plot on the Jacobean stage, and while
there are some cross-overs between his research and my own, his discussion is
preoccupied with the wider and more generalised context of anti-papistry on the

English stage during the first half of the seventeenth century.*

The failed Gunpowder Plot of 1605 was a watershed moment in English history.”’
The discovery of Guy Fawkes in the vault beneath Parliament led to myth and
legend which has reverberated throughout the succeeding centuries; for nearly
four hundred years ‘Gunpowder plot, an unsuccessful treason planned by a mere
handful of men, has been the subject of bitter religious and academic debate,
media controversy, popular speculation, and the wildest of gossip.”*® Nicholls
identifies many issues with the Plot which create difficulties for historians.
Conspiracy theories continue to abound, just as they did in 1605-6; Salisbury was
behind the Plot, Catesby was seen leaving Salisbury’s home some time before the
5" November, and Percy was seen leaving the same house at the dead of night by
way of the back door. Tresham was murdered in the Tower, and the authorities
knew in advance of the Plot yet failed to act.”” For the purposes of this thesis,
however, it is not the truth of the event that is important, it is what was believed.
The reality of whether Guy Fawkes was tortured, whether James actually read the
Monteagle letter, or whether the Earl of Northumberland was implicated for
political reasons, is unimportant here. This study is not concerned with the facts
about the conspiracy of 1605. It is concerned with how it was perceived and
understood, and critically, how it was represented in popular discourse, since that

representation subsequently found its way onto the Jacobean stage. The motifs
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relating to the Gunpowder Plot depicted in the drama of the time enable us to
broaden our understanding of how theatre functioned, and the degree of its

cultural potency in the early years of the seventeenth century.

| have approached the plays in this thesis as individual dramatic compositions
with literary merit, but also as historical documents. This methodology arises from
the firm conviction that drama produced for an early modern London theatre
audience functioned primarily as a form of popular entertainment. Playwrights
were working in tough commercial theatres, and the high-minded conceits of the
Elizabethan court poets were a long way from the brothels, bears, and immigrants
of Jacobean Bankside. That is not to suggest the plays in question are not, in most
cases, extraordinary works of literature, but to separate the cut and thrust of the
theatre industry from the drama that it produced is to neglect to consider the plays
as works which extend beyond poetics.

In the course of this research, some problematic issues have arisen. Firstly,
many of the texts written in response to the Gunpowder Plot are now lost; the
Stationers’ Register records the titles of tantalising texts which would have greatly
enhanced this thesis, such as a popular ballad on the executions of the Plotters,
and scathing texts written about Henry Garnet. Having surveyed many plays
written in 1605-16, the ones under consideration here offer what | believe to be
the best cross-section for the purpose required. They are written by a variety of
playwrights enjoying differing degrees of contemporaneous success; playwrights
writing from both Protestant and Catholic perspectives, and several have not as

yet been considered Gunpowder plays.
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Secondly, I have relied on the Stationers’ Register for dating non-dramatic
Gunpowder texts, but there is always a margin for error, since texts were not
always entered into the register, and were sometimes omitted. The Gunpowder
sermon of Lancelot Andrewes is a good case in point. | have been unable to
locate any record of its publication before 1610, so it must be regarded as an
unreliable text. The decision to include it in this study is due to the fact Andrewes’
sermons were extremely popular, and were regularly published and disseminated.
This one in particular, given its subject matter, would almost certainly have been
printed in 1606, since its message expounds that of the government view so
closely. Nevertheless, since no evidence so far supports a print date in 1606,
Andrewes’ comments cannot be conclusively proven to have contributed to
circulating Gunpowder discourse.

Lastly, I have relied on Andrew Gurr for the performance dates of all plays,
but since these dates are in many cases difficult to establish absolutely, this thesis
can only reflect the most contemporary dating research currently available.

Chapter One forms a survey of the non-dramatic texts in circulation within
the days and weeks following the discovery of Fawkes. It concludes with the
thanksgiving sermon written to mark the first anniversary of the Plot. The first
public airing of the Gunpowder Treason was on 10" November 1605, when
William Barlow delivered a public sermon at St Paul’s Cross. Borrowed largely
from James’ speech to Parliament on 9" November, and stage managed by
Salisbury, Barlow’s sermon was the first official version of events, and both the
Monteagle letter and Fawkes’ confession were read aloud to the crowd.

Gunpowder texts, such as J. H’s The Divell of the Vault, and Dekker’s The Double
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PP, subsequently seized on tropes established by Barlow, and began
imaginatively coupling the Plot with the St Bartholomew’s Day Massacre and the
defeat of the Spanish Armada, expanding and intensifying these Gunpowder
paradigms, which are then reflected in, and adopted by, subsequent texts. In
Barlow’s sermon, he establishes a connection between the Plotters and Roman
emperors such as Catiline, Nero, and Caligula. Fawkes and his circle are
denounced as the Devil’s servants; diabolical Jesuitical instruments; blood thirsty
screech owls receiving their orders from Spain, Rome, Babylon, and the
Antichrist. The language used to negotiate the Plot in circulating texts is
inflammatory, alarmist, riddled with anxiety; England is reconfigured in a post-
apocalyptic landscape awash with blood. These works, which include King’s
Book, the official published version of the Plot, demonstrate that authors writing
in response to the Treason in 1605-6 established specific Gunpowder paradigms,
which were adopted by dramatists in their theatrical negotiation of Catesby’s
ambitious conspiracy.

Chapter Two explores three plays in performance in the immediate
aftermath of the Plot, plays which Gary Wills ascribes as Gunpowder plays in his
definition; Shakespeare’s Macbeth, Barnabe Barnes’ The Devil’s Charter, and
Thomas Dekker’s The Whore of Babylon. Close readings of these three plays
establishes not only that their authors were familiar with emerging non-dramatic
Gunpowder rhetoric, but the principal female characters in each play share
specific similarities in language and imagery, suggesting that Dekker,
Shakespeare, and Barnes were either working in some form of collaboration, or

were drawing on a shared source. In addition, the association of the three female
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figures with the Whore of Babylon reveals the emergence of the dramatic trope of
female/Catholic transgression that seeks to bring about the collapse of the
established order. This trope first appeared on the stage in John Foxe’s 1556
comoedia apocalyptica Christus Triumphans, a chronicle history play based on
the Apocalypse.

Chapter Three seeks to evaluate the themes of revenge and corruption in
Ben Jonson’s Volpone and George Chapman’s Bussy D’Ambois. Taking as its
starting point the urgent appeal to recall the threat of God’s vengeance on
Babylonian Rome, which was issued to Protestants in Gunpowder sermons from
1606 onwards, the question of crime and retribution in these two Gunpowder
plays is examined closely. Jonson’s position, as a Catholic playwright embroiled
in the espionage surrounding the Plot, enables a reading of Volpone which takes
into account his personal religious position in relation to the staunchly Protestant
Chapman, whose Bussy D’Ambois is a thoroughly violent Jacobean revenge
tragedy. Both plays contest the nature of the corrupt foreign court, while covertly
referencing the events of November 1605 to denounce both Protestants and
Catholics respectively.

Chapter Four explores the political climate in England in 1610,
immediately following the assassination of Henri IV by a radical Jesuit in Paris.
Questions surrounding the Oath of Allegiance, James’ foreign marriage policy,
and growing anxiety in England, led to ‘a paper warfare’ in European theology.’’
Against this backdrop, two plays were performed in the same season at the Globe,
Ben Jonson’s Catiline and Shakespeare’s Cymbeline. Both reflect the tension and

uncertainty of an unstable state, at a time when fear of further attacks on the



15

monarch was once again heightened. With references to Gunpowder paradigms
as sites of contention between Catholic and Protestant, both plays seek to
interrogate the nature of monarchy and government, and both reflect the growing
dissatisfaction and unpopularity of James | in 1609-11.

Chapter Five provides readings of three plays performed 1612-16, John
Webster’s The White Devil, Shakespeare and Fletcher’s All Is True or Henry VI,
and Thomas Middleton’s The Witch. Each play contains familiar Gunpowder
memes, but in addition, each also makes covert reference to the emerging scandal
surrounding Frances Howard, whose divorce in 1613 caused national outrage. By
1615, with the discovery of Thomas Overbury’s murder, the Powder Poison, as it
came to be known, reinforced the seditious nature of the Catholic threat, and
reignited anxiety about popish plots. As a result, established Gunpowder
paradigms were utilised by playwrights to scrutinise this latest Catholic scandal.
This had the effect of not only coupling the Powder Poison to the Powder Plot,
but also of linking them as public examples of Catholic treachery. Both the
Powder Poison and the Gunpowder Plot epitomised the Antichrist’s menace, and

ensured Protestant England’s nervousness would not quickly dissipate.

To celebrate England’s deliverance from the Gunpowder Plot, the Dutch senate
ordered the striking of a medal to commemorate both England’s safe escape and
the expulsion of Jesuits from Holland.” The medal featured a snake amid roses
and lilies, symbolising Jesuit intrigue. This image, of a serpent beneath a flower,
became the ultimate metaphor for post-Gunpowder Catholic deceit. It appears in

the plays of Shakespeare, Jonson, Dekker, Webster, Barnes, Chapman, and
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Middleton, and by 1615 it had developed into a fully-fledged dramatic motif, with
the power to instantly recall the Gunpowder Plot and its satanic associations.

The commercial Tudor and Stuart theatres in which Shakespeare worked
from the early 1590s onwards, ‘performed plays that were frequently concerned
with political events. These were represented allegorically through the use of
historical material drawn from English history, foreign settings — often Italian — or
plots drawn from contemporary romances. Arguably, the theatre existed as a
particular location of public space where political debates, commentary and
allusion could be made by those who were excluded from the ordinary processes
of political life.”” What this thesis ultimately intends to demonstrate, is that the
Gunpowder Plot evoked an anxiety and eschatology in English subjects so
profound it forced playwrights to abandon traditional theatrical genres in favour
of a new dramatic mode which could meet the growing demand from audiences
for depictions of corrupt courts, witchcraft, demonic possession, murder, and
treason. Playwrights writing in the shadow of the Gunpowder Plot were under
pressure to rise to the challenge of incorporating Catholic threats and government
instability into a new theatrical climate that demanded every-increasing topicality.
In an effort to achieve this, playwrights mined circulating Gunpowder rhetoric
and incorporated it into their plays. The result was that shoe-makers and school
teachers, courtiers and prostitutes, could attend the theatre and witness a world in
which characters overcame many of the issues facing Londoners on the streets of
the capital. As Mark Nicholls states, in the immediate aftermath of the
Gunpowder Plot, ‘Londoners were ready enough to celebrate their shared

deliverance with bonfires and bells on the night of 5" November, but they



17

struggled to appreciate the true nature of that deliverance.””* Whether through the
overthrow of Macbeth, the sentencing of Volpone, or the restoration of Innogen,
the London theatre rose quickly to respond to the threat of terror, and became an
urgent site of universal assurance in a period of turbulence, sedition, and

shadows.
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Gunpowder medal struck in 1605

From title page of Gerard, John S ], What Was The Gunpowder Plot? (London: Osgood McllVaine & Co, 1897)
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Chapter One

‘A prodition without a match’

A survey of non-dramatic Gunpowder texts
in circulation 1605-6

On Sunday 10" November 1605, William Barlow, Bishop of Rochester, addressed
the assembled crowd from the outdoor pulpit at St Paul’s Cross. His subject was
the discovery of Guy Fawkes in a vault beneath Westminster. Fawkes, Barlow
assured his listeners, was ‘a vermine of the basest sort,” who had been plotting to
murder the king and all those gathered in Parliament with a great explosion of
gunpowder: ‘those which make religion the stawking-horse for treasons, pretend
the Catholicke cause (as these conspirators now did) to murther the Lords
anointed.”” Robert Cecil, Earl of Salisbury and Secretary of State, outlined the
moment Fawkes was discovered in a letter written to Sir Charles Cornwallis, British
ambassador to Spain, dated 9" November:

Into this vault Johnson [an alias of Fawkes] had at sundry times

very privately conveyed a great quantity of powder, and

therewith filled two hogsheads, and some 32 barrels; all which

he had cunningly covered with great store of billets and

faggots; and on Monday, at night, as he was busy to prepare his

things for execution, was apprehended in the place itself, with a

false lantern, booted and spurred. There was likewise found

some small quantity of fine powder for to make a train, and a

piece of match, with a tinder box to have fired the train.’
So it was that in November 1605, Guy Fawkes took centre stage in what has
become one of the most unforgettable episodes in English history. Fawkes, who

had spent twelve years fighting for Spanish forces in the Netherlands,* had been

neither the inspiration behind nor the prime agent in the conspiracy, but in the
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aftermath of the Plot’s discovery, of the thirteen men linked to the Gunpowder
circle, it was his name which became synonymous with Catholic sedition.

In the reign of Elizabeth I, English Catholics experienced many difficulties,
particularly following the religious settlement of 1559-60, when the government, at
the instigation of Lord Burghley, commenced a campaign of repression.” Father
Weston, a Catholic priest imprisoned in the Tower in 1603, wrote of the
persecution he believed the Catholic community to be experiencing: ‘Catholics
now saw their own country, the country of their birth, turned into a ruthless and
unloving land.”® They had become objects of suspicion and derision. Men ‘lay in
ambush for them, betrayed them, attacked them with violence and without
warning. They plundered them at night, stole their possessions, drove away their
flocks, stole their cattle.”” Both priests and lay Catholics were rounded up and
imprisoned, and their futures were bleak. If charged with treason, a Catholic priest
was condemned to death by hanging, drawing, and quartering, and as a result,
they often travelled under countless aliases to divert suspicion.

Estimates suggest that Catholics formed less than one percent of the English
population in 1603, but this estimate conceals two important aspects of the English
Catholic community: geography and class.® Some parts of the country were more
likely than others to have a Catholic constituent, with Lancashire a particular
stronghold; 6-7 percent of its population was either recusant or non-communicant
in 1603. Yorkshire also had a large population of Catholics, as did the Welsh
border counties, Sussex, and Hampshire. In this period, Catholicism was rapidly
developing into a religion headed by the gentry.? In January 1581, a new bill made

the ‘presence of a Jesuit priest, whatever his purpose, a treasonable offence.”™ It
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was also a felony to offer aid to a Jesuit; anybody with information regarding the
whereabouts of a Jesuit priest was obliged to inform the authorities, or risk a fine or
imprisonment."" Under Elizabethan law, English Catholics were prohibited from
baptizing their children in the Catholic faith, or marrying within the conventions of
the Catholic Church. They were barred from employing Catholic servants or
teachers, or sending their children to be educated in the Low Countries.'* In 1593,
an act against Popish Recusants was passed ‘For the better discovering and
avoiding of all such traitorous and most dangerous conspiracies and attempts,’
which r